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Abstract

This paper aims to advance the scientific understanding of the role of culture, particularly cultural orientation, in development and psychopathology.
We advance a theoretical framework that conceptualizes cultural orientation as a developmental construct represented by multiple psychological dimensions
and social identities, and influenced by the contexts in which individuals are embedded. This perspective suggests that cultural orientation changes within
individuals over time as a function of their experiences with and memberships in multiple groups, including the mainstream and ethnic culture groups, as well
as a function of their normative developmental changes (i.e., the development of cognitive, social, and emotional capabilities). In addition, this framework
places the development of an ethnic culture social identity (e.g., an ethnic identity) and a mainstream culture social identity in broader developmental
perspectives that recognize these as two of the many social identities that are simultaneously embedded within the individual’s self-concept and that
simultaneously influence one’s cultural orientation. To support the successful integration of culture into the study of development and psychopathology, we
describe how highly reliable and valid measures of cultural orientation, indexed by individuals’ social identities, are essential for generating a scientifically
credible understanding of the role of cultural orientation in development and psychopathology. Further, we detail some best research practices associated
with our developmental and contextual framework, and note some important considerations for researchers interested in studying cultural orientation,
development, and psychopathology.

The overarching aim of this paper is to support the successful
integration of culture into development and psychopathology
research (Causadias, 2013) by advancing a framework for the
study of how individuals develop a cultural self, or in our
terms a cultural orientation, that relies upon direct, reliable,
and valid assessments of culture at multiple levels of analysis
(Causadias, 2013; Cicchetti & Dawson, 2002). In order to
make clear and useful best practice recommendations for as-
sessing cultural orientation (and related research design prac-
tices), it is necessary for us to describe our theoretical frame-
work of cultural orientation. Our approach situates the
cultural self within broader understandings of self-concept
(Dhawan, Naidu, Rettek, Roseman, & Thapa, 1995) and so-
cial identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) that shape individuals’
overall cultural orientations. To this end, our paper is de-
signed to discuss the importance of measurement in under-
standing the role of cultural orientation in development and
psychopathology.

First, we describe cultural orientation as a developmental
construct represented by multiple psychological dimensions
and social identities that change within individuals over their
life span as a function of their experiences with social groups

within the contexts in which they live, as well as a function of
their normative changes in developmental status (i.e., the de-
velopment of cognitive, social, and emotional capabilities).
Although cultural orientation has often been characterized
as a reflection of one’s ethnic culture, culture has most re-
cently been discussed in the context of many social group
memberships (Cohen, 2009). For example, some authors
have discussed the culture associated with membership in a
particular religious group (Cohen & Hill, 2007) or member-
ship in a particular social class (Snibbe & Marcus, 2005).
We describe cultural orientation as a reflection of the com-
bined influence of all the social groups with which one is sub-
stantially identified. Among the wide assortment of potential
social groups with which one identifies, in the case of ethnic–
racial minority and migrant individuals, we emphasize the
cultural orientations associated with the mainstream and eth-
nic–racial groups, gender, socioeconomic status, urbanization
status, and religious groups to which the individual is ex-
posed. Second, we discuss the need for highly reliable and va-
lid measures of cultural orientation indexed by individuals’
social identities, and the implications of our theoretical
framework, if researchers want to create a scientifically cred-
ible understanding of the role of cultural orientation in devel-
opment and psychopathology. Third, we describe several rec-
ommended best practices for empirically studying cultural
orientation in development and psychopathology research.
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These best practice recommendations are derived directly
from our developmental and contextual framework of cultural
orientation, or our description of the influence of measure-
ment reliability and validity on the observed associations
between cultural orientation and indices of adaptation or
maladaptation. Fourth, we note some considerations that re-
searchers studying cultural orientation, development, and
psychopathology may wish to address.

Prior to advancing the broader discussion, we offer a few
notes on terminology and construct conceptualization. First,
we acknowledge the close link among culture, ethnicity,
and race and the fact that all individuals have a cultural
self (Causadias, 2013; Causadias, Vitriol, & Atkin, 2018a,
2018b). Second, because members of groups in the United
States that are primarily considered ethnic groups (e.g., La-
tino) and members of groups that are primarily considered ra-
cial groups (e.g., Black) have racialized experiences as well as
experiences associated with their cultural or ethnic heritage
(Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014), we do not strive to differentiate
between racial group memberships (e.g., being Black or
White) and ethnic group memberships (e.g., being Latino
or Asian American) in our organizing framework. Therefore,
we use the term “ethnic,” when talking about members of
specific ethnic or racial groups, to refer to the cultural compo-
nents and social structures associated with that group mem-
bership, acknowledging that it is difficult to separate race
from ethnicity in the United States (Umaña-Taylor et al.,
2014). Furthermore, we primarily contrast the term “ethnic”
(referring to group-of-origin ethnic or racial group member-
ship, culture, and social identity) to the term “mainstream”
(referring to predominant or broader American group mem-
bership, culture, and social identity). Second, for the purpose
of the present article and special issue, our subsequent discus-
sion of best practices is primarily concerned with individuals’
cultural orientations derived from their memberships in their
ethnic and mainstream culture groups even though our theo-
retical framework presumes that cultural orientation is simul-
taneously influenced by all social identities endorsed by the
individual. It is important, however, to note that these same
best practices apply to the influence of other types of group
memberships and social identities that exist in a given society
(i.e., gender, socioeconomic status, urbanization levels,
religions, etc.) on cultural orientation. Furthermore, whereas
the content of individuals’ cultural orientations is specific
to their group memberships, cultural orientations are not spe-
cific to individuals belonging to ethnic–racial minority
groups (Causadias et al., 2018a, 2018b).

Developmental and Contextual Framework: Influence
of Multiple Psychological Dimensions and Social
Identities on Cultural Orientation

At a social level, culture is a set of scripts shared by groups of
individuals who experience historical exposures to similar
circumstances (Hofstede, 1984). The cultural scripts devel-
oped by these groups are designed to support adaptation to

the shared (or highly similar) environmental demands and af-
fordances to which group members are exposed by providing
guidance with regard to what the appropriate knowledge, be-
haviors and expectations, attitudes and beliefs, and values are
in any particular situation (e.g., Knight, Jacobson, Gonzales,
Roosa, & Saenz, 2009; White, Nair, & Bradley, 2018). Most
individuals are members of many different groups (Cohen,
2009) and, as a part of their group memberships, adopt or
draw from multiple sets of social-level macrosystemic cul-
tural scripts to guide the development and internalization of
their own individual-level cultural scripts, including individ-
ual-level knowledge, behaviors and expectations, attitudes
and beliefs, and values (in any particular situation). For
example, individuals can derive occupational cultural scripts
associated with being an academician, a plumber, or a union
member; family-role cultural scripts associated with being a
daughter/son or mother/father; and ethnic–racial cultural
scripts associated with being African American, Mexican
American, Chinese American, or European American. Each
person is a member of multiple groups, each group supports
social-level cultural scripts, and individuals derive their own
sets of cultural scripts from the experiences associated with
their group memberships.

Group memberships can be assigned (e.g., child or sib-
ling) and selected (e.g., occupational), and some group
memberships will become important parts of individuals’
self-concepts. Specifically, once an individual is aware of,
and committed to, membership in a group, the set of cultural
scripts the individual associates with that group becomes an
important, internalized part of self-concept via the develop-
ment of a social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). While
self-concept refers to individuals’ complete repertoire of
knowledge about who they are (Dhawan et al., 1995), a social
identity involves only the assortment of knowledge, behav-
iors and expectations, attitudes and beliefs, and values that
individuals derive from internalizing membership in a par-
ticular group (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Because most indi-
viduals develop and internalize memberships in many
groups, each person is likely to have many social identities,
and associated cultural scripts. For example, at any one
time individuals may have an ethnic social identity, a main-
stream social identity, a professional social identity, and a
family-role social identity (among others), each of which is
a part of their overall self-concept, and each of which may
guide them, depending upon the situational context.

Figure 1 depicts an example of the self-concept of an indi-
vidual. This individual’s self-concept includes six social
identities (social identity A–F). The size differences among
the six social identities reflect the degree to which each is de-
veloped (i.e., the volume of knowledge, behaviors and expec-
tations, attitudes and beliefs, and values; Jones & McEwen,
2000) and the relative importance, or centrality (e.g., Sellers,
Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & Chavous, 1998) of each to the
individual’s self-concept. The degree of overlap between
each of the six social identities reflects the degree of shared
knowledge, behaviors and expectations, attitudes and beliefs,
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and values (Reid & Deaux, 1996; Stryker & Burke 2003).
Over time the size and degree of overlap among these social
identities can change based upon life experiences and norma-
tive developmental changes (Kroger, 2007). For example,
both ethnic social identity and gender social identity may
be quite small among young children who are only aware
of the existence of different ethnic or gender groups and
that they are a member of a specific ethnic and gender group.
As they get older, and their developmental status advances,
these children gain more information about these social
groups, and their ethnic and gender identities might become
central to their self-concept (i.e., these social identities
grow in importance and size). In addition, with exposure to
these social groups and normative developmental change,
there will also likely be changes in the degree to which their
ethnic and gender identities reflect common knowledge, be-
haviors and expectations, attitudes and beliefs, and values
(i.e., these social identities change in their degree of overlap;
Reid & Deaux, 1996; Stryker & Burke 2003). Further, over
time new social identities will emerge, and some identities
may wane in importance (Kroger, 2007). For example,
upon entering adulthood, individuals might develop an occu-
pational or professional social identity, or a parental social
identity; moreover, during later adulthood, their daughter or
son social identities may decline in importance.

In each immediate situation this individual encounters (see
Figure 1), select social identities may become activated
(Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007; Stets & Burke, 2000). For
example, in one situation, gender may be the most relevant
social identity, and the individual may be guided by the
knowledge, behaviors and expectations, attitudes and beliefs,

and values associated with that social identity. In another sit-
uation, ethnicity may be the most relevant social identity, and
the individual may be guided by the knowledge, behaviors
and expectations, attitudes and beliefs, and values associated
with that social identity. This process occurs through what we
call “contextual interpretation,” in which the immediate situa-
tion “pulls” or fosters the activation of a select set of social
identities while the individual’s set of social identities “pu-
shes” or fosters the interpretations of the immediate situation
based upon the set of social identities and associated cultural
scripts (Abes et al., 2007; Ashmore, Deux, & McLaughlin-
Volpe, 2004). In many situations, perhaps most situations,
the social identities to which the individual is most committed
(i.e., those social identities that are more central to their self-
concept) drive the process of contextual interpretation (Abes
et al., 2007; Ashmore et al., 2004), resulting in the expression
of the individual’s most typical cultural orientation. However,
some immediate situations may foster the activation of select
social identities regardless of the individual’s level of com-
mitment (Jones & McEwen, 2000; Stryker, 2007; Wachter,
Ventriglio, & Bhugra, 2015), resulting in a less typical (for
the individual) expression of cultural orientation. For exam-
ple, a given immediate situation may almost exclusively in-
clude members of the mainstream cultural group and strongly
foster the activation of the individual’s mainstream social
identity, resulting in a cultural orientation and associated be-
havior that is primarily consistent with their mainstream so-
cial identity.

Overall, the individual’s cultural orientation is the “col-
lective” way in which these multiple social identities (and
associated scripts) come together to guide daily behavior

Figure 1. A developmental and contextual framework of cultural orientation.
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through contextual interpretation (see Figure 1). Cultural or-
ientation is a reflection of many internalized group member-
ships that lead to the development of multiple social identities
and the internalization of individual-level cultural scripts
(i.e., knowledge, behaviors and expectations, attitudes and
beliefs, and values) associated with each specific group mem-
bership. The internalized cultural scripts derived from the
multiple social identities come together to guide one’s behav-
ior (Burke, 1991; Roccas & Sagiv, 2010) through contextual
interpretation and determine the very nature of one’s overall
cultural orientation (or cultural self; Causadias, 2013). Gener-
ally, the more one identifies as a member of a particular
group, the more one will internalize the cultural scripts asso-
ciated with that social identity (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), and
the greater the influence of that social identity on the indi-
vidual’s cultural orientation. However, depending on situa-
tional demands and affordances, different social identities
will be activated, or made salient, and individuals will draw
upon the converging (sometimes consonant, sometimes con-
flicting) scripts associated with salient social identities in any
given situation (Abes et al., 2007; Ashmore et al., 2004;
McConnell, 2011). Consequently, cultural orientation is com-
posed of the individual-level activated scripts associated with
the individuals’ social identities based on ethnicity, gender,
socioeconomic status, urbanization status, religion, as well
as any number of achieved social identities (i.e., occupation
and other group memberships).

Furthermore, there are several factors that complicate the
ways in which these multiple social identities come to inform
or influence individuals’ overall cultural orientations in a
given situation (Ashmore et al., 2004). First, the sets of scripts
associated with each social identity are not necessarily ortho-
gonal (Kiang, Yip, & Fuligni, 2008). That is, sometimes two
or more social identities may provide the same or highly sim-
ilar guidance regarding the appropriate knowledge, behaviors
and expectations, attitudes and beliefs, and values in a given
situation. This guidance is illustrated in the overlapping sec-
tions of the social identities in Figure 1.

Second, the sets of scripts associated with different social
identities may provide incongruent guidance regarding the
appropriate knowledge, behaviors and expectations, attitudes
and beliefs, and values in a given situation (Abes et al., 2007;
Jones & McEwen, 2000). This incongruent guidance is illus-
trated in the nonoverlapping sections of the social identities in
Figure 1. The nonoverlapping sections of the social identities
also include the guidance on issues and topics that are irrele-
vant to the other social identities.

Third, any given situation is likely to lead to more than one
social identity being activated (Yip & Cross, 2004), and the
resulting guidance regarding the appropriate knowledge, be-
haviors and expectations, attitudes and beliefs, and values
may be based upon the unique combination of these social
identities. That is, different situations will lead to differential
levels of activation of specific social identities (McConnell,
2011) and result in somewhat different cultural orientations
based upon the process of contextual interpretation.

Fourth, accessibility to specific sets of scripts in a given
situation depends on the extent to which individuals define
themselves with respect to the associated social identities
and related knowledge, behaviors and expectations, attitudes
and beliefs, and values in that situation (Sellers, Rowley,
Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 1997). The degree of accessibil-
ity is illustrated by the size of the social identities in Figure 1.
Generally, more central social identities are more frequently
activated.

Fifth, the process of contextual interpretation influences
the degree to which specific social identities are activated.
That is, features of the immediate situation may “pull” or fos-
ter the activation of specific social identities (McConnell,
2011) and, in turn, differentially influence the individual’s
cultural orientation in that situation. For example, in a large,
mostly White, middle-class group (e.g., an introductory psy-
chology subject pool at a predominantly White institution),
the immediate context may foster the activation of more main-
stream and student social identities, including European
American and student specific ways of knowing, behaving,
expecting, believing, and valuing. In contrast, if the re-
searcher assesses the individual’s social identities individu-
ally at the family home, the immediate context may foster
the activation of an ethnic and an offspring (i.e., a daughter
or son) social identity that includes associated ways of know-
ing, behaving, expecting, believing, and valuing. In these two
settings, the same individual may exhibit different cultural or-
ientations based on the specific situation or context, or based
on contextual interpretation.

Sixth, in the context of social stratification by ethnicity,
race, gender, class, nationality, ability, and religion (De
Reus, Few, & Blume, 2005), some social identities are privi-
leged over others in certain settings or institutional contexts.
The hierarchy produced by this stratification can result in a
relatively central social identity being activated in some situ-
ations but suppressed in other situations, even though that so-
cial identity is highly relevant. For example, an African
American or Latino male high school student with highly
central ethnic–racial identities may, based on the process of
contextual interpretation, display a relatively mainstream cul-
tural orientation when interacting with a police officer or a
European American instructor in a predominantly White
high school.

Developmental and Contextual Framework
Application: Influence of Ethnic and Mainstream
Social Identities on Cultural Orientation

Given our theoretical framework regarding the influence of
self-concept, social identities, and contextual interpretation
on cultural orientation (summarized in Figure 1), and the
fact that researchers generally make inferences regarding an
individual’s cultural orientation by measuring the indi-
vidual’s social identities (e.g., Umaña-Taylor & Updegraff,
2007; White et al., 2017), the present article focuses on the
impact of measurement on assessing the role of individual’s
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ethnic and mainstream social identities, as they influence
individuals’ cultural orientation, in development and psycho-
pathology. Hence, the subsequent discussion is limited to cul-
tural orientations derived from ethnic culture membership, as
well as membership in the predominant or broader American
cultural group. For the purpose of the present article, we will
limit the use of the term “cultural orientation” to refer to the
influence of ethnic–racial minority and migrant individuals’
cultural scripts and social identities associated with being a
member of their ethnic culture (i.e., the culture-of-origin)
and of the mainstream culture (i.e., the predominant or
broader American culture). Individuals’ ethnic and main-
stream culture social identities (a part of individuals’ overall
self-concept that influences individual’s cultural orientation
in any given situation) are composed of multiple psycholog-
ical dimensions (Gonzales, Knight, Morgan-Lopez, Saenz,
& Sirolli, 2002; Knight et al., 2010; Schwartz, Unger, Zam-
boanga, & Szapocznik, 2010) including knowledge, behav-
iors and expectations, attitudes and beliefs, and values that
provide guidance in their daily lives and that they associate
with the ethnic and mainstream community groups within
which they participate. Although we limit our consideration
of cultural orientation as reflected by the ethnic and main-
stream social identities, please note that individuals’ have
multiple other social identities that also influence their cul-
tural orientations.

Although many US individuals think of themselves as
members of only one ethnic or racial cultural group (e.g., Eu-
ropean American), many have experiences associated with
two or more such cultural groups (e.g., Mexican and Ameri-
can) and likely engage in dual or multiple cultural adaptation
processes. For example, in 2014 there were approximately
15.4 million American youth living with at least one immi-
grant parent and 42.4 million immigrants residing in the
United States (Migration Policy Institute, 2016). Recent the-
oretical perspectives on dual cultural adaptation (e.g., Berry,
2003; Gonzales et al., 2002; Tsai, Chentsova-Dutton, &
Wong, 2002) have led to the definition of acculturation as
a process of adaptation to mainstream culture and encultura-
tion as a process of adaptation to the ethnic culture that occur
over time. Hence, acculturation and enculturation are pro-
cesses that produce changes in someone’s self-concept, social
identities, and cultural orientation, including changes in the
psychological dimensions of individual-level knowledge, be-
haviors and expectations, attitudes and beliefs, and values as-
sociated with the corresponding social identities.

As noted earlier, each social identity includes a set of cul-
tural scripts that influence one’s cultural orientation, via the
process of contextual interpretation, by providing guidance
regarding the appropriate knowledge, behaviors and expecta-
tions, attitudes and beliefs, and values in any particular situa-
tion. For example, ethnic knowledge, ethnic behaviors and
expectations, ethnic attitudes and beliefs, and ethnic values
are embedded within the individual’s ethnic social identity.
Ethnic knowledge (Phinney, 1992) includes understanding
that one is a member of a specific ethnic cultural group

(e.g., ethnic self-identification); the use of different labels
(e.g., ethnic labeling); that one’s membership in one’s ethnic
culture group will remain constant over time, settings, and
physical transformations (e.g., ethnic constancy); and that
there are specific behaviors, expectations, attitudes, beliefs,
and values associated with being a member of that group. Eth-
nic behaviors and expectations (Bernal, Knight, Organista,
Garza, & Maez, 1992) include engaging in ethnic cultural
practices and traditions; engaging in appropriate behaviors
given one’s role in the ethnic family and community; asso-
ciating with other ethnic group members; and the efforts to
learn more about one’s ethnic cultural group (i.e., engage-
ment in ethnic identity exploration). Ethnic attitudes and be-
liefs (Bernal et al., 1992; Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2004) in-
clude preferences for specific type of ethnic foods,
entertainment, and social experiences; preferring to associate
with other ethnic group members and being proud of one’s
ethnic group (e.g., ethnic identity affirmation and ethnic
pride); the desire to learn more about one’s ethnic cultural
group (i.e., ethnic identity exploration desires); and the role
that one’s ethnic group membership plays in one’s life
(e.g., ethnic identity resolution; how one’s ethnic group mem-
bership shapes how others view and respond to them). Ethnic
values (Knight et al., 2010) include endorsing and adopting
ethnic group values as guides for one’s behavior (e.g., famil-
ism or collectivism).

Note that the individuals’ mainstream social identities, as
well as each of their additional social identities described ear-
lier, will also have a set of knowledge, behaviors and expec-
tations, attitudes and beliefs, and values dimensions that are
developing over time based upon their exposure to the corre-
sponding social groups and that influence the individuals’
overall cultural orientation. Unfortunately, researchers tend
to measure a very limited set of dimensions of one, and occa-
sionally two, of the individual’s social identities to make in-
ferences about the nature of the individual’s cultural orienta-
tion.

The ethnic and mainstream social identities and the asso-
ciated knowledge, behaviors and expectations, attitudes and
beliefs, and values are acquired through the processes of ac-
culturation and enculturation, and occur through normative
developmental processes and socialization processes in the
home and broader community (Knight, Bernal, Garza, &
Cota, 1993; Motti-Stefanidi, Berry, Chryssochoou, Sam, &
Phinney, 2012; White, Knight, Jensen, & Gonzales, 2018;
White, Zeiders, & Safa, in press). These processes unfold
over time and throughout the life span among individuals
who have been in the United States for several generations
as well as those who have recently immigrated. There is em-
pirical evidence suggesting that the development of relevant
cognitive abilities is associated with ethnic social identity
during childhood (Ocampo, Bernal, & Knight, 1993); as
well as empirical evidence associating ethnic culture sociali-
zation with ethnic social identity during childhood (Knight,
Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993) and during adoles-
cence (Berkel et al., 2010; Calderón-Tena, Knight, & Carlo,
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2011; Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro, Bámaca, & Guimond, 2009).
Furthermore, there is empirical evidence suggesting that eth-
nic minority parents engage in dual culture socialization pro-
cesses and teach their children about the cultural scripts they
perceive to be normative in the mainstream and ethnic
cultures (e.g., Romero, Cuéllar, & Roberts, 2000; Tam &
Chan, 2015). Consequently, the nature of the individuals’ eth-
nic and mainstream social identities develop over time as
these socialization processes are experienced and as norma-
tive development proceeds. Hence, the assessment of cultural
orientation that integrates the multiple cultural scripts associ-
ated with internalized ethnic and mainstream social identities
needs to respond appropriately to the individuals’ prevailing
developmental status.

Further, there has been little examination of the ways in
which ethnic and mainstream cultural socialization experi-
ences influence the development of one’s cultural orientation.
However, it is likely that these socialization experiences con-
vey ethnic and mainstream cultural scripts, as well as scripts
associated with other group memberships, that individuals
first adhere to (often at first without specific thought) and
that become internalized over time and lead to the develop-
ment of corresponding social identities. Social identity theory
(Tajfel & Turner, 1986) suggests that the activation of any
particular social identity in a given situation leads to attitudes,
expectations, and values associated with that social identity
becoming the guiding force for behavior in that situation. In
addition, self-categorization theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes,
Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987) suggests that the activation of
a social identity increases the tendency to self-stereotype,
which enhances perceptions of oneself as being more similar
to a stereotypic or prototypic member of one’s group. Self-
stereotyping, in turn, enhances the tendency to adopt group
norms and engage in behaviors that are consistent with those
cultural scripts (e.g., Oyserman & Lee, 2008). Hence, ethnic
and mainstream identities include the degree to which indi-
viduals see themselves as members of ethnic and mainstream
culture groups, and like other social identities, have a broader
influence by providing the cognitive/mental structures used
to organize knowledge and understanding of relevant cultural
phenomena (Dhawan et al., 1995).

The developmental changes produced by the socialization
processes associated with acculturation and enculturation are
also likely to be dependent upon the developmental status of
the individual (Quintana, 1998). That is, although ethnic and
mainstream culture socialization may provide the cultural
content youth acquire, normative developmental changes in
cognitive, emotional, and social capabilities influence the so-
phistication and complexity of individuals’ social identities,
hence of their cultural orientations. These normative develop-
mental changes also likely influence the complexity and de-
mandingness of their socialization experiences. During child-
hood, for example, the ethnic culture socialization associated
with enculturation processes may be manifest in develop-
mental changes, heavily supported by the living context, in
behaviors (e.g., Spanish language use), knowledge (e.g.,

self-identification or constancy), and attitudes (e.g., prefer-
ence for specific foods and activities). Changes in these as-
pects of ethnic social identity are largely associated with
the development of the cognitive, social, and emotional cap-
abilities inherent during childhood.

For example, Mexican American children younger than 5
years old have minimal or no understanding of ethnic social
identity (Bernal et al., 1992). In contrast, 6- to 10-year-old
Mexican American children have a greater understanding,
as evidenced by more correctly using ethnic labels, fewer er-
rors in identifying and sorting children into their own ethnic
group, more accurately sorting themselves into their ethnic
group, a greater sense of ethnic constancy (an awareness
that their ethnicity will remain constant over time, settings,
and physical transformations), more frequent ethnic role be-
haviors, and greater endorsement of ethnic attitudes (Bernal,
Knight, Garza, Ocampo, & Cota, 1990). Further, among
these 6- to 10-year-olds the correct use of ethnic labels, cor-
rect ethnic grouping of others, engagement in ethnic role be-
haviors, and ethnic preferences is associated with their
mothers’ teaching about internalized Mexican cultural
scripts, mothers’ ethnic pride and perceived discrimination,
and the availability of Mexican objects in the home (Knight,
Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo, 1993). In addition, the
childhood age differences in these features of ethnic social
identity are consistent with the theoretically associated
changes in cognitive development (Bernal et al., 1990;
Ocampo et al., 1993) and the empirical evidence that the
childhood age differences in ethnic self-identification, ethnic
constancy, and ethnic knowledge are associated with cog-
nitive changes during this developmental time frame
(Ocampo et al., 1993). Not only are these important changes
in ethnic social identity during childhood, but these changes
may set the stage for the subsequent development of ethnic
social identity. For example, the development of the aware-
ness that one’s ethnic heritage is constant over time, settings,
and transformations (i.e., ethnic culture constancy) during
childhood likely enables the development of more advanced
ethnic culture social identities during adolescence and young
adulthood.

During adolescence and young adulthood, the socializa-
tion associated with acculturation and enculturation processes
may be manifest in changes in more complex volitional social
behaviors represented as internalized attitudes, beliefs, and
values because of the greater cognitive, social, and emotional
capabilities associated with adolescence and young adult-
hood. For example, during adolescence and young adulthood,
ethnic culture socialization may foster more advanced fea-
tures of ethnic social identity, such as affirmation and pride
(the degree to which individuals prefer to associate with,
and are proud of, their ethnic culture group), identity explora-
tion (the degree to which individuals have tried to learn more
about their ethnic culture group), and resolution (the degree to
which individuals have clarified the role that ethnic culture
group membership plays in their life; e.g., Supple, Ghazarian,
Frabutt, Plinkett, & Sands, 2006; Umaña-Taylor & Fine,
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2004; Umaña-Taylor, Gonzales-Backen, & Guimond, 2009).
Children may behave in accordance with ethnic culture-
related values (e.g., familism values in families of US–Mexican
decent) because of the rewards and punishments they experi-
ence for behaving, or not behaving, in accordance with those
values. However, the search for the meaning of their ethnic
culture group membership (i.e., exploration) that occurs
during late childhood and adolescence may be required to
discern the nature of the cultural values associated with the
ethnic group. Further, having a high degree of clarity regard-
ing the meaning of one’s ethnic culture group membership in
one’s life (i.e., resolution) may be necessary to make a com-
mitment to these ethnic culture-related values. If these types
of heterotypic developments in ethnic or mainstream social
identities do occur (see Wichstrom, Belsky, & Steinsnekk,
2016, for an example of such development), it is reasonable
to expect that the development of more advanced features
of ethnic social identity (or mainstream social identity),
such as exploration and resolution, may foster or be requisite
for the internalization of values associated with the ethnic
social identity (or mainstream social identity).

In essence, ethnic culture socialization may lead to the
development of ethnic identity exploration and resolution
during early adolescence. This development may, in turn,
be necessary for adolescents and young adults to incorporate
ethnic culture values into their social identities such that they
become self-driving guides for their behavior (see Knight
et al., 2011; Knight, Carlo, Mahrer, & Davis, 2016, for
supporting evidence). Hence, the ethnic culture socialization
associated with enculturation may impact specific features of
ethnic social identity that are salient at different development
levels, and similarly, the socialization associated with accul-
turation may impact specific features of mainstream social
identity that are salient at different development levels.

In addition, the developmental status of the individual
likely influences the types of acculturative and enculturative
socialization youth experience (Quintana & Vera, 1999).
For example, caring for a younger sibling may be one type
of assignment that is a part of the socialization of familism be-
haviors (Knight et al., 2010) among older Mexican American
children and, eventually, the internalization of familism val-
ues among older Mexican American adolescents. Relatively
young Mexican American children may not be assigned
this task because their Mexican American parents do not be-
lieve their young child yet has sufficient experience for such a
task. Eventually these relatively young Mexican American
children may engage in sibling care in collaboration with a
parent so that they are strongly monitored and trained in the
appropriate ways to care for a younger sibling. Such a social-
ization process may not only foster familism behaviors and
values (Knight et al., 2011; Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro, et al.,
2009) but also foster the development of the cognitive, social,
and emotional capabilities that are necessary for the develop-
ment of familism behaviors and values. As these Mexican
American children become more experienced in sibling
care (i.e., acquire the requisite skills and become more cogni-

tively, socially, and emotionally capable) the parental moni-
toring may diminish and eventually the care for a younger sib-
lings (an ethnic culture-related behavior) may become more
autonomous, and ultimately lead to the internalization of cul-
tural values related to the importance of family and family ob-
ligations.

The developmental status of an individual may also influ-
ence the general rate at which acculturative and enculturative
changes occur and the social settings that are most salient as
sources of cultural influence. For example, relative to their
parents, immigrant children often experience more rapid rates
of acculturation and associated changes in their mainstream
social identities because they attend US schools and have ex-
tended daily interactions with mainstream peers and teachers
(Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1993).
Adolescents, relative to younger children, may have a more
highly developed mainstream social identity because they
are more apt to be influenced by their mainstream peers and
broader community influences (e.g., White et al., 2017) and
because of increased involvement in social groups outside
the home (Ying, Coombs, & Lee, 1999). Parents, in contrast,
have greater abilities to structure their own acculturative and
enculturative experiences. Some immigrant parents may limit
their own involvement in or be excluded from mainstream
culture social settings and experience much slower rates of ac-
culturation and much less development of their mainstream
social identities.

Cultural Orientation Assessment Best Practices:
Reliance on High-Quality Social Identity
Measurement Strategies

Given our focus on individual’s ethnic and mainstream social
identities, as they influence ethnic–racial minority and mi-
grant individuals’ cultural orientation, using highly valid
and reliable measures of ethnic and mainstream social identi-
ties, and ideally other social identities (e.g., gender identity)
is an essential practice to advance empirical understanding
of the role of cultural orientation in development and psycho-
pathology. Similarly, this practice also extends to measures of
the precursors and outcomes of social identities utilized in
this research. Unfortunately, some researchers have relied
upon measures of these social identities that have relatively
poor psychometric properties, that may not be developmen-
tally or content appropriate for the specific study sample, or
that include only proxy indicators (e.g., generation of immi-
gration or nativity; Causadias, 2013). In addition, some re-
searchers have relied on measures of precursors or outcomes
that are minimally reliable or valid (e.g., dichotomous indica-
tors of adjustment and maladjustment). This reliance on less
than optimal measures is likely to increase the variability in
the relevant research findings by producing inconsistencies
and, likely, incompatibilities among the empirical findings
on the role of cultural orientation in development and psycho-
pathology.
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General measurement perspective

Creating a reliable and valid measure of any psychological
construct requires a set of relatively well-known methodo-
logical procedures (e.g., Borsboom, Mellenbergh, & van
Heerden, 2004; Campbell & Fiske, 1959; Cronbach, 1970;
Cronbach & Meehl, 1955; McDonald, 1999; Nunnally,
1967). This process starts with a theory that specifies critical
features of the construct. This theory defines the nature of, or
the elements of, the psychological construct in the population
of individuals in which the measure will be administered.
This feature of the theory about the psychological construct
provides the basis for the generation of the items or obser-
vations to be included in the operational definition (i.e., the
measure) of that psychological construct.

Furthermore, it is essential that the theory describing
the nature of the construct is culturally informed or specific
to the populations being sampled (e.g., Knight, Roosa, &
Umaña-Taylor, 2009; Poortinga, 2016; White, Knight, &
Roosa, 2015). For example, in developing a measure of de-
pression for use in a White middle-class sample in the United
States, it would generally be reasonable to include items or
observations reflecting, among other things, suicidal ideation
because this is a known indicator of depression in this popu-
lation. To create an unbiased assessment of depression for use
in a White middle-class population in the United States, it is
desirable to select a sample of items/observations that is re-
presentative of the population of items/observations defining
the construct in this specific population of persons. That is, if
depression is reflected by suicidal ideation, crying, and sad-
ness in this population of persons, then the measure of depres-
sion should have items or observations of these thoughts and
behaviors. As the set of items becomes less representative
(i.e., becomes a select subset) of the population of depression
items/observations in the group of interest, it becomes less
likely that the set of items or observations accurately assesses
depression in this population. Hence, the accuracy of scienti-
fic inferences from research is enhanced by the use of mea-
sures that have a representative sampling of the items or ob-
servations that are indicators of the psychological constructs
of interest (whether a cultural, developmental, or a psycho-
pathological construct) administered to a representative sam-
ple of the population of interest.

In addition, theory also defines how the psychological
construct of interest relates to other constructs, or fits within
the nomological net of construct validity relations. The pre-
sumption here is that researchers primarily know what any
particular measuring system is truly assessing by examining
the degree to which the numerical scores produced by that
system covary with scores produced by measures of theoreti-
cally related and theoretically unrelated psychological
constructs. For example, it is generally reasonable to expect
Mexican American adolescents’ cultural orientation to be as-
sociated with their parents’ degree of ethnic and mainstream
culture socialization and the cultural nature of the context
in which they live. Such a finding represents evidence of

convergent construct validity. In contrast, it would not be rea-
sonable to expect Mexican American adolescents’ cultural or-
ientation to be associated with an unbiased measure of general
intelligence. Finding a nonsignificant association between the
scores from measures of these two constructs represents evi-
dence of discriminant construct validity. To the degree that
these kinds of observed associations between the scores on
measures of psychological constructs conform to expecta-
tions, based upon the understanding of the theoretically
driven nomological net of expected associations with other
psychological constructs, researchers begin to believe that
they are measuring the construct they intended to measure.

Again, it is essential that the observed construct validity
associations conform to the construct validity relation expec-
tations for the psychological construct in the population of in-
terest (e.g., Knight, Roosa, et al., 2009; White et al., 2015).
As the observed construct validity relations deviate from
the culturally informed expectation (i.e., based on knowledge
and understanding of specific concepts that relate to group
membership), it becomes less likely that the measure is as-
sessing the intended psychological construct in the popula-
tion of interest, and the scientific inferences made from the re-
search using such a measure become less credible. Hence, the
accuracy of scientific inferences from research is enhanced by
the use of measures that produce scores that conform to the
nomological net of expected construct validity relations
(e.g., Cronbach & Meehl, 1955) for the psychological con-
structs of interest (whether a cultural, developmental, or a
psychopathological construct) when administered to a repre-
sentative sample of the population of interest.

An example of a valid and reliable measure of one dimen-
sion of ethnic and mainstream social identities for Mexican
Americans is the Mexican American Cultural Values Scale
(MACVS; Knight et al., 2010). Previous qualitative and quan-
titative research has supported the construct validity and reli-
ability of the measure for use with Mexican American partici-
pants (Cruz, King, Cauce, Conger, & Robins, 2017; Knight
et al., 2010). This scale assesses Mexican American indi-
viduals’ degree of endorsement with values relatively more as-
sociated with the Mexican American culture and values rela-
tively more associated with the mainstream culture. The
Mexican American values scale consists of five correlated sub-
scales from MACVS: familism-support (e.g., “Parents should
teach their children that the family always comes first”); famil-
ism-obligation (e.g., “If a relative is having a hard time finan-
cially, one should help them out if possible”); familism-refer-
ent (e.g., “A person should always think about their family
when making important decisions”); respect (e.g., “Children
should always honor their parents and never say bad things
about them”); and religiosity (e.g., “One’s belief in God gives
inner strength and meaning to life”). The mainstream values
scale consists of three substantially correlated subscales from
the MACVS: material success (e.g., “The best way for a person
to feel good about himself/herself is to have a lot of money”);
independence and self-reliance (e.g., “As children get older
their parents should allow them to make their own decisions”);
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and competition and personal achievement (e.g., “One must be
ready to compete with others to get ahead”).

The influence of measurement reliability and validity on ob-
served associations. Unfortunately, limitations in reliability
and construct validity can impact observed associations be-
tween cultural orientation, development, and psychopathol-
ogy in at least two ways, and in turn, cloud accurate under-
standing of the role of cultural orientation in development
and psychopathology. The first concern is measurement
error. Although the measures of constructs are designed to
produce numerical values that reflect the degree, intensity,
or magnitude of the construct in the individual, an important
premise of the psychometric conceptualization of measure-
ment is that any measurement system includes inaccuracies.
When these inaccuracies produce random variance in the
scores generated by the measure, they reflect measurement
error. In the ideal case, these inaccuracies in the measurement
of a construct are not only random but also relatively small.
Because these errors are random, the variance in a measure
of a construct attributable to measurement error cannot be re-
lated to any measure of another construct. Therefore, these
random errors limit the degree to which the scores on a target
measure can be associated (e.g., correlated) with scores on
other measures, including the same measure administered at
another point in time. Thus, these types of errors influence
the degree of unreliability associated with a target measure
as well as the validity coefficients associated with a measure
(i.e., the associations with scores on measures of other theo-
retically related constructs). Because this variance is random,
these measurement errors can only result in the validity coef-
ficients being attenuated (i.e., biased downward) because this
variance reduces the proportion of systematic variance in the
score. Therefore, if a measure includes substantial random
measurement error (i.e., the scores are not highly reliable),
the validity coefficients will be a substantial underestimate
of the degree of covariation between the two constructs in
the population of interest.

Although it is theoretically possible for the scores from the
measurement of two constructs to have a correlation of 1.00,
measurement error limits the observed association to the
product of the square roots of reliability coefficients of the
two measures (Knight, 1984). Assuming that the same
cultural orientation indicator is assessed twice (either at two
different [developmentally relevant] points in time, or using
two different measurement systems) and that the reliability
coefficients for each assessment are .70, then the best possible
observed correlation between these two sets of scores is .70
(i.e., the square root of .70 times the square root of .70), rather
than the expected correlation of 1.00. This is because the
reliability coefficient of .70 indicates that only 49% of the
variance in the observed scores is systematic variance due
to cultural orientation. Further, barring any other measure-
ment issues, the reliability coefficient of .70 indicates that
the remaining 51% of the variances in the scores is random
error variance that cannot be associated with any other scores.

Figure 2 provides an example of this simple case in which
the scores produced by both a measure of cultural orientation
and a measure of psychopathology include systematic con-
struct variance and random error variance. This figure
assumes that the expected true association between cultural
orientation and psychopathology because adaptive and mal-
adaptive responses are multiply determined by numerous
causal constructs. This .30 correlation indicates that these
two constructs share 9% of their systematic variance, which
is represented by the area of overlap of the two Venn circles
relative to the area represented in the systematic variance of
the psychopathology construct. Unfortunately, the best possi-
ble observed correlation is .21 if the reliability coefficients for
each of the two sets of scores is only .70 (the true correlation
times the product of the square roots of the two reliability
coefficients). Hence, as the expected true correlation is
smaller in magnitude, the observed correlation gets smaller
in magnitude too. However, most important, as the measures
get less reliable (i.e., approach .60 and indicate that only 36%
of the observed variance is systematic construct variance), the
observed correlation becomes an even greater underestimate
of the true correlation. Because the effects of measurement er-
rors on observed associations is relatively straightforward,
there are analytical procedures (e.g., mathematical correction
for attenuation, structural equation modeling, etc.) that may
allow researchers to determine, or adjust for, the degree to
which covariation among observed scores underestimates
the true covariation among the underlying constructs. Never-
theless, measurement error can create substantial difficulties
in making accurate scientific inferences. In extreme cases,
the measures of cultural orientation or psychopathology
may be so unreliable that is very unlikely for a specific study
to detect an association between these constructs if one truly
exists. Hence, the attenuation of observed associations may
lead to considerable inconsistencies in the observed findings
reported in the scientific literature.

The second concern is measurement bias. Unfortunately,
often the variance in a set of scores produced by a measure
is influenced by more than one construct as well as random
measurement errors. That is, there is often systematic variance
that results in the numerical representation inaccurately esti-
mating the desired psychological construct because the re-
sponses on that measure are influenced by secondary con-
structs other than the target construct of interest. These
secondary constructs add systematic variance, or measure-
ment bias, in the scores (in contrast to the random variance
contributed by measurement error) that are attributable to sec-
ondary constructs adding to the overall variance in the scores
and representing a validity problem.

Often these secondary constructs are response biases, or
other methodological artifacts, that are undesirable and some-
times unavoidable. For example, there is evidence that Lati-
nos are more likely to use the extreme response alternatives
on Likert-type response scales (i.e., “strongly agree/disagree”
vs. “agree/disagree somewhat”) compared to non-Latino
Whites (Hui & Triandis, 1989; Marı́n, Gamba, & Marı́n,
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1992), and that more enculturated and less acculturated (i.e.,
stronger ethnic culture social identity and weaker mainstream
culture social identity) Latinos more often have an extreme re-
sponse alternative bias than more acculturated (i.e., stronger
mainstream culture social identity) Latinos (Marı́n et al.,
1992). Similarly, there is evidence that negatively worded
items are relatively difficult for children to understand, par-
ticularly when translated into some languages (e.g., Nair,
White, Roosa, & Knight, 2009; White, Umaña-Taylor,
Knight, & Zeiders, 2011). The impact of secondary con-
structs, such as these examples, may be quite problematic be-
cause the variance they add to the scores is not random and
not the result of the target psychological construct one is try-
ing to assess.

The systematic variance contributed by a secondary con-
struct increases the variance in the scores derived from a mea-
sure and can lead the validity coefficients (i.e., associations
between theoretically linked psychological constructs) to be
either upwardly or downwardly biased. If the measures of
the two theoretically related psychological constructs both in-
troduce variance from the same (or very similar) secondary
constructs (i.e., both measures have the same or similar mea-
surement bias), then the association between the two sets of
scores may overestimate the degree of covariation between
the target construct and the validity construct in the popula-
tion. That is, as the squared validity coefficient (e.g., squared
correlation) is an estimate of the proportion of shared variance
between the two sets of scores, increasing the variance of
each set of scores with similar (i.e., highly correlated) sys-
tematic secondary influences increases the correlation be-
tween the two sets of scores by increasing the proportion of
shared variance between the scores.

Figure 3 provides an example of this more complex case,
in which the scores produced by both a measure of cultural

orientation and a measure of psychopathology include sys-
tematic construct of interest variance as well as systematic
shared method variance and random error variance. For ex-
ample, if the measure of social identities and adaptive or mal-
adaptive outcomes are both assessed with self-report mea-
sures, the scores on these assessments may include shared
method variance. In this case, the response bias adds sys-
tematic variance in each set of scores that represents addi-
tional shared method variance beyond the shared variance
between the cultural orientation and psychopathology con-
structs. That is, the correlation between cultural orientation

Figure 2. The influence of random measurement error on the observed association of cultural orientation with psychopathology.

Figure 3. The influence of random measurement error and measurement bias
on the observed association of cultural orientation with psychopathology.
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and psychopathology absent the shared method variance
(represented by section a in Figure 3) becomes inflated as
the shared method variance increases the total shared var-
iance between the cultural orientation and psychopathology
scores (represented by sections a þ b in Figure 3). However,
this upward bias to the observed association between the
measure of social identities and psychopathology is mitigated
to some degree by the underestimation created by the random
measurement errors in each set of scores. Ultimately, as the
two sets of scores become highly reliable (i.e., have a reliabil-
ity coefficient of .90 or greater with relatively little random
measurement error, as in Figure 3), or as the proportion of
shared method variance gets greater (i.e., section b in
Figure 3), the upward bias of the observed correlation will
be greater than the underestimation produced by the random
measurement error, and the observed correlation will overes-
timate the true correlation between cultural orientation and
psychopathology. Unfortunately, the measurement of social
identities has relied heavily on self-report measures and there
has been little effort to examine a multitrait-multimethod
(Campbell & Fiske, 1959) matrix of the influence of these
social identities on psychopathology. Hopefully, future re-
search will lead to the development of more observational
or other-report measures of these social identities. Until
such measures are developed researchers should, at least,
strive to use measures of adaptive and maladaptive outcomes
with non-self-report measures to address the issue of com-
mon reporter bias to some extent.

It is also possible, however, that the measure of social
identities and the psychopathology measure introduce very
different systematic secondary constructs (i.e., the two mea-
sures may have very different and unrelated measurement bi-
ases). In this case, the observed correlation between the two
sets of scores will lead to underestimate the degree of covar-
iation between cultural orientation and psychopathology be-
cause the unrelated systematic variance added by the response
biases operate much like the random variance introduced by
measurement error. For example, the correlation between cul-
tural orientation scores in a Latino sample using a 5-point
Likert-type self-report response scale and psychopathology
scores based upon observations by trained non-Latino
observers will likely underestimate the true correlation be-
cause the extreme response alternative bias of less accultura-
ted Latinos (Marı́n et al., 1992) adds systematic variance to
the cultural orientation scores that is not shared with the ob-
served psychopathology scores. In essence, the proportion
of shared variance between cultural orientation and psycho-
pathology is decreased by the addition of unrelated method
variance in much the same way that random measurement er-
ror adds unrelated variance. Hence, the underestimation of the
true correlation created by the inclusion of unrelated method
variance in the cultural orientation scores and the psychopa-
thology scores is further attenuated by the random measure-
ment error variance created by the measures. Furthermore,
the situation in this example is further complicated by the
likelihood that the measure of psychopathology also includes

some unrelated systematic, but unrelated, measurement var-
iance.

Unfortunately, researchers often have little knowledge of
the specific secondary constructs being assessed by their
measures. This makes it very difficult to (a) determine if
the observed correlations are overestimates or underestimates
of the associations among the underlying constructs in the
population; and (b) adjust the magnitude of the observed cor-
relations by controlling for these systematic sources of varia-
bility. Hence, the limited information usually available re-
garding the existence and nature of measurement biases has
the potential to have important consequences regarding the
accuracy of the scientific inferences made with measurement
systems that do not exhibit strong psychometric properties
(i.e., strong reliability and validity).

Cultural Orientation Assessment Best Practices:
Reliance on a Developmental and Contextual
Framework of Multiple Psychological Dimensions and
Social Identities

Our developmental and contextual framework of cultural or-
ientation, and the measurement issues described earlier and
elsewhere (e.g., Knight, Roosa, et al., 2009; Lazarus, 1997;
Schwartz et al., 2010), have important implications for the
empirical research on the role of cultural orientation in devel-
opment and psychopathology. In this section, we describe the
need to rely on practices and assessments of ethnic and main-
stream social identities, and ideally other social identities
(e.g., gender identity) that capture: (a) the multidimensional
nature of these social identities; (b) the explicit role of the im-
mediate context in the expression, and assessment, of cultural
orientation; (c) the convergence between the specific social
identity measurement strategy (i.e., operational definitions)
and the developmental status of participants; and (d) the de-
velopmental nature of social identities. Although we will
not elaborate on these in full detail, we hope that the citations
provided allow readers to begin investigating the importance
of these issues for their own research.

Best practice #1: Reliance on a multi-identity cultural
orientation approach

We recommend researchers develop an explicit awareness
that the indicators that represent cultural orientation encom-
pass a wide range of psychological dimensions (i.e., knowl-
edge, behaviors and expectations, attitudes and beliefs, and
values; Gonzales et al., 2002; Knight et al., 2010; Schwartz
et al., 2010) across multiple social identities. This awareness
and the associated research design implications are essential
for advancing scientific understanding of the role of the de-
velopment of the cultural self (Causadias, 2013) in indi-
viduals’ adaptation and maladaptation. Given that the multi-
ple psychological dimensions of one’s social identities are
not likely to play an equal, or essentially similar, role in all
aspects of one’s development, researchers should consider a
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more nuanced vision of the existing literature. This is further
complicated by the embedded multi-identity nature of cul-
tural orientation (i.e., converging scripts associated with, at
least, the ethnic and mainstream social identities; e.g., Berry,
2003; Gonzales et al., 2002; Tsai et al., 2002). This frame-
work of multiple psychological dimensions embedded within
multiple social identities creates the need for a relatively
broad literature that reports findings from a wide range of
measures of specific dimensions of at least the social identi-
ties associated with dual cultural adaptation (i.e., accultura-
tion and enculturation). There are at least two limitations as-
sociated with the ways in which some researchers have
interpreted the current literature (overgeneralization and com-
partmentalization).

To date, some studies of the role of these social identities
on shaping individuals’ cultural orientations have often in-
cluded only a very limited range of assessments of the social
identities and embedded psychological dimensions. For ex-
ample, some measures labeled as “acculturation measures”
(e.g., Cuellar, Arnold, & Maldonado, 1995; Szapocznik,
Kurtines, & Fernandez, 1980) largely overrepresent assess-
ments of the behavioral and attitudinal dimensions of ethnic
and mainstream social identities, particularly language use
and affiliation patterns (Knight, Roosa, et al., 2009). Unfortu-
nately, the scientific inferences regarding the roles of these
social identities and derived cultural orientations in develop-
ment and psychopathology have often not been adequately
constrained by reference to the nature of the specific assess-
ments. That is, although a study may include only assess-
ments of a limited subset of the indicators of a specific dimen-
sion of ethnic and/or mainstream social identities (i.e.,
language use or preference, and/or affiliation patterns), re-
searchers often overgeneralize by making scientific infer-
ences about cultural orientation more broadly.

At the same time, researchers often study different, but
much related, indicators and dimensions of ethnic and/or
mainstream social identities without consistently and effec-
tively integrating the findings from these literatures (Schwartz
et al., 2010). For example, there are at least two research lit-
eratures that focus on ethnic and mainstream social identities
that are referred to by quite different labels. One is the litera-
ture on ethnic–racial or mainstream identity (e.g., affirmation,
exploration, and resolution; Phinney 1992; Roberts el al.,
1999; Umaña-Taylor, Yazedjian, & Bámaca-Gómez, 2004),
and the other is the literature on acculturation and encultura-
tion (e.g., individuals’ preference and engagement in culture-
related behaviors and with members from the mainstream and
the ethnic culture; Cuellar et al., 1995; Szapocznik et al.,
1980; Unger et al., 2002). A better understanding of cultural
orientation is likely to result from attending to both of these,
and other related sets of findings. Unfortunately, compart-
mentalization sometimes leads to inconsistent efforts to link
these related lines of research in the broader literature, and
only some researchers attend to these related sets of findings.

Hence, a recommended practice for researchers is to focus
on the role of the social identities influencing individual’s

cultural orientation in development and psychopathology
by including assessments of relevant indicators of the differ-
ent social identity dimensions, as long as those indicators and
dimensions are appropriate for the developmental status of
the participants in the study sample and relevant to the re-
search questions of interest. In addition, we recommend re-
searchers develop a more nuanced understanding of the litera-
ture (e.g., Bornstein, 2017) by organizing findings by the
social identity dimensions used as indicators of cultural orien-
tation in each individual study. For example, it may be impor-
tant to intentionally and occasionally link up, theoretically, to
the broader multi-identity construct of cultural orientation
that we are advancing herein to further advance scientific un-
derstanding. It is, however, simultaneously critical that re-
searchers acknowledge, with a high degree of specificity,
what aspects of cultural orientation (e.g., which indicators
and dimensions of which social identities) have and have
not been assessed.

It is likely the case that a more nuanced organization of the
literature will be essential to our understanding of the role of
cultural orientation in development and psychopathology.
For example, the evidence that some ethnic culture-related
behaviors (e.g., Spanish language use) decline substantially
across generation of immigration among Latinos while
important ethnic culture-related attitudes, such as ethnic iden-
tity affirmation and ethnic culture pride, do not (Keefe & Pa-
dilla, 1987), suggests that different social identity dimension
indicators of cultural orientation may have different develop-
mental courses and associations with adaptation and mala-
daptation. For example, when summarizing the relevant re-
search findings, the tendency to equate two measures that
produce different types of “acculturation scores” (e.g., behav-
ioral acculturation vs. attitudinal acculturation) because they
assess somewhat different indicators of different social iden-
tity dimensions of cultural orientation may limit scientific un-
derstanding of the role of cultural orientation in development
and psychopathology. In all likelihood, different social iden-
tity dimensions of cultural orientation may be differentially
associated with adaptation and maladaptation.

Best practice #2: Reliance on a contextual cultural
orientation approach

We recommend researchers be very explicit about the settings
in which social identities are being assessed in the research
process because the process of contextual interpretation
may influence the degree of activation and impact of the indi-
viduals’ different social identities on their cultural orienta-
tion. Specifically, because an individual’s cultural orientation
is a function of differentially activated social identities based
on the process of contextual interpretation, the settings in
which researchers assess participants’ social identities be-
come central aspects of the research design. As noted earlier,
features of the immediate assessment context may foster the
activation of specific social identities. Evidence of this poten-
tial comes directly from the research literature focusing upon
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cultural priming. That is, the research on frame switching has
demonstrated that very simple features of the experimental
manipulations to which individuals are exposed impact their
attributions about behaviors in those assessment contexts
(Benet-Martinez, Leu, Lee, & Morris, 2002; Hong, Morris,
Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000). Because the process of con-
textual interpretation influences the association between so-
cial identities and cultural orientation (Figure 1), researchers
focusing on the role of cultural orientation in individuals’
adaptation and maladaptation need to carefully consider
and describe the settings or contexts in which they are assess-
ing participants’ social identities, as well as the instrumenta-
tion. In addition, researchers summarizing the empirical lit-
erature on the role of cultural orientation in adaptation and
maladaptation need to be sensitive to the potential impact
of the assessment context (including both setting and instru-
mentation) on findings. In both examples, we are borrowing
from research on investigator positionality (Bourke, 2014)
to suggest that setting positionality (the characteristics of
the context in which assessment occurs and the instrumenta-
tion used) becomes an important aspect of the research pro-
cess to report when studying cultural orientations.

Best practice #3: Reliance on developmentally
appropriate indicators of cultural orientation

We recommend researchers carefully select measure(s) of the
particular indicators of the social identity dimensions being
assessed that are appropriate for their specific research ques-
tion(s) and the developmental status of their participants. At
any given developmental status, there are multiple indicators
of the different social identity dimensions of cultural orienta-
tion that are developmentally relevant. For example, if the
specific research question is focused on the association of
the pace of the development of cultural orientation (e.g.,
cultural knowledge) to outcomes during early childhood, a
measure of ethnic culture constancy may be quite appropriate
because the changes in cognitive capabilities during this age
range result in individual differences in the specific timing of
the development of ethnic culture constancy. Note, however,
ethnic culture constancy is only one of many indicators that
are developmentally appropriate indicators of cultural orien-
tation during early childhood.

In contrast, most researchers would be aware that adminis-
tering a measure of ethnic culture constancy in a sample of
adolescents and young adults to address almost any research
question would not be appropriate because there would be lit-
tle meaningful variance in the scores produced by these mea-
sures at these ages. That is, by adolescence nearly all youth
should have developed a reasonably thorough awareness of
the permanency of their ethnic culture group membership
(Aboud, 1984), unless they are experiencing either a cog-
nitive delay or an environmental context in which ethnicity
and race are not salient (which is rare in the United States
and increasingly rare in the context of globalization). There
is an overreliance in the literature on measures of cultural or-

ientation that emphasize language use (e.g., Knight, Roosa,
et al., 2009) and affiliation patterns to the near exclusion of
other important indicators (e.g., cultural values, etc.), even
though patterns of language use may be pretty well estab-
lished at a relatively young age. This combined with the evi-
dence (Keefe & Padilla, 1987) suggesting that some behav-
iors, such as language use, may not be the best indicator of
cultural orientation among later generations, at least in Mex-
ican American youth, may limit our understanding of the role
of cultural orientation in development and psychopathology.
Understanding the role of cultural orientation in development
and psychopathology would strongly benefit from studies that
assess the full range of dimensions that reflect cultural orien-
tation that are appropriate given the research question(s) and
the developmental status of the participants.

Best practice #4: Reliance on a developmental cultural
orientation approach

We recommend researchers implement sophisticated longitu-
dinal research designs to enhance our understanding of the
role of cultural orientation in development and psychopathol-
ogy because of the age-related changes in the social identities
that occur through normative developmental processes and
developmentally tailored socialization experiences. In addi-
tion to providing evidence of a static or cross-sectional asso-
ciation between cultural orientation and psychopathology,
longitudinal findings may provide stronger evidence regard-
ing how developmental changes in the social identities that
shape cultural orientations relate to adaptation or maladapta-
tion. Most importantly, longitudinal findings can provide evi-
dence supporting the causal linkage between the develop-
ment of cultural orientation and adaptive and maladaptive
responses.

For example, cross-lagged panel models (e.g., Gonzales
et al., 2008; Tropp, Hawi, Van Laar, & Levin, 2012) may
help determine if the development of specific forms or pat-
terns of social identities (e.g., a cultural orientation comprised
by strong ethnic and mainstream social identities, and strong
gender and professional identities, and their associated
scripts) leads to adaptation or maladaptation, if adaptive or
maladaptive responses lead to the development of specific
forms or patterns of social identities, or if the associations be-
tween social identities and adaptation and maladaptation are
bidirectional. These cross-lagged panel model analyses re-
quire longitudinal assessment of both the presumed indepen-
dent variable and dependent variables over three, and prefer-
ably more, time points. Similarly, prospective longitudinal
models (e.g., Knight, Mazza, & Carlo, 2017; Schwartz
et al., 2015) in which the developmental trajectories of
mainstream and ethnic identities (i.e., acculturation and en-
culturation processes), shaping cultural orientations, across
a specific age span are associated with adaptation or maladap-
tation at a later age, after controlling for earlier levels of the
participants’ adaptive or maladaptive outcomes (perhaps pre-
ferably at the end of the age span during which the trajectories
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were identified), provide evidence regarding whether the de-
velopment of specific social identities likely is causally asso-
ciated with adaptation or maladaptation. These prospective
model analyses require longitudinal assessment over at least
three time points and with assessments of presumed mediator
variables and independent variables over multiple and selec-
tive time points.

In addition, the reliance on longitudinal data can also
enhance our understanding of the likely causal linkages in
studies evaluating a mediational model (e.g., Oppedal,
Røysamb, & Sam, 2004; Umaña-Taylor & Updegraff, 2007)
of the association between social identities and adaptation or
maladaptation. A single-point-in-time assessment could be
used to engage in a structural equation model test of the hy-
pothesis that a bicultural orientation (i.e., converging strong
ethnic culture social identity and strong mainstream culture
social identity in a manner that allows the individual to
function appropriately in a wide variety of cultural contexts)
is associated with general success in ethnic and mainstream
contexts, and in turn, associated with adaptive outcomes.

However, longitudinal data would allow for a strong test of
this mediational model (Roth & MacKinnon, 2012) by exam-
ining the association of bicultural orientation at Time 1 with
general success in the ethnic and mainstream contexts at Time
2 (controlling for this general success construct at Time 1),
and the association of general success at Time 2 with adaptive
outcomes at Time 3 (controlling for these adaptive outcomes
at Time 2). Each of these three more sophisticated longitu-
dinal analytical procedures requires an independent or predic-
tor variable (i.e., presumed causal variable) measured at an
earlier time point to be associated with a presumed dependent
or mediator variable at a later time point and after the variance
in the scores on that dependent/mediator variable have been
residualized by the earlier time point assessment of the de-
pendent/mediator variable (i.e., after the shared variance be-
tween the Time 1 and Time 2 dependent/mediator variable
scores have been removed from the Time 2 dependent/medi-
ator variable scores). In these analyses it is difficult or impos-
sible to envision a mechanism through which the individuals’
Time 2 residualized dependent/mediator scores could cause
the individuals’ Time 1 independent variable scores, thereby
increasing one’s confidence in the inference that the causal
associations flow from the presumed independent variable
to the presumed dependent/mediator variables (as well as be-
tween the presumed mediator to the presumed dependent
variable; Roth & MacKinnon, 2012).

Such longitudinal analyses also aid in the consideration of
the role of common method variance in the association be-
tween social identity scores and psychopathology scores.
That is, by residualizing the psychopathology scores mea-
sured subsequent to the assessment of social identity by the
psychopathology scores measured at the same time as social
identity, the shared method variance between the psychopa-
thology scores at the two time points is controlled. Even if
this shared method variance also exists in the social identity
scores, this method variance does not inflate the observed as-

sociation between the social identity scores and the residual-
ized psychopathology scores because the common method
variance has already been statistically removed from the psy-
chopathology scores.

Measurement implications of longitudinal analyses

Conducting these types of sophisticated longitudinal analyses
has significant measurement implications. Specifically, it is
imperative that researchers have high-quality measures (i.e.,
high validity and reliability) of the psychological constructs
in these analyses and that the scores on these measures exhibit
relatively strong measurement equivalence across ages. This
is essential because any observed age differences in cultural
orientation or development and psychopathology could be a
function of measurement or third variable effects across
time, rather than developmental changes experienced by the
individual. Hence, researchers interested in studying cultural
orientation (as indexed by social identities) and development
and psychopathology need to be aware of how to evaluate the
longitudinal measurement equivalences of their assessments.
A number of different types of measurement equivalence, and
the procedures for assessing these, have been considered in
the literature (e.g., Hughes, Seidman, & Williams, 1993;
Hui & Triandis, 1985; Knight & Hill, 1998; Knight,
Roosa, et al., 2009; Little, Preacher, Selig, & Card, 2007;
Malpass & Poortinga, 1986; Millsap & Meredith, 2007;
Reise, Widaman, & Pugh, 1993; Vandenberg & Lance,
2000; Widaman & Reise, 1997). Hui and Triandis (1985)
have organized these notions of equivalence into several ca-
tegories including item equivalence, functional equivalence,
and scalar equivalence.

Item equivalence exists when the items on a measure have
the same meaning across ages (Hui & Triandis, 1985; Knight,
Roosa, et al., 2009). The evaluation of item equivalence is
largely addressed during the examination of factorial invar-
iance or the similarity of item functioning. For example, the
assessment of the factorial invariance of a familism measure
is generally based upon either the correlations among the in-
dividual items or observations in the familism measure, or
upon the relation of each individual item or observation to
the total score or scale score generated from the total set of
items. If the responses to the familism items or observations
are intercorrelated in a manner consistent with the culturally
informed theory, and similarly across ages when this theory
proscribes similarity, then item equivalence is likely.

The evaluation of the functional equivalence and scalar
equivalence of measures across ages are more focused upon
analyses examining the functioning of the total score or scale
score derived from the combination of multiple items or ob-
servations in a measurement system (Hui & Triandis, 1985;
Knight, Roosa, et al., 2009). For example, the assessment of
the functional and scalar invariance of a familism measure
is generally based upon the relations of the total score or scale
score generated from the total set of familism items/observa-
tions to the total score or scale score for measures of other con-
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structs (e.g., ethnic culture socialization). If the familism total/
scale scores are related to ethnic culture socialization scores
(as well as many other construct validity variables) in a man-
ner consistent with the culturally informed theory, and sim-
ilarly across ages when this theory proscribes similarity,
then functional and scalar equivalence likely exists. Hence,
assessments of functional and scalar equivalence are used to
evaluate the construct validity equivalence of measures.

Functional equivalence exists when the total scores or
scale scores generated by a measure have similar precursors,
consequents, and correlates across ages (Hui & Triandis,
1985; Knight, Roosa, et al., 2009). That is, if the scores on
a measure relate to scores on other measures in a manner con-
sistent with culturally informed theory, and if these relations
are similar across ages when this theory proscribes similarity,
then there is some evidence of functional equivalence. Scalar
equivalence exists when a given score on a measure refers to
the same degree, intensity, or magnitude of the construct
across ages (Hui & Triandis, 1985; Knight, Roosa, et al.,
2009). It is important to note that a measure could have similar
precursors, consequents, and correlates (i.e., display func-
tional equivalence), but a given scale score can have quite dif-
ferent meaning at different ages. For example, the appropriate
diagnostic cutoff for inferring clinical depression from a stan-
dard survey measure of depression may be different depend-
ing on the age and developmental status of the participant. In
comparison to the other forms of equivalence, scalar equiva-
lence is the most important to achieve because it is necessary
to ensure the scientific credibility of the inferences researchers
make from the types of data analyses they most often conduct.
Scalar equivalence is, in many ways, also the most evidentiary
demanding form of equivalence to demonstrate. Further, the
assessment of the functional and scalar equivalence of a mea-
sure requires scale-level analyses in addition to the item-level
analyses necessary for examining item equivalence.

Unfortunately, the representative indicators of a psycho-
logical construct may vary slightly, or greatly, at different
levels of developmental status. For example, there has been
some evidence that the indicators of depression vary by de-
velopmental status (e.g., Fried, 2017; Fried & Nesse, 2015;
Fried et al., 2016; Santor, Gregus, & Welch, 2006). Further,
changes in the indicators of developmental psychological
constructs, including social identity constructs, with develop-
ment are not uncommon. If the researcher’s longitudinal
assessments cross developmental boundaries, and there is
variability in the representativeness of the indicators of a psy-
chological construct, then relying on factorial invariance
analyses will not be quite appropriate. If there are few indica-
tor changes, or if these changes are very subtle, the researcher
may need to rely on measures that include some modest varia-
bility in the indicators across the longitudinal assessments.
Not only does the heterotypic development of social identi-
ties create difficulties in allowing measurements that are
equivalent across developmental levels, but these issues
also arise given the heterotypic nature of the development
of psychopathology (see Wichstrom et al., 2016, for an exam-

ple). If the indicators are mostly the same across assessments,
and there are a few different indicators at different develop-
mental levels, perhaps the best one can do to evaluate longi-
tudinal measurement equivalence is to conduct tests of partial
factorial invariance (for a more detailed discussion see
Knight & Hill, 1998; Knight, Roosa, et al., 2009). Finding
the appropriate partial factorial invariance along with strong
evidence of construct validity equivalence (i.e., functional
and scalar equivalence) may be the best one can do to support
the longitudinal equivalence of a measure. If the indicators
vary greatly across the participants’ developmental status at
the difference longitudinal assessment points, item factorial
invariance analyses may be completely inappropriate and ex-
amination of construct validity equivalence may be all that is
possible.

Cultural Orientation Considerations: Implications of
Diverse Research Designs

Our developmental and contextual framework of cultural or-
ientation, and the associated practices and assessment de-
mands, warrants a number of additional considerations that
may be relevant to efforts aimed at supporting the successful
integration of culture into development and psychopathology
research (Causadias, 2013). In this last section, we briefly
provide recommendations regarding the use of: (a) “proxy
variable” measures; (b) measures in multiple languages; (c)
panethnic samples; (d) representative samples; and (e) control
variables in data analysis.

Assessing cultural orientation with “proxy variables”

We recommend researchers consider the limitations associ-
ated with the use of “proxy variables” as indexes of cultural
orientation (Causadias, 2013). The early research on the
role of cultural orientation in development and psychopathol-
ogy sometimes relied on the measurement of demographic
types of variables as indices of participants’ cultural orienta-
tion. For example, Knight and Kagan (1977) examined the
prosocial and competitive choices of Mexican American chil-
dren and used generation of family immigration as an index of
children’s cultural orientation. Among the types of proxy
variables sometimes assessed to index cultural orientation
are measures of generation of immigration, nativity (i.e.,
place of birth), and years living in country of immigration.
Please note that these types of demographic variables are le-
gitimately used for many research purposes. It is when the
measurement of these types of variables is used as an index
of the cultural orientation of individuals that researchers
should be aware of the limitations.

Although these proxy variables are relatively easy to mea-
sure with a high degree of reliability, they create indices of
cultural orientation that produce scores with a great restriction
of range. For example, for most families for which generation
of migration might be assessed, the possible scores typically
have a range of four levels at best (i.e., first, second, third, and
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fourth generation). Further, this restricted range does not al-
low or assess the variability in cultural orientation that may
occur within participants within the same generational status.
That is, all participants with the same generational status are
assumed to have the same cultural orientation even though
there may be great differences in the ethnic and mainstream
contexts in which these participants live and the experiences
they might have with the mainstream and the ethnic culture
groups. The restricted range of variances, and the inability
to make fine discriminations between the cultural orientations
of participants with a similar status on one of these proxy
variable measures, likely attenuates the observed associations
between the scores on these types of indices of cultural orien-
tation and psychopathology. These attenuations may limit the
accuracy of the scientific inferences researchers make from
the research findings using these types of proxy measures.

More recently, and reflecting prevailing guidelines for in-
tegrating culture into development and psychopathology
(Causadias, 2013), cultural researchers have moved to assess-
ing cultural orientation as a psychological construct by devel-
oping and administering more direct measures of the different
psychological dimensions of social identities. These more di-
rect measures of social identities (e.g., behavioral indicators;
Telzer, Masten, Berkman, Lieberman, & Fuligni, 2011; and
daily diaries; Yip & Fuligni, 2002) are not as likely to pro-
duce scores that have a restriction of variance, and these mea-
sures capture individual differences in participants’ social
identities. Unfortunately, a small segment of the research
community continues to rely on measures of proxy variables
to index participants’ cultural orientations. In addition, some
expert reviewers still encourage authors to include measures
of proxy variables as key indices of participants’ cultural or-
ientation, even when researchers measure cultural orientation
with one or more of the psychological construct measures.
This is not to suggest that we should not include measures
of proxy variables in our research. The scores produced by
these measures should certainly be included for sample de-
scription purposes and for examining the linkage between
these and measures of cultural orientation as a social identity
psychological construct for validity purposes. However, these
proxy measures should be subservient to the use of more di-
rect, reliable, and valid psychological measures when exam-
ining the association of social identities and derived cultural
orientations with adaptive and maladaptive development.

Assessing cultural orientation with measures in multiple
languages

We recommend researchers consider the use of measures that
have instructions, directions, and items or observations in
multiple languages, particularly when research on the role
of cultural orientation in development and psychopathology
includes studies of ethnic groups for which there are recent
immigrant families. For example, if one is studying how
some indicators or dimensions of ethnic and mainstream so-
cial identities are associated with development and psychopa-

thology in a representative sample of Mexican Americans, it
is likely to be necessary to have measures that are adminis-
tered in Spanish as well as in English. Furthermore, if this re-
search is longitudinal, individual participants’ may prefer to
complete measures in a different language at different time
point assessments, depending on their capabilities and prefer-
ences at the different time points. The reliance on communi-
cations with participants in different languages can easily be a
source of increased measurement error and/or measurement
bias in the assessments of psychological constructs.

Fortunately, there have been considerable advances in the
procedures for translating measures (e.g., Erkut, 2010; Erkut,
Alarcón, Garcia-Coll, Tropp, & Garcı́a, 1999; Knight, Roosa,
et al., 2009; Prieto, 1992; Wang, Lee, & Fetzer, 2006). In
part, these advancements stem from the concerns that the sim-
ple translation and back translation procedures historically
used in cultural research (i.e., Brislin, 1970) are limited be-
cause the bilingual translators are not comparable to monolin-
gual participants in research samples. That is, bilingual trans-
lators used in the translation/back translation procedures are
very often more highly educated, from a higher socioeco-
nomic class, and have additional cognitive resources (i.e.,
greater frame-switching capabilities) compared to monolin-
gual research participants (Knight, Roosa, et al., 2009). In ad-
dition, Knight et al. have suggested that the earlier mentioned
analytical procedures designed to evaluate measurement
equivalence provide useful tools for empirically evaluating
the quality of translated measures (e.g., White et al., 2011).
Hence, to minimize the impact of any added measurement er-
ror or measurement bias on their research findings, research-
ers interested in examining the role of cultural orientation in
development and psychopathology should consider the litera-
ture on the procedures for producing high-quality equivalent
translations (i.e., reliable and valid). Further, in addition to
considerations of the longitudinal measurement equivalence
of assessments, cross-language measurement equivalence be-
comes an important empirical issue to address.

Assessing cultural orientation among “panethnic”
(“panrace”) samples

We recommend researchers consider the limitations associ-
ated with the use of “panethnic” (“panrace”) samples and as-
sessments. The currently available research examining the
role of social identity indices and derived cultural orientations
on development and psychopathology includes studies that
sample one or more specific ethnic groups (e.g., Mexican
Americans, Cuban Americans, Japanese Americans, Korean
Americans, etc.) and that examine this association within
each ethnic sample. There are also numerous studies that ex-
amine this association in panethnic samples (e.g., Latino/a
Americans, Asian Americans, etc.). Combining participants
with different cultural social identities into one group has
important measurement implications. For example, if the fo-
cus is on the association of ethnic culture-related values (as an
indicator of the influence of one of the dimensions of ethnic
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social identity on individuals’ cultural orientation) to devel-
opment and psychopathology, the presumption of studies ex-
amining panethnic samples is that the cultural values associ-
ated with the different countries and cultural backgrounds that
are combined into a panethnic sample are basically the same.
Any differences in the cultural values associated with the so-
cial-level cultural scripts of the specific groups and the cul-
tural social identities developed by participants from these
groups are unmeasured, and likely increase the error variance
in the observed scores. This, in turn, is likely to limit the re-
liability of the measure of cultural values administered to the
participants in the panethnic sample. In addition, these un-
measured cultural values that may be appropriate for only
some members of a panethnic sample result in the set of items
or observations being differentially representative of the pop-
ulation of cultural values for the different specific group
members in the panethnic sample. This, in turn, is likely to
limit the validity of the measure of cultural values adminis-
tered to the participants in the panethnic sample. For a similar
discussion about limitations associated with measuring racial
discrimination across diverse groups and the need to capture
experiences unique to specific ethnic and racial groups, see
Seaton, Gee, Neblett, and Spanierman (2018).

Sometimes the reliance on panethnic samples also leads to
the modification of the items used for assessing cultural or-
ientation. For example, if the focus of the research is on the
association of ethnic culture pride (as an indicator of the influ-
ence of one of the dimensions of ethnic social identity on
individuals’ cultural orientation) to development and psycho-
pathology, researchers may elect to use panethnic labels in
their items, even if the measure was developed with the use
of specific ethnic group labels. In this case, an item for which
participants are asked about their degree of agreement, such
as “I am proud to be a Mexican American,” might be modi-
fied to “I am proud to be a Latino/a.” Although this seems
like a relatively simple straightforward adjustment, partici-
pants might attach different meanings to each of these labels
and might prefer to use one over the other depending on age,
immigrant generation, nativity, life circumstances and experi-
ences, and the contexts in which they are embedded (Pasco &
White, 2018). Furthermore, some participants might only
identify with one of these labels; therefore, asking partici-
pants who might identify as Mexican Americans but not as
Latinos/as if they are proud to be Latino will not provide
any information of those participants’ cultural orientation
but will introduce error variance. Similarly, the same is true
for participants of Mexican descent who might identify as La-
tinos/as but not as Mexican Americans when asked if they are
proud to be Mexican Americans.

A more serious concern occurs when the modification of
this item is designed to make the item fit multiple specific eth-
nic groups in multiple panethnic samples. For example, this
item may be modified to a nonspecific ethnic label such as
“I am proud to be a member of my ethnic group.” In this
case, more participants may not understand the meaning of
“my ethnic group” or may not refer to this label in the same

way that the researcher assumes they will, particularly if
they are from a multiethnic family. This is not to suggest
that all participants will understand the specific ethnic group
label (i.e., Mexican American) or see themselves as members
of that specific ethnic group, or that these participants’ re-
sponses will not add error variance to the scores from these
measures. This will most likely happen. However, it is to sug-
gest that the modification to, or the use of, a more generic la-
bel, and particularly a nonspecific ethnic label, is likely to
lead to greater error variance in the scores produced by
such measures. This, in turn, is likely to limit the reliability
of the measure of ethnic culture pride administered to the par-
ticipants in the panethnic sample. In addition, if the difficul-
ties in understanding the term “my ethnic group” are in any
way associated with the individuals’ level of cultural orienta-
tion, this association is also likely to limit the validity of the
measure of cultural values administered to the participants in
the panethnic sample.

Although many studies of specific ethnic groups may re-
quire the use of measures in the English language and at least
one other language, the reliance on panethnic samples can ex-
acerbate the measurement difficulties associated with admin-
istering measures in multiple languages (as noted earlier). For
example, although the multiple ethnic groups included in the
panethnic Latino/a population generally have a family history
of the use of Spanish, there are cultural and geographic varia-
tions in Spanish, in the manner it is spoken and the meaning
associated with specific words. Furthermore, there are many
indigenous languages spoken as a primary language among
members of the Latino/a population. Similarly, the multiple
ethnic groups included in the panethnic Asian American
population not only have a different family history of the
specific dialects and word meaning when they use the same
non-English language but also may use a completely different
non-English language. Hence, unless such studies restrict the
representativeness of their ethnic populations participants
who use a single language (usually the English language),
the measurement demands (as described earlier) associated
with the use of panethnic samples are likely to lead to lowered
reliability and validity of measures administered even
more than studies that sample one or more specific ethnic
populations.

The lower reliability and validity (e.g., resulting from the
addition of measurement error and measurement bias of mea-
sures), likely to be produced by the sometimes subtle, some-
times substantial, ethnic group differences in the indicator of
cultural orientation, label modifications to measures, and
multiple language use in studies of panethnic samples, may
limit the accuracy of the scientific inferences researchers
make from these panethnic studies.

Assessing cultural orientation using a broadly
representative sample of the target ethnic population

We recommend researchers consider the implications of their
sampling of participants in studying the role of cultural orien-
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tation in psychopathology. Recently, there are increasing
studies examining the role of cultural orientation and its asso-
ciation with maladaptation and adaptation engaging represen-
tative samples of the respective ethnic population being stud-
ied and using valid and reliable assessment of cultural
orientation (e.g., Gonzales et al., 2008; Knight et al., 2017;
Umaña-Taylor & Updegraff, 2007). Such research designs
greatly align with the theoretical framework advanced and
many of the aforementioned recommendations.

There are, however, other types of research designs rang-
ing from studies of small convenience samples to nationally
representative samples that have been used to examine the
role of cultural orientation in psychopathology and develop-
ment. For example, some studies examine the association
between social identity dimensions and adaptation or mala-
daptation in samples that have been identified as at high
risk for mental health problems (e.g., Knight, Vargas-Chanes,
et al., 2009; Lau et al., 2005) or in subsamples of national
data sets (e.g., Abraido-Lanza, Chao, & Gates, 2005; Gor-
don-Larsen, Harris, Ward, & Popkin, 2003). Both of these
types of research designs have important uses. A multigroup
convenience sample selected from participants in a clinical
program can be quite useful in estimating the degree of under-
utilization of clinical resources in some ethnic or racial
groups. Similarly, a national sample may be quite useful for
studying some type of phenomena (e.g., genetic effects)
that require very large samples.

However, there are at least a couple of issues researchers
should consider before relying on these samples for studying
the role of cultural orientation, represented by social identi-
ties, in psychopathology in a target ethnic community. For ex-
ample, some ethnic populations include a substantial propor-
tion of recent immigrants who may not be very fluent in the
English language or who may be uncomfortable using the
English language. Studies that require the use of English
may not include select subsets of the ethnic population and
limited English-capable ethnic population members may
not be willing to participate in these studies. Even if the sam-
pling strategy is school based and includes older children and
adolescents who are very often relatively proficient in the
English language, non- or limited-English speaking parents
may be less willing to provide their consent for their youths’
participation. In addition, there may be disproportionate
schooling in nonpublic schools (e.g., religiously affiliated pri-
vate schools or culturally focused charter schools) in some
communities by some ethnic group families.

Further, if participants with limited English proficiency
are included in these samples and required to complete the
measures in English, the assessments of this subset of the eth-
nic subsample are not likely to be as reliable, valid, or equiva-
lent across ethnic subgroups (e.g., recent immigrants vs. US-
born participants). The scores generated from their responses
may include measurement bias (in addition to increased ran-
dom measurement error) if the participants’ limited English
capabilities are associated with important indicators of
cultural processes (e.g., differential use of response scales;

Hui & Triandis, 1989; Marı́n et al., 1992), which may influ-
ence the scientific inferences. This latter consideration may
also apply to studies that allow trained interviewers to use in-
formal translation procedures when limited English speaking
participants have difficulty with the assessments. These
possibilities may limit the scientific inferences about the
role of cultural orientation in the development and psychopa-
thology based on the data available in these studies.

Selectively incorporating control variables in studies of
cultural orientation

We recommend researchers carefully consider the ways in
which variables can be incorporated as statistical controls
into analyses examining the role of cultural orientation in de-
velopment and psychopathology. Statistical control variables
are often labeled control variables, confounds, and/or covari-
ates without a consensus on the use of these terms (Christen-
feld, Sloan, Carroll, & Greenland, 2004; Greenland, 1980).
Regardless of the term used, the use of statistical controls
can be problematic. From a pragmatic perspective, the best
control variables are those that are associated with the pre-
sumed dependent variable but not associated with the pre-
sumed independent variable. That is, in the study of the
role of cultural orientation (e.g., focused on ethnic and main-
stream culture pride) on development and psychopathology
(e.g., drug abuse and addiction), an ideal variable for use as
a statistical control is one that is associated with the psycho-
pathology scores but not associated with the cultural orienta-
tion scores (e.g., family history of drug abuse and addiction).
In this case, variance in the psychopathology scores that is as-
sociated with the control variable scores is treated as systema-
tic explained variance rather than as error variance, thereby
allowing a more powerful test of the association between
the cultural orientation scores and the psychopathology
scores. That is, the variance in the psychopathology scores
that is associated with the control variable scores would
have been treated as error variance without the inclusion of
the control variable in the analyses, making larger the error
term in the significance test of the cultural orientation associa-
tion with psychopathology (given adjustments for degrees of
freedom) and less likely to detect an effect (i.e., reject the null
hypothesis) if one exists. Hence, another use of an appropriate
control variable is to allow a more powerful significance test
of the association between the presumed independent and de-
pendent variables.

If, however, scores on a control variable are associated
with the cultural orientation scores (i.e., the presumed inde-
pendent variable) as well as the psychopathology scores
(i.e., the presumed dependent variable), the use of this control
variable as a statistical control may cloud the true association
between the cultural orientation and psychopathology scores.
For example, occasionally researchers have utilized a proxy
variable (i.e., generation of migration) or a variable that
may be another indicator of cultural orientation (i.e., language
preference) as a statistical control variable. In this case, the
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observed association between the social identity scores and
the psychopathology scores may be significantly biased be-
cause of residualization by the control variable. Lost in this
case is the possibility that there exists a mediational relation-
ship between the three sets of scores that may indicate a more
substantial, and more complex, relation between the social
identity and psychopathology construct. Further, when the
control variable is a proxy variable or another indicator of cul-
tural orientation for which the scores are associated with the
presumed independent variable cultural orientation scores
but not the psychopathology (i.e., the presumed dependent
variable) scores, residualizing the independent variable cul-
tural orientation scores leads to a lowered estimate of the as-
sociation between cultural orientation and psychopathology.
In either of these latter cases (i.e., the control variable associ-
ated with both the presumed independent and dependent vari-
ables, or the control variable associated with the presumed in-
dependent variable only), the observed associations may be
biased and lead to scientific inferences that are not entirely ac-
curate.

In addition, researchers may misinterpret the impact of
using a statistical control variable in data analysis. For exam-
ple, occasionally a researcher will examine the association be-
tween the scores on a measure of cultural orientation and
scores on a measure of psychopathology while statistically
controlling for a proxy variable indicator (e.g., generational
status), and conclude that this control allows for the infer-
ences that the observed association between the cultural or-
ientation and psychopathology scores is the same regardless
of individuals’ generations. This is inaccurate. One often un-
considered requirement of the use of a variable as a statistical
control is that the scores from the control variable measure
must not interact with (i.e., must not moderate) the association
between the presumed independent and dependent variables.
Hence, the use of generational status as a control variable re-
quires an empirical test demonstrating that the generational
status scores do not moderate the association between the cul-
tural orientation and psychopathology scores (see White,
Knight, et al., 2018, for an example). As the empirical evi-
dence of nonsignificant moderation by generational status al-
lows the inferences that the observed association between the

cultural orientation and psychopathology scores is the same
regardless of the individuals’ generational status, it is the em-
pirical test of moderation that is often more appropriate given
the researcher’s interests.

Conclusions and Future Directions

We believe that our scientific understanding of the role of cul-
ture, particularly cultural orientation, in development and
psychopathology is in the early stages of development. We
also believe that a more elaborated theoretical framework
regarding the nature of, and measurement of, the social iden-
tities that shape cultural orientation is necessary for future
advancement of this research area. To this end, we conceptua-
lize the social identities shaping cultural orientations as de-
velopmental and multidimensional psychological constructs.
This conceptualization takes into account that the social iden-
tities that underlie cultural orientation change within indi-
viduals over time as a function of their experiences with
and memberships in multiple groups, including the main-
stream and ethnic culture groups, as well as a function of their
normative changes in developmental status (i.e., the develop-
ment of cognitive, social, and emotional capabilities) and the
influence of the contexts in which they are embedded.
Furthermore, it allows us to place the development of an eth-
nic culture social identity and a mainstream culture social
identity in broader developmental perspectives that recognize
that multiple social identities are simultaneously embedded
within the individual’s self-concept. We describe how reli-
able and valid measures of these social identities are essential
to generating a scientifically credible understanding of the
role of cultural orientation in development and psychopathol-
ogy, and detail some of the methodological implications as-
sociated with our developmental and contextual framework
of cultural orientation. We make recommendations that re-
searchers studying cultural orientation, development, and
psychopathology may wish to consider. We hope that the
conceptualization of cultural orientation advanced herein,
along with our recommendations and observations, can sup-
port the successful integration of culture into the field of de-
velopment and psychopathology.
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