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Abstract: This study examines the development of hyphenated
identities among second-generation Ethiopian Americans. While prior
research documents how children of Black immigrants navigate ethnic
options, few studies trace how these identities evolve over time. No
study has traced this trajectory in a stage-specific manner for East
African second-generation Americans. Drawing on mixed-methods
data from 22 participants, including retrospective surveys and in-depth
interviews analyzed using the constant comparison method, the study
reveals how individuals negotiate belonging across family, Ethiopian
enclaves, and U.S. racial contexts. Extending MEIM-R within a life-
course framework, the findings identify a four-stage progression: an
Ethiopian-centered “unexamined” identity in childhood; a contested
adolescent phase marked by racialization and ambivalence; an
emergent early-adulthood stage shaped by transnational ties and co-
ethnic networks; and a resolution stage characterized by tricultural
Ethiopian American identification. This study specifies a life-course
trajectory of hyphenated identity in an East African context, showing
Black multiplicity unfolds through processes shaped by parental
enculturation, transnational engagement, and responses to racial
homogenization. Rather than a temporary label, hyphenated Ethiopian
American identity emerges as a durable tricultural outcome. These
findings underscore the importance of recognizing Black immigrant-
origin identities in educational, counseling, and policy contexts.
Keywords: ldentity development, second generation, Black
immigrants, Ethiopian American

With the influx of first-generation Black immigrants to the United States (Falola &
Oyebade, 2017), there is also a growing population of second-generation Black immigrants living
in America (Agi & Rivas-Drake, 2022; Clark, 2008; Imoagene, 2025). Although much remains to
be researched, scholars have thoroughly documented how children of Black immigrants self-
identify ethnically, overcoming what Richards (2014) called “the iron fist of racial stratification”
and homogenization in the USA (Clark, 2008; Sall, 2020; Waters, 1994). In doing so, they
demonstrated that instead of fading into the African American ethnic group, many second-
generation individuals adopt at least mutually exclusive categories: foreign national identity (e.g.,
Nigerian), plain American identity, pan-ethnicity with a broader label, and most commonly,
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hyphenated American identity (e.g., Nigerian American) (Creese, 2019; Imoagene, 2017). These
reveal the complexity of identity formation among second-generation immigrants (Feliciano &
Rumbaut, 2019) and, more importantly, Black multiplicity, which challenges equating Blackness
with being or becoming African American and with a singular meaning of Blackness (Adjepong,
2017; Medford, 2019).

In her recent analysis, Imoagene (2025) extends scholarship on second-generation Black
immigrants by showing how race, class, and ethnicity intersect to produce plural, non-unitary Black
identities within the second generation, a finding that directly frames the Ethiopian American case
examined here, in which Habesha ethnic identity, Black racial classification, and American
belonging coexist in tension. Thelamour and Mwangi (2021) and Agi and Rivas-Drake (2022)
further demonstrate that second-generation Black immigrant youth are not passive recipients of
ethnic-racial socialization but active agents who selectively appropriate, resist, and renegotiate the
messages they receive from parents an insight that contextualizes how participants in this study
navigated between Ethiopian enculturation and U.S. racial realities.

Despite growing research on the ethnic identities of children of Black immigrants, many
studies of this group, as well as of most second-generation immigrants, have focused on ethnic
identity in adolescence or adulthood (Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2018, 2019; Imoagene, 2025;
Thelamour et al., 2024). The most relevant exception is Ho and Brown (2024), whose retrospective
qualitative study traces the development of Black college students’ ethnic-racial identity (ERI)
from childhood through emerging adulthood. Their work confirms ERI is not a static adolescent
achievement, but a developmental trajectory shaped by socialization, peer environments, and
structural contexts across multiple life stages. This is precisely the kind of life-course evidence this
article builds on and extends to the specific East African second-generation context.

We know for certain that ethnic self-identification changes from childhood to adulthood
(Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2019; Fernandez de la Reguera, 2022; Hughes et al., 2006; Phinney, 1993;
Thartori & Hisham Ismail, 2021; Tse, 1999; Umana-Taylor et al., 2014). More specifically,
Rumbaut (2005) found that more than half of the respondents reported a change in their ethnic self-
definition. He emphasized the importance of monitoring this “evolution across the life-course”
(Rumbaut, 2005, p. 6), particularly for Black youth of immigrant origin who navigate three distinct
reference groups or cultural orientations: “their heritage cultures, the dominant European American
culture, and the prevalent African American culture” (Agi & Rivas-Drake, 2022, p. 102).
Addressing this gap, | examined the subjective self-identification of twenty-two second-generation
Ethiopian immigrants from childhood to adulthood. These individuals identify racially as Black
Americans and ethnically as Ethiopian Americans. This article directly responds to Umafia-Taylor
and Rivas-Drake’s (2021) call for life-course perspectives on ethnic-racial identity (ERI)
development and to Ho and Brown’s (2024) empirical study tracing ERI from childhood through
emerging adulthood—the closest existing parallel to the present study.

I focus on their ethno-national self-identification stages and the ongoing oscillation of the
internal-external dialectic (Jenkins, 2014), using a combination of survey data and follow-up
qualitative interviews. The study focuses on perceptions of group belonging, emphasizing the
construct of self-labeling, an extensively used dimension of ethnic identity (Feliciano & Rumbaut,
2018, p. 2). Although there is no universally accepted definition of ethnic identity and no consensus
regarding its constituent dimensions (Phinney & Ong, 2006), I define ethnic identity as a self-
constructed internalization of a person’s group membership based on that person’s attitudes and
feelings toward their cultural background, ethnic heritage, and racialized phenotype (Jenkins,
2014).
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Williams et al.’s (2020) life-course model of ethnic-racial identity is the most direct
theoretical antecedent for this study’s framework: rather than treating ERI as an adolescent
phenomenon, they propose a developmental arc spanning childhood through older adulthood, in
which exploration and commitment are repeatedly renegotiated in response to shifting social
contexts. Their model provides the scaffolding for the four-stage sequence developed here. This
study also responds directly to Umafia-Taylor and Rivas-Drake's (2021) call for research that
adopts life-course perspectives on ERI and attends to the experiences of immigrant-origin youth of
color—groups whose developmental trajectories remain underrepresented in existing ERI
scholarship relative to their growing demographic presence. The theoretical synergy is essential
because, although MEIM-R captures the psychological processes of ethnic exploration and
commitment, it was designed for adolescent snapshots and thus overlooks both childhood "seeds"
and the ongoing fluidity of adulthood. Conversely, life-course models sequence identity shifts, but
they lack an account of how these transitions trigger psychological exploration. Given such
theoretical orientation, the research asks: What are the stages or processes of ethnic identity
formation from childhood to adulthood? How do labels change throughout the life-course by
immigrant generation? What factors contribute to ethnic identity formation?

Findings reveal stages of identity development: beginning with self-identification as
Ethiopian, then questioning that identity during adolescence, re-embracing it, and ultimately
adopting a hyphenated Ethiopian American identity. The research emphasizes the complex and
dynamic nature of ethnic identity among second-generation immigrants. It shows that ethnic
identity development is not “a rejection” of American identities (Etienne, 2020, p. 2159), but rather
a result of strong parental influence that instilled pride in their ethnic background from childhood,
exposure to a transnational environment, and a social setting that values ethnic distinctiveness
(Richards, 2014). By focusing on how ethnic identities are formed among the children of Ethiopian
immigrants, the study sees identity not as a fixed outcome but as an ongoing bicultural, sometimes
tricultural process that continues to develop into adulthood (Agi & Rivas-Drake, 2022; Pollock &
van Reken, 2006).

This article offers empirical and theoretical insights. Building on Ho and Brown (2024), it
provides a stage-specific immigration trajectory for Ethiopian Americans, unlike their broader
work on Black youths' ERI development. It redefines hyphenated Ethiopian American identity as
a tricultural achievement, challenging dominant narratives of Black immigrant assimilation. The
study responds to Thelamour and Mwangi’s (2021) call by emphasizing Black immigrant youth’s
agency in ethnic-racial socialization, viewing parental enculturation as part of a negotiation
process. It also explores how transnational contexts, parental enculturation, and triple
marginalization influence identity at each stage, enriching scholarship on Black multiplicity among
immigrant youth.

Literature Review and Theoretical Orientation

Over the past three decades, the study of children of post-1965 immigrants, commonly
referred to as the new second generation, has garnered significant attention (Clark, 2008; Creese,
2019; Kasinitz et al., 2008; Zhou & Bankston, 2016). Many scholars argue these children have
more ethnic options than simply assimilating or not assimilating into white American categories.
Their experiences differ from those of the earlier second generation of European immigrants, who
assimilated into white society primarily because of their European racial background (Schwartz et
al., 2015, p. 143). Richard Alba (1985) described this phenomenon as the “twilight of ethnicity,” a
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decline in the importance of ethnicity for European immigrant descendants. Hence, ethnic identities
among children of post-1960s immigrants exhibit diversity due to racial differences, experiences
of discrimination, and upbringing within close-knit families and respective immigrant communities
(Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2018, 2019; Schwartz et al., 2015).

Several researchers examined the experiences of second-generation Black youth of
immigrant origin whose parents immigrated to the United States after the Immigration and
Nationality Act of 1965, which expanded pathways for non-Western European immigrants, and the
Refugee Act of 1980, which increased refugee admissions from several African countries fleeing
conflict. Although children of Black immigrants navigate dual pressures of racial classification as
African American and ethnic allegiance to their parents' heritage, researchers show that they
exercise ethnic options (Agi & Rivas-Drake, 2022; Imoagene, 2025).

Across studies of the post-1965 second generation, researchers consistently identify four
main ethnic self-identification labels: (1) national-origin (e.g., Ethiopian, Haitian), (2) hyphenated
(e.g., Ethiopian American, Nigerian American), (3) ‘plain’ or unhyphenated American, and (4)
panethnic (e.g., Black, Latino) (Clark, 2008; Creese, 2019; Imoagene, 2012, 2017, Joseph &
Hunter, 2011;). While these categories appear discrete, individuals often shift labels across contexts
and over time, underscoring the need for a developmental, life-course lens on ethnic identity
(Woldu, 2025).

Despite varieties of self-identities (Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2018), among the four ethnic
identity groups, those who use hyphenated identities such as Ethiopian American, Haitian
American, and Nigerian American are in the numerical majority (Creese, 2019; Imoagene, 2017),
and many undergo stages of ethnic identity development (Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2018). Hence,
Phinney’s Three-Stage framework, also known as the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure-Revised
(MEIM-R) (Phinney & Ong, 2006), is helpful as it highlights how hyphenated identity
development is a process of exploring and committing to multiple heritages as individuals create a
positive, integrated sense of self that acknowledges their multifaceted backgrounds over time.

However, in the context of Black second-generation youth, some researchers highlight the
so-called distancing from African Americans to avoid racial stigma (Waters, 1994) as a key
explanation for hyphenated identities such as Jamaican-American. This analysis is superficial.
Drawing on Pierre (2004), I argue that treating ethnic identity choice and distancing from African
Americans as voluntary, individual strategies misrepresents identity formation, which is shaped by
racialized power relations, cultural racism, and transnational immigrant cultures rather than
autonomous preference alone. Ethnographically grounded studies instead attribute these identity
practices to strong parental influence: growing up in transnational family contexts that immerse
youth in parents’ cultural practices and experiences with racism and exclusion heightens both
ethnic and American identifications, often leading them to adopt hyphenated or ethnic labels that
acknowledge their transnationally anchored identities while also claiming belonging in the United
States (Balogun, 2011; Chacko, 2019). In some schools, most Black students have immigrant
backgrounds. Although they face pressure to adopt an African American identity, many identify
ethnically as West Indian and express pride in their ethnic heritage (Butterfield, 2004; Etienne,
2020; Richards, 2014). They are organized through school and community structures of
racialization and belonging, which delimit and channel ethnic options even as youth exercise
agency.

Researchers have also discussed how hyphenated identity is associated with educational
performance and, in some cases, socioeconomic outcomes (Butterfield, 2004; Emeka, 2019;
Feliciano, 2009; Smith et al., 2022). For example, less economically successful second-generation
Nigerians stop identifying ethnically as Nigerian Americans because not doing well in school is
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seen as “un-Nigerian” (Emeka, 2019). Importantly, stronger ethnic identities are linked to having
co-ethnic friends, practicing cultural traditions, and speaking a non-English language at home
(Emeka, 2019; Feliciano, 2009; Phinney et al., 2001). In the context of marginalization, othering,
and discrimination, ethnic identity may not erode, but rather rise, in the form of reactive ethnicity
(Butterfield, 2004; Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2019; Creese, 2019; Etienne, 2020).

Considering the range of factors that contribute to hyphenated identities, Agi and Rivas-
Drake (2022, p. 106) show in their analysis of immigrant-origin Black youth that these youths are
“overwhelmingly” bi-cultural, and sometimes tricultural. These reference groups or cultural
orientations are not mutually exclusive. However, which reference group exerts greater influence
on the lives of second-generation immigrants, and at what point in their lives this influence occurs,
requires further study. In other words, second-generation hyphenated identity formation is complex
and involves several stages of ethnic identity development. Extending this framework, researchers
need to investigate whether second-generation immigrants consistently identify with hyphenated
terms; if not, what processes they undergo to affirm ethnic identity remains an open question
(Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2019; Joseph & Hunter, 2011).

To understand their ethnic identity development, I employ an eclectic approach. I draw on
the MEIM-R (Phinney & Ong, 2006) and supplement it with a life-course model that highlights
how ethnic pride begins in childhood and continues into adulthood (Elder et al., 2003; Williams et
al., 2020). MEIM-R conceptualizes ethnic identity as a fluid construct that intensifies starting in
adolescence and continues to evolve into adulthood. However, MEIM-R has limitations in
capturing the full range of ethnic identity stages. Research indicates that children from immigrant
families display a remarkable awareness of their ethnic heritage from an early age, identifying with
both their parents' culture of origin and their American identity (Balogun, 2011; Chacko, 2003a;
Creese, 2019; Tse, 1999).

While MEIM-R outlines three stages of ethnic identity development: unexamined (the least
mature level of ethnic identity); moratorium (an intermediate level characterized by exploration
and commitment); and achieved (a mature ethnic identity based on both exploration and
commitment) (Phinney & Baldelomar, 2011) these stages may not fully capture the complexity and
variations of the process, as Phinney & Ong (2006, p. 55) noted, as individuals with “immigrant
backgrounds continue to explore and reexamine their ethnicity well into adulthood” (emphasis
added). Tse (1999) articulated four stages—Iack of awareness, ethnic ambivalence/evasion, ethnic
emergence, and ethnic identity incorporation—grounded in Asian American narratives, thereby
sharpening the fit between theory and the lived experiences of second-generation individuals.
Researchers have argued that ethnic identity is relatively fluid during adolescence and the transition
to adulthood but tends to stabilize as individuals move further into adulthood (Rumbaut, 2005).

In developing a theoretical framework, I draw on three distinct strands of scholarship that
work together but serve different roles in the analysis. First, Phinney’s Multigroup Ethnic Identity
Measure-Revised (MEIM-R) conceptualizes ethnic identity as a psychological process of
exploration and commitment, originally developed for use in adolescence (Phinney & Ong, 2006;
Phinney & Baldelomar, 2011). Second, life-course perspectives emphasize timing, sequencing, and
key transitions across childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, highlighting how social roles and
historical context shape identity over time (Elder et al., 2003; Quintana et al., 1999; Williams et
al., 2020). Third, the literature on Black multiplicity and ethnic options among second-generation
youth foregrounds how Black immigrant-origin youth navigate racialization, panethnic categories,
and national-origin labels in everyday settings (Agi & Rivas-Drake, 2022; Creese, 2019; Medford,
2019; Sall, 2019). Drawing on these strands, I propose a four-stage model tailored to second-
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generation Ethiopian Americans: unexamined ethnic awareness, contested adolescence, identity
emergence, and identity resolution.

Building on this four-stage framework, the literature on second-generation and Black
immigrant-origin youth has documented the predominance of hyphenated identities among second-
generation immigrants whose parents migrated to the United States subsequent to the Immigration
and Nationality Act of 1965, and life-course approaches acknowledge the evolution of adult
identity, yet they rarely integrate longitudinal cultural negotiation processes from childhood ethnic
seeding through adolescent moratorium to adult bicultural incorporation ( Agi & Rivas Drake,
2022; Imoagene, 2025; Woldu, 2025). Furthermore, the experiences of second-generation Black
immigrants overall, particularly those whose parents originate from East Africa, remain
insufficiently explored (Goitom, 2017; Woldu, 2025). This is despite the unsettling ethnic
boundary-making discourses among Ethiopian and Eritrean immigrants and the naivety of their not
identifying as Black (Habecker, 2012). However, this reading conflates racial identity with ethnic
identity: Habesha is an ethnic identity, and Ethiopians who resist the African American label are
not denying their Blackness but asserting a distinct ethnic identity rooted in a history that predates
the American racial experience. Moreover, even where these populations are discussed, studies
seldom trace identity development across multiple life stages. This study addresses these gaps by
tracking the four-stage trajectories of 22 Ethiopian Americans, revealing how East African parental
enculturation and transnational experiences reshape MEIM-R stages across the life-course.
Woldu’s (2025) parallel analysis of Eritrean second-generation identity negotiation in London and
Milan further underscores the need for East African-specific scholarship that moves beyond the
pan-African frameworks dominant in the literature.

Ethiopians in the United States

Ethiopian immigrants are among the largest and most dynamic African immigrant
communities in the United States. As of 2022, more than 356,000 people in the United States were
either born in Ethiopia or had Ethiopian heritage, with most arriving after the 1970s because of
political upheaval, civil conflict, famine, and economic hardship in Ethiopia (Neumann, 2024). The
1965 Immigration and Nationality Act and the 1980 Refugee Act significantly shaped Ethiopian
migration patterns. These acts opened pathways for family reunification, diversity visas, and
refugee resettlement (Williams & Williams, 2018).

The community is religiously diverse, comprising mainly Orthodox Christians and
Muslims, and places of worship serve as key community centers. Many Ethiopians work in the
service, healthcare, and entrepreneurial sectors. Ethiopian Americans maintain strong transnational
ties, supporting family and community initiatives in Ethiopia and participating in advocacy and
peace-building efforts, especially during times of crisis ( Chacko, 2003b).

The community is heavily concentrated in the Washington, D.C., metropolitan area, which
is home to the largest Ethiopian diaspora outside Africa, as well as in states such as California,
Minnesota, Texas, Maryland, and New York (Chacko, 2003b). Ethiopians are widely dispersed
across DC, Maryland, and Virginia yet form a coherent community through nodes such as
restaurants, grocery stores, and churches that serve as ethnic place centers (Chacko, 2003b).

These patterns provide the structural context for second-generation identity formation,
creating critical sites of ethnic place that are central to MEIM-R's unexamined stage (Phinney &
Ong, 2006). Churches, in particular, serve as socialization hubs where parental narratives and
religious practices foster Habesha distinctiveness before U.S. racialization. Enclave density buffers
against homogenization, aligning with Richards' (2014) emphasis on "prizing ethnic
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distinctiveness." It is also a site of transnational ties, sustaining exploration through heritage trips,
working-age parents' service-sector entrepreneurship models, and tricultural competence, thereby
enabling the internal-external dialectic (Jenkins, 2014) that facilitates transitions toward third-
culture outcomes.

Methods

The article relies on a mixed-methods study that investigates the long-term development of
hyphenated ethno-national identities (e.g., Ethiopian American) among second-generation
Ethiopian immigrants. Data collection took place in the spring and summer of 2022 and in the fall
of 2023. I built on a 2008 dissertation cohort of 26 participants, with ongoing contact maintained
with 16 of them through existing networks. Using snowball sampling (Babbie, 2004) I expanded
recruitment through participants' referrals and social media (LinkedIn, X, Facebook), resulting in
114 contacts and 35 new respondents (Babbie, 2004).

The total sample comprised 51 second-generation Ethiopians; this article analyzes the
largest, theoretically central subgroup of 22 who consistently self-identified as Ethiopian American
across surveys and interviews (43% of the sample), as they constitute the numerical majority.
However, this focus may overrepresent “resolved” hyphenated trajectories, and most non-
hyphenated cases followed different trajectories.

Participants (ages 22—47, median 32.5) included 11 males (51%), 10 females (46%), and 1
gender-fluid individual. 63% held graduate degrees (all but one were college-educated), and 77%
were U.S.-born (the others immigrated before age 8 from Ethiopia, Sudan, Germany, and
Australia). Most grew up in Ethiopian enclaves (Washington, D.C., Dallas, Minneapolis, and Los
Angeles), reflecting contexts that prize ethnic distinctiveness (Chacko 2003a; Richards, 2014).

Surveys retrospectively captured shifts in self-identification from childhood through
adulthood across four categories—Just American (n=9; 17.65%), Pan-ethnic (n=13; 25.49%)),
Ethiopian (n=7; 13.73%), and Ethiopian American (n=22; 43.13%)—as well as anticipated future
changes and pivotal moments. Fourteen subgroup members completed unstructured Zoom/Google
Hangouts interviews; four also provided written follow-up questionnaires that probed
developmental influences (e.g., parental enculturation, reactive ethnicity) (Chacko, 2019; see
Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2019). The unstructured topical interviews lasted 30 minutes to 2 hours.

Qualitative and mixed-methods data were analyzed using Dedoose software. I employed
the constant comparison method to group responses into conceptually similar categories and
identify patterns based on salient attributes (Salmona et al., 2019). Categories present in at least
75% of interviews were retained for analysis to ensure validity (Wolcott, 1999). Given the
retrospective life-course design, the constant comparison method was adapted to track not only
thematic patterns but also temporal sequencing—specifically, how the salience of ethnic categories
changed across life stages, as reported by participants. Codes were drawn deductively from existing
identity development theories (MEIM-R stages) (Phinney & Ong, 2006) and inductively from
participants' narratives (Creswell, 1998; Weisner, 1996). Themes such as third-culture kid were
validated using triangulation, cross-referencing interviews, survey responses, and field notes. To
address recall bias, timelines and anecdotes were compared with participants' school event
calendars and, where available, with 2008 data, yielding reliable stages: initial embrace —
questioning — reembracing — hyphenation. This longitudinal mixed-methods approach
operationalizes the literature review's MEIM-R and life-course integration (Elder et al., 2003;
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Williams et al., 2020), tracking life-course fluidity (Rumbaut, 2005) and testing factors such as
transnational ties and socioeconomic outcomes (Smith et al., 2022) in a high-agency sample.

Analytical generalization (not statistical generalization) applies findings to theory rather
than to populations (Yin, 2018). The Ethiopian American subgroup represents the dominant
hyphenated pattern documented across Black immigrant groups (Creese, 2019), with stages
mirroring broader second-generation patterns (Rumbaut, 1994; 2005). Theoretical saturation was
reached at n=18; additional cases confirmed patterns, and no new themes were observed in the final
four interviews. Findings transfer to similar enclave contexts with strong parental enculturation
(Chacko, 2019), applicable to growing African second generations.

Ethical Considerations

This study was reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board of Eastern
Washington University (IRB Protocol HS-5590). All participants were informed of the purpose of
the study, the voluntary nature of participation, and their right to withdraw at any time without
penalty. Informed consent was obtained from all participants prior to data collection. To protect
confidentiality, pseudonyms were used in all reporting, identifying details were removed from
interview transcripts, and digital materials were stored on password-protected devices accessible
only to the researcher.

Stages of ldentity Development

The narratives of second-generation Ethiopian immigrants reveal a four-stage trajectory of
ethnic identity formation that both extends and reworks existing models. Building on MEIM-R’s
focus on exploration and commitment, life-course approach, and Tse’s (1999) four-stage account
of ethnic emergence, I trace second-generation Ethiopian Americans’ movement from unexamined
ethnic awareness in childhood, through contested adolescence, into identity emergence in early
adulthood, and finally identity resolution as a tricultural, often tricultural, Ethiopian American
outcome. This framework preserves MEIM-R’s emphasis on psychological processes while
incorporating Tse’s (1999) attention to early “ethnic seeding” and later incorporation, thereby
specifying how stages unfold across the life course rather than solely within adolescence.

Unexamined Ethnic Awareness: “I am not black. I am an Ethiopian.”

The process of ethnic awareness and unawareness among second-generation Ethiopians in
the United States is a complex, layered phenomenon shaped by family, community, and the broader
societal context. Analyzing their narratives reveals the intricate dynamics as these individuals
navigate their identities from childhood through adolescence. At the stage of ethnic awareness and
unawareness, the home functions as a microcosm of Ethiopia in the diaspora a site where children
learn to be Ethiopian through language, ritual, and story ( Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2019; Tse, 1999).

During middle childhood, second-generation Ethiopians often develop a strong sense of
ethnic identity, including a distinct ethno-racial Habesha identity. Habesha identity is often treated
as a separate ethnic category, rooted in Ethiopian identity and distinct from African American,
although some Ethiopian immigrants and their children contest the notion that Habesha identity is
specific to Ethiopians of Semitic origin (Girma, 2020). Almost all study participants recalled
identifying as Ethiopian or Habesha before entering middle school, a period marked by immersion
in Ethiopian history, languages, foods, religious practices, and socialization. As Abel put it,
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As a child, my parents talked to me a lot about the Battle of Adwa and the
general history of anti-colonization in Ethiopia. They were very proud that
Ethiopia remained an independent country, and I was proud of that as well.
They also emphasized that Ethiopia has deep biblical roots, was one of the
earliest nations to adopt Christianity as a state religion, has a rich and deep
language/writing culture (including its own script), etc. They made sure
that I understood what made Ethiopia unique and how fortunate I am to
"claim" it as part of my identity.

For example, using Amharic and other Ethiopian languages at home, savoring Ethiopian
food, and attending Orthodox Tewahedo church services symbolize early socialization into
Ethiopian cultural practices. These sensory and relational experiences help children feel a sense of
belonging, not just as a label but as a way of being. Family narratives encourage children to
internalize their heritage as something exceptional, thereby nurturing confidence and a positive
ethnic self-concept. This feeling is also reinforced by Ethiopian community centers, churches, and
other social institutions. At this point, there was little motivation to question or challenge the status
hierarchy or racialization they faced.

Nevertheless, Habesha/Ethiopian ethnic identity coexists with a clear disconnection from
mainstream American culture. Many participants reported limited exposure to American customs
because their parents often discouraged participation in activities such as going to movies, having
sleepovers, and celebrating Halloween. This insularity, while effective at preserving Ethiopian
traditions, also led to feelings of exclusion and regret, especially when participants reflected on
missed opportunities for academic and social growth. Gender dynamics added further complexity,
as parents tended to be more protective of girls, restricting their interactions with non-Ethiopian
peers and activities. This pattern aligns with the findings of Creese (2017) and Etienne (2020),
which suggest that cultural preservation is often linked to gendered expectations.

A critical turning point in the identity formation of second-generation Ethiopians occurs
when they confront the realities of race in the United States, particularly in school. Everyday life
in educational settings and the media largely emphasizes whiteness or “Americanness,” leading
many to view their ethnicity as irrelevant or to ignore it. Only experiences of discrimination or
recognition of differences often prompt exploration of their ethnic identity. Research participants
recounted a lack of preparedness for American racial dynamics, having grown up in environments
where their primary identity was Ethiopian or Habesha, rarely engaging with the issue of race. This
distinction is vividly illustrated in Gelila’s recollection of responding to a racially charged comment
with, “I am not Black. I am Ethiopian.” She recalled,

Once, when I was around eight and a friend’s (white) grandma said, “You
are pretty for a Black girl.” I responded, “I am not Black. I am Ethiopian.”
Clearly incorrect, but the only clear situation that comes to mind...
Obviously I am Black. When I was a child, it was as though everyone knew
about the glory of Ethiopia and respected me. I think I had an air of
superiority during childhood and adolescence, in general.

Such moments reveal the pride instilled from a young age, along with a sense of ethnic
awareness and a distinct ethnic boundary that sets study participants apart from the generalized
category of Blackness in the U.S. (Chacko, 2003a). The child’s assertion, “I am not Black. I am
Ethiopian,” demonstrates a form of early transnational belonging, in which their sense of identity
is rooted in an imagined homeland shaped by narrative, food, religion, and collective pride, rather
than in local racial categories.
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Over time, as these individuals engaged more deeply with American society—often in
predominantly white schools or diverse urban environments—they were compelled to reconcile
their ethnic identity with the racial categories imposed on them. The later years of childhood were
marked by confusion and, at times, resistance, as the boundaries between ethnicity and race blurred.
The aroma of Ethiopian coffee and the rhythms of Orthodox Church prayers, among other
elements, merged into an early sense of belonging that felt obvious but was later challenged by
U.S. racial discourse. The analytical significance of these experiences lies in the interplay among
ethnic pride, cultural preservation, and the pressures of racialization. The Ethiopian American
home environment serves as both a sanctuary and a site of cultural transmission, planting the
“seeds” (Erikson, 1968) of ethnic identity that persist even as individuals adapt to new social
realities. Ho & Brown (2024) show early childhood ethnic socialization influences later ERI
development. Agi and Rivas-Drake (2022) find bicultural and tricultural orientations are
fundamental to immigrant-origin Black youth’s identity, not anomalies. At the same time, the
encounter with American racial thinking exposes the limitations of ethnic insularity and the
necessity of negotiating multiple identities in a society where race remains a dominant organizing
principle.

For second-generation Ethiopians, the journey from ethnic unawareness to a nuanced
understanding of ethnicity and race is shaped by the enduring impact of family, the protective
boundaries of community, and the inescapable realities of American racial discourse. This
experience is not merely a story of adaptation but a testament to the resilience of cultural identity
in the face of external pressures and internal contradictions.

Contesting Identity: “If only you were raised in Ethiopia.”

As with most second-generation adolescents, adolescence was a pivotal and often
challenging period for second-generation Ethiopian Americans in the U.S., marked by complex
identity negotiations shaped by a tug-of-war between family on the one hand and peers and broader
societal expectations on the other. Tricultural socialization is an ongoing process of negotiation.
More specifically, much of the discussion during adolescence centered on racial identity. Most
people viewed them as Black, and they also attempted to “pass as just Black,” eschewing Habesha
identity, as Beza put it, “because I don’t want to explain myself. It’s better that way.” However,
their unique immigrant background is evident in the difficulty teachers and students have
pronouncing their surnames. Emnet stated, “My difficult last name was always a challenge. It
created a sense of shame around everything not-American.” Moreover, interacting with peers from
different backgrounds, or facing questions about their appearance and the food they brought to
school, were sources of identity questioning. The act of contesting identity is thus a cycle of
classification (by others) and reflection or resistance (by self) (Jenkins, 2014).

Hence, adolescence brought pressure from their parents to conform to Ethiopian cultural
norms, such as being more family-oriented, declining invitations to movies, school dances, and
sleepovers, and, most importantly, achieving academic success. These expectations were especially
pronounced between ages 12 and 16. While some complied with their parents’ demands, most
sought to “develop my own sense of independence and seek avenues to branch out of the home and
spend more time with friends,” in Gelila’s words.

The stage involves downplaying their ethnic heritage, while a strong wish to be accepted
as part of the mainstream coexists with the realization that racialized boundaries limit full inclusion,
producing feelings of alienation and “seeing themselves through borrowed eyes” (Tse, 1998, p.
28). Gelila now says, “I am embarrassed about being embarrassed about my identity as an
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Ethiopian American. I vividly remember refusing to speak in Amharic with my mother anytime
she came to my school.” She recalls refusing to eat Ethiopian food and questioning her parents’
request to “exhibit traditional” polite behavior (catering to guests, helping with cooking/cleaning,
etc.). Study participants began to adopt new identities influenced by African American culture and
media—a preference for a relatively dominant group and language. This included adopting certain
dress styles, listening to rap music, participating in sports, and adopting specific linguistic patterns
and mannerisms. For example, Robel said,

I adopted the humor, AAVE [African American Vernacular English], and

some aesthetics like hair, clothes, and other styles of African Americans. |

did not think that it negated my Ethiopian identity, but my parents did.

Ethiopians (my family in particular) were against associating with African

Americans, so [ was constantly codeswitching.

Some of these identity gravitations were employed to align with the expectations of African
American teens in school and in the neighborhood, and to meet the expectations of white kids as
African Americans. These behaviors were also intended to expand their social networks, foster
shared experiences in the United States, and help them feel connected and accepted by their peers.
According to Clark (2008), second-generation African immigrant children are often influenced by
African American language, fashion, humor, and behavior. She concluded that while many second-
generation Africans hold onto their ethnic identities, they are also partially African Americanized.

However, identity formation, or “identity work™ (Sall, 2020), involves competing interests
that place individuals in difficult positions. Their experience can be described as triple
marginalization and 'Othering.' This is best captured by the term “intense minoritization,” as Emnet
put it. Emnet saw intense minoritization as a layered form of marginalization across multiple
contexts. This process made an already tumultuous adolescence even more turbulent. First-
generation Ethiopians, particularly their parents and children who came to the U.S. at older ages,
perceived them as becoming more American and as lacking an Ethiopian identity. Gelila recalled,
“My parents would always remind us that if only we were raised in Ethiopia, we would have done
everything they told us to do without having to be asked.” Here, transnational belonging manifests
as loss and longing. Parents’ reminders that “if only you were raised in Ethiopia” evoke a moral
geography that situates authenticity within the homeland, whilst adolescents pursue local belonging
through American youth culture.

In contrast, their non-Ethiopian peers, especially African American teens, labeled them
"African-booty scratchers," "backward," and "speaking white English.” Second-generation
individuals tended to attribute these experiences of Othering to several factors, including the
negative image of Aftrica in general and Ethiopia in particular in the U.S. media landscape. The
1980s Ethiopian famine, one of the worst humanitarian events of the 20th century, stigmatized the
country in international media. Daniel shared a South Park video depicting African children. As he
put it, “children in African countries (and specifically Ethiopia) are primarily starving individuals
who speak in clicks. I was bullied and called starving Marvin.” Such portrayals of Africa pushed
young people toward co-ethnic peers and spaces for affirmation, away from peer groups that
excluded them (D'Alisera, 2009; Ludwig, 2019).

Unlike the much-discussed second-generation African immigrants who distance themselves
from African Americans, several researchers have noted that African American teens also reject
second-generation Black immigrants ( Habecker, 2017; Imoagene, 2025). Like most second-
generation immigrants, Abel was not surprised by African American peer rejection. He
acknowledged:
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I was born here, but I often could not relate to African American references
to certain things like culture, food, music, etc., so they would often say I
was “not black.” I do not blame them, though, because I grew up in an
Ethiopian household. You cannot become African American overnight. I
was just a few steps behind when it came to black classic content/humor.

Interestingly, those who grew up in predominantly white areas were expected to conform
to the stereotypical African American identity in terms of the music they listened to and the cultural
trends they followed, while also dealing with the insidious stereotype of Black Americans as “lazy,”
“violent,” or “disrespectful” (Sall, 2019). Creese (2019, p. 92) discussed the challenge of living up
to the “cool Black guy” image imposed on second-generation Africans in Canada, which conflicted
with their cultural background and devalued their social standing. The imposition of African
American identity was gendered. While some adolescent boys embraced the “cool Black guy”
identity and received acceptance, girls were marginalized by the lack of an equivalent feminine
performance of the “cool Black girl” (Creese, 2019). For most of them, particularly girls,
adolescence was marked by being seen as becoming American by their parents while not fitting the
Black stereotype held by white peers.

Second-generation Ethiopians, particularly females, frequently encounter loneliness and
social isolation, attributable to stringent parental controls on the one hand and rejection from both
African American and Caucasian peers on the other. They resist being compelled to conform to
restrictive stereotypes while seeking genuine self-expression and meaningful connections as
individuals of Black ethnicity with distinct ethnic or national backgrounds. Notably, their parents’
disapproval of any romantic relationships outside Ethiopia or with non-Ethiopian individuals was
intense. Interestingly, experiences of loneliness and alienation were also observed among second-
generation African immigrants in Canada, who were caught between their birth and family culture
and the pressures and norms of the Canadian way of life (Creese, 2019).

The adolescent years were marked by parents' relentless efforts to keep their children
grounded in Ethiopian culture and by teens' frustration with their parents, as Emnet put it, “have a
complete misunderstanding of racism, white supremacy, and xenophobia, and their desire to be
seen as Ethiopian. It was always no rap music, no swearing, and no making friends outside of our
community.” The rugged nature of adolescence was objectively reflected in the second generation’s
changing, unsettled, and often conflicting ethnic self-identification.

At this stage, all of them experimented with issues of identity and self-identification.
Although some continued to identify as Ethiopian from childhood, several began to embrace
hyphenated identities, such as “Ethiopian American,” “African American,” or “American African.”
Ted, now 28, recalled experiencing identity fatigue. “I was 14 years old. I was tired of translating
myself to whites and African Americans. So, I found it easier to identify as African American rather
than attempting to explain my Ethiopian heritage.” Ted’s story reflects the identity confusion
experienced by adolescents from immigrant families living in Canada. Adolescents actively
develop their identities through resistance, negotiation, and engagement with sociocultural
processes (Bennett et al., 2023). Youth may struggle with resolution and, as discussed above,
experience “greater identity confusion and conflict due to a mismatch between the values in the
home and the values in U.S./Canadian society” (Agi & Rivas-Drake, 2022, p. 107). Thelamour et
al. (2024) conceptualize this turbulence as a defining feature of scholarship on Black immigrant
racial identity, noting that triple marginalization—from parents, co-ethnic peers, and white peers—
produces the very identity contestation documented here.
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Identity Emergence: “I’m really not Ethiopian, I’'m Ethiopian American.”

The life course of second-generation Ethiopians who identify as Ethiopian Americans
reveals that identity development is a dynamic, context-dependent process marked by struggles,
key transitions, and evolving agency. In other words, during college and early adulthood, these
individuals intentionally reconstruct their identities through selective cultural influences and
participation. This point is best captured by Abel:

During my years in elementary, middle, and high school, I often felt like I
could not relate to my white and African American peers when they made
references to certain aspects of culture, such as food, music, movies, etc.
As a result, they would often say that I was “not Black." To Ethiopians, as
soon as | have to tell them that I do not speak Ambharic language fluently, I
am automatically viewed as "American". It was not until my senior year in
high school, and especially during college, that I realized that there isn’t
just one way to be Black or Ethiopian. My Black identity is inclusive of my
Ethiopian identity. I do not have to hide my immigrant identity or pretend
to be an African American. I can embrace both my Black American and
Ethiopian heritage and ethnicity. It does not have to be one or the other.
(Abel, age 37).

During the process of identity emergence, individuals perceive themselves through
fractured reflections in borrowed mirrors. As noted above, in childhood they identified as
Ethiopians, largely due to parental influence. In adolescence, because of rejection from African
American peers and white peers who viewed them as “not Black enough” or “not African American
enough,” their identity became unsettled. Many participants experienced a sense of disconnection
and confusion consistent with Phinney’s and Ong’s (2007) “unexamined ethnic identity” stage.
During their senior and junior years in high school, however, a turning point occurred. Many gained
exposure to greater diversity, including more Ethiopian and Eritrean friends and new social
environments, prompting a reevaluation of what it means to be Black and Ethiopian. This led to a
more integrated and confident sense of self, as noted by Abel above.

Abel and other participants who identified as Ethiopian Americans recognized that their
Black identity could encompass their Ethiopian heritage, and they no longer feel compelled to
choose or hide aspects of their immigrant background. Research participants challenge the narrow,
static view of Blackness held by both Ethiopians and Americans. They highlight the multiple ways
Blackness is enacted and validated (Dyson, 2021).

In high school and college, their racial identity, particularly their ethnic attitudes, shifts
from their initial worldviews in response to their racialized experiences. They encounter a broader
mix of people from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds, which fosters greater acceptance of
differences (Brettell & Nibbs, 2009), and they have opportunities to celebrate Ethiopian American
identity. For many, this stage aligns with Phinney’s (1993) “ethnic identity search,” characterized
by active exploration of heritage through learning a language, cooking traditional foods, or
participating in community events. Many are inspired by other minority ethnic groups, such as
Mexican Americans and Korean Americans, who celebrate their cultures. They participate in
Ethiopian festivals, voluntarily learn Ambharic, or cook Ethiopian dishes for friends—actions that
demonstrate agency in tricultural belonging. What emerges is tricultural competence: the ability to
navigate and interpret both cultural systems. Building on ethnic-racial identity stage models,
research with second-generation African Canadian youth shows that adolescence and young
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adulthood are key periods of active identity exploration, as young people negotiate being African,
Black, and Canadian in ways shaped by both family socialization and racialized experiences in
mainstream institutions (Creese, 2019).

This process of exploration and negotiation often led to a more stable and confident sense
of identity in adulthood. It reflects Phinney’s “achieved” status (Phinney, 1993; Phinney &
Baldelomar, 2011) in which individuals integrate Ethiopian and American influences and values
into a hybrid identity. As Gelila noted, intentionally deepening her understanding of Ethiopian
culture helped her “build on my Ethiopian heritage,” illustrating the agency and reflexivity that
characterize later stages of the life course. Throughout these transitions, family, peer, and
community relationships continually shape identity trajectories, while broader structural and
institutional contexts, such as college or the workplace, provide additional opportunities and
challenges for identity development. The experience of being “between” cultures was not static
but evolved as individuals moved through different life stages and social environments, echoing
Habecker’s (2017) finding that hybrid assimilation is a fluid, ongoing process. Umafia-Taylor and
Rivas-Drake (2021), whose life-course ERI framework explicitly designates college as a critical
identity juncture, offer the theoretical underpinning for why Stage 3 emerges when it does in this
study’s four-stage sequence.

Ultimately, the life-course approach highlights that the identities of second-generation
Ethiopian Americans are not fixed but continually negotiated and reconstructed in response to
changing contexts, relationships, and personal autonomy. This dynamic process integrates multiple
influences, fostering resilient, adaptable identities that draw strength from both Ethiopian heritage
and the American experience. Their parents continue to nurture Ethiopian identity by organizing
transnational trips to Ethiopia. Each has made at least one trip to Ethiopia, and some have traveled
multiple times. These visits help the second generation embrace aspects of their Ethiopian
American identity and honor their parents’ sacrifices. As Wolde stated, it “anchored [me] in the
belief that my true home is in Ethiopia.”

Returning to Ethiopia, participating in diaspora youth associations, or joining heritage-
focused clubs reconfigure “Ethiopianness” within a broader transnational arena. At this stage,
transnational belonging is selected and curated. Participants noted frustration in the U.S., where
speaking “perfect Amharic” was perceived as a gatekeeping practice. Before traveling, they were
frustrated by being treated as “too American,” but in Ethiopia they gained a deeper understanding
that they were not Ethiopians but Ethiopian Americans. Yakob emphasized this point with an
anecdote from 21 years ago, when he was 19. He wrote,

With my good Amharic and mannerisms, I had convinced many people that
I was born in Ethiopia, although I grew up in Texas. But I learned at age 19
a big missing piece in my Ethiopian-ness. At age 19 in Addis near Stadium,
my cousin was taking me around when a heavy rain came down. We had
no time to escape; we could only rush into a bakery. The only seats left
were by the front door where a man was sitting and had two chairs empty.
We asked if he would allow us to sit at his table. Not only did he say ok,
but he added let’s eat (Inebila!) by pushing his small muffin to the center
of the table. Mind you, we never met this person in our lives! You think
somebody in the U.S. would push their plate of French fries to the middle
of a table and say Let’s eat?! NO WAY'! Never! So kids like me, born in the
U.S., are NOT Ethiopian! We are at best Ethiopian-Americans. It took a
while to accept their judgment.
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The experiences of Yakob and many others represent an "encounter'—a moment that
challenges one's existing understanding of identity. These encounters reflect the process of
reconciling identity. The anecdotes show how he and others integrated contradictory experiences
into a coherent sense of self. Yakob ultimately accepted his identity (“Ethiopian Americans”),
recognizing which parts of him are Ethiopian and which are American, rather than claiming a full
Ethiopian identity. The hyphen—Ethiopian American—serves as a symbolic link that connects
ethnic identity, enabling the reconciliation of previously divided selves. This reflects what identity
development researchers call tricultural integration—acknowledging the reality of belonging
simultaneously to multiple cultural worlds without full membership in either, as discussed below.

Identity Resolution: “I think I am a third-culture kid.”

This stage of identity is best described as a third culture identity, in which lived experience
yields tricultural fluency and acceptance. Second-generation Ethiopian American identity is
primarily characterized by a sense of peace with one’s identity, a rejection of inadequacy, and an
embrace of a blend of cultural influences. (Brettell & Nibbs, 2009; Habecker, 2017). Unlike earlier,
more fluid phases of identity exploration, adults in this stage report a stable, enduring sense of self
that incorporates both Ethiopian and American elements. They accept themselves as ethnic
minorities, with a much improved self-image and diminishing confusion or shame about their
background. However, while they accept their ethnic and national identities as compatible rather
than mutually exclusive, there is always room for change. As Emnet responded to my question
about whether he anticipates an identity shift, he noted:

Absolutely, it will shift and change. I think that the identity of any second-
generation individual is too complex to be static, especially as we begin to
settle into an adulthood that will seem much different from that of our
parents. For now, I am an Ethiopian American.

Unlike Emnet, many informants emphasized that their identities would not change
significantly in the future. After years of navigating shifting identities, they now view their
bi/tricultural status as a permanent part of their identity. This consolidation is evident at home,
where English and Ethiopian languages, foods, and holidays coexist, and in the workplace, where
tricultural skills are both an asset and a source of challenge. For example, Gelila asserted her
independence from traditional gender expectations by moving out and getting a tattoo, despite her
mother’s disapproval. Elsa joked about “Ethiopianizing” her non-Ethiopian husband, reflecting
both adaptation and cultural retention.

At work, participants described both the benefits and the barriers tied to their backgrounds.
While triculturalism was sometimes valued, microaggressions and discrimination persisted,
including being overlooked because of ethnic names or facing stereotypes. However, many cited
their parents’ work ethic and resilience as key motivators: “I have an immigrant mentality of hard
work, resilience, creativity, and problem-solving skills,” Emnet explained. Family and community
ties remain central. Gelila described the Ethiopian diaspora as an extended family network that
provides support and a sense of belonging. In ways that signaled a departure from Ethiopian
cultural norms, participants also held more progressive views on gender and sexuality than their
parents, reflecting generational shifts and the influence of American values. Rahel, for instance,
identifies as gender fluid and is more accepting of same-sex marriage than her parents’ generation.

Sites of “ethnic recovery,” such as festivals and Ethiopian restaurants, are crucial for
preserving cultural traditions and fostering community pride (Chacko, 2003a). As Gelila put it,
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these spaces offer “shelter from the generational effects of racism.” Ultimately, participants
expressed pride in their cultural flexibility and, more importantly, in their cultural fluency. As Abel
described,

I definitely fall in the category of “cultural mixedness” because to not do

so would be dishonest to myself. I have endured many experiences

(positive and traumatic) due to my Blackness that people in Ethiopia will

never comprehend because they have not been explicitly racialized in their

country. I have also endured many experiences (positive and traumatic) due

to my Ethiopian heritage that people in the US will never comprehend

because they do not have to grapple with the complexities of balancing

cultures transnationally. I only ever feel different identities in relation to

the people I am with... I think [ am a third-culture kid.”

This dynamic identity replaces the confusion and conflict experienced during the initial
stages. It signifies a new understanding of their role within society. They develop a sense of peace
with their identity, enabling them to navigate and integrate multiple worlds. From a life-course
perspective, this process shows a path from early identity negotiation to later stability and pride in
hybridity (Tse, 1999). While challenges remain, such as feeling “between the tourist and the local
resident” when visiting Ethiopia (Pelliccia, 2017, p. 66), second-generation Ethiopian Americans
draw on cultural heritages to create meaningful, adaptive identities they plan to pass to future
generations. Their transnational belonging reflects transcultural fluency as a recognized part of
American identity (Bourne, 1916), maintaining connections across multiple places while remaining
fully American.

Discussion and Conclusion

Some researchers have argued that second-generation Black immigrants are unlikely to
sustain ethnic identities in the face of U.S. racial categorization and the tendency to equate “Black”
with “African American” (Foner, 2018). Subsequent work on second-generation Black immigrants,
including those from sub-Saharan Africa, shows that many retain elements of their parents’ cultures
while also incorporating African American experiences, thereby generating diverse, hybrid
identities (Agi & Rivas-Drake, 2022). This study uses mixed methods and the MEIM R framework
(Phinney & Ong, 2006) and a life-course approach (Elder et al., 2003) to understand how second
generation Ethiopian Americans move through a four stage trajectory of ethno national identity
formation—unexamined ethnic awareness, contested adolescence, identity emergence, and hybrid
resolution—that aligns with life course stages and label evolution and culminates in hyphenated
Ethiopian American identities. The findings indicate that hyphenation is a developmentally
achieved outcome rather than merely a rejection or distancing from African Americans (Waters,
1994).

Ethiopian Americans’ identity development unfolds in four stages. Across the four stages,
unexamined childhood pride in Habesha distinctiveness (planting Erikson’s (1968) “seeds” amid
gendered protection) gives way to adolescent moratorium-like turbulence marked by triple
marginalization from parents, African American peers, and white peers (codeswitching and identity
fatigue (Jenkins, 2014; Tse, 1998), then to identity emergence in high school and college as
diversity exposure and transnational travel help reconcile authenticity gaps and support “Ethiopian
American” as an integrated label, and finally to adult tricultural stability and third-culture flexibility
that diverges from parents’ trajectories. Williams et al.’s (2020) life-course ERI model provides
the theoretical framework for understanding this resolution stage: it explains how achieved ethnic-
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racial identity stabilizes in adulthood after the exploration and contestation of earlier stages, making
it the most direct theoretical antecedent for Stage 4. Thelamour & Mwangi (2021) further illuminate
the intergenerational dimension of this resolution, showing how parental enculturation strategies—
even those initially resisted in adolescence—become internalized resources in adulthood,
supporting the tricultural stability participants describe here.

These stages complicate narratives of distancing between African immigrants and African
Americans (Waters, 1994), instead supporting bi/tricultural processes in contrast to Etienne,( 2020)
driven by prized ethnic distinctiveness (Richards, 2014), transnationalism (Chacko, 2019), and
reactive ethnicity amid discrimination (Feliciano & Rumbaut, 2019). High educational attainment
(63% graduate educated) and enclave contexts such as Washington, D.C., provide socioeconomic
resources and institutional supports that buffer pressures toward homogenization. Family,
community, and peer relationships continually interact with racism, gender expectations, and
transnational ties to shape identity work. Rather than reflecting a rejection of American identities
(Etienne, 2020), ethnic identity development among second generation Ethiopians emerges from
strong parental ethnic socialization, transnational environments, and social settings that value
ethnic distinctiveness, all within a broader U.S. context of increasing multicultural acceptance. The
concept of Black multiplicity (Medford, 2019) has been further developed in recent scholarship:
Imoagene (2025) demonstrates how race, class, and ethnicity intersect to produce plural Black
identities among the second generation, while Thelamour et al. (2024) provide a conceptual map
of Black immigrant racial identity scholarship, situating this study within a broader field agenda.
In doing so, the findings extend recent calls to center Black immigrant-origin youth’s own accounts
of identity search and evolution, rather than treating them as a residual category within broader
Black samples (Agi & Rivas Drake, 2022; Thelamour et al., 2024).

Overall, by tracing MEIM-R’s psychological processes of exploration and commitment
across childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, the article extends MEIM-R beyond its adolescent
focus. It shows that ethnic “seeds” planted in childhood are repeatedly renegotiated at key
transitions, including college, work, and transnational engagement (Elder et al., 2003; Ho &
Brown, 2024; Phinney & Baldelomar, 2011; Williams et al., 2020). At the same time, it challenges
dominant narratives of Black immigrant assimilation by reframing hyphenated Ethiopian American
identity (Agi & Rivas-Drake, 2022). This identity is not viewed as incomplete assimilation or as
reactive distancing from African Americans but as a mature developmental achievement in which
Black multiplicity, transnational ties, and triple marginalization are integrated into a strong,
tricultural sense of self (Medford, 2019; Thelamour et al., 2024).

Methodologically, the study underscores the value of mixed-methods and life-course
approaches that integrate retrospective surveys with follow-up interviews to reconstruct stage-like
patterns and critical experiences (e.g., bullying, heritage trips, campus diversity). This approach
shows that ethnic identity is dynamic yet patterned, revealing transitions that transcend
conventional age-based thresholds. It fills an empirical gap by providing life-course data on identity
from childhood to adulthood, rather than the adolescent or early-adult “snapshots” (Thelamour et
al., 2024) prevalent in existing research on Black second generations. In essence, it advocates that
future research on Black second generations should emphasize longitudinal or rigorously staged
retrospective designs, encompass multiple sites and institutional contexts, and consider how
educational and community environments influence the timing and substance of each identity
stage. By sequencing MEIM-R's psychological processes of exploration and commitment
throughout childhood, adolescence, and adulthood, the article expands MEIM-R beyond its
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adolescent focus and responds to recent theorizing about life-course ethnic-racial identity
(Thelamour et al., 2024; Williams et al., 2020).

Implications for Practice

In practical terms, the findings offer a clear roadmap for educators, youth workers,
clinicians, and policymakers. The four-stage model underscores that second-generation Ethiopian
Americans’ identities, and, for that matter, most second-generation immigrants’, are not static
labels but evolving processes shaped by family socialization, transnational institutions, schooling,
and racialization. This suggests that interventions must be developmentally timed rather than one-
size-fits-all. For educators and school counselors, this means recognizing that “unexamined”
childhood pride in ethnic identity can be nurtured through culturally sustaining curricula, support
for home-language maintenance, and partnerships with community organizations, while also
preparing children for U.S. racial dynamics before they encounter hostile peer labeling in middle
school. During contested adolescence, when youth often downplay their ethnicity to avoid bullying
and triple marginalization, schools can create structured spaces—affinity groups, mentorship
programs with older African and African American students, and proactive anti-racist policies—
that validate hyphenated or tricultural identities and explicitly challenge derogatory tropes about
Africa and African immigrants.

Schools and counselors should avoid treating Black students as a homogeneous category
or avoiding the “reflexive habit of identifying 'black' with ‘African American” (Foner, 2018, p.
1124) and hoping they “fade to black™ (Kasinitz, 2001, p. 267) as if there is a universal Black
collective to fade into. Teachers and school staff must recognize triple marginalization—stemming
from parents, African American peers, and white peers—and take action to address bullying and
stereotyping related to African origins. Counselors and clinicians can develop identity-informed
protocols aligned with the four stages, helping families understand adolescent confusion and co-
construct ethnic-racial socialization strategies that foster healthy tricultural resolution, including
enforcing anti-discrimination protections against name-based, accent-based, and origin-based
microaggressions in educational and professional settings.

For mental health practitioners, understanding the life-course pattern of initial embrace,
questioning, reembracing, and hyphenated resolution can inform assessment and treatment by
distinguishing normal ethnic identity fluctuations from distress requiring clinical attention and by
leveraging parental enculturation and transnational ties as potential sources of resilience rather than
pathologizing them. Practitioners working with families can help navigate intergenerational
tensions. Finally, for policymakers and diaspora leaders, the study suggests that investments in
ethnic cultures and supportive environments for later stages are necessary, while broader
integration and anti-discrimination efforts should explicitly recognize Black diversity and the
unique needs of African second-generation individuals within and across Black America.

Limitations and Future Research Direction

This study has several limitations that constrain the scope of its conclusions. Its sample
comprises primarily college-educated adults who identify as Ethiopian American and were raised
in metropolitan areas with sizable Ethiopian communities, which likely provide distinctive
resources, networks, and institutional supports; youth growing up in areas with fewer co-ethnics or
with lower educational trajectories may experience different identity pathways (Habecker, 2017).
Five individuals who identified as Ethiopian American did not participate in follow-up interviews,
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limiting the ability to verify and contextualize their survey responses. In addition, while the analysis
focuses on those who consistently adopt the Ethiopian American label, identity categories
themselves are unstable, and there is considerable variation within and across self-identified
groups, including those aligned with pan-ethnic or other descriptors. Unlike Guluma (2023),
whose Oromo respondents foregrounded sub-ethnic distinctions, my participants came from
multiple Ethiopian sub-ethnic backgrounds, including Oromo, and did not raise or discuss
Habesha-non-Habesha issues, suggesting that sub-ethnic boundaries may be less salient among
second-generation Ethiopians outside politically activated diaspora networks.

Multi-site, comparative longitudinal studies should examine whether similar four-stage
patterns emerge among other African and Afro-Caribbean second generations, particularly those
outside large co-ethnic enclaves, across regions and in contexts varying by class and school
composition. Such work could test how neighborhood, institutional, and policy environments shape
the timing and meaning of each stage, thereby addressing the present study’s highly educated,
enclave-based sample.

Importantly, future research should also examine how progression through the four stages
relates to mental health, belonging, and experiences of discrimination across schools, workplaces,
and community institutions. It should closely attend to gendered patterns of control, isolation, and
acceptance during adolescence and the “identity search and evolution” (Thelamour et al., 2024, p.
7). Building on this study’s discussion of triple marginalization, gendered restrictions, and
workplace microaggressions, researchers can explore when identity turbulence serves as a
protective resource (Sall, 2019) and when it becomes harmful. They can also assess which
institutional interventions—such as school counseling programs, campus diversity initiatives, and
workplace equity policies—are most effective in supporting healthy tricultural resolution among
second-generation Black youth.

Finally, as an Ethiopian American researcher working within these communities, my shared
background likely facilitated trust and recruitment, and deepened participants’ narrative
disclosures, while also shaping which experiences I recognized as salient and how I interpreted
them analytically. At the same time, my insider status may have led me to under-interrogate certain
taken-for-granted practices, suggesting that future research led by scholars with different racial,
national, and generational positionalities could productively unsettle and extend the stages I
identify here. Such future work might also draw on community-based participatory research
approaches, increasingly advocated in second-generation identity scholarship (Thelamour et al.,
2024), that center participants as co-investigators in interpreting their own identity trajectories.
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