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Research suggests that ethnic identity salience predicts high self-esteem. The present study examines whether 
ethnic identity also predicts two other psychological constructs related to self-esteem in college-aged participants: 
higher internal locus of control and academic self-efficacy. In the beginning of the 2011 fall semester, a total of 
315 participants, most of whom were ethnic minorities, completed an online-administered survey which measured 
their ethnic identity salience, internal locus of control, and academic self-efficacy. Results indicated that only one 
of the two sub-dimensions in the ethnic identity scale, ethnic identity commitment, had positive links to the two 
criterion variables, while the other factor, ethnic identity exploration, had little relationship with internal locus of 
control and a slightly negative association with academic self-efficacy. These findings were consistent with the 
identity status theory, which holds that an individual’s identity exploration, unlike identity commitment, is paired 
with an identity crisis. 
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Psychologists have given significant attention to how 
an individual develops his or her own sense of identity. Erik 
Erikson (1968), one of the earliest psychologists to lay a 
developmental framework involving identity (Holloway, 
Holloway, & Witte, 2010), considered adolescence to be the 
critical period of one’s identity formation. According to 
Erikson, identity, which is uniquely formed in each individual 
through the process of exploration and commitment, “depends 
on the support which the young receive from the collective 
sense of identity which social groups assign to [them]” (as cited 
in Phinney & Alpuria, 1990, p. 171). Erikson’s notions of 
exploration and commitment were further developed by Marcia 
(1966) in his identity status theory. Marcia defined identity 
status as that determined by (a) whether one has explored or is 
exploring for a clear sense of identity and (b) whether one is 
committed to his or her identity. Hence, the degrees of one’s 
identity exploration and identity commitment make up four 
possible identity statuses: Identity Achievement (high 
exploration and high commitment), Moratorium (high 
exploration and low commitment), Foreclosure (low 
exploration and high commitment),  and Identity Diffusion (low  
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exploration and low commitment). In this model, an individual 
obtains a solid identity by exploring for his true identity and 
committing himself to his identity. 

As the number of ethnic minorities has been growing 
in the United States and other Western countries over the past 
decades, the need for psychological research on populations has 
also been increasing (Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, & 
Szapocznik, 2010). The Eriksonian framework, however, does 
not directly examine the influence of ethnicity or culture on 
identity formation. Tajfel and Turner (1986) sought to mend 
this gap with their social identity theory, which explains how 
specific social groups, such as religious, occupational, or 
political groups, influence an individual’s identity formation. 
According to the theory, one’s self-concept depends largely on 
a sense of belonging to a group, because people attribute value 
to the group from which they derive a considerable amount of 
self-esteem (Phinney, 2003). Hence, on the basis of social 
identity theory, researchers have considered ethnic identity an 
important type of group identity that is vital to the self-concept 
of ethnic minority individuals. Ethnic identity has thus been 
defined as “a dynamic, multidimensional construct that refers 
to one’s identity or sense of self as a member of an ethnic 
group” (Phinney, 2003, p. 63). 

In support of the social identity theory, numerous 
studies have identified a positive association between self-
esteem and ethnic identity. For ethnic minority students, the 
salience of ethnic identity showed a positive correlation with 
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self-esteem, in both high school and college settings (Phinney, 
1992; Phinney & Alipuria, 1990). Phinney and Chavira (1992) 
have found that adolescents’ self-esteem increased while their 
ethnic identity became salient over time. A similar relationship 
was found in adolescents of a younger age group (i.e., middle 
school students; Smith, Walker, Fields, Brookins, & Seay, 
1999; Roberts, Phinney, Masse, Chen, Roberts, & Romero, 
1999). Despite the amount of research that exists on the 
relationship between ethnic identity and self-esteem, however, 
little research has been done on the relationship between ethnic 
identity and other concepts related to self-esteem. In the present 
study, I focused on the concepts of locus of control and 
academic self-efficacy. 

 
Locus of Control 
 Locus of control refers to the amount of control an 
individual believes he or she has in life (Rotter, 1968). People 
with an internal locus of control believe that they can control 
the events in their lives, whereas people with an external locus 
of control believe that events in their lives are controlled by 
external forces. Studies have largely supported the positive 
relationship between self-esteem and internal locus of control. 
Judge, Erez, Bono, and Thoresen (2002) found that self-
esteem, internal locus of control, non-neuroticism, and 
generalized self-efficacy were strongly and positively correlated 
with one another, and suggested that these four concepts may 
belong to one larger concept. On a similar note, a neurological 
relationship between self-esteem and internal locus of control, 
in terms of hippocampal volume and cortisol activity, has been 
identified (Pruessner et al., 2005). Sterbin and Rakow (1996) 
have also found that both self-esteem and locus of control are 
predictors of standardized test scores among high school 
students, suggesting that the two constructs are closely related. 

The relationship between ethnic identity and locus of 
control, however, has not been widely studied. In one study, 
Cosby (1999) found a positive correlation between internal 
locus of control and racial identity development among African 
American students between 14 and 18 years of age. Studies of 
racial identity, such as Cosby’s, have typically focused on 
African Americans and their unique historical experiences 
(Burlew, 2000). For that reason, the concept of racial identity 
was differentiated from the concept of ethnic identity in the 
present study, in order to study identity formations in people of 
all ethnic groups.a Also, since Cosby examined students who 
were not yet in college, it remains unclear whether a similar 
relationship involving locus of control can also be found among 
college students of ethnic minorities. On the basis of these 
previous studies, I hypothesized in the present study that 
college students who have salient ethnic identity would report 
higher internal locus of control. 

 
Academic Self-efficacy 

According to Bandura (1997), self-efficacy refers to a 
person’s belief about his or her competence in a particular 
context or domain. Self-efficacy is situational and context-
dependent, whereas self-esteem is a general belief about one’s 

aptitude. Academic self-efficacy, therefore, can be defined as 
people’s conviction that they can accomplish a certain level 
within an academic task or reach a specific academic goal 
(McGrew, 2008). Although little research has compared self-
esteem and academic self-efficacy together, there seems to be a 
significant link between the two concepts. Research suggests 
that high academic self-efficacy is related to high academic 
achievement, which, in turn, is positively linked to self-esteem. 
For example, high academic self-efficacy predicts high GPA 
among college students (Elias & Loomis, 2002), and self-
esteem can predict standardized test scores, as noted above 
(Sterbin & Rakow, 1996). 

In regard to ethnic identity, Zarate, Bhimji, and Reese 
(2005) identified that ethnic identity salience among Latino 
adolescents in America, when coupled with an adequate 
understanding of their bicultural status, was predictive of their 
academic performance. However, their study did not examine 
whether the participants’ academic self-efficacy influenced the 
outcome, and whether similar results could be found in people 
of other ethnicities and other age groups. Cosby (1999) found a 
positive correlation between African Americans’ racial identity 
development and career self-efficacy, yet her study was limited 
to the experiences of African Americans and their career self-
efficacy, not academic self-efficacy. Smith et al. (1999) looked 
at both academic self-efficacy and ethnic identity, but their 
study examined these constructs as mediated by generalized 
self-efficacy and their subjects were middle school students, not 
college students. In contrast, the present study directly looked 
at the potential relationship between ethnic identity and 
academic self-efficacy in college-aged participants. Following 
the results of previous studies, it was hypothesized that salience 
of ethnic identity among college students is positively related to 
academic self-efficacy. 

In the present study, I examined whether having a 
strong ethnic identity would be predictive of having an internal 
locus of control and academic self-efficacy by analyzing 
responses to a survey administered to college students, most of 
whom were ethnic minorities. In the first hypothesis, ethnic 
identity salience was expected to predict higher internal locus 
of control among the students. With the second hypothesis I 
expected that ethnic identity salience would be positively 
related to higher academic self-efficacy among the participants. 

 
METHOD 

 
Participants 

A total of 315 participants voluntarily participated in 
the study. Two participants did not complete the survey and 
their responses were excluded from this analysis. All 
participants were ethnic minority undergraduate students who 
were enrolled in a program sponsored by the Multicultural 
Center for Academic Excellence (MCAE) at the University of 
Minnesota. Because the participants were surveyed in the 
beginning of their first semester at the university, most of them 
were freshmen, but there were also three sophomores and eight 
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juniors. One hundred and twelve people identified themselves 
as males, 211 as females, and two did not identify their gender. 
The ages of the participants ranged from 16 to 28 (M = 
18.22). The median and the modal age were both 18. The 
ethnicity of each participant was self-reported; the participants 
could list as many races/ethnicities with which they identified 
as they liked. When categorized, there were 174 (55.2%) 
Asians/Asian Americans, 46 (14.6%) Africans/African 
Americans, 24 (7.6%) Hispanic/Latino or Central Americans, 
six (1.9%) Middle Eastern/Arabic Americans, 38 (12.1%) 
Mixed/Multicultural Americans, nine (2.9%) Native Americans, 
13 (4.1%) White/Caucasian/European Americans, and four 
(1.3%) individuals who identified themselves with unclear or 
unspecified ethnic labels that could not be classified into any 
ethnic category. 

 
Materials 

All participants filled out an online survey form. In the 
survey they indicated their basic demographic information and 
responded to various question sets, many of which were 
reserved for other potential studies and thus were not analyzed 
in the present study. Three measures in the survey were used in 
this study: Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure, internal locus 
of control scale, and academic self-efficacy measure. All 
participants were given the same sets of questions. 

Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM), 
formulated by Phinney (1992), allows researchers to quantify 
an individual’s degree of ethnic identity development. MEIM 
itself contains two factors, ethnic identity exploration and 
ethnic identity commitment (Roberts et al., 1999). MEIM 
ethnic identity exploration subscale included items such as “I 
think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic 
group membership” and “In order to learn more about my 
ethnic background, I have often talked to other people about 
my ethnic group.” MEIM ethnic identity commitment subscale 
included items such as “I have a clear sense of my ethnic 
background and what it means for me” and “I have a lot of 
pride in my ethnic group.” Participants responded to each of 
these items on a 4-point scale that had “strongly disagree,” 
“disagree,” “agree,” and “strongly agree” as possible options. 

Internal locus of control scale (INT), from which 
five items were taken, was used to measure the participants’ 
perceived locus of control (Côté, 1997). Examples of these 
items were “When I make plans, I am almost certain that I can 
make them work” and “What happens to me is my own 
doing.” 

Academic self-efficacy measure was based on an 
unpublished study proposal by Kyoung-Rae Jung (“The 
mediation effect,” n.d.).b A total of nine questions in the set 
included items such as “I am a reliable and hardworking 
student” and “When studying, I make a plan and follow 
through with it.” Both internal locus of control scale and 
academic self-efficacy measure were on a 5-point scale ranging 
from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” 

 
 

TABLE 1.  Descriptive Statistics and the Correlations among the Variables 
 

 M SD Min Max 1 2 3 

1. MEIM Exploration 2.74 0.53 1.00 4.00 ---   

2. MEIM Commitment 3.13 0.52 1.57 4.00 0.502* ---  

3. Internal Locus of Control 3.77 0.60 1.60 5.00 0.094 0.174* --- 

4. Academic Self-efficacy 3.63 0.70 1.44 5.00 0.005 0.204* 0.388* 

* p < 0.01 

 
Procedure 

Participants took the survey as part of the university’s 
new student orientation activities called the MCAE 
Multicultural Kick-off, which was held in late August, 2011, 
right before the beginning of the fall semester. Groups of 20 to 
30 participants took the survey on computers in computer labs 
on campus. Prior to completing the survey, every participant 
signed a consent form that explained the purpose of the survey 
and was informed of the confidentiality of their responses. The 
participants were given 60 minutes to complete the survey. The 
participants were not given any compensation for their 
participation.  

 
RESULTS 

 
Means, standard deviations, and minimum and 

maximum scores for all four variables in the present study as 
well as correlations among the variables are noted in Table 1. 
As predicted, the MEIM ethnic identity exploration scores and 
the MEIM ethnic identity commitment scores were strongly 
correlated (r = 0.502). The two criterion variables, internal 
locus of control and academic self-efficacy, were also 
significantly correlated (r = 0.388). However, when the 
predictor variables and the criterion variables were compared, 
only MEIM ethnic identity commitment scale, not MEIM 
ethnic identity exploration, was significantly correlated with 
both criterion variables. Subsequent regression analyses 
examined this relationship further. Internal consistency 
reliability was also calculated for each of the four scales used in 
the present study. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for MEIM 
ethnic identity exploration items and MEIM ethnic identity 
commitment items were 0.651 and 0.859, respectively. For the 
internal locus of control scale and the academic self-efficacy 
measure, internal consistency values were 0.631 and 0.860, 
respectively. 

Two separate regression analyses further tested the 
two hypotheses. Both the MEIM ethnic identity exploration and 
the MEIM ethnic identity commitment were predictor variables 
in both regression models. The criterion variables were internal 
locus of control and academic self-efficacy for each analysis, 
respectively. In the first regression model, although MEIM 
ethnic identity exploration had almost no relationship with 
internal locus of control, MEIM ethnic identity commitment 
predicted internal locus of control with statistical significance. 
The  second  regression  model  also showed  that  only  MEIM  
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TABLE 2.  Regression Models 
 

# Criterion Predictor  B SE B  beta 

1 Internal Locus of Control MEIM Exploration  0.010 0.073  0.009 

  MEIM Commitment  0.196* 0.075  0.169* 

2 Academic Self-efficacy MEIM Exploration -0.171 0.084 -0.130 

  MEIM Commitment  0.364* 0.086  0.269* 

* p < 0.05 

 
ethnic identity commitment had a significant positive 
relationship with the criterion, academic self-efficacy. However, 
the second analysis was notably different from the first, in that 
MEIM ethnic identity exploration had a negative relationship 
with the criterion variable. Table 2 shows the complete results 
of both regression analyses conducted in the present study.  

 
DISCUSSION 

 
The hypotheses that ethnic identity is positively 

correlated with internal locus of control and with academic self-
efficacy were partially supported by the data in the present 
study. Given that previous studies showed a positive 
relationship between self-esteem and generalized ethnic identity, 
it was hypothesized that the same pattern would be observed 
with internal locus of control and academic self-efficacy. 
However, the relationship between ethnic identity and the two 
criterion variables did not turn out to be as simple as originally 
presumed in the present study. Only ethnic identity 
commitment showed the predicted outcome, while ethnic 
identity exploration had little relationship with internal locus of 
control and a slightly negative correlation with academic self-
efficacy. The relationships among the variables found in the 
present study are visually represented in Figure 1. 

Why the variables displayed such complicated 
relationships in the results may be explained in terms of 
Marcia’s (1980) identity status model. The concepts of identity 
exploration and identity commitment, which constitute the two 
factors of MEIM, are also the key components of Marcia’s 
identity status model. Marcia’s theory shows that the concepts 
of identity exploration and identity commitment, albeit related, 
have aspects independent of each other, thus they may produce 
independent effects on one’s self-concept. Moreover, because 
identity exploration is driven by identity crisis (Marcia, 1980), 
the notion of identity exploration without identity commitment 
resembles the Moratorium status in which individuals are 
experiencing an identity crisis. Hence, having a Moratorium 
identity status may entail a negative sense of self, manifested as 
low academic self-efficacy and external locus of control. Since 
an individual in the Moratorium stage is struggling with various 
issues and is highly anxious (Marcia, 1980), it seems probable 
that ethnic identity exploration without ethnic identity 
commitment is not positively related to internal locus of control 
and even negatively linked to academic self-efficacy, as the 
results indicate. In the same way, ethnic identity commitment 
without ethnic identity exploration, equivalent to the 
Foreclosure status, could still predict higher internal locus of 
control and academic self-efficacy, because the individual is not 
in crisis. 

 
 

FIGURE 1.  A proposed diagram of the relationships found among the 
variables. 

 
Results from the present study suggest that ethnic 

identity salience is a moderate predictor of internal locus of 
control and academic self-efficacy, since people who have 
explored for and are committed to their ethnic identity would 
more likely have an internal locus of control and high academic 
self-efficacy than people who have not explored for and are not 
committed to their ethnic identity. At the same time, however, 
it is also inferred from the analyses that some people can be 
equal in terms of ethnic identity development yet may differ in 
their locus of control and their degree of academic self-efficacy, 
since people committed to their ethnic identity without 
exploring are more likely to have an internal locus of control 
and high academic self-efficacy than people exploring for their 
ethnic identity without committing. 

What must yet be emphasized in the present study, 
however, is that the dimensions of ethnic identity exploration 
and ethnic identity commitment were strongly correlated with 
each other, with the implication that salience in each factor 
often predicts the likelihood of the other in individual ethnic 
identity formations. Such strong intertwinement between ethnic 
identity exploration and ethnic identity commitment is also 
consistent with Marcia’s identity status model, because research 
suggests that changes in either identity exploration or identity 
commitment may induce changes in the other during the course 
of a person’s normal identity development (Stephen, Fraser, & 
Marcia, 1992). 

Although the original hypotheses were only partially 
supported, implications drawn from the results in the present 
study seem consistent with Marcia’s identity status model. In 
generalizing these results, however, the present study has a few 
limitations that warrant further research in order to strengthen 
this conclusion. First, participation to the survey was 
completely voluntary, and this fact may indicate possible self-
selection bias in sampling. Second, at the time the survey was 
administered, most participants were freshmen who were about 
to begin their first semester in college. The fact that the 
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majority of the sample did not have enough experience of 
college life may be an obstacle in generalizing these findings to 
the entire population of college students. Lastly, the fact that 
more than half of the participants were Asians or Asian 
Americans may be an issue. Since people of other ethnic 
groups may have had different patterns that were overridden by 
the responses of the Asian group, it remains unclear how much 
these findings can generalize to the general population 
regardless of ethnicity. In addition, it would be sensible to 
direct future research toward seeing whether the relationship 
between the construct of self-esteem and each of the two 
dimensions of ethnic identity, instead of ethnic identity as one 
generalized variable, is similar to the results in the present 
study. As the two criterion variables in the present study were 
chosen due to their theoretical closeness to self-esteem, 
researchers might need to re-examine the relationship between 
ethnic identity and self-esteem in light of the present study. 
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FOOTNOTES 
 
a Racial identity and ethnic identity are closely related constructs, thus often 
analyzed together in research (e.g., Quintana, 2007). However, the two are 
also different not only because the notion of racial identity primarily concerns 
African Americans (Burlew, 2000), but also in that the measure of racial 
identity (Cross’s Nigrescence model; see Cross, 1991) is different from that of 
ethnic identity (Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure; see Phinney, 1992). 
Consequently, the concept of ethnic identity was considered more suitable in 
the present study to account for identity formation in all ethnic groups. 
 
b In Jung’s proposal, academic self-efficacy is distinguished from another 
construct, academic self-discipline, and the two are measured differently. 
While academic self-efficacy denotes perceived competency in academic tasks, 
academic self-discipline refers to “perceived behavioral self-control regarding 
academic achievement” (Jung, n.d., p. 2). Jung proposes that academic self-
discipline (i.e., self-regulation to achieve certain academic goals) mediates the 
positive relationship between academic self-efficacy (i.e., belief in one’s 
academic competency) and college GPA. However, since academic self-
efficacy and academic self-discipline are closely related concepts and each is 
highly predictive of the other, the present study did not differentiate the two in 
measurement and treated them as one construct. 
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