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Jor guiding me through the slongh of despond.






Abstract

Sandberg, D. J. (2025). Ethnicity and Ethnic-Racial 1dentity during Adolescence:  Intervention
and Contexts. Department of Psychology, University of Gothenburg, Sweden.

Ethnicity and ethnic-racial identity are important aspects of adolescent
development in an increasingly globalized and multicultural world. This thesis aims
to further the understanding of how adolescents in Sweden experience ethnicity
being addressed across multiple contexts, and to evaluate different aspects of an
intervention targeting ethnic-racial identity development. Central to the thesis is the
Identity Project, an eight-session, school-based intervention designed to promote
ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution among adolescents. Study I
examined whether individual differences in personality traits and meta-traits
moderated adolescents’ responsiveness to the intervention. A total of 509
adolescents participated in the intervention study (M, = 16.28; SD,,. = 0.80;
migration background = 51%; female = 66%). Results revealed that adolescents
with higher extraversion, a trait linked to socialization and external reward-seeking,
as well as plasticity, a meta-trait linked to adaptability and exploration, benefited
most from the intervention, but also that gender moderated some of the
interactions between personality traits and intervention effectiveness. These
findings point to the significance of individual differences in intervention efficacy,
and suggest that interventions targeting identity development would benefit from
being adapted to better reach all adolescents; including the introverted or less
plastic ones. Study II included the same participants, but instead investigated the
intervention’s effects on adolescents’ outgroup and diversity attitudes: evaluations,
feelings, and engagements with individuals and lifestyles perceived as different or
external from their own. The study also tested whether effects varied by migration
background or educational program. Findings showed high and stable, or slightly
declining, attitudes, with ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution covarying

with attitude change at only one time point. The results thus revealed that



adolescents in Sweden typically hold positive attitudes toward outgroups and
cultural diversity, but also challenge the notion that increased ethnic-racial identity
exploration leads to positive outgroup and diversity attitudes. Study IIT used a
focus group methodology and thematic analysis to explore adolescents’ experiences
of how ethnicity is addressed in three contexts of their everyday lives: in school, on
social media, and in sports. A total of 21 adolescents participated in six focus
groups (M, = 14.5; SD,,. = 0.5; migration background = 54%). Results indicate
that ethnicity was addressed differently in different areas of the adolescents’ lives:
Classrooms were considered important spaces for addressing ethnicity, but
stereotype usage was also common in the school context; social media was
petceived as a context where one encountered hateful remarks, but also a place
where one could share positive ethnic and cultural narratives; and sports was a
context in which the adolescents proposed that ethnicity does not, and should not,
matter as much as in other contexts. Together, the results showcase that addressing
ethnicity with perspective and afterthought can build understanding and lead to
rewarding experiences, but can also do harm when addressed without reflection.
With different contexts equaling different experiences, the study also highlights a
need for contextual sensitivity when researching ethnicity and ethnic-racial identity.
In summary, this thesis demonstrates how individual factors, such as
personality traits, play an important role as antecedents in identity-related
interventions. It challenges the idea of positive attitude change as a cascading effect
of the Identity Project intervention, and illustrates adolescents’ own experiences of
how ethnicity is addressed in three contexts of their everyday lives. Taken together,
these findings suggest the need for further development concerning not only how
to adequately address ethnicity in the Swedish context but also how to effectively

promote positive ethnic-racial identity development through interventions.
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Swedish Summary

Etnicitet och etnisk identitet dr viktiga aspekter av ungdomars utveckling i en
alltmer globaliserad och mangkulturell virld. Att under ungdomsaren navigera vem
man 4r och vart man kidnner att man hér hemma ér inte bara komplexa processer,
utan har ocksa direkta kopplingar till psykosocial hilsa. Nir unga ges méjlighet att
reflektera kring sina etniska bakgrunder och identiteter, och dirigenom fa en
tydligare bild av sig sjilva, har detta i tidigare forskning linkats till bland annat
minskade depressionssymptom, 6kat sjilviortroende och hégre skolengagemang.
Dessa kopplingar mellan etniskt identitetsutforskande och positiv psykosocial hilsa
har, f6ga férvanande, inspirerat utvecklingen av interventioner som syftar till att
stddja ungdomar 1 deras identitetsutveckling. Den hir avhandlingen utvirderar
effekterna av just en sidan intervention: The Identity Project. The Identity Project
ar ett atta veckor lingt skolbaserat lektionsprogram utformat fér att frimja
ungdomars etniska identitetsutforskande, men samtidigt ocksa lira dem om
stereotypet, inom- och mellangruppsskillnader, kulturella traditioner, och mycket
mer. Férutom att utvirdera delar av interventionen underséker avhandlingen dven
hur ungdomar sjilva upplever att etnicitet adresseras i tre olika kontexter av deras
liv i Sverige: i skolan, pa sociala medier, och inom idrotten. Avhandlingen bygger pa
tre delstudier som undersoker etnicitet och etnisk identitetsintervention pd tre olika
nivaer: pd individuell nivd genom ungdomars personlighetsdrag, pi
mellangruppsniva genom ungdomars attityder, och pa kontextuell niva genom hur
etnicitet adresseras i olika delar av deras vardag.

Studie I analyserade om ungdomars individuella skillnader i
personlighetsdrag pdverkade effekten av Identity Project-interventionen och
ddrmed deras etniska identitetsutforskande. Studien inkluderade 509 ungdomar
Mger = 16,28; 5Dy, = 0,80), varav 51 % hade migrationsbakgrund och 66 % var
flickor. Resultaten visade att personlighetsdraget extraversion, ett drag kopplat till

socialisering och yttre beloningar, samt plasticitet, ett meta-drag kopplat till



anpassningsférmiga och utforskande, hade en positiv inverkan pd ungdomarnas
utfall i interventionen. Studien visade samtidigt att effekten av personlighetsdraget
vinlighet och meta-draget stabilitet skiljde sig 4t mellan pojkar och flickor. Dessa
resultat visar att individuella egenskaper, sisom personlighet, spelar en viktig roll i
hur ungdomar tillgodogér sig identitetsrelaterade interventioner, vilket did ocksa
pekar mot att interventioner bor anpassas for att bittre gynna alla ungdomar,
oavsett personlighetsprofiler. Genom att ocksa tillgodose de introverta och mindre
plastiska eleverna gir det sannolikt att gora interventionerna mer inkluderande och
siledes ocksa mer effektiva.

Studie II anvinde samma deltagare och metod som Studie I, men
undersokte istillet interventionens effekt pd ungdomars attityder gentemot
utomgrupper och kulturell mangfald, samt huruvida dessa effekter varierade
beroende av ungdomars migrationsbakgrund eller skolprogram. Resultaten visade
att positiva attityder gentemot utomgrupper och kulturell mingfald generellt var
hoéga bland ungdomar i Sverige, och antingen forblev stabila eller minskade nagot,
trots att det etniska identitetsutforskandet generellt 6kade hos deltagarna. Dessa
resultat utmanar antagandet att ett Okat etniskt identitetsutforskande hinger ithop
med positiva férindringar i utomgruppsattityder och pekar pd vikten av att férsta
kontextspecifika faktorer vid implementeringen av interventioner. Fynden bidrar
ocksa med information om hur etniskt identitetsutforskande och attityder gentemot
utomgrupper och kulturell méangfald inte nédvindigtvis utvecklas parallellt, vilket i
sin tur pekar pd ett behov av vidare forskning om de mekanismer som paverkar
relationerna mellan etnisk identitet och attitydet.

Studie III anvinde fokusgrupper och tematisk analys for att utforska
ungdomars erfarenheter av hur etnicitet behandlas i tre olika kontexter av deras liv:
1 skolan, pa sociala medier, och inom idrotten. Resultaten belyste hur ungdomar
upplever att etnicitet hanteras olika inom olika sammanhang: skolkontexten
uppfattades som en central plats for att ta upp etnicitetsfrigor men priglades ocksa

av bland annat stereotypanvindning; sociala medier beskrevs som en kontext dir



hatfulla budskap var vanliga men ocksd en plats didr man kunde dela och ta del av
positiva kulturella narrativ; och idrotten uppfattades ofta som en milj6 dir etnicitet
inte spelar, eller borde spela, lika stor roll som i de andra kontexterna. Studien visar
hur erfarenheter av stereotyper och rasism dr vanliga i ungdomars vardag, men
ocksa att deras upplevelser av etnicitet varierar beroende pd sammanhang. Detta
pekar i sin tur pa ett behov av ett mer nyanserat och genomtinkt sitt f6r vuxna att
adressera etnicitet i ungdomars vardag.

Tillsammans  visar  resultaten ifrin  forskningsprogrammet och
avhandlingens tre studier pa att ungdomar som deltog i Identity Project
interventionen utforskade och blev tryggare i sina etniska identiteter, men ocksa pd
vikten av att anpassa och uppdatera liknande interventioner. Sidana anpassningar
behéver utgd bade ifrin de specifika kontexter dir interventionen implementeras
samt ha ambitionen att nid och gynna alla ungdomar, oavsett deras
personlighetstyper. Avhandlingen tydliggér ocksd att interventionsutfall som
noterats tvirsnittligt i andra linder, exempelvis hur ungdomar rapporterade mer
positiva utomgruppsattityder till foljd av interventionen i Tyskland, inte
nédvindigtvis replikeras i den svenska kontexten. Fortsatt visar avhandlingen pa
hur etnicitetsrelaterade fragor kan vara en killa till bade positiva och negativa
erfarenheter f6r ungdomar, samt hur etnicitet adresseras pa olika sitt i olika
kontexter av deras liv. Avhandlingen bidrar dirigenom till fOrstielsen av hur
etnicitet adresseras i dagens Sverige, samt med ny kunskap gillande bade
moéjligheter och svirigheter i att intervenera i etnisk identitetsutveckling under
ungdomsaren. Att ta del av ungdomars erfarenheter, men ocksa ge dem utrymme
att utforska och reflektera Gver sina etniska bakgrunder genom interventioner, ir
bide ett viktigt och ett potentiellt kraftfullt sitt att piverka deras livsvillkor. Forst
nir vi forstir ungdomars egna erfarenheter och hur vi viljer att intervenera i deras

liv, kan vi pa bista sitt frimja deras hilsa och psykologiska utveckling.
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Introduction

Identity development is a central task of adolescence, with far-reaching implications
for both well-being and social functioning (Meeus, 2011). Among the many
dimensions that make up one’s identity, questions surrounding ethnicity, race, and
culture have become increasingly salient in our globalized and multicultural
societies. Societal shifts driven by conflict, displacement, and globalization are
rapidly changing demographics, prompting adolescents to navigate new social
realities and questions of how and where they fit into society. Integrating one’s
ethnic, racial, and cultural backgrounds into a sense of self is referred to as ethnic-
racial identity development (Phinney, 1990). This process, typically described as
taking place through the dual processes of identity exploration and identity
resolution, has been linked to numerous positive outcomes, including increased
academic engagement and reduced depressive symptoms (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014),
as well as positive attitudes toward outgroups (Juang et al., 2020). Unsurprisingly,
these promising associations have inspired the creation of interventions aimed at
promoting ecthnic-racial identity development, such as the Identity Project
intervention (Umafia-Taylor & Douglass, 2017).

The Identity Project and other similar intervention programs have now
been, or are in the process of being, implemented in schools and classtooms in
both the US and across Europe (Juang et al, 2023). Despite these advances,
however, research on ethnic-racial identity development has largely been focused
on US-based contexts, leaving gaps in researchers’ understanding of the role that
ethnicity plays in everyday adolescent life in other cultural settings and contexts. So
while existing research tells us that adolescents who actively explore and resolve
their ethnic-racial identities appear to benefit from doing so, much remains
unknown about how adolescents in the rapidly diversifying country of Sweden

encounter and navigate ethnicity. Even less is known about the effects of targeting



ethnic-racial identity development in non-US sociocultural contexts through an
intervention such as the Identity Project.

This thesis seeks to address some of these research gaps by examining
ethnicity and ethnic-racial identity development through three interconnected levels
of influence. First, individual factors, such as personality traits and meta-traits, are
investigated to determine their impact on the effectiveness of interventions
targeting ethnic-racial identity development. Second, intergroup factors are
considered, focusing on whether interventions like the Identity Project have
positive effects on outgroup and diversity attitudes when delivered in a Swedish
context. Lastly, contextual factors are explored, analyzing how adolescents
experience that ethnicity is addressed in three important contexts of their lives: in
schools, on social media, and in sports. The thesis begins with an introduction to
adolescence and identity development, followed by a focus on ethnicity, ethnic-
racial identity, and the Identity Project intervention, an eight-week, school-based
intervention that targets ethnic-racial identity development. Next, it introduces
contexts and their relevance for ethnicity. This is followed by a summary of the
three studies that are part of this thesis, after which the respective findings are
discussed both generally and in relation to theoretical, methodological, and ethical
considerations. The thesis ends with practical and policy implications based on the
research discussed herein, future directions, and the general conclusions drawn

from it.
Adolescence

Adolescence, the period of life that stretches between childhood and adulthood, is
the age span of all participants involved in the studies of this thesis. While
adolescence has traditionally been defined as spanning ages 12-18 (Erikson, 1980),
trends such as an earlier global onset of puberty and delayed transitions into adult
roles have prompted reevaluations. Differences in the timing of role transitions,

such as completing one’s education, moving out, marrying, or having children, have



led modern scholars to redefine adolescence as spanning roughly the ages of 10-24
years (Sawyer et al., 2018). During the developmental period that is adolescence, an
individual undergoes many changes in terms of their physical appearance, hormone
production, sexual maturation, and brain development. Adolescence is, however,
equally characterized by the emergence of more complex cognitive and social
abilities, such as abstract reasoning (Kail, 2016) and perspective-taking (Choudhury
et al., 20006). As such, adolescents who navigate the developmental phase of
adolescence are typically also faced with social and interpersonal challenges
(Smetana et al., 2000) both offline and online (Valkenburg & Peter, 2011). This is
further actualized when it comes to life in ethnoracially diverse and globalized
societies, where it is also common for adolescents to grapple with questions
surrounding ethnicity, race, and culture (Way et al., 2008), important factors in
shaping both a sense of self and a sense of belonging (Faircloth & Hamm, 2005).
While there are many complex and fascinating aspects of adolescence, the
one key developmental process addressed in this thesis is that of identity formation:
the process in which one develops a concept of self, or “who one is” (Erikson,
1968). Identity formation is actually deemed a lifelong endeavor, but is considered
particularly salient during adolescence (Kroger et al., 2010). During this phase,
adolescents typically start to question what might have been premature views they
have had of themselves, often adopted from their parents, and instead begin
engaging in a process of exploring and resolving different parts of their identities
(Marcia, 1966). This process of exploration is not seldom a back-and-forth ordeal,
in which they may test numerous versions of themselves while simultaneously
trying to adhere to the norms and wishes of their surroundings (Tajfel & Turner,
1979). As such, adolescents’ identity development is shaped not only by internal
factors (for example, one’s drive to socially interact with others or one’s amount of
introspective reflection) but also by external, contextual factors (for example, one’s
family, peers, communities, cultures, or societal norms). As adolescents are active

participants in the construction of their identities, relationships, communities, and



societies (Prout & James, 2015) their journey with their identity will typically also
vary across contexts rather than being a single, universal phenomenon. This makes
it extra important to consider multiple different theories of identity development,
representing both intra-psychological and socio-constructionist perspectives. While
all these perspectives and theoretical frameworks have their own strengths and
weaknesses, some are more prevalent than others within the field of identity
development. Three such theories of identity development will now be presented
as a means to understand one of the most complex developmental challenges of
adolescence: Erikson’s theory of identity vs. role confusion; Marcia’s identity status

model; and Tajfel & Turner’s social identity theory.



Identity Development

Who am 12 What was 12 Whence did I come? What was my destination? These

questions continually recurred, but I was unable to solve them.

Shelley, 1818, Ch. 15

Much like how Frankenstein’s monster finds himself lost to both his surroundings
and his self in the quote above, navigating the world during adolescence is seldom a
simple undertaking. Regardless of whether you are an eighteenth-century fictional
monster or a modern-day adolescent, developing a sense of identity can be a
winding journey, filled with backtracking, conflict, distress, and self-doubt (Merrill
& Fivush, 2016). At the same time, the process of constructing and understanding
one’s identity in a complex world can be highly rewarding, associated with
numerous health benefits such as increased quality of life, better self-esteem, and
improved quality of relationships (Stets & Burke, 2014). This dynamic has long
fascinated writers and scholars alike (Erikson, 1994); the intriguing ways in which
all the complexity surrounding identity can be captured by one tiny, profound

question: “Who am I?”



Erikson’s Theory of 1dentity vs. Role Confusion

To understand the complexities surrounding ethnicity and its impact on identity
development during adolescence, it is important to first understand when and how
identity becomes a central factor. Identity vs. role confusion is one of the stages
Erik Erikson describes in his theory of psychosocial development (Erikson, 1968).
Erikson’s model consists of eight stages that individuals typically navigate during
their lifetimes, with identity development being the predominant phase of
adolescence. Each stage of development comes with its own challenges, or
psychosocial crises, as initially described by Erikson. These crises are viewed as
important parts of one’s development in the different stages, and should be
understood as formative, necessary processes rather than negative occurrences (as
the word ¢risis can otherwise imply). Attached to these different stages and their
accompanying psychosocial crises are also developmental outcomes. Successfully
resolving each crisis allows individuals to achieve the corresponding developmental
outcome, leading to growth and equipping them with the skills and strengths
needed to navigate future stages. While sometimes misunderstood as a theory with
strictly divided phases that one goes through at specific ages, Erikson was quite
clear that identity formation and several other stages of his model are lifelong
processes (Erikson, 1994). While the theory is often criticized for placing too much
emphasis on identity as an intrapsychological phenomenon (Schachter, 2005),
Erikson also cleatly expressed that identity formation is best viewed from a
biopsychosocial perspective, in which biological, psychological, and social aspects
all interact to shape one’s identity (Kroger, 2000).

In the stage of identity vs. role confusion, Erikson argues that adolescents
will seek to establish their own identity and sense of self. Should they not explore
and define their identity, they may instead experience uncertainty about who they
are and their role in society, sometimes referred to as role confusion or identity
diffusion (Erikson, 1968). As such, the process of exploration is seen as important

not only for understanding oneself on a global level but for many different parts of



one’s identity, such as one’s occupational identity, gender identity, ethnic-racial
identity, sexual identity, religious identity, and more. By exploring their identity and
who they are, adolescents can thus develop a clearer sense of themselves and how
they fit into various social contexts. However, while Erikson shone a bright light on
the importance of identity exploration, his theory provides limited information on
the specific mechanisms or processes by which individuals navigate this
exploration. For instance, the theory does not elaborate on how external factors,
such as societal norms or cultural contexts, impact the process of identity
exploration. Nor does it specify what identity exploration practically entails, or
whether there are several, different kinds of exploration. While the theory remains
highly relevant in modern-day developmental psychology, its lack of specificity is a
major shortcoming. To understand more about the details of exploration as well as
the interaction between individuals and their social environment, one must look to

other theoretical frameworks.
Marcia’s Identity Status Model

Another pioneering researcher in the field of identity, James Marcia, built on
Erikson’s theory of identity vs. role confusion and argued that identity formation is
in fact comprised of two different processes: identity exploration and identity
commitment (Marcia, 1966). These two processes, and variations of them, are still
frequently used in modern-day identity research as they provide a slightly more
concrete way of understanding how adolescents navigate the process of identity
formation, and what this can lead to (Phinney, 2000).

The first process, identity exploration, is the degree to which an individual
(or adolescent in this case) actively explores the different aspects of themself in
terms of identity-defining issues (Kroger & Marcia, 2011). Identity commitment, on
the other hand, is all about whether one has come to a sense of decision, or
resolution, regarding the different issues of one’s identity; a sense of “knowing.” In

relation to where an individual currently is at in these two different dimensions,



identity exploration and identity commitment, Marcia formulated four possible
identity positions: identity diffusion, identity moratorium, identity foreclosure, and
identity achievement. In the identity diffusion status, individuals have not yet
committed to a particular sense of who they are; nor have they explored their
different options of self (Marcia, 1966). This status of identity diffusion is
problematic, as individuals within it typically feel unclear about who they are and
their values, beliefs and life directions, and can even present as confused,
contradictory, anxious, or apathetic (Akhtar, 1984). The status of identity diffusion
as such represents the lack of engagement in questions related to identity.
Moratorium describes the status of being in the process of exploring different
identity options, but not yet having committed to any. Individuals in moratorium
may be experimenting with different roles, values, behaviors, or beliefs, and often
grapple with questions about their identity. Moratorium is often viewed as a
positive and necessary developmental position to be in, albeit not necessarily a
pleasant one (Lillevoll et al., 2013). As such, moratorium reflects a state of active
searching and exploration of different aspects of one’s identity. Identity foreclosure
occurs when individuals commit to a specific identity without thoroughly exploring
their alternative options. This kind of commitment is often influenced by external
factors, such as parental or societal expectations, and can lead to all-too strict and
inflexible approaches to the world. While this identity status is quite stable (and can
even be quite functional; Wingqvist & Frisén, 2013), people in the foreclosed status
may seem confident in their identity but at the same time may not have examined it
enough or in a sufficiently critical way. This can in turn lead to both emotional and
relational hardships, especially when individuals are faced with unexpected
challenges related to their identity (Meeus, 2011). The last identity status described
by Marcia is that of identity achievement, the most fulfilled identity status of the four.
Individuals with an achieved identity have both explored various options of
themselves and made informed commitments based on things such as experiences,

beliefs, and values. As such, these individuals are mote secute in their sense of self,



for instance presenting as being confident but still flexible, or by having a more
clear sense of purpose in life (Kroger et al., 2010). Worth noting is how the four
statuses in the identity status model are not a fixed pattern of development. With
identity issues being a lifelong endeavor, most individuals (even adolescents) go
through multiple transitions between the statuses.

By describing how individuals navigate identity exploration and
commitments, and how this may affect them, the identity status model offers a
theoretical way to understand how adolescents shape their sense of self and
belonging on an individual level. While not all studies benefit from categorizing
identity exploration and commitment processes into four different, distinct
statuses, the model’s focus on individual-level identity processes is also an
important theoretical backdrop for the adolescents studied within this thesis.
Furthermore, focusing on the processes behind adolescents’ identities allows for a
kind of contextual flexibility: The processes can be employed for adolescents in
different sociocultural contexts, while still allowing us to look at individual
developments (Umafa-Taylor et al., 2004). Still, with process models such as the
identity status model tending to emphasize the individual perspective slightly more
than, for example, the relational perspective; they only paint one part of a very large
painting. One way to complement this individual approach to identity development
is through a social constructionist perspective framework, such as Tajfel and

Turner’s social identity theory.
Tajfel & Turner’s Social Identity Theory

While the two prior models are developmental process models that seek to
understand how identities are created and changed over time, the social identity
theory is often described as a situational theory focused on identity activation in
different contexts, and the implications thereof (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This
theory emphasizes the sociocultural perspective of identity by describing how

adolescents can derive their sense of self from their various group belongings. Such



groupings can consist of anything from one’s nationality, to one’s sports teams,
gender roles, interests, or groups associated with ethnic-racial backgrounds. The
theory is one of the foundations of terms such as “ingroups” and “outgroups,” as it
explains how individuals either favor or display biases toward different groups
depending on their own closeness to said groups (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). This in
turn makes the theory particularly relevant for research that tackles relational
perspectives such as intergroup attitudes, for example by trying to understand how
adolescents position themselves in relation to individuals and groups who may be
perceived as different from themselves.

According to the theory, the formation of social identity occurs when
adolescents first categorize themselves and others into groups, such as “us” vs.
“them.” These categorizations can hold much importance for an individual but can
also be based on highly arbitrary factors, known to arise from even the slightest
perceived differences among people (Tajfel, 1970). Following the categorization of
individuals in one’s surroundings, the theory suggests that adolescents typically start
to identify more strongly with the groups they perceive that they themselves belong
to, thereafter incorporating group values, norms, and characteristics into their own,
individual, identities. Next, they typically compare their ingroup with different
outgroups, often evaluating their own group as superior in some way. This
favoritism of one’s ingroup is believed to occur for a couple of reasons. First, it can
serve as a means for an adolescent to develop a sense of identity connected to the
group (and thus also a greater sense of belonging), but also for creating different
positive values for their own group, through distinguishing themselves from other
groups (Spears, 2011). On the other hand, distancing oneself from other groups, or
“othering” someone, is intertwined with cognitive biases such as stereotyping and
categorization, whereby individuals can overemphasize the differences and
characteristics of certain groups, even if these groups are makeshift and have no
real substance or purpose (Tajfel, 1974). As such, the social identity theory

proposes a way to view identity not only as a process of individual exploration but
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also as something that is heavily dependent on the social contexts of an
adolescent’s surroundings and the groups to which they belong and relate, as well
as the interaction between these. This also makes the theory highly relevant in
modern-day Sweden, where ongoing and often polarized debates about integration
and belonging shape adolescents’ everyday experiences.

As briefly mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, it has been argued
whether the social identity theory actually has any developmental properties
(Abrams, 2004). While the theory can be viewed as describing a human social
phenomenon that is activated in certain situations and contexts (Stets & Burke,
2000), it can be also be considered developmental as it is not only the case that
young children and adolescents are likely to categorize themselves and others based
on their surroundings (Nesdale & Flesser, 2001); these categorizations can also
shape their identity formation over time. As adolescents navigate their different
social environments, their self-categorizations influence their peer relationships,
sense of belonging, and even behaviors, all of which are important when it comes
to their broader identities and developmental trajectories (Rutland et al.,, 2010).
Seen in this way, the social identity theory not only desctibes momentary identity
activation but also contributes to the long-term development of, for example, social
identity and intergroup attitudes. Still, such developmental outcomes and the
mechanisms behind them are implied rather than explicitly detailed in the social
identity theory.

In summary, Erikson’s theory of identity vs. role confusion describes the
important developmental challenges that adolescents navigate in terms of
themselves; Marcia’s identity status theory furthers this theory by proposing two
processes, exploration and commitment, that adolescents go through and that
ultimately lead to different types of identity statuses; and Tajfel & Turner’s social
identity theory offers a broader perspective on how one’s social group belongings
are immensely important for creating this sense of identity. While all three theoties

and models are conceptually different and employ different abstraction levels of
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identity, they complement each other well when integrated into a theoretical
framework. These types of comprehensive theoretical frameworks, consisting of
individual, intergroup, and contextual perspectives on identity development, are
important to have when trying to understand the rather complex nature of identity
development during adolescence. Perhaps even more so when we consider how

factors like ethnicity interact with, and shape, one’s identity.
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Ethnicity

While identity is a broad term that features many parts of the adolescent self, one
of the most central aspects of identity in modern-day life is that which relates to
ethnicity. This holds extra true in rapidly diversifying contexts such as Sweden, in
which adolescents often find themselves navigating a plethora of ethnoracial and
cultural experiences (Gyberg et al., 2018). While ethnicity can be defined in many
ways, the term typically refers to the shared cultural practices, beliefs, values, and
histories that bind individuals together into social groups (Peoples & Bailey, 2011).
These practices can include language, traditions, symbolism, and more, and
ethnicity is often associated with both a sense of identity and a sense of belonging
(Graham et al., 2022). Importantly, ethnicity is not a fixed attribute but rather a
socially constructed phenomenon that is shaped by things like societal norms,
historical contexts, power structures, and individual experiences. All people have at
least one ethnicity, and it is common for ethnoracially minoritized individuals to
identify with multiple ethnicities (Diskrimineringsombudsmannen, 2024). For
adolescents, ethnicity often emerges as an important factor in their personal and
social lives, influencing how they perceive themselves, how they are perceived by
others, and even how they interact within society (Benner et al., 2018).

The importance of ethnicity during adolescence is very much tied to the
developmental task of identity formation, a period in which adolescents often begin
to make sense of their place in a diverse world. As they engage with their ethnicities
they may absolutely encounter opportunities for growth and understanding, but
often also challenges, such as discrimination, racism, being stereotyped, or general
feelings of exclusion. Positive engagement with one’s ethnicity, such as through
exploring different parts of it or by building connections with others who share
similar experiences, has been linked to several positive psychosocial outcomes.
Examples of such outcomes are lessened depressive symptoms, higher self-esteem,

and increased academic engagement (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). In contrast, negative
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experiences related to one’s ethnicity have been linked to a wide array of negative
outcomes, such as more depressive symptoms, lower self-esteem, and poorer
academic performance (Benner et al, 2018). Importantly, adolescents from
ethnoracially minoritized groups in Sweden often navigate their ethnicities within a
society that may not always validate or include their experiences
(Barnombudsmannen, 2021). Understanding the role of ethnicity in adolescence is
thus not only important; it actually holds vast potential in terms of adolescent

health promotion.

Ethnic-Racial Identity

We cannot escape onr origins, however hard we try. Those origins

which contain the key -could we but find it- to all we later become.

Baldwin, 1955, p. 27

While identity has so far been described as a broad, global sense of self, ethnic-
racial identity is an important domain of identity and of great importance when
trying to understand the ways in which ethnicity, culture, and social race impact
adolescent life. As implied by the quote above from author James Baldwin, ethnic-
racial identity development involves many different processes, including how

individuals explore the meaning and relevance of their ethnic, racial, and cultural
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backgrounds. Also central to ethnic-racial identity is how society views and
interacts with one’s ethnic-racial groups (Sellers et al., 1998), which, depending on
whether these views are positive or negative, in turn can impact how one views
these groups oneself and comes to a sense of clarity or resolution regarding them
(Williams et al., 2020). Similar to global identity, ethnic-racial identity evolves
throughout one’s lifespan, but is central during adolescence when youths are
engaged in defining themselves (McLean & Syed, 2015) and are more sensitive to
external influence (Sokol, 2009). As mentioned in terms of ethnicity, it is important
to note that all human beings have an ethnic-racial identity, regardless of their
origin or place within their society. However, individuals who are part of some
form of ethnoracially minoritized group are more likely to have their development
influenced by their ethnicity (Jugert & Titzmann, 2020) and to incorporate it into
their broader sense of self (Phinney et al., 2000; Verkuyten, 2018).

Ethnic-racial identity and its definitions are frequently discussed, and there
are many different approaches to conceptualizing it (Phinney, 1992). What kind of
terminology is deemed most suitable to use when describing these parts of identity
tends to differ between contexts, and often depends on whether topics of race and
racialization are prevalently used within the contexts (Juang et al.,, 2021). This can
lead to a somewhat ambiguous conceptualization, and has brought with it the
existence of many versions of similar terms, such as cultural heritage identity,
ethnic identity, cultural identity, racial identity, ethnic-racial identity, and more. The
choice to use ethnic-racial identity in this thesis is motivated by two primary reasons.
First, it is important to include race in discussions of identity, as many adolescents
are racialized in society on a daily basis; they are stereotyped or treated differently
based on, for example, the color of their skin (Barnombudsmannen, 2021; City of
Gothenburg, 2023). By including the word race, we can thus highlight adolescents’
real-life experiences. At the same time, care must always be taken when addressing
this term, in order to avoid any conflation with the highly problematic

pseudobiological notions of race that have caused significant harm throughout
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history (Norton et al, 2019). As used in this thesis, race is regarded solely as a
social or relational construct. Second, ethnic-racial identity is the terminology
originally used in the Identity Project intervention and much of the previous
research in this area, particulatly in studies from the US. While consistency in
research terminology would allow for greater comparability and coherence with the
existing literature, it simultaneously runs the risk of missing sociohistorically
important distinctions, for example between countries.

Another aspect of the discussions surrounding ethnic-racial identity and the
way it is theoretically framed involves whether individuals and adolescents can
really choose how, and whether, to incorporate their ethnic-racial backgrounds into
their identities. As exemplified by the quote at the beginning of this chapter, ethnic-
racial backgrounds can be viewed as both an inherent patt of the self and a socially
imposed categorization. One could argue that the ethnic-racial aspects of identity
are not chosen at all but are instead placed upon you at birth by the surrounding
environment (Stier, 2008). Regardless, examining one’s ethnic-racial identity, and
forming a positive affect toward it, has clear and well-validated relations to
psychosocial health (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). As such, while ethnic-racial identity
can be approached from different perspectives, its development is important if we
want to understand how adolescents in modern-day Sweden navigate these aspects
of the self. One model that has delved into the specifics of ethnic-racial identity
development processes further is the model of ethnic identity development

(Phinney et al., 1990).
Phinney’s Model of Ethnic Identity Development

Phinney’s model of ethnic identity development builds upon and expands
previous theories by applying them to the field of ethnic-racial identity (or rather
ethnic identity, as this is the term used by Phinney, 2000). Similar to the identity
status model, this model primarily focuses on identity processes during

adolescence, particularly the ways in which individuals explore and form a clearer
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sense of their ethnic-racial identity over time. To conceptualize these processes,
Phinney (1990) originally described three phases commonly observed in the ethnic-
racial identity development journey: the unexamined ethnic identity, ethnic identity
exploration, and ethnic identity achievement.

In the first phase, unexamined ethnic identity, adolescents have not given
much thought to their ethnic identity. While adolescents (and even young children)
typically display a strong sense of loyalty or group preference, this is likely to have
been inherited by parents, family, or peer groups, rather than being the product of
exploration and reflection. Another possibility is that adolescents who are more
unexamined in their ethnic identity are not yet fully aware of their ethnic and
cultural heritage, and therefore may assimilate into the norm culture of society in an
effort to fit in and build a sense of belonging (Almqvist, 2020). The second phase,
ethnic identity exploration, is particularly relevant for this thesis as it is one of the
key processes measured in both Studies I and II. Built upon Erikson and Marcia’s
theories of adolescent identity exploration, this period involves actively seeking out
information about one’s heritage or cultural background, engaging in discussions
about ethnicity, or simply reflecting on the significance of one’s ethnic-racial
backgrounds in everyday life. Importantly, Phinney conceptualized exploration as a
process that can be triggered by various social experiences, including
discrimination, migration, or exposure to different cultural perspectives. This
process is also central to the Identity Project intervention, which aims to encourage
adolescents’ ethnic-racial identity exploration and, in turn, enhance their sense of
clarity and belonging. The third and last phase, ethnic identity achievement,
represents a period during which individuals develop a more integrated and stable
understanding of their ethnic-racial identity.

While Phinney’s model has been fundamentally important for ethnic-racial
identity research it has also been criticized for its stage-like structure, which can
oversimplify the often complicated nature of identity development. Adolescents’

ethnic-racial identities are explored and resolved through many social and cultural
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factors, and these processes do not always follow a linear or sequential path
(Ceccon et al., 2024). This has led many researchers, in more recent work, to place
a stronger emphasis on the flexible and context-dependent nature of ethnic-racial
identity exploration and resolution (Yip, 2019). Additionally, the model of ethnic
identity development has been criticized for its limited attention to higher-level,
societal influences, such as societal master narratives or structural racism, which are
undoubtedly important factors in how individuals navigate their ethnic-racial
identities (McLean & Syed, 2016). Of further note is also how “identity” is often
used in its singular form, while many adolescents, especially those from minoritized
ethnic-racial backgrounds, tend to develop complex ethnic-racial identities based in
several ethnic, cultural, and racial backgrounds (sometimes referred to as bicultural
identity integration; Huynh et al, 2011). Later research has also shown that
adolescents’ ethnic-racial identities can be quite flexible, meaning that different
backgrounds and expressions can vary in saliency, based on the different

circumstances or contexts that they find themselves in (Douglass et al., 2016).
Ethnic-Racial Identity Processes

Due to the complex nature of ethnic-racial identities, many researchers have as of
late moved away from traditional stage models like Phinney’s model of ethnic
identity development, instead focusing on multiple identity processes and identity
content that are allowed to change in parallel (Verkuyten, 2016). In order to
exemplify just how complex ethnic-racial identity can be, some of these processes
and content of identity are listed here: ethnic-racial identity exploration and
resolution (search and progress of ethnic-racial identity development; Umafia-
Taylor, Kornienko et al., 2018); ethnic-racial affirmation (positive feelings and pride
in one’s ethnic-racial backgrounds, Rivas-Drake et al., 2014); ethnic-racial saliency
(the significance of one’s ethnic-racial identity in different situations, Douglass et
al., 20106); ethnic-racial centrality (the importance of one’s ethnic-racial identity to

overall self-concept, Cobb et al., 2019); ethnic-racial public regard (perceptions of
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how others view one’s ethnic-racial groups, Yip et al., 2019); ethnic-racial private
regard (personal feelings about one’s own ethnic-racial group belonging, Hughes et
al., 2017); and ethnic-racial identity internalization (a deep understanding and
acceptance of one’s ethnic-racial backgrounds, Zittoun & Gillespie, 2015).

The conceptual overlap between terms like resolution, commitment, and
achievement within ethnic-racial identity development warrants some extra
consideration. Resolution, as used in the context of this thesis, refers to the clarity
and understanding of one’s ethnic-racial identity, including a coherent sense of its
significance to the self (Douglass & Umana-Taylor, 2015). This is often observed as
a sense of belonging to one or more ethnic-racial groups, but remains a process
that can continue to evolve in response to new experiences and contexts (Umafia-
Taylor, Douglass et al., 2018). In contrast, identity commitment traditionally means
a degree of attachment or emotional investment in a particular aspect of one’s
identity, without necessarily addressing how it was achieved or the clarity of it
(Marcia, 1966). Identity achievement, on the other hand, describes a more stable
endpoint of identity development, implying that someone has not only explored
but also integrated their ethnic-racial identity into their broader sense of self in a
settled and enduring way (Phinney, 1990). Adding to this complexity is the term
positive ethnic-racial affect (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014), which reflects the emotions or
pride associated with one’s ethnic-racial identity. Even if positive affect can often
follow resolution it is not inherently required for resolution to occur, as individuals
can achieve clarity or resolution regarding their ethnic-racial identity while still
having mixed or even negative feelings concerning some aspects of their
background.

As many of the terms above ovetrlap, and are sometimes even used
interchangeably, problematizing their use becomes important in understanding and
evaluating the mechanisms behind intervening in, or promoting, ethnic-racial
identity exploration and resolution; one of the main focuses of this thesis. Such

clarifications are not always a given within the field. For example, while the theory
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of change upon which much intervention work in the field is built implies that
exploration prompts resolution, resolution is also an ongoing process of clarity and
understanding that may change with time and context. It is important to
understand this distinction when researchers, for example, draw parallels between
ethnic-racial identity exploration or resolution and health measures; adolescents
who are currently more resolved in their identities are not necessarily “done”
exploring.

While all of the aspects of ethnic-racial identity discussed above hold
importance, the two developmental processes that are used to evaluate the
intervention of focus in this thesis, the Identity Project, are ethnic-racial identity
exploration and ethnic-racial identity resolution (Umafia-Taylor, 2015). As such, the
theory of change underlying the Identity Project intervention is similar to Phinney’s
model of ethnic identity in the sense that exploration of the different parts of one’s
ethnic-racial identity is expected to prompt ethnic-racial identity resolution. While
Phinney’s use of the term identity exploration is centered around introspective
search, Umafia-Taylor’s use of it is more focused on participating in events related
to exploration; this is reflected in the measurement scales they each developed, the
multigroup ethnic identity measure (MEIM; Phinney, 1992) and the ethnic identity
scale (EIS; Douglass & Umafia-Taylor, 2015). One of the most positive aspects of
ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution, as conceptualized here, is the fact
that developing a strong and positive sense of these identity through these
processes have been associated with several beneficial psychosocial health factors
among adolescents, such as lessened depressive symptoms as well as improved
social functioning, self-esteem, well-being, and academic achievement (Rivas-Drake
et al., 2014). Combined with the many challenges in society that stem from social
inequalities, such as discrimination and racism, these positive and protective links
of ethnic-racial identity are indeed promising and may help negate some of the

negative effects many adolescents face.
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While research has yet to pinpoint why the positive links between ethnic-
racial identity and psychosocial health emerge or the circumstances under which
this happens, theory implies that having a clear sense of one’s ethnic-racial identity
(that has been achieved through exploration and reflection) can provide
adolescents with a sense of inner assuredness. This, in turn, is believed to lead to
the positive cascading effects described above (Umafia-Taylor, Kornienko et al.,
2018). Harking back all the way to the original texts of Erikson, one could thus
argue that adolescents who explore their ethnic-racial identities simply have a
clearer sense of themselves: They understand not only who they are and who they
were but also who they can become (Erikson, 1968). Important to note, however,
is that while ethnic-racial identity development contains different processes, the
nature of these processes may also vary depending on how, for example ethnicity,
is handled or experienced in one’s surroundings. While some scholars emphasize
the role of sociopolitical context and critical turning points (such as encounters
with racism; Cross & Cross, 2008), others place more weight on general
developmental patterns of exploration and resolution (Phinney, 1992). In 2014,
several leading scholars in the field proposed an integrated model, and thus a way
to account for both commonalities and differences in how adolescents make sense
of their ethnic-racial backgrounds (Umafia-Taylor et al, 2014). The model
emphasizes that ethnic-racial identity progresses over time and in ways that are
impacted by what developmental stage an individual is in. Children, for example,
may be aware of ethnic labels or traditions, but are less likely to cognitively reflect
on them. It is typically later during adolescence that young people begin exploring
what ethnicity or race means to them personally, partly due to factors such as
increases in cognitive abilities, but also from coming in contact with more diverse
social contexts. This kind of integrated theoretical model, taking both psychological
development stages and important social challenges into account, was one of the
foundations used when scholars later designed an intervention seeking to promote

psychosocial health among diverse adolescents in the US.
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Intervention

With ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution being linked to better
psychosocial adjustment among adolescents, it is not hard to understand why
intervention work has surfaced in the field (Umafia-Taylor & Douglass, 2017).
While evidence-based school interventions such as transformative Social and
Emotional Learning (SEL) have started to incorporate aspects of ethnic-racial
identity (Jagers et al., 2019), one intervention that almost exclusively focuses on
ethnic-racial identity development is the Identity Project (Umafia-Taylor, Douglass
et al., 2018). Before going through the specifics of this intervention and the way it
was employed in the studies of this thesis, it is important to first consider what it

means to intervene in the lives of adolescents.
Psychosocial Intervention during Adolescence

Given the rise of many important and impactful challenges during adolescence,
such as identity formation, peer pressure, academic stress, and emotional regulation
difficulties, interventions targeting psychosocial processes have become a common,
yet often imprecise, approach to supporting adolescents (Das et al., 2016). These
psychosocial interventions are often designed to address a wide range of issues,
including mental health, behavioral problems, and social skills (Taylor et al., 2017),
while a few more narrowly target topics such as identity development (Crocetti,
Pagano et al., 2024). Regardless of the area of focus, interventions come in many
forms and shapes, including individual support interventions, guided peer work,
group therapy, family-based support, school-based programs delivered by teachers,
school-based programs delivered by researchers, and community initiatives (Ali et
al, 2015; Caprara et al, 2014; Ruini et al, 2009). School-based programs,
particularly those facilitated by teachers, are the most common, due to their
accessibility and their ability to reach large groups of adolescents in structured

environments (Weare & Nind, 2011). The primary aim of these interventions tends
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to be to promote some kind of positive psychosocial development, often achieved
by providing adolescents with different sets of skills, such as increased self-
reflection (Gutman & Schoon, 2015).

One of the key reasons why psychosocial interventions are so important
during adolescence is that this is a period when mental health issues tend to emerge
(Collishaw et al., 2004). Anxiety, depressive symptoms, and even behavioral
disorders frequently manifest during adolescence, and eatly interventions are often
believed to be impactful in preventing these issues from becoming more severe
over time (Kessler et al., 2012). Thus, by intervening eatly it may be possible for
some intervention programs to mitigate the long-term effects of mental health
problems and possibly also impact participants’ overall life chances (Arango et al.,
2018). However, implementing psychosocial interventions is not without its
challenges. Interventions are often resource-heavy: They require significant time,
financial investment, and trained facilitators to be effective. The inherent
complexity of adolescent development also means that any intervention must be
adapted to fit the needs of the target group they address, as well as the context in
which they are facilitated (Domenech Rodriguez et al., 2011). Despite the
challenges involved with intervening in adolescent life, the potential benefits of
psychosocial interventions are not to be underestimated. Effective programs have
been associated with improved mental health (Barry et al., 2013), better academic
performance (Keogh et al, 2000), social-behavioral adjustment (Harrell et al.,
2008), and ethnic-racial identity exploration (Umafia-Taylor et al, 2018). Such
results make them important tools that may even enable successful transitions into
adulthood. So, essentially, by addressing issues early in life, psychosocial
interventions could have both long-term promotive and preventive effects, possibly
reducing adolescents’ likelihood of developing more serious problems later.

Interventions that specifically target the process of identity formation are
typically designed to help adolescents navigate their evolving sense of self. In doing

so, they strive to promote healthy psychosocial development or even dampen the
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negative mental health effects associated with, for example, identity distress
(Samuolis et al., 2015). Meta-analytic findings support the overall effectiveness of
such psychosocial interventions. For instance, a recent meta-analysis demonstrated
small to moderate effect sizes in enhancing adolescents’ personal and social
identities via interventions, supporting that these programs can play a meaningful
role in identity development (Crocetti, Pagano et al., 2024). Similatly, interventions
aimed at educational and professional identity showed medium effect sizes,
indicating effectiveness in helping adolescents align different parts of their future
self with their current aspirations (Crocetti, De Lise et al,, 2024). Still, while
identity-related interventions hold much potential and its processes have been
studied for many decades (Kroger et al., 2010), identity exploration is a complex
experience in which the timing and content of exploration can vary between
individuals (Schwartz et al., 2014). Such variability makes it especially relevant to
understand how interventions targeting identity development may affect
adolescents differently, and what kind of factors influence their effectiveness. At

the individual level, on an intergroup level, and even at contextual levels.
The Identity Project

The Identity Project, a school-based intervention that originated in the US, consists
of eight lesson plans targeting adolescent ethnic-racial identity exploration and
resolution (Umafia-Taylor & Douglass, 2017). It is built upon the empirically
supported assumption that adolescents benefit from opportunities to explore and
reflect on what their cultural, ethnic and racial backgrounds mean to them, and
what role that they play in their identities. Accordingly, the intervention focuses on
active self-exploration and developing a sense of resolution regarding one’s ethnic-
racial identity. As mentioned, this theory of change draws from both Marcia’s and
Phinney’s models: the Identity Project prompts ethnic identity exploration, which
in turn leads to ethnic identity resolution; two processes that then should have

cascading effects on positive psychosocial health outcomes (Umafa-Taylor et al.,
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2014). Designed to be inclusive, the intervention provides a way for students of all
ethnic, racial, and cultural backgrounds to address and explore their ethnic-racial
identity, regardless of their position within or outside societal majority norms.
Furthermore, while its primary aim is to support adolescents’ individual identity
development, it also serves as a structured way for schools (and teachers) to
approach ethnicity-related topics, and may even, over time, contribute to broader
positive effects, such as increases in students’ cultural competency or the creation
of more supportive school climates.

The decision to implement and evaluate the Identity Project in the Swedish
context was motivated based on several of the intervention’s benefits: its
empirically supported health-promotive value, its school-based design, its stand-
alone and cleatly structured curriculum, and its inclusive and accessible approach
for all adolescents regardless of their ethnic-racial backgrounds. Throughout the
sessions, adolescents explore their own ethnic, racial, and cultural backgrounds
together with classmates during regular school hours. As this exploration process
progresses in the classrooms, students simultaneously get to learn about topics such
as social identities, between- and within-group differences, current and historical

discrimination of minority groups, symbols, traditions, and more (Table 1).

Table 1. Overview of the original US version of the Identity Project’s eight-weefk curriculum.

1. Unpacking identity
a. Introduce the idea of identity as a multidimensional, fluid construct
b. Identify and categorize different components of students’ identities (e.g., personal, social)

c.  Emphasize how different components of students’ identities can change across time and
situations
2. Group differences: Within and between
a.  Introduce stereotypes as presumptions based on assumed similarities within groups; allow
students to both acknowledge and distinguish themselves from steteotypes
b. Introduce idea that there are more differences within than between “groups”
c. Introduce idea that differences that do exist are continuous, not categorical, and also occur
within groups
3. Stories of our past
a.  Increase students’ awareness of ways in which various groups (e.g., ethnic, religious) have been
marginalized throughout US history by sharing true accounts of discrimination from people of
different backgrounds
b.  Use the various stories to build a sense of community between students
c.  Review themes covered to date
4. My family history
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a.  Increase students’ exploration and knowledge of their own ethnic and cultural heritages
b. Increase students’ understanding of complex family systems, and how family members can have
different degrees of influence on people
c.  Demonstrate similarities that exist between one another in terms of the diversity that exists in
family histories
Symbols, traditions, and tites of passage
a.  Define symbols, traditions, rites of passage, and rituals—as they relate to ethnic/cultural
heritages
b. Increase students’ understanding of symbols, traditions, rites of passage, and rituals as markers of
culture for different ethnic/cultural groups
c. Increase students’ exploration and understanding of symbols, traditions, rites of passage, and/or
rituals for one of their ethnic heritages
6. Photo processing and storyboards
a.  Facilitate students’ processing of the photos they took through discussion with peers and the
creation of personal storyboards
b. Acknowledge differences in the individual content of students’ storyboards, and commonalities
in the general themes that students’ storyboards represent
c. Increase students’ sense of clarity regarding the meaning that the various symbols have for them
7. Ethnic-racial identity as a journey
a.  Increase students’ understanding that some family members’ cultural experiences will be relevant
to students but some will not; normalize and validate these contrasting experiences
b. Increase students’ understanding that ethnic and cultural hetitage(s) can inform who one is, but
this is just one part of identity and will vary in importance (across people and time)
c.  Students will learn that the meaning of ethnic-racial identities can change across time; and that
there is no single “correct” ethnic-racial identity journey
8. Grand finale
2. Review major themes covered in Sessions 1-7
b.  Celebrate and share the ethnic and cultural heritages that students have explored throughout the
past seven sessions
c.  Provide an opportunity for students to teach visitors about the information they have learned in
the past seven weeks

w

In the original US study, the Identity Project intervention was designed
with both an experiment and a control group, and stimulated increases in
adolescents’ ethnic-racial identity exploration at a 12-week post-test, which was
then linked to higher ethnic-racial identity resolution and better psychosocial
adjustment at a one-year follow-up test (Umafa-Taylor, Kornienko et al., 2018).
Since its creation the Identity Project has been implemented in several schools in
the US, and now also in the school contexts of multiple European countries:
Germany, Italy, Sweden, Norway, Greece, and the Netherlands (Day, 2023). While
results from all these countries are not yet published, we do know a number of
things. When the Identity Project was implemented in Germany, participants in the
intervention group cross-sectionally reported higher ethnic-racial identity
exploration as well as improvements in critical consciousness and outgroup

attitudes, but no significant effects were found for identity resolution (Juang et al.,
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2020). In a second cohort, no differences in ethnic-racial identity exploration or
resolution were found between intervention and control groups. In two other
studies featuring the German context, teacher-student relationships as well as
classroom cultural diversity climates were found to play important roles in
moderating the main intervention effects (Holscher et al., 2024; Schachner et al.,
2024). Similar to Germany, in Italy the intervention led to increases in ethnic-racial
identity exploration but not resolution (Ceccon et al., 2023). Further analysis
showed that adolescents’ ethnic-racial identity resolution did not follow a single
pattern of change but instead consisted of multiple change trajectories (Ceccon et
al., 2024). In Sweden, the main evaluation study revealed initial and simultaneous
effects of the intervention on ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution
(Abdullahi, Syed et al, 2024). Beyond these findings, qualitative studies have
highlighted additional dimensions of the Identity Project’s impact. In Norway and
Germany, for instance, the intervention program influenced not only students but
also teachers, encouraging deeper engagement with cultural diversity in classrooms,
and the broader social implications of addressing ethnic-racial identities (Pevec-
Zimmer et al., 2024; Turken et al., 2024).

While quantitative studies have examined how the Identity Project
influences ethnic-racial identity exploration, they have primarily assessed
exploration as a broad construct rather than distinguishing between introspective
exploration (exploration search) and behavioral exploration (exploration
participation) components (Syed et al., 2013). Differentiating these processes is
important, however, as interventions like the Identity Project encourage both
reflection (search) and social engagement (participation) to varying degrees
(Abdullahi, Syed et al., 2024). Taken together, previous studies on the Identity
Project intervention have typically shown positive effects on ethnic-racial identity
exploration, while findings on identity resolution and broader social outcomes have
been more varied. Factors such as classroom climate and teacher-student

relationships have been identified as influencing the intervention’s effectiveness,
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meaning that contextual factors likely also play a role in shaping these outcomes. In
retrospect, the Identity Project was originally designed as a universal health
intervention relevant to all youths, given the extensive history of immigration,
racism, and ethnic-racial tensions in the US (Umafia-Taylor & Douglass, 2017).
Experiences of immigration and racialization heavily impact adolescents’ individual
and social identities (Way et al., 2008), and are in fact also common experiences
among adolescents in most countries across the globe, Sweden included. This
makes interventions such as the Identity Project relevant in many different settings,
but as mentioned, it also warrants a need to make cultural adaptations and to take

sociohistorical contexts seriously.
Intervention Adaptations

Given its US origins, the Identity Project required some cultural adaptations to be
applicable in the Swedish school context. Cultural adaptations of interventions can
be seen as a mixed-methods approach to experimental study designs, and involve
tailoring interventions to consider the cultural, language-based, and contextual
factors that can impact them (Marsiglia & Booth, 2015). By doing so, cultural
adaptations can be a way to ensure not only that interventions are responsive to
and inclusive for students of multiple backgrounds and in multiple contexts, such
as the Swedish sociocultural context, but also that they are effective in addressing
what they aim to tackle. Research aimed at evaluating the effectiveness of cultural
adaptations typically favors the effectiveness of culturally adapted interventions
over unadapted versions of the same interventions (Hall et al., 2016). Barrera and
Castro (20006) outline a sequence of steps that can be valuable to consider when
adapting an intervention to a new context: (1) information gathering, (2)
preliminary adaptation design, (3) preliminary adaptation test, and (4) adaptation
refinement. Furthermore, it is also deemed important to consider multiple other
contextual aspects, such as those proposed by Knight et al. (2009): (1) considering

cultural context and using it to inform all aspects of the adaptation, (2)

29



collaborating with the community, (3) translating the intervention and materials to
suit participants’ language, and (4) determining where to best administer the
intervention. However, since identity development is very much rooted in social
context, interventions targeting this kind of process also require a rethinking of
core concepts to ensure that the intervention’s content and method of delivery are
appropriate for its target population: adolescents in Sweden.

In 2021, the Identity Project was adapted to the Swedish sociocultural
context in a long and resource-demanding group effort. While not necessarily
following the steps outlined above in order, this adaptation process incorporated
nearly all these elements. Members of the research team made the decisions
regarding how and what to adapt, but it was also a highly collaborative process,
featuring discussions with scholars from other international research teams as well
as the use of input from national school curricula, adolescent and pre-service
teacher focus groups, and pilot study groups. For example, the focus groups’ input
was used to inform the cultural adaptations and lesson content by asking
adolescents how they perceived or experienced different parts of the intervention
sessions. While all of the original intervention’s activities and lesson goals were
retained in the Swedish adaptation, adaptations eventually included both deep- and
surface-structure adaptations (Resnicow et al., 1999). Deep-structure adaptations
are those that address core aspects of an intervention, such as how sociohistorical
or cultural factors may influence specific behaviors in the context. Examples of
deep-structure adaptations in the Swedish version of the Identity Project include
what terminology was used (e.g. addressing race but not using the term carelessly or
in definitions); the addition of discussions surrounding the immigrant/Swedish-
dichotomy; and an expanded focus on, for example, regional identities. Surface-
structure adaptations are instead those that include changes to materials and
information communicated to the target population. Examples of surface-structure
adaptations include the creation and use of new video material containing young

adults’ ethnic-racial identity journeys in the Swedish setting, as well as the use of
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examples of discrimination from the Swedish context instead of the American
context.

One of the main challenges of adapting and implementing an intervention
such as the Identity Project is the process of finding suitable terminology for the
key concepts, an issue extensively addressed in a collaborative paper by Juang et al.
(2023), to which 1 contributed as a co-author. While ethnic-racial identity is used
throughout this thesis and the original intervention manual, the definition of the
main concept applied in the Swedish adaptation of the intervention was ethuic
identity, as well as facilitators using phrasings such as “ethnic and cultural
backgrounds.” Other European teams chose different conceptualizations: A
Norwegian team used ethnic-cultural identity, an Italian team cultural identity, a Greek
team cultural-ethnic identity, and a German team beritage cultural identity (Juang et al.,
2023). The term race as such was addressed in many of the implementations
throughout Europe, but was ultimately removed from the key definitions in all
European countries. This follows a similar trend of the word race largely having
been removed from discourse and texts of law across the European continent
following WWII (Simon, 2017). Although the word is used differently in different
countries across the globe, 7ace has historically been used to distinguish and often
hierarchically organize between groups of people, often with underlying
pseudoscientific conceptions of biological differences that do not exist (Norton et
al., 2019; UNESCO, 1950). Worthy of note is that the term ethnicity, while not as
taboo as race in the European context (Juang et al., 2021), is also a social construct
that is used differently in different parts of the world, often to categorize humans
(Jenkins, 1994).

The definition of ethuicity that was used in the Swedish adaptation and
presented to the adolescents in all three studies, however, does also include
concepts of racialization, culture, and ethnic pluralism (another example of
conceptual overlap). This definition was derived from the Swedish discrimination

ombudsman’s definition of ethnic heritage: “Ethnicity refers to a person’s
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belonging to a group of people who share the same national or ethnic origin, skin
color, or other similar characteristics. Everyone has at least one ethnicity. People
who belong to an ethnic minority often identify as both, for example, Simi or
Chilean and Swedish” (Diskrimineringsombudsmannen, 2024). As seen above, each
country that has to date adapted and facilitated the Identity Project intervention has
chosen slightly different terms to capture ethnic-racial identity. However, all
research teams have also recognized the relevance and importance of addressing
race, racialization, and racism in identity work with adolescents (Juang et al., 2023).
Eventually, the team adapting the intervention to the Swedish context settled on
including a rationale for race not being used extensively in the definitions and
content, and instead addressed social race, described how the term had been used
historically in Sweden, and informed adolescents of the fact that everyday
categorization based on physical appearance still very much exists. So, while the
original US studies and several of the adapted implementations from the European
setting are indeed promising, much is still unknown in terms of intervention effects

and effectiveness, one of the focuses of this thesis.
Intervention Antecedents and Consequents

Understanding the antecedents (as in the priors), and the consequents (as in the
outcomes) of interventions targeting ethnic-racial identity development is an
important part of assessing both their value and their effectiveness. It is also
important to have knowledge of both individual and relational moderators and
their impact on an intervention when assessing whether the intervention’s
relevance differs between different contexts and target groups. Additionally, and
perhaps most important, is that a comprehensive understanding of antecedents and
consequents helps researchers identify potential iatrogenic effects, in order to
ensure that an intervention does not unintentionally produce negative

consequences.
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As mentioned, previous studies on the Identity Project have primarily
examined change in ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution, as well as
positive outcomes related to psychosocial health in a select few cases (Juang et al.,
2023). While it is promising news that the Identity Project intervention stimulated
positive change in ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution during the
Swedish implementation (Abdullahi, Syed et al,, 2024), to fully understand its
impact one must consider several other factors. Two such factors are focused upon
in this thesis: firstly, individual intervention antecedents in the form of adolescents’
personality traits; and secondly, relational intervention consequents in the form of

outgroup and diversity attitudes.
Personality Traits and Meta-Traits

Understanding individual differences is an important part of evaluating how
adolescents as a target group respond to interventions, and perhaps even more so
for interventions that target ethnic-racial identity development, a rather individual
and personal process for many. Personality traits, enduring patterns of thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors (McAdams & Olson, 2010), offer an antecedent through
which to examine these differences. The Big Five personality traits; openness,
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism (McCrae & Costa,
1987), serve as a widely recognized framework for understanding personality, with
each trait representing a distinct dimension of behavior. The first trait, openness,
reflects cognitive exploration and a drive for novelty, meaning that individuals high
in openness tend to be curious and open-minded while those on the low end
prioritize conventionality and familiarity. The second trait, conscientiousness,
pertains to behavioral regulation in pursuit of goals; here, high levels indicate
organization and self-discipline while low levels reflect spontaneity and flexibility.
The third trait, extraversion, involves reward-seeking through social interaction,
with high extraversion marked by sociability and enthusiasm while low extraversion

indicates a preference for solitude or lower stimulation. The fourth trait,
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agreeableness, emphasizes cooperative and compassionate behaviors; high levels
reflect empathy and friendliness while low levels are linked to competitiveness and
critical tendencies. Finally, the fifth trait, neuroticism, concerns sensitivity to threat
and emotional regulation, with high neuroticism reflecting emotional reactivity and
low neuroticism (sometimes referred to as “emotional stability”) being associated
with, e.g., lower susceptibility to emotional distress. Personality traits can also be
approached using a higher-order factor model in which traits are ordered into two
broader meta-traits of “stability” and “plasticity,” which represent broad
dispositional patterns in how individuals interact with the wotld (DeYoung, 2023).
Building on the five personality traits dimension, meta-traits thus offer a higher-
order perspective, in which stability (encompassing conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and emotional stability) represents self-regulation, and plasticity
(encompassing openness and extraversion) represents adaptability and exploration
(DeYoung, 2015).

Personality traits have been linked to various life outcomes, including social
relationships, academic performance, and emotional well-being (Soto & Tackett,
2015). Studies have also found that personality traits can indeed impact
interventions’ effectiveness, with certain traits, for example, influencing how
adolescents respond to programs aimed at personal growth and development
(Mertens et al., 2022). For interventions like the Identity Project, however, it is still
largely unknown whether, and in what way, adolescents’ personality traits impact
the intervention’s effectiveness. Only one study to date has examined any form of
individual-level differential susceptibility related to the Identity Project intervention:
one in which participants’ levels of environmental sensitivity were assessed (Ceccon
et al., 2023). In this case, environmental sensitivity was defined as an inherited trait
that was responsible for individual differences in responses to stimuli (Pluess,
2015), and results suggest that the highly sensitive individuals who participated in
the study also saw greater intervention effect in terms of higher levels of ethnic-

racial identity exploration. As such, while there is little to no research on how
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personality traits impact the efficacy of interventions that promote identity
development specifically, a few of these previous examples point to the likelihood
that intervention effectiveness is also related to personality traits in the field of
ethnic-racial identity development.

Seeing how the Identity Project encourages adolescents to engage with
peers, reflect on their own journeys, share experiences, and perform homework
tasks, it is plausible to assume that different levels of personality traits could lead to
different levels of engagement with the intervention, and therefore different
outcomes. Most prior research in this conjunction of research topics has focused
on changing mean levels and rank-order relations for personality traits (Bleidorn et
al., 2021) rather than on identity intervention susceptibility or the role that
personality traits play in identity development. As mentioned, however, previous
studies from a wide array of research fields do point toward personality traits
functioning as patterns of characteristics that make individuals more or less
susceptible to interventions and their effects. These differences in responsiveness
to an intervention are often described or discussed under the term “differential
susceptibility” (Belsky & Pluess, 2009). Given the interactive and reflective nature
of the Identity Project, personality traits and meta-traits alike were deemed possible
individual moderators of intervention effect, something that is examined in detail in

Study I of this thesis.
Outgroup and Diversity Attitudes

Another important aspect to consider, and the focus of Study II, is the relation
between ethnic-racial identity development and consequents in the form of
attitudes; especially those toward individuals and lifestyles perceived as different
from oneself. As implied in the social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979),
adolescents and adults alike have a tendency to assign other individuals to in- and
outgroups based on pretty much any perceived difference, not least adolescents’

ethnic-racial backgrounds and features. As individuals then also form their social
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identities based on these group belongings, and not seldom create distance in
relation to other individuals who are placed in outgroups, attitudes can be viewed
as a reflection of one’s own identity work (Linnehan et al., 2006). While outgroup
attitudes are specifically relevant to identity work based on these theories, there is
also the possibility that ethnic-racial identity development impacts individuals’
broader societal attitudes, such as the degree to which they value different aspects
of cultural diversity within their given context.

Outgroup attitudes, as used in Study 11, refer to an individual’s perceptions,
feelings, and evaluations regarding individuals or groups perceived as different, or
external to one’s own social, ethnic, racial, or cultural group (Phinney, 1992). These
attitudes include stereotypes, prejudices, biases, and feelings of affinity or animosity
toward members of other groups. Outgroup attitudes play a significant role in
intergroup interactions and can impact how individuals relate to and interact with
those from different backgrounds or identities (Ulger et al, 2018). Diversity
attitudes, also included in Study II of this thesis, instead refer to an individual’s
viewpoints and beliefs concerning various cultural backgrounds, traditions, values,
and identities within a society or community (Hjerm et al., 2020; UNESCO, 2001).
These attitudes encompass how individuals perceive, appreciate, respect, or even
accept different cultures, but also their willingness to learn or engage with diverse
cultural perspectives (Pettigrew, 1998). Positive diversity attitudes play an important
role in shaping intercultural interactions, both promoting inclusivity and enabling
positive relationships among individuals from different ethnic-racial backgrounds
(Schachner et al., 2018; Verkuyten & Thijs, 2013).

While outgroup and diversity attitudes are seemingly connected to
adolescents’ own ethnic-racial identity development, very few studies have actually
investigated this link beyond theorizing that attitudes are a cascading effect of
ethnic-racial identity development (Wantchekon et al, 2023). So far, research
examining this relationship in the context of the Identity Project has been limited,

with findings from the original US evaluation showing positively directed but non-
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significant downstream intervention effects on outgroup attitudes (Umafia-Taylor
et al, 2018). In a German evaluation study, cross-sectional support for
improvements in both critical consciousness and outgroup attitudes was found
among intervention participants (Juang et al., 2020). With this research gap and the
lack of more statistically robust longitudinal evaluations in mind, Study II of this
thesis aimed to further our understanding of attitudes as a potential outcome of

ethnic-racial identity development through the Identity Project.
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Ethnicity in Context

In order to understand how to positively intervene in the lives of adolescents, one
must first acknowledge that no two settings are exactly the same. Much research on
ethnicity and ethnic-racial identity, including the Identity Project intervention, has
been developed and facilitated in the US, a context with its own sociocultural
histories. Adolescents in the context of Sweden, however, will not necessarily
encounter or experience ethnicity-related topics in the same way as adolescents in
the US will. Differences in migration patterns, acculturation processes, and public
discourses on ethnicity impact how these phenomena are perceived and discussed.
This is one of the rationales behind Study III of this thesis, which focuses on
adolescents’ own experiences of how ethnicity is addressed in different contexts
within Sweden.

Scholars of ethnic-racial identity have increasingly recognized the
significance of context in shaping adolescents’ identity construction and everyday
experiences (Syed et al., 2018). Contexts are deemed to influence various aspects of
ethnic-racial identity, including one’s levels of pride and acceptance related to one’s
backgrounds, experiences of discrimination, quality of relationships within the
contexts, and even the meaning of social identities themselves (Verkuyten &
Zaremba, 2005; Gjerde, 2014). For the next part of the thesis, Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory (1977) is presented as a framework for understanding the
different levels of contexts that surround and impact adolescents. Following this is
an introduction to the sociohistorical setting of the Swedish context. Then, the
smaller, more specific contexts of relevance to Study III (school, social media and
sports) are presented, with an emphasis on what we know about how ethnicity is

addressed within them.
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Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory

As the impact of context on adolescents’ ethnic-racial identity development is so
vast and so complex, it can be helpful to structure adolescents’ environments using
a theoretical model. One model that often proves helpful in this aspect is the
ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1977). The ecological systems theory
model suggests that individuals’ surrounding environments can be nested into
different levels, or different “systems,” with different levels of impact. These

systems are named the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, the

macrosystem, and the chronosystem (Figure 1).

@

Figure 1. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory

Using the different systems proposed above, one can organize and
understand the contexts that impact ethnic-racial identity development as well as
the role that ethnicity plays in adolescents’ lives. At the center of these systems

resides the individual; in this case, the adolescent. Placing the adolescent at the
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innermost center of the system emphasizes the adolescent perspective while also
trying to understand how the surrounding systems impact and shape adolescents’
experiences involving ethnicity. The wicrosystens is the most immediate, and perhaps
most influential, environmental setting in an adolescent’s life; it contains the
contexts and groups that directly impact the individual and their experiences, such
as their family, peers, school, sports teams, social media interactions, and more. In
the case of ethnic-racial identity development, this system could contain, for
example, how teachers in Swedish schools address or talk about the topic of
ethnicity, which in turn may prompt exploration of or regard for one’s own ethnic-
racial backgrounds. The mesosystenz does not contain any such settings in its own
right, but instead refers to the interaction between one’s different microsystems,
such as adolescents’ peers influencing what kind of ethnicity-related content they
access on social media. The exosystens concerns the different social structures in an
adolescent’s life that are external to them, such as how local politicians may, or may
not, want to promote the creation of spaces for interculturalism. The macrosystens
describes the broader cultural aspects that can influence an adolescent’s life, such as
the attitudes or ideologies of a culture. The macrosystem could, for example,
contain cultural attitudes within Sweden regarding physical activity and how such
attitudes shape the perceived availability of sports clubs for different ethnic groups.
The chronosystem is the outmost system and involves the broadest, socio-historical
aspects and events that affect adolescents and their development over time. An
example of this could be how adolescents with indigenous backgrounds, such as
the Saimi population in northern Europe or the Romani people of Sweden, may still
experience and suffer from intergenerational trauma, which in turn may impact
their journeys with identity (O’Neill et al., 2018). It could also involve how research
progress in post-colonial or norm-critical theories has helped us better understand
the age-old systemic inequalities that are still present in adolescents’ lives.

While Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory provides a useful way to

understand and structure the different contexts shaping adolescents’ ethnic-racial
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identity development, it has also been criticized for underestimating the extent to
which macrosystemic forces influence adolescents’ daily lives. Research suggests
that while macrosystems shape microsystem experiences in different ways for
different adolescents (Vélez-Agosto et al., 2017), an overemphasis on microsystems
can miss the structural factors that also impact developmental processes. In the
case of ethnic-racial identity, this means that while an adolescent’s ethnicity plays a
direct role in their lives; within families, schools, and peer groups, the way their
ethnicity is perceived and positioned within the broader macrosystem also directly
influences their lived experiences. Rogers et al. (2021) describe this interplay as a
m(ai)cro systemic interaction, in which macrosystemic ideologies reinforce societal
power structures in everyday microsystemic interactions. These different levels of
systems and impacts are all important, but together make it clear how one has to
not only consider how adolescents engage with ethnicity in their immediate
surroundings but also discuss how societal and systemic inequalities shape their

experiences.
The Swedish Context

The national context of Sweden is a macrosystem that influences most, if not all,
systems surrounding adolescent life. Sweden is a population-wise relatively small
country situated in northern Europe, and over the last century has often been
recognized for its political neutrality and commitment to social welfare and equality
(Berggren & Trigardh, 2015). While the country often places very high on the
Multicultural Policy Index (2023), indicating general support for, e.g., policies
regarding immigrant minorities, it is also clear that ethnic segregation is increasing
here  (Hedstrém, 2019), experiences of racism are commonplace
(Barnombudsmannen, 2021), and political parties favoring immigration-restrictive
policies have gained support over the last decade (The Swedish Election Authority,
2022). With approximately 26% of Swedes or their parents having been born

outside the country, or 38% for individuals under age 18 (Statistics Sweden, 2024),
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many adolescents are also tasked with exploring their ethnic-racial identities in a
rapidly diversifying setting. Sweden is thus a context that will likely prompt
acculturation processes (the task of incorporating, or not incorporating, one’s
heritage backgrounds into a new host society; Svensson & Syed, 2019) for many
adolescents in the country. With such a vast macrosystemic impact on adolescent
life, more research on how adolescents in the Swedish context experience that
ethnicity is addressed is undoubtedly important going forward, and this is also the
focus of Study III of this thesis. While research on ethnic-racial identity in Sweden
is scarce (Ferrer-Wreder, Trost et al., 2012) we do know that, depending on their
own ethnic-racial backgrounds, many adolescents share experiences of exclusion,
feeling like they do not fully belong, or struggling to gain acceptance within
Swedish society (Gyberg et al., 2018; Johansson & Olofsson, 2011; Scuzzarello &
Catlson, 2018).

While it is often considered important to address ethnicity-related topics in
Sweden, many also find it challenging to navigate them as they are perceived as
sensitive (Bradby et al., 2019). This notion of ethnicity as a sensitive topic could
partly be attributed to the previously discussed pseudoscientific notions of race as a
biological construct, but also to the color-blind approach that has been favored in
Swedish society post-World War II. In this case, color-blindness refers to the
ideology that racialized or ethnic differences should be deemphasized in order to
promote equality. Worth adding here is that the reasoning behind color-blindness
can be understood from a sociohistorical perspective on equality, but it does run
the risk of downplaying the reality for ethnically minoritized adolescents, and
diverting focus from individuals’ unique backgrounds and experiences (Hiibinette
& Tigervall, 2009). The perceived sensitivity of addressing ethnicity within the
context is perhaps also not surprising given Sweden’s historical involvement in
racialized policies and practices. For instance, the establishment of the Swedish
State Institute for Race Biology in 1922 is a troubling chapter of the country’s

history, with the institute conducting research that reinforced eugenic ideas and
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informed discriminatory policies for over 30 years. Additionally, certain groups,
such as the previously mentioned Simi and Romani populations, have faced
systemic discrimination within the Swedish context, including forced sterilization
programs, assimilation policies, and exclusion from mainstream society. The Sami,
for example, were subjected to land expropriation and educational policies that
suppressed their language and culture, while Romani people were denied access to
education, housing, and employment for much of the 20th century (Mérkenstam,
1999). More recently, increased migration flows have further shaped Sweden’s
demographic landscape, adding much saliency to discussions on topics such as
ethnicity and culture, integration, and social inclusion. So while Sweden has a long-
standing commitment to human rights and social welfare, along with all the other
European countries it is also a setting where ethnicity has greatly impacted

adolescents’ experiences and will continue to do so.
Additional Contexts

With the Swedish context being one of the larger, overarching macrosystems in
adolescent life, it is also important to consider some of the smaller microsystems
that adolescents have to navigate on a daily basis. In fact, while broader societal
perspectives can absolutely help us understand ethnicity, adolescents’ daily
experiences are also shaped by more immediate settings (Verkuyten & Zaremba,
2005). Schools, social media, and sports are three examples of contexts in which
adolescents not only spend a great deal of time but also interact with peers,
navigate challenges, and develop their identities. Schools are structured spaces
where interactions with peers, teachers, and lesson content can help shape ethnic-
racial identity. Social media offers a platform for adolescents to engage with a vast
amount of diverse narratives, but also a platform for expressing themselves and
trying out different versions of their own identities. Sports teams and activities
within them provide opportunities for connecting with peers and can give a sense

of belonging, but have also been known to highlight differences in, for example,
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ethnic-racial backgrounds. By examining these three more specific microsystemic
contexts, this thesis also aims to understand how adolescents’ everyday experiences
involving ethnicity can either contribute to or hinder ethnic-racial identity
development. While the contexts below were selected based on their relevance for
adolescent life in Sweden, it is important to note that there are many other contexts
of importance that are not discussed in this thesis. An example of one such context

is the familial socialization aspect of ethnic-racial identity development.
The School Context

With increasing ethnic-racial diversity in classrooms across Sweden, schools are
becoming important spaces for adolescents to encounter ethnicity and explore
ethnic-racial identity, but also as a place to foster intercultural understanding
(Barrett, 2018; Schachner et al., 2021). Addressing ethnicity and related topics in
classrooms is important, not only because it promotes inclusivity and a supportive
learning environment (Schwarzenthal et al, 2018), it also lets students from
different ethnicities feel validated and empowered in their educational journeys
(Schachner et al., 2018). Focusing on ethnicity in a Swedish school context, one of
the cornerstones of the Swedish education system involves how schools should
promote democratic values, counteract discrimination based on ethnicity, and
promote an understanding of and respect for cultural diversity among students
(SFS 2008:567; The Swedish National Agency for Education, 2022). Regarding
research on ethnicity in the Swedish school context, two studies found that
adolescents with migration backgrounds described their schools as playing a central
role in both their lives and their inter-ethnic relations (Ferrer-Wreder, Bernhard-
Oettel et al., 2021; Ozdemir & Bayram Ozdemir, 2017); another study revealed that
ethnically harassed adolescents who had positive relationships with their teachers
and schools reported less severe adverse effects in the context (Bayram Ozdemir &
Stattin, 2014); and yet another study revealed discrepancies between how teachers

perceived that they worked with ethnicity-related inclusion on the one hand and
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whether adolescents with migration backgrounds felt included in the context on the
other (Wiltgren, 2023).

While this makes schools and classrooms important contexts for ethnic-
racial identity exploration, dialogues surrounding ethnicity and related concepts in
classrooms can also prove problematic for students and teachers (Sue et al., 2009).
When topics such as ethnicity or culture are ignored, or addressed in an
uninformed way, for example through stereotypes or when accompanied by
microaggressions, exploring the topics can cause harm to both students and
teachers while also reinforcing biased wotldviews (Sue et al., 2009). In fact, several
studies have shown that students’ ethnic-racial backgrounds and how educational
institutions interact with these can have adverse effects on things such as academic
performance or college enrollment rates (Sitin, 2005). Apart from these studies,
knowledge of how adolescents in Sweden experience that ethnicity is addressed
within the school microsystem context is underexplored, and is something that

Study I1I of this thesis aimed to contribute to.
The Social Media Context

Another context in which adolescents are likely to encounter ethnicity and explore
their ethnic-racial identities is social media. Ninety-one percent of all adolescents in
Sweden use social media every day (The Swedish Internet Foundation, 2024).
Thirty-eight percent of adolescents in Sweden report that they have been negatively
targeted online, often citing their ethnic-racial backgrounds as the reason they are
targeted (The Swedish Media Council, 2018). In fact, ethnic discrimination, ethnic
harassment, stereotype usage, and other prejudiced behaviors are prevalent on
social media and ate associated with mental health issues in adolescents (Runions &
Bak, 2015; Tao & Fisher, 2022). Several studies from the US have explored the
impact of ethnicity on social media usage, finding that individuals from different
ethnicities engaged in distinct online behaviors, differing in ways such as the

content they share, the communities they join, and the connections they establish
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(Schradie, 2012; Vitak, 2012). Analyses of social media platforms and the content
shared there highlight that social media can provide spaces for adolescents not only
to express their thoughts and opinions on ethnicity but also to engage in
discussions related to ethnic communities. This makes the context socio-
educational in nature (Liimatainen, 2022; Carney, 2016).

Analyses of discourses on Swedish-oriented online forums have also found
that messages involving ethnic-racial backgrounds typically have a negative tonality
and tend to contain migration-hostile discourses (Yantseva, 2020). Adolescents are
also likely to develop representations of different aspects of their ethnic-racial
identities when interacting with each other online (Augoustinos et al., 2012). These
representations can be seen as forms of common-sense knowledge among groups
of people, and are known to strongly influence adolescents: Representations elicit
feelings, thoughts, and behaviors (Thornberg, 2010). Furthermore, the
representation of ethnicities on social media has also been shown to affect one’s
more general perceptions and experiences of ethnicity as a topic (Dixon et al.,
2019). As such, social media is not inherently a positive environment to address
ethnicity in, but studies have found that ethnic-racial identity exploration can buffer
the negative mental health outcomes of being ethnically discriminated against on
social media (Tynes et al., 2008; Tynes et al., 2012). So while adolescents in Sweden
are likely to explore and express different parts of their ethnicities on social media,
not much is known about the contextual impact in the process of ethnic-racial

identity development.
The Sports Context

The sports setting represents another context that holds significance for many
adolescents’ psychosocial health (Jewett et al., 2014) and hence may also impact
their ethnic-racial identity development. Adolescents in Sweden are frequent
practitioners of several different types of sports, making sports the most common

leisure activity for this age group after online socializing (Swedish Agency for
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Youth and Civil Society, 2020). In fact, roughly 58 million sports training sessions
are conducted in Sweden yearly, with approximately 157,000 children and
adolescents actively participating in sports throughout the year (The Swedish Sports
Federation, 2022). This makes the sports context a setting of much adolescent
socialization, and thus also a microsystem of great significance.

Sportts can serve as a platform for migrant and marginalized adolescents to
integrate into societies (Agergaard et al., 2018), thus also impacting their ethnic-
racial identity journeys. In contrast, sports can also be used to differentiate and
discriminate against others, through things such as athletic stereotyping or a lack of
ethnic diversity in sports media representation (Elling & Knoppers, 2005;
Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2013; van Sterkenburg et al., 2010). A Swedish study that
used observations and intetviews to assess the dynamic between leaders and
adolescents in sports teams found that leaders can in fact serve as powerful
negotiators of diversity, norms, and societal rules (Flensner, 2020), and that sports
activities in such situations can enhance feelings of trust in society and enable “safe
spaces.” On the other hand, a different Swedish study conducted through group
interviews found that sports leaders can also view adolescents’ ethnicities as a
significant factor that influences their participation in sports (Carlman et al., 2020).
For instance, these leaders discussed how factors related to ethnicity could
discourage sports participation (primarily among girls) and cited differences
between adolescents’ cultural backgrounds and their immediate environment as a
significant reason for this. As such, sports practitioners’ own ethnic-racial
backgrounds are likely to impact their unique experiences and have a direct effect
on their sporting practices (Strandbu et al., 2017). This in turn makes sports an
important context in which adolescents explore (or choose not to explore) their

ethnic-racial identities.
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Integrating Contexts

Given one of the aims of this thesis, to better understand ethnicity and ethnic-racial
identity in the everyday lives of adolescents in Sweden, also understanding the
surrounding contexts is an important part of research on the topic. The three
contexts explored in this thesis, schools, social media, and sports, highlight how
adolescents in Sweden experience ethnicity in everyday life. Seeing how these
contexts serve as the backdrop to the identity exploration that many adolescents
will engage in, one could argue that the contexts also have direct impacts on their
ethnic-racial identity journeys. Furthermore, these immediate contexts (or
microsystems) are not separate from but rather connected to broader societal
influences and structures, such as historic and current cultural attitudes toward
different ethnicities.

Using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory as a framework allows
these contexts to be understood as part of a larger picture. The microsystems of
schools, social media, and sports directly shape how adolescents explore and
understand their ethnic-racial identities, while the mesosystem (the interaction
between these environments) further influences their experiences. At the same
time, the broader Swedish macrosystem sets the stage for how ethnicity is
encountered and addtessed in adolescents’ lives; by the adolescents themselves, by
their peers, by their teachers, and even in curricula. By understanding how the
different systems interact, and how adolescents themselves experience ethnicity
being addressed, this thesis also hopes to emphasize the importance of taking
contextual factors into consideration when working with adolescents. Be it when
adapting interventions like the Identity Project to benefit as many adolescents as
possible, finding reliable ways to promote positive outgroup attitudes, or addressing
ethnicity in classrooms. The following studies build on these perspectives by
examining ethnicity and ethnic-racial identity through different levels of analysis:
individual, intergroup, and contextual. All three studies can therefore be seen as an

attempt to understand not just ethnicity and ethnic-racial identity in adolescence,
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but also how these processes ate supported, or made challenging, by the systems

surrounding our youth.
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Summary of the Studies

Overall Aim

The overall aim of this thesis was to understand adolescents’ experiences involving
ethnicity in the context of Sweden, and to evaluate different aspects of an
intervention targeting adolescents’ ethnic-racial identity development. Specifically,
the thesis sought to examine the roles of personality traits and meta-traits in
moderating identity intervention outcomes, assess the efficacy of an intervention
targeting ethnic-racial identity development in promoting outgroup and diversity
attitudes, and examine how adolescents experience that ethnicity is addressed in
multiple social contexts. By investigating these processes, this thesis hopes to
contribute to the understanding of how ethnicity shapes adolescents’ everyday lives,
and of how interventions like the Identity Project can support identity development
in ethnoracially diverse contexts like Sweden. In doing so, it also aims to provide
insights that can be used to adapt and improve the conditions under which
adolescents encounter and explore their ethnicities and ethnic-racial identities.
These objectives were addressed through three studies, with the Identity Project, an
intervention targeting adolescent ethnic-racial identity development, being central

to the first two. All three studies are described in more detail below.

Study 1
Aim

The first aim of Study I was to investigate whether personality traits impact the
efficacy of a school-based intervention focused on promoting adolescents’ ethnic-
racial identity exploration and resolution. The study also aimed to examine
potential group-specific moderation effects between participants’ genders,
migration backgrounds, and intervention effectiveness. The study thus examined

whether adolescents’ Big Five personality traits; openness, conscientiousness,
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extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism, along with the higher-order meta-
traits plasticity and stability, influenced which adolescents benefited most from the

Swedish implementation of the Identity Project intervention.
Participants

To address the aim of the study, 22 classes in their first year of upper secondary
school (gymnasium), from four different ethnically diverse schools in the
municipality of Vistra Gotaland, Sweden, were recruited. A total of 509 adolescents
participated in the study (M, = 16.28; D, = 0.80; 66% female; 51% migration
background), with half of the classes from each school being randomly assigned to

the experiment group and the other half to a wait list control group. All participants

eventually received the Identity Project intervention, but at different times.
Procedure

All participating schools agreed to implement the eight intervention program
sessions as part of the students’ ordinary education rather than adding extra hours
onto their schedules (most often as sessions delivered during a social sciences
class). All 509 participants eventually received the eight sessions of the Identity

Project curriculum, and also took part in four survey measurements (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Timeline and design of the Identity Project intervention in Sweden

The questionnaires the adolescents answered at the four time points were
provided in Swedish via an online Qualtrics platform. The participants could
choose to complete the questionnaires on their phones or via their school-assigned
computers, but had to remain in the classroom. The adolescents were offered a
snack while filling out the forms, but received no other compensation. All
moderators were trained clinical psychologists, and teamed up so that both majority
and minority ethnic backgrounds were represented in the classrooms during

sessions.
Measures

Ethnic-racial identity exploration: To assess ethnic-racial identity
exploration, two scales were used: the Ethnic Identity Scale — Brief, EIS-B
(Douglass & Umafia-Taylor, 2015); and the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure,
MEIM (Phinney, 1992; Roberts et al, 1999). The EIS-B exploration subscale
includes three items measured using a four-point Likert scale, and the MEIM
exploration subscale includes five items on a four-point Likert scale. Two subscales
were used as the items in the EIS-B focus on participatory aspects of ethnic-racial
identity exploration, e.g. “I have attended events that have helped me learn more

about my ethnicity,” while the MEIM focuses more on an exploratory search
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aspect, e.g. “I think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic group
membership.” Internal consistency of the EIS-B was very good (ar = .80; oy, =
.82; oy = .85; oy, = .85) and internal consistency of the MEIM was good (o =
.69; o, = .76; oty = .79; 0tpy = .80).

Ethnic-racial identity resolution: To assess ethnic-racial identity
resolution, the EIS-B (Douglass & Umana-Taylor, 2015) was used. The subscale
includes three items, e.g. “I have a clear sense of what my ethnicity means to me,”
and is measured using a four-point Likert scale. Internal consistency of the EIS-B
was very good (o = .80; oy, = .82; oty = .85; apy, = .85).

Personality traits: Personality traits were assessed using the Big Five
Inventory (BFI) (John et al., 1991) at T1 only. The BFI includes a total of 44 items
and consists of five subscales: openness, conscientiousness, extraversion,
agreeableness, and neuroticism. Example items include “I see myself as someone
who is talkative” and “I get nervous easily.” Items are answered on a five-point
Likert scale ranging from (1) Does not describe me at all to (5) Describes me very
well. This same scale was used to examine higher-order meta-traits, plasticity and
stability, which are different combinations of the five subscales grounded in the
mutual explained variance between these traits (DeYoung, 2006). The openness
subscale demonstrated moderate internal consistency (x = 0.60), the
conscientiousness subscale acceptable internal consistency (¢ = 0.73), the
extraversion subscale acceptable internal consistency (« = 0.70), the agreeableness
subscale lower internal consistency (x = 0.59), and the neuroticism subscale good
internal consistency (« = 0.76).

Migration background: Adolescents’ migration backgrounds were
dichotomized using self-reports of their own and their parents’ birth countries. In
line with how the Swedish National Statistics Bureau categorizes background
information (Statistics Sweden, 2002), adolescents with both parents born abroad,
regardless of the adolescent’s birthplace, were coded as having migration

backgrounds. Adolescents with one or both parents born in Sweden, regardless of
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the adolescent’s birthplace, were coded as having non-migration backgrounds. In
cases in which at least one parent’s birth country was missing and the adolescent
was born in Sweden, the adolescent was coded as having a non-migration
background. In cases in which at least one parent’s birth country was missing and
the adolescent was born outside Sweden, the adolescent was coded as having a
migration background. This condition was included based on the presumed
moderating effects of participants’ ethnic-racial backgrounds on their ethnic-racial
identity development (Jugert & Titzmann, 2020).

Gender: Answered by participants at baseline in the form of one statement
with three possible answers: “I identify as a” (1) Boy, (2) Gitl, or (3) That division
does not suit me. This condition was included based on previous research that has
found developmental gender differences for several Big Five personality traits

(Costa et al., 2001; Feingold, 1994).
Apnalysis

All hypotheses and corresponding analyses of Study I were pre-registered on the
Open Science Framework platform (https://osf.io/j4baq). A structural equation
modeling approach, primarily latent growth curve models and interaction effects,
was used to evaluate the impact of personality traits and meta-traits on ethnic-racial
identity exploration and resolution intervention effect. To investigate whether
specific  personality traits influenced adolescents’ responsiveness to the
intervention, interaction terms between the intervention condition and personality
traits (openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, neuroticism) as
well as meta-traits (plasticity and stability) were created and included in the models.
Potential differences by gender and migration background were explored using
three-way interaction terms to identify group-specific effects. All model analyses
were run in the Javaan package (Rosseel, 2022) of R Statistics (R Core Team, 2024)

and inferences were drawn at p < 0.05.
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Main Findings

The results from Study I revealed that personality traits and meta-traits did indeed
play a role in moderating the Identity Project intervention’s effectiveness.
Participants’ scores on the personality trait extraversion as well as the meta-trait
plasticity were associated with greater increases in ethnic-racial identity exploration
for the intervention group relative to the control group. Those low on extraversion
or plasticity did not differ from the control group in terms of ethnic-racial identity
development. Moderating effects in terms of gender differences emerged, with
agreeableness and stability influencing boys’ responsiveness to the intervention
more significantly than girls’ responsiveness. Migration backgrounds did not
significantly moderate the relation between the adolescents’ responsiveness to the

intervention and personality traits.
Conclusion

The results of Study I point to the importance of considering individual
differences, particularly personality traits, in understanding adolescents’
responsiveness to identity-focused interventions. While the Identity Project did lead
to more ethnic-racial identity exploration for the intervention group compared to
the control group, the study’s findings reveal that not all of the adolescents
benefited equally. Instead, the results suggest that traits like extraversion and
plasticity play important roles in intervention effectiveness while stability and
agreeableness play more complex roles, moderated by gender. The findings thus
point to the need to tailor the Identity Project intervention, and similar
interventions, to better accommodate adolescents with different personality
profiles. By adapting identity-related interventions accordingly, so as to also benefit
less extraverted and plastic adolescents, they can be made more inclusive, thus

broadening their reach and impact.
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Study II
Aim

The first aim of Study II was to investigate whether the Identity Project, an
intervention targeting ethnic-racial identity exploration, had effects on changes in
outgroup and diversity attitudes. The study’s second aim was to examine whether
there were differing developmental trajectories for adolescents regarding change in
outgroup attitudes and diversity attitudes when grouped by migration background
and type of education (practical or theoretical education programs). The third aim
of the study was to examine whether ethnic-racial identity exploration and ethnic-
racial identity resolution functioned as continuous predictors of change in outgroup

and diversity attitudes.
Participants

Study II used the same sample as Study I (see above). Participants were also
examined based on their type of education program, with 66% of the adolescents
enrolled in a theoretical type of education program and the other 34% in a practical

education program (further described under Measures).

Procedure
Study II followed the same procedure as described for Study I.

Measures

The measures of ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution described under
Study I were also used for Study II. Beyond these measures of the main
intervention effects, three more vatiables were included in the analyses of Study II.

Outgroup attitudes. To assess outgroup attitudes, the Other-Group
Orientation subscale of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure, MEIM-OGO,

was used (Phinney, 1992). The subscale, consisting of six items on a four-point
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Likert scale, measures adolescents’ general attitudes and willingness to spend time
with individuals with ethnic-racial and cultural backgrounds that differ from their
own, e.g. “I like meeting and getting to know people from cultural groups other
than my own.” Internal consistency of the scale was slightly below adequate (ot =
575 oy = .54 oy = .60; oy = .55).

Diversity attitudes: To assess diversity attitudes, a scale devised by Hjerm
et al. (2020) was used. The scale, consisting of eight items on a five-point Likert
scale, measures three dimensions of diversity attitudes: acceptance of diversity,
respect toward diversity, and appreciation of diversity, e.g. “It is important that
people have the freedom to live their life as they choose”, “I respect other people’s

>

beliefs and opinions,” and “Society benefits from a diversity of traditions and
lifestyles.” Internal consistency of the scale was excellent (ot = .92; o, = .90; oy =
91; oy = .93).

Type of education: The adolescents’ type of education was classified as
being enrolled in either a theoretical or a practical education program. Theoretical
education programs included three-year programs in the natural sciences,
economics, ot the social sciences, while practical education programs included one

to three years in childcare, caretaking, craftsmanship, agriculture, or individually

adapted programs.
Analysis

All analyses and corresponding hypotheses of Study Il were pre-registered on the
Open Science Framework platform (https://osf.io/f5896). Several latent growth
curve models examining mean-level change in both dependent and independent
variables were used to assess the main research question. Growth parameters
(intercepts and slopes), as well as means and standard errors for linear and
quadratic unconditional models, were examined and used to test the significance of
growth in a sequential fashion, first with linear models and then quadratic models.

Intervention- and control-group belonging, migration background, and type of
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education functioned as binary predictors in predicting intercepts and slopes for
the models. Multivariate latent growth curve models were run to detect correlated
changes between ethnic-racial identity development and attitude measures, and to

gauge whether these functioned as continuous predictors for one another.
Main Findings

Results from Study II revealed no significant positive change in outgroup or
diversity attitudes for either the intervention or the control group, challenging the
notion of attitude change as a cascading effect of the Identity Project intervention.
Instead, initial high scores on all attitudes, as well as either stable or slightly
declining slopes for attitudes, were found across groups. No differences in
trajectories of attitude change were found regarding adolescents’ migration
background. Type of education predicted minor but significant differences in
intercepts for outgroup attitudes (with a slightly larger decline among those in
theoretical programs) and minor but significant differences for slopes regarding
one diversity attitude (with a slightly larger decline among those in practical
programs) in terms of acceptance of diversity. Increases in ethnic-racial identity
exploration and resolution significantly covaried with increases in diversity attitudes
(acceptance of, respect for, and appreciation of diversity) at T3. However, these
interaction effects could not be reproduced throughout other time points and
cannot alone support the hypothesis concerning ethnic-racial identity exploration

and resolution impacting outgroup and diversity attitudes.
Conclusion

The findings from Study II indicate that positive effects on attitudes are not a given
for interventions targeting ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution, even
though ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution increased in the sample. No
positive  significant longitudinal attitude change was found for either the

intervention or control group, and no significant positive longitudinal change was
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found when adolescents were grouped by factors such as migration background or
type of education. Increases in ethnic-racial identity development could not predict
increases in outgroup and diversity attitudes over time, but showed a small
indicator of a possible relation between the two at one of three time points. The
study concludes that more research is needed before interventions targeting ethnic-
racial identity exploration can also be deemed effective in promoting positive

outgroup and diversity attitude changes.

Study III
Aim

The aim of Study III was to explore adolescents’ experiences of how ethnicity is
addressed in three different contexts of their lives: in school, on social media, and

in sports.
Participants

To address the study’s aim, 21 adolescents in junior high school participated in six

focus groups (M, = 14.5; §D,, = 0.5; N, = 16). All participants were recruited
via soccer teams in the municipality of Vistra Gotaland, Sweden. Of the
participating adolescents, 48% described their ethnicity as Swedish, 26% as Swedish
plus one more ethnicity, and 26% as one or more ethnicities, Swedish not included.
In terms of parental birth countries, 48% of the participants had at least one parent

born in a country outside Sweden.
Procednre

All six focus groups were conducted via digital Zoom rooms, due to the COVID-
19 pandemic. A semi-structured interview guide was developed to address the
research questions. To assess the guide’s effectiveness and identify any necessary

adjustments related to age or content, a pilot focus group containing four
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participants, aged 14, was conducted. After these adolescents had given feedback,
minor language adjustments were made to clarify topics and follow-up questions
were drafted. Each focus group session lasted approximately 50 minutes and
followed a specific structure: (1) information was provided regarding agenda,
participation, voluntariness, audio recording, and confidentiality; (2) participants
were quetied on their understanding of the term ethumicity; (3) the Swedish
Discrimination Ombudsman’s definition of ethnic heritage was introduced, with
examples; (4) how ethnicity is addressed in schools, on social media, and in sports
was discussed; (5) dialogue was held on participants’ experiences during the focus
groups; and (6) participants answered three anonymous questions regarding their
own ethnic backgrounds. All groups were jointly moderated by the author of this
thesis and one colleague, both licensed clinical psychologists with previous

experience working with adolescents.
Analysis

Audio recordings from the six focus groups were transcribed verbatim and
analyzed using inductive thematic analysis according to the six steps set out by
Braun and Clarke (2006). After multiple familiarizing read-throughs of the
transcripts by all authors, data was coded in an open but context-bound fashion
(school, social media, or sports) and was later grouped into themes. The material
was approached in a post-positivistic way and at a low level of interpretation. The
analysis is thus to be viewed as inductive, close-to-data, and focused on semantic
content. At several points during the process, themes were cross-referenced back to
the original transcripts and discussed to ensure that they captured the adolescents’

experiences in a nuanced way.
Main Findings

The inductive thematic analysis resulted in three main themes that followed the

contexts and a total of seven subthemes (Table 2).
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Table 2. Adolescents’ experiences of how ethnicity is addressed in schools, social media, and sports

in Sweden: themes and subthemes.

Ethnicity in schools
Addressing ethnicity is important
Ethnicity is addressed through stereotypes
Everyday racism

Ethnicity on social media
Sharing ethnic and cultural narratives
Hateful remarks

Ethnicity in sports
On equal terms

Clear consequences for racist behaviors

The adolescents who were part of the study thus perceived that it is important to
address ethnicity and that there are many benefits to doing so, just not in the same
way in all contexts. Some of the issues they mentioned regarding how ethnicity was
addressed were negative experiences of racism and stereotype usage in schools; the
hateful side of ethnicity discussions on social media; and the need for clear
consequences within sports. Furthermore, it was voiced that addressing ethnicity is
extra important in schools; that the positive aspects of social media were all about
sharing one’s ethnicity with others; and that sports were a context in which

ethnicity is not, and should not, be in focus.
Conclusion

The results indicate that ethnicity was addressed differently in schools, social media,
and sportts, with a variety of strengths and weaknesses of how ethnicity topics were
handled within these contexts. It can be concluded that ethnicity is a topic and
source of both positive and negative experiences in adolescents’ lives, and that the
themes identified paint a rather complex picture of how ethnicity is addressed. If,

and when, it is addressed, the adolescents stressed that this should be done with
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afterthought, as it then has the potential to build understanding, lead to rewarding
experiences, and create learning opportunities. On the other hand, when ethnicity is
addressed in a poor manner or used to attack others it has the potential to cause
harm, regardless of the context. As the adolescents described how different
contexts can equal different experiences, the study also highlights a need for
contextual sensitivity when researching ethnicity and ethnic-racial identity

development.
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General Discussion

The overarching aim of this thesis was to further our understanding of adolescents’
experiences involving ethnicity in the context of Sweden, and to evaluate different
aspects of an intervention targeting ethnic-racial identity development. Study I
examined the moderating role of personality traits and meta-traits on the
effectiveness of the Identity Project intervention, revealing individual differences in
intervention responsiveness. Study II evaluated whether the Identity Project
influenced changes in outgroup and diversity attitudes, and tested whether ethnic-
racial identity exploration and resolution predicted attitude change. Study 111
investigated how ethnicity is addressed in adolescents’ everyday lives across three
specific contexts: schools, social media, and sports. The following general
discussion is structured into two main themes. The first focuses on intervening in
ethnic-racial identity development, including antecedents and consequents of the
Identity Project, while the second focuses on the role of context in experiences
involving ethnicity, as well as in intervention implementations. This is followed by
discussions of theoretical, methodological, and ethical considerations, implications

for policy and practice, future directions, and general conclusions.
Intervening in Ethnic-Racial Identity

The Identity Project, the intervention on which Studies I and II rest, was and is a
massive undertaking for any research team to adapt and facilitate. When
implemented in the Swedish school context, it took a research team several years to
prepare, adapt, implement, and evaluate the intervention (Juang et al, 2023).
Furthermore, the intervention was also a significant time investment for all the
participating schools and adolescents. Based on this investment by many parties, it
is important to thoroughly consider and discuss the effectiveness of such school-
based interventions (Laxminarayan et al., 2006). While main effects on ethnic-racial

identity exploration and resolution were replicated in the Swedish version of the
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Identity Project (Abdullahi, Syed et al., 2024), the growth analyses employed in
Study II provided no support for the proposed secondary effect in the form of
positive outgroup or diversity attitudes. To clarify, the main intention behind the
intervention; to promote ethnic-racial identity exploration, was replicated in the
Swedish sample, but one of the possible secondary effects; outgroup and diversity
attitudes, was not. This actualizes the question of what the aim of such
interventions is: Is it primarily to guide adolescents toward ethnic-racial identity
exploration and resolution, or is it the many beneficial psychosocial effects
associated with such developments (Rivas-Drake et al., 2014)? While there are no
easy answers to such a question, it is important that the effectiveness of
interventions is continuously evaluated, in terms of both main and secondary
effects. Furthermore, the idea that ethnicity needs to be addressed in a safe and
reflective manner, which was voiced by the adolescents in Study 111, was one of the
foundations behind implementing the Identity Project intervention evaluated in
study I and II. In that sense, all three studies are linked together, not only by the
topics of ecthnicity and ethnic-racial identity, but as a progression of sorts. A
progression from something that is wanted by and beneficial for adolescents
(thoughtfully addressing ethnicity, Study 111), to an attempted solution (the Identity
Project), and finally, an evaluation of how well that solution worked (Study I and
Study II). It is, after all, only by having a rich amount of information about an
intervention and its effectiveness that researchers and policy-makers alike can make
empirically grounded decisions regarding whether to further implement them in

adolescents’ lives.
Evalnating the Effectiveness of the Identity Project in Sweden

The approach used in Study I examined the effectiveness of the Identity Project by
evaluating how individual factors; personality traits and meta-traits, impacted the
intervention’s effectiveness and responsiveness. While the adolescents benefited

differently from the intervention based on their personality structures, the
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intervention group, on a group level, did show positive increases in ethnic-racial
identity exploration as compared to the control group. As there is now a growing
body of research that links such positive ethnic-racial identity development to
lessened depressive symptoms, higher self-esteem, and increased academic
engagement, and studies have provided support for tapping these links through
interventions (Umafia-Taylor, Douglass et al., 2018), it is important to highlight the
potential promotive health value of the Swedish implementation. This means that
even if the proposed positive attitude changes from Study II were cross-sectionally
observed in Germany (Juang et al., 2020) but not in Sweden, it is still very positive
that the adolescents who took part in the intervention reported positive changes in
their ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution. It is also quite possible that
the adolescents who took part in in the Identity Project intervention in Sweden will
experience more beneficial effects down the road, due to the identity processes
they may now have begun. While longer follow-up studies would be needed to
verify such potential delayed effects, as was done in a one-year follow-up by the US
research team (Umafa-Taylor, Kornienko et al., 2018), the links between long-term
ethnic-racial identity development and adolescents’ psychosocial health are both
hopeful and a potential way to promote adolescent health in diverse settings such
as Sweden.

Based on the results of Study 1 showing that adolescents scoring low on
extraversion and plasticity did not benefit as much from the intervention, the main
intervention effects (ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution) could
probably be tapped more effectively in the future, if the intervention is adapted
accordingly. One could even argue that before considering implementing an
intervention targeting ethnic-racial identity development on a larger scale, for
example in Nordic schools, it would be beneficial to have a deeper understanding
of things like lesson-specific efficacy. While several European countries (and the
US, with multiple implementations) have now evaluated the intervention’s main

effects, no studies have yet looked at the efficacy of any of the eight specific
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lessons. Nor has any of the content within the lessons been isolated and evaluated.
The lesson content deemed to drive positive ethnic-racial identity change is thus
delivered as a complete program; a “battery” of content. While the intervention
program is grounded in theory based in ethnic identity research and cultural
diversity research, a major strength of the Identity Project, it is likely that some
parts of it are highly effective, while others are perhaps not effective at all. Similar
to how research on psychotherapeutic interventions often attribute a large portion
of their effectiveness to “common factors” rather than specific content (Wampold,
2015), such trends could also be considered in psychosocial interventions like the
Identity Project. Possible common factors that could drive positive change in
ethnic-racial identity interventions may include, for example, hopefulness among
participants (Asay & Lambert, 1999), which might motivate them to engage more
in identity exploration, or increases in intergroup contact via the intervention,
which is known to, for example, reduce negative outgroup attitudes (Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2000).

Of major importance to interventions and research on ethnic-racial identity
is also the conceptualization of identity processes. In Studies 1 and 1I, three
different processes were used for the analyses: ethnic-racial identity exploration
(participation), ethnic-racial identity exploration (search), and ethnic-racial identity
resolution. The main evaluation of the intervention in Sweden revealed that not all
of these processes were affected similarly by the intervention: It showed initial and
simultaneous effects of the intervention on ethnic-racial identity exploration and
resolution, but did not show the expected chain of effects with eatlier exploration
predicting later resolution. Looking at implementations of the Identity Project
intervention in other countries, these have typically shown positive effects on
ethnic-racial identity exploration, while findings on identity resolution and broader
social outcomes have been more varied (please see the section on the Identity
Project in the Introduction for more details). Looking back at the theoties on identity

development by Erikson, Marcia, and eventually Phinney, this suggests that
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exploration and resolution may either have a more cyclical relation between them
or function as parallel processes. This could be further examined in the future by
using analytic approaches such as random intercept cross-lagged panel models to
look more precisely at the directions of coupled changes between ethnic-racial
identity variables at different time points.

Furthermore, the studies from the Swedish implementation have so far
revealed that it was primarily participatory aspects of ethnic-racial identity
exploration that were affected (Abdullahi, Syed et al., 2024), such as attending
events where one learns more about one’s ethnic-racial backgrounds — and less so
introspective search, as in pondering and reflecting on one’s backgrounds (Syed et
al., 2013). These results were also seen in Studies I and II of this thesis, in which
few relations and associations were found with any process besides ethnic-racial
identity exploration (participation). There are a couple possible reasons for this,
one of them being that the intervention may solely stimulate adolescents to
behaviorally engage in exploration. As this type of behavioral, participatory
exploration is what is done in the intervention to a certain extent, it may also be
what adolescents mostly engage in. This is problematic as it does not necessarily
equate to a deeper kind of exploration in which adolescents also progress toward a
greater clarity regarding their ethnic-racial backgrounds and that part of their
identities. When you factor in how the scales previously used for evaluating the
intervention (in both the US and Europe) also measure participatory aspects of
ethnic-racial identity exploration, stating that the Identity Project promotes ethnic-
racial identity development then becomes an oversimplification. When
implemented in Swedish schools it stimulated some parts of ethnic-racial identity
development, but not all. Rigorous statistical methods, as employed in Study II,
also indicate that such changes in ethnic-racial identity exploration do not
sufficiently covary with changes in, for example, positive attitudes for us to claim
them as a secondary effect of the intervention, even if they were found in the

German evaluation. Importantly, the analyses employed in Study II have not been
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conducted before, as the original intervention evaluation from the US only assessed
the possible psychosocial effects as distal, downstream effects, and the one in
Germany employed a cross-sectional approach.

With more and more scholars facilitating and evaluating the Identity Project
intervention in their respective countries, another factor to consider when
comparing results is the developmental stages of adolescents at the time of the
intervention. As mentioned in the introduction, previous implementations of the
Identity Project have included younger participants (early-to-mid adolescence),
while the Swedish sample was slightly older (mid-to-late adolescence). The
integrated model of ethnic-racial identity development (Umafa-Taylor et al., 2014)
does actually discuss how deeper exploration typically begins during middle
adolescence, meaning that the intervention may have different effects on
participants dependent on their current stage of development. It is possible that the
identity processes seemingly initiated by the intervention were more timely in some
cohorts, but less so in others. This is something that future studies would benefit
from examining more closely, or even accounting for in analyses.

Yet another aspect to consider on the topic of ethnic-racial identity
intervention is what is known as the decline effect. The decline effect; effect sizes
tending to get smaller over time, is a rather well-observed phenomenon (Schooler,
2011). While the reasons behind the decline effect have been debated, most
modern scholars argue that the lower effect sizes often found in follow-up or
replication studies can be attributed to original, underpowered studies, not seldom
selected for their statistical significance. This aligns rather well with the field of
ethnic-racial identity interventions, in which large-scale follow-up studies across
Europe seem to produce somewhat similar main effects from the intervention (e.g.
Abdullahi, Syed et al., 2024; Ceccon et al., 2023) but not necessarily of the same
magnitude or with the same path-like progression as in the original (Umafia-Taylor,
Kornienko et al., 2018). Jointly, Studies I and II of this thesis provide information

on factors related to ethnic-racial identity development during adolescence and
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factors associated with intervening in it. While the Identity Project provides an
important and promising way to address ethnicity and promote adolescents’ ethnic-
racial identity journeys, it is best concluded that more research and evaluation

should accompany any future cohorts.
Individual Differences in Responsiveness

Study I demonstrated the significant role of personality traits and meta-traits as
antecedents of development, particularly in moderating adolescents’ responsiveness
to interventions targeting identity development. As implied by the study’s results,
adolescents with higher levels of extraversion and plasticity may be particularly well
suited for interventions like the Identity Project. In contrast, adolescents who
participated in the intervention and reported lower levels of extraversion ot
plasticity did not significantly differ from those in the control group, suggesting
that for these adolescents the intervention may not have been effective at all. These
observed differences in ethnic-racial identity exploration based on personality traits
were thus not only a matter of the degree of effectiveness but also indicate limited
benefits for adolescents with lower levels of extraversion and plasticity. One way to
understand these findings can be through knowledge of the personality traits
themselves. Extraversion, a trait often linked to an increased degree of social
activity (Wilt & Revelle, 2015), is in this case likely also associated with greater
classroom interaction with peers. Such peer interactions are important aspects of
the program curriculum, which includes structured group activities and classroom
discussions as well as interviews with people outside of school. Another way to
understand these findings is through the Cybernetic Big Five Theory (DeYoung,
2015). This theory views personality traits as parameters within a goal-directed,
cybernetic system, in which the brain continuously evaluates the reward value of
different stimuli and uses this information to guide behavior. Within this
framework, extraversion is characterized by a heightened sensitivity to social and

other rewarding stimuli, motivating approach-oriented behaviors and promoting

71



goals such as peer socialization. In line with previous research, a heightened
sensitivity to rewards and goal-oriented behaviors has actually been found to be
especially prominent in individuals high in extraversion (Smillie, 2013). Therefore,
extraverted adolescents, driven by a higher sensitivity to social rewards, may have
been more inclined to seek out the interactive opportunities of the program,
leading to more positive responses to the intervention. In contrast, individuals
lower in extraversion may have perceived the social components of the curriculum
as less rewarding, which may explain their lessened response to the intervention.
The second antecedent that moderated intervention effectiveness, the
meta-trait plasticity, consists of both extraversion and openness and is often
associated with different forms of adaptability or exploration. While extraversion
reflects a more behavioral aspect of exploration that relates to goals, openness
reflects a more cognitive aspect of exploration, such as engaging with and reflecting
on new information (DeYoung, 2015). The results of this study indicate that higher
levels of plasticity promoted greater identity exploration in the intervention, and
thus also greater intervention effectiveness. One possible reason for this could be
that adolescents high in plasticity may simply feel more comfortable in the self-
reflective and cognitively explorative tasks of the intervention, making them more
responsive. Or, as it can also be understood as an individual’s tendency for both
cognitive and behavioral exploration (DeYoung, 2023), plasticity may also promote
greater gains in terms of ethnic-racial identity exploration when both these aspects
are tapped. This aligns with the limited findings regarding ethnic-racial identity
exploration (search) for the intervention group, and the non-significant interaction
effects with only the openness trait. The findings of Study I thus suggest that
personality is not merely a background characteristic but an active antecedent to
how adolescents explore their ethnic-racial identities in an intervention. This in turn
points to the need for interventions to encompass individual differences, if the goal
is to allow as many adolescents as possible to benefit from its effect. Perhaps of the

most importance is that having a good sense of both the antecedents and
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consequents of an intervention is a strong way to ensure not only that it is effective

but also that it does not produce iatrogenic effects (Moos, 2012).
Understanding Intervention Outcomes

The association between ethnic-racial identity development and outgroup and
diversity attitudes that was studied in Study 11 is interesting in terms of the possible
consequents of intervening in identity development. The lack of significant results
could be a matter of the link between ethnic-racial identity development and
attitudes simply not being as evident as theorized. With null findings very ratrely
getting attention or being published (Francis, 2012), it could be that this link
between ethnic-racial identity exploration and attitudes has not been given ample
attention, or that it has been contradicted before but this has just not necessarily
been communicated or published. In support of this lack of association between
ethnic-racial identity development and outgroup and diversity attitudes, discussions
with the Principal Investigator of the Italian research team confirmed that the
Identity Project intervention did not produce positive effects on outgroup attitudes
in their context either, but that these results have not been published (U.
Moscardino, personal communication, August 24, 2023). The findings of Study II
could also be seen as a result in line with social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner,
1979), in which an adolescent who develops a strong belonging to an ethnic-racial
group may also inadvertently create some (at least brief) form of intergroup threat
(Spiegler et al., 2022) to, or distance toward, those perceived as others (Tajfel &
Turner, 1974). Still, other theories and results argue that a stronger sense of identity
could also mean a more secure or open place from which to explore the
surrounding wotld (Dys-Steenbergen et al., 2016).

There are several other possible reasons why the examined positive attitude
effects that were found in the German evaluation were not found in the Swedish
one. It could be a matter of study design, such as differences in the timeframe or

the age of the target groups. While previous implementations have typically
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included younger participants (1-2 years younger than those in the Swedish
implementation), the US evaluation of the Identity Project employed a one-year
follow-up compared to the 26 weeks used in Study II. This difference in
measurement timings and participant ages could account for some of the lack of
effects. It could also be a matter of how the intervention was delivered. It is
possible that the Swedish adaptation of the Identity Project served well in targeting
ethnic-racial identity development but not necessarily the secondary effects such as
outgroup and diversity attitudes. As previously discussed, the fact is that we do not
know which parts of the curriculum are effective or what kind of outcomes the
different parts are impactful for (something that future studies would do well to
examine). By splitting up different parts of the intervention and evaluating them
separately, it may be possible to better understand what kinds of processes do, or
do not, contribute to consequents such as positive attitude change. Beyond these
possible explanations, it is still possible that the comparatively more robust
statistical analyses that were run in the Swedish evaluation simply paint a more
representative  picture of whether these intervention consequents hold
longitudinally.

Regardless of why, the results of Study Il provide information on ethnic-
racial identity secondary effects, and thus the rationale behind intervening in the
first place. In its Swedish form and implementation, the Identity Project does not
support a link between adolescents’ ethnic-racial identity development and positive
attitudes toward either outgroups or cultural diversity. Thus, while these links have
previously been examined as a presumed beneficial effect of the intervention
(Umafia-Taylor, Kornienko et al., 2018) and supported in a German evaluation
(Juang et al., 2020), such effects are not guaranteed. If anything, this thesis calls for
further examination into the relation between ethnic-racial identity and intergroup
attitudes. It is also likely that different processes and aspects of ethnic-racial identity
development (and our conceptualizations of them) are important when studying

these possible links.
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The Importance of Context

One of the main considerations in all three studies in this thesis is the importance
of contexts when it comes to understanding ethnicity and intervening in ethnic-
racial identity development. Study III placed the most emphasis on contextual
factors and showed that smaller contexts (microsystems) such as schools, social
media, or sports are indeed important when adolescents encounter the topic of
ethnicity. Experiences of racism and stereotype usage were common among the
adolescents, but so was the fact that these experiences vatried depending on the
context in which the adolescents encountered them. As experiences differed
between the contexts, one can also assume that contexts are also important for
adolescents when they explore the many different parts of their ethnic-racial

identities.
Ethnicity in Context

The adolescents who were part of the focus groups in Study III highlighted that it
is important to address topics such as ethnicity in schools; in fact, they were vocal
about the many beneficial effects of doing so. When talking about stereotypes in
the school context they also, for example, highlighted a need for awareness
regarding cultural diversity in education, as well as for diverse perspectives to be
emphasized more and in better ways. At the same time, they spoke about the
importance of also addressing ethnicity with afterthought and in different ways in
different situations. While schools were described as extra important contexts for
these topics, the positive aspects of exploring the narratives of others and sharing
parts of one’s own identity on social media were also a nice contextual feature that
the adolescents themselves valued. Something that was further illustrated by the
focus groups was that the context of social media can be an important platform for
marginalized youths and communities to share their lives and experiences, which in
turn has proven helpful when it comes to exploring identity, building cross-cultural
dialogue, and strengthening intergroup understandings (Carney, 2016). While there
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were indeed these positive sides of approaching ethnicity, there were also many
negative experiences surrounding it, both in schools and on social media. The
adolescents felt that while the anonymity provided in the context of social media
made it easier to approach the topic of ethnicity, it also encouraged individuals to
engage in hateful behaviors. They had also frequently encountered racism,
stereotype usage by teachers, people sending each other maliciously intended
symbols, and more; there were plenty of adverse experiences. Such experiences are
not only harmful; previous research indicates that they can strongly impact one’s
ethnic-racial identity exploration (Mims & Williams, 2020). As indicated by the
theme on sharing cultural narratives, social media platforms seem to provide
adolescents with spaces to explore their identities, perhaps also due to lived
experiences of things like racism or discrimination (Yip, 2018). One similar
example of such spaces is that adolescents have been known to form their identities
through online interactions about bullying; not only through integrating their
experiences into a sense of self but also by secking online support from peers
(Osvaldsson, 2011).

Perhaps one of the most interesting results from Study III is that the
context of sports stood out due to the lack of negative experiences within it. The
focus groups not only felt that sports were a place for everyone; they had not
experienced racism, stereotyping, or discrimination to the same extent there as in
the other contexts. While this does initially sound promising, it is also important to
consider that such preferences could be tied to the Swedish macrosystem, in which
color-blindness (ot color evasion, as one could probably call it in this case) has
historically been promoted. Still, as we do know that ethnic-racial backgrounds
tend to have an impact on the sporting experience (Van Sterkenburg et al., 2010),
one must not oversimplify the sports context as, for example, being free from
racism and discrimination. Further exploring these contextual experiences of how

ethnicity is addressed in sports could prove valuable in future research.
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In terms of schools, a microsystem context investigated in all three studies,
one of the cornerstones of the Swedish education system is promoting democratic
values, counteracting ethnicity-based discrimination, and promoting respect for and
understanding of cultural diversity among students (SFS 2008: 567; The Swedish
National Agency for Education, 2022). As the focus groups in Study III
experienced that this may not always be done in an optimal way in the school
context, one could argue that targeting ethnic-racial identity development through
interventions, as done in Studies I and 1I, or by incorporating such work into the
regular curricula, is a plausible way forward. In fact, Studies I, 11, and III all convey
a clear message: The importance of context must not be understated. The
adolescents’ experiences in Study III suggest that educational institutions play a
significant role in shaping perceptions of ethnicity, which then also likely impact
adolescents’ socioemotional development, such as their ethnic-racial identity
exploration (Yip et al, 2019). This is fundamentally what the Identity Project
intervention tries to harness, now in different contexts across the globe. The
potential for both positive and negative influences on social media is also an
important and possibly damaging aspect to consider, as we know that experiences
of racism are detrimental to adolescents’ well-being, regardless of whether they
occur in an online or offline context (Tao & Fisher, 2022). And while there are
indications that the sports setting may be a strong context for promoting equity,
the need for clear consequences there also suggests that racism is present
throughout society. Viewed in this collective light, all three studies highlight the
importance of finding efficient and safe ways for adolescents to approach ethnicity
in the context of Sweden, free from things such as stereotyping and racism.
Understanding ethnicity and ethnic-racial identity development in adolescents’ lives

means also understanding the contexts in which they occur.
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Context and Intervention

While discussed thus far mostly in relation to adolescents’ experiences involving
ethnicity, context is also important in terms of cultural adaptations of the Identity
Project intervention. Researchers in all European countries that have implemented
the intervention shared some of the same hardships involved with finding suitable
terminology for addressing the topics at hand, settling for different versions of
terms similar to ethnic-racial identity (e.g. ethnic identity, cultural identity, cultural
heritage identity). While the US intervention used, and approached the topic of,
race throughout the intervention, the word is considered somewhat taboo in
European settings (Juang et al, 2021) and is often misunderstood as a
pseudoscientific way to biologically divide humans. This does not make the impact
of race inappropriate for use in the European contexts, however, as adolescents are
treated differently on a daily basis due to racialization and stereotyping based on
things like the color of their skin or their country of birth. Different countries
approached this in different ways, with Sweden and Norway addressing the word
race with adolescents and explaining not only why it would not be used extensively
but also why it is important to consider the meaning and impact of race as a social
construct, both historically and today (Juang et al., 2022). Other countries chose to
remove mentions of the word, but still highlighted unequal treatment based on, for
example, physical attributes. Another example of the challenges involved with
context and taxonomy is that the original Identity Project curriculum does not use
the word racism at all, due to the probability of the word serving a divisive function
in the US context (A. Umana-Taylor, personal communication, May 12, 2021). If
anything, the changes made in the different countries highlight not only that the
sociohistorical contexts of different countries are important when culturally
adapting interventions, but also how vastly important it is that such adaptations be
empirically grounded (Ferrer-Wreder et al., 2012).

In terms of the results from Study III, they also indicate a sense of the

inherent difficulty involved in addressing topics like ethnicity in the school context
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in Sweden. While this is speculation, it is possible that this perceived difficulty of
talking about ethnicity in the Swedish context could also have an impact on certain
parts of the Identity Project intervention and adolescents’ ethnic-racial identity
development. If adolescents are somewhat used to exploring and discussing the
topic of ethnicity in negative ways in their schools, for example accompanied by
stereotype usage, microaggressions, or just general discomfort, it could be that the
positive effects on things like attitude change are limited or would require other
approaches. As such, it may be that some of the students in this study did not have
the readiness to approach some topics in the same way that perhaps adolescents in
other contexts do. This contextual factor may have impacted the intervention’s
efficacy in terms of attitude change. One way to examine such possible links could
have been to include vatiables for factors such as classroom diversity climates, as
was done in a German-Italian collaboration study (Schachner et al., 2024), or by
qualitatively looking more in-depth at adolescents’ prior experiences of ethnicity
discussions.

This thesis also offers some insights in terms of how adolescents may
choose to, or choose not to, explore their ethnic-racial identities in different
contexts and circumstances. One could argue that contextual factors function as
antecedents of development themselves, impacting how and whether adolescents
engage in different kinds of ethnic-racial identity processes. Schools emerged as a
context where ethnicity could be addressed through teacher facilitation, which, if
done well, could possibly enable ethnic-racial identity development for students
within the classrooms. Still, the adolescents in the study also highlichted negative
experiences regarding how ethnicity was addressed in the context, potentially
hindering ethnic-racial identity exploration and development. While we cannot
determine this based on the results of the studies in this thesis alone, it is also
possible that such negative experiences may actually instead prompt ethnic-racial
identity exploration in other contexts, where adolescents may feel more secure in

the process. If we consider contexts as possible antecedents in this manner, social
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media provided a more mixed context in which to explore ethnicity and one’s
ethnic-racial identity, also in positive ways. Sports presented another unique
context and potential antecedent, in which ethnicity as a topic (and likely any
exploration related to it) was to be seen as secondary. This kind of contextual
focus, as conceptualized in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory (1977),
could also be valuable to emphasize more strongly in interventions like the Identity
Project, and may help adolescents better understand how the systems that surround
them impact their identities.

The results of Studies 1 and II hold further relevance for contextual
knowledge that is worth considering. In fact, taken together, all three studies
provide knowledge on what adolescents themselves experience that they need
within the context of Sweden and how those needs can be effectively addressed. In
Study I, new information emerged regarding adolescents’ scores on the personality
trait extraversion and the meta-trait plasticity as important factors for ethnic-racial
identity development through intervention. With adolescents with high scores on
these traits and meta-traits likely approaching the exploration process differently
than their peers who have lower scores, this raises the question of how adolescents
interact within the Swedish context. One could argue that classroom contexts likely
differ between countries, and that this kind of contextual influence could also
impact the interventions’ results. Contexts in which adolescents have an easier time
socializing with one another may offset some of the lack of results seen, for
example, in adolescents low in extraversion. Similatly, a context or setting in which
adolescents (and teachers) perceive it as easier to approach the topic of ethnicity
may function as a moderator of positive ethnic-racial identity change. The Swedish
context could in fact be different enough to not prompt positive trajectories of
attitude change, such as in Germany, due to the mentioned perceived hardship of
approaching ethnicity-related topics within the Swedish context. Also of great
contextual importance is the fact that, while the post-intervention scores on

outgroup attitudes were not very different between the US, German, and Swedish
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samples (Juang et al., 2020; Umafa-Taylor, Kornienko et al., 2018), interestingly
enough the Swedish sample scored higher on attitudes at baseline group level than
adolescents in the two other countries did post-intervention. This could indicate
that different associations with ethnic-racial identity development, such as outgroup
and diversity attitudes, are not translatable between contexts. Instead, attitude
developments may follow different trajectories of change depending on the
surrounding context, in this case a national context. It could of course be that
Swedish adolescents are generally that much more tolerant in their attitudes than
other countries’ adolescents; but this is unlikely, as experiences of discrimination
and racism are also common among adolescents in Sweden (Barnombudsmannen,
2021; City of Gothenburg, 2023), something that Study 111 illustrated further.

As there was also a slight decline in attitudes among some adolescents in
the Swedish sample in Study 11, one could speculate that these adolescents perhaps
became more aware of the ethnic-racial identity processes and structural
inequalities surrounding them. Such awareness, or critical consciousness as it is
often called, could have prompted more critical reflections and perceived threat
from outgroups, which may also negatively impact outgroup attitudes (Spiegler et
al., 2022). It is also possible that adolescents may perceive themselves as more
tolerant in their attitudes than they truly are, and that actually exploring these topics
over the course of eight weeks led to more reasonable levels of attitudes than what
was reported at baseline. One last possible contextual factor of importance to
consider here is that the adolescents’ initial high scores on attitudes in Study II
could stem from social desirability biases that are perhaps more present in the
Swedish context than in other countries. While this complicates direct comparisons
in terms of attitude change, it is still a positive indication that Swedish adolescents
already report high outgroup and diversity attitudes. It also suggests that, despite
the lack of significant intervention effects on attitudes, many adolescents in the
Swedish sample may already hold inclusive perspectives, which in itself is beneficial

for intergroup relations.
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Theoretical Considerations

This thesis contributes to theoretical discussions on ethnic-racial identity
development, particularly its relationship with personality traits, outgroup and
diversity attitudes, and the contextual factors shaping these processes. In this sense,
Study II makes a case for how learning about both one’s own and others’ ethnic,
racial, and cultural backgrounds may not be directly linked to positive outgroup and
diversity attitudes. In some ways this also refutes one of the possible downstream
effects in Umafa-Taylor’s (2018) theory of change: FEthnic-racial identity
exploration and resolution could lead to cascading positive effects on outgroup
attitudes, something that was cross-sectionally supported in the German evaluation
(Juang et al., 2020). This null finding also holds relevance by aligning with the social
identity theory. In this theory, Tajfel and Turner (1979) theorize that learning and
reflecting more on one’s social groups help form and strengthen an ingroup
identity as a means to build positive value for the group and self-esteem for the
individual — but at the same time can also have a sort of distancing effect on
outgroup relations (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Study 1I could be understood from this
perspective: Exploring the relevance of an ingroup identity does not necessarily
mean that one simultaneously develops positive relations or attitudes toward
outgroups, at least not over a period of 26 weeks. As mentioned, previous research
also suggests that ethnic-racial identity exploration might in fact increase perceived
outgroup threat in the short term, especially among adolescents with low levels of
identity exploration (Spiegler et al., 2021).

What we do not know in terms of theory, and which preferably should
have more research diverted to it, is how different processes and content of ethnic-
racial identity impact the beneficial psychosocial effects associated with it, such as
attitudes. This is something that Study II only started to explore. The Identity
Project intervention prompted increases in ethnic-racial identity exploration and
resolution among the participating adolescents, which was evident in the analyses

of both Studies I and 1I, but there seems to have been little change in factors such
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as how central or salient the participants’ ethnic-racial identity was to them
(Abdullahi, Syed et al., 2024). These findings have theoretical implications in the
sense that they support ethnic-racial identity as a construct of many different, co-
existing, processes, and that these different processes may be more or less tied to
attitudes, for example. Looking at another theory presented in the introduction,
Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, and the fact that adolescence is
characterized by a conflict between identity and role confusion, developing a sense
of stability or clarity may also take time. One could argue that Erikson’s (1968)
notion of it being easier to understand others from a secure position would then
also require time, and that change in other-focused variables such as attitudes may
require more in-depth exploration and resolution before it can occur. Based on
these perspectives, one could thus argue that questions of identity, and specifically
ethnic-racial identity development, are relevant and engaging for modern-day
adolescents, but that such developments may not necessarily follow path-like
models. This is in line with, for example, a recent Italian study on the Identity
Project intervention, in which researchers found adolescents’ ethnic-racial identity
resolution to consist of several distinct trajectories of change (Ceccon et al., 2024).
Circular patterns may even be more representative models of change going
forward. Related to the above, another consideration, which is both theoretical and
methodological, is that there are different ways to conceptualize terms such as
ethnic-racial identity exploration, and that different measurement scales typically
measure different aspects of exploration. An example of this is the fact that some
scales focus on participating in events related to one’s ethnic background (e.g. the
EIS-B; Douglass & Umafia-Taylor, 2015) while others focus on introspectively
reflecting on one’s ethnic background (e.g. the MEIM; Phinney, 1992). As scores
on the items measuring these two different aspects of exploration (participation
and search) differed in the sample, which was seen in Study 11, this has implications
in the sense that future models should probably examine and clarify these variants

of ethnic-racial identity exploration more precisely.
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Another thing to consider in regard to understanding the three studies in
this thesis is the different levels of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory
(1977) and the impact of these levels on ethnic-racial identity development. Study
III explored three different microsystem contexts: schools, sports, and social
media. The adolescents perceived that all three contexts had distinct strengths and
weaknesses associated with them when it came to ethnicity being addressed.
However, of theoretical importance is how these contexts do not exist in isolation;
they are also part of the mesosystem, meaning they interact and influence one
another. For example, conversations about ethnicity in school may be shaped by
what adolescents see on social media, or by their experiences in sports.
Additionally, these contexts are also influenced by exosystem factors, forces
beyond adolescents’ direct control, such as media portrayals, policies, or political
discourse. An example of this could be the way ethnicity is framed on social media
by influencers, or how sports clubs choose to, or choose not to, represent diversity
in sports. These external influences shape adolescents’ experiences even if they do
not actively engage with them. Another example of how to understand the findings
from Study III through the ecological systems theory is how the experience of
ethnicity being addressed through stereotypes in the school context could be seen
as a macro- and chronosystemic impact: Inequal structures that exist within
societies keep these stereotypes alive. It has previously been suggested that the
impact of macrosystems on an adolescent’s microsystems can vary greatly between
adolescents (Vélez-Agosto et al,, 2017), but also that research that is overtly
focused on individuals’ microsystems can obscute how vastly important
macrosystemic forces are in shaping developmental processes. This means not only
that adolescents’ ethnicities are impactful within their different microsystems, but
also that their lives are directly impacted by the macrosystem view of their
ethnicities: a m(ai)cro systemic interaction (Rogers et al., 2021). While this creates a
complex relation between the proximal and distal ecological systems surrounding

the adolescent, macrosystemic effects are not to be understated. The experiences
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of, for example, racism voiced by the adolescents in Study III are indeed
manifestations of social inequalities that many adolescents commonly experience
within the Swedish macrosystem (Barnombudsmannen, 2021). All of the above
interactions between different systems that impact adolescent life also have
theoretical implications in the form of contexts not necessarily being important on
their own; there is an interaction between levels in the model that could be
considered more in future research than was done in the studies in this thesis.

Of further consideration is the way in which personality traits are
operationalized during studies on identity development, for example. The different
operationalizations of personality used in Study I (Big Five personality traits and
higher-order meta-traits) offered some insights regarding intervention
responsiveness. While the Big Five model provided more detailed information on
personality traits like extraversion and agreeableness, the meta-traits on the other
hand; plasticity and stability, captured broader tendencies. With individual traits
such as openness not being significantly associated with the intervention effect but
plasticity being so (plasticity is made up partly of scores on openness), it is
important to consider these different meta-levels of personality. In acknowledging
that a five-factor (McCrae & Costa, 1987) or even ten-factor personality model
(DeYoung et al.,, 2016) can provide detailed information, it is also important to
acknowledge that the shared variance behind these traits may hide significant,
higher-order associations (DeYoung, 2006). As demonstrated by the results of
Study 1, looking at personality traits and structures in multiple ways and at multiple
levels may help researchers better understand differences in responsiveness to
interventions.

One last theoretical consideration is how this thesis primarily builds on
developmental psychology frameworks and identity process models; however,
other theoretical perspectives could also have been used to understand the findings
of the respective studies. Cultural psychology, for example, emphasizes the relation

between individuals and their sociocultural environments and communities, and
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would likely have put more emphasis on adolescents’ behaviors being deeply
embedded in cultural practices and norms (Markus & Kitayama, 2010). A cultural
psychological approach could thus have leaned more heavily into how different
cultural expectations or expressions, such as traditions, shape ethnic-racial identity
development, and perhaps even attitudes toward outgroups and diversity. Similarly,
sociological research has long examined how structural inequalities, institutional
policies, and power influence identity development (Cerulo, 1997). Such
perspectives  could have been used more explicitly to understand how the
macrosystemic factors in Sweden, such as policies on multiculturalism, migration

flows, and segregation, influence adolescents’ identity development.
Methodological Considerations

One important methodological consideration that affects all three studies is how
the focus groups used in Study III, as well as a different set of focus groups with
pre-service teachers (Abdullahi, Berne et al, 2024), helped inform parts of the
intervention studies. This was done by having adolescents and pre-service teachers
provide feedback on parts of the Identity Project intervention, including whether
they believed these parts would work well in a Swedish school setting. While this
methodological choice is not part of the results of either Study I, 1I, or 111, the
feedback data was compiled and used in the adaptation process. This is thus a
mixed-methods approach; something referred to as an exploratory sequential
design, and a choice that proved valuable when the Swedish team adapted the
intervention. In intervention adaptations, this type of methodological approach can
be seen as using both etic perspectives (outside observers, e.g. the researcher) and
emic perspectives (an inside perspective, e.g. the lived experiences of adolescents).
While this design choice was the plan from the research program’s conception, a
more in-depth adolescent involvement might have proven valuable in helping
gauge whether certain topics or terminology were considered problematic, or even

uncomfortable to address, among the adolescents themselves. One way to
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approach this could have been, for example, running focus groups or conducting
in-depth interviews or just shorter experience-oriented talks after sessions with a
small sample of adolescents who were taking part in the intervention.

Another methodological consideration, previously mentioned, is the
conceptual overlap between many of the constructs used in this thesis, such as
ethnicity, culture, and race. These constructs are complex and, as a result, often lack
universally agreed-upon definitions. While many fields struggle with
conceptualizations and suitable terminology for these social aspects of humanity
(Lewis et al., 2023), it is important to acknowledge that the measurements used to
capture phenomena such as ethnic-racial identity exploration or diversity attitudes
attempt to quantify complex social experiences through a limited set of items. This
does not mean that they ate inherently flawed, even when applied in contexts for
which they were not originally designed, such as Sweden. However, it highlights the
need for caution in interpretation, particularly when drawing conclusions about
larger societal trends based on these measures. For instance, while outgroup and
diversity attitude scores can provide information about adolescents’ perceptions,
they should not be interpreted as direct indicators of a society’s overall attitudes.
Another aspect of this matter of conceptualization is how the positive change in
ethnic-racial identity exploration and resolution that was found in the intervention
groups could indicate that participants acknowledged that they had actively taken
part in the intervention program and its various activities, but not necessarily that
they had reflected on their ethnic-racial identities to the same extent. This could
indicate that “hands-on,” practical ethnic-racial identity exploration may be easier
to promote than deeper, introspective explorations. However, both processes are
important for identity development (Syed et al., 2013), showing the importance of
incorporating multiple dependent variables to capture different types of change.
Issues with wording and conceptualizations were also noted in Study 111, in which
definitions of ethnicity were sometimes unclear to the participating adolescents.

Although ethnicity was thoroughly defined at the beginning of the focus group
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interviews, there was some observable ovetlap in the discussion between terms
such as nationality, ethnicity, culture, religion, and social race constructs.

Several other considerations are relevant for the methodology of the
Identity Project intervention, and thus also Studies I and II, some of which will
now be discussed. While the experiment and wait list control group design is robust
and sound, interventions are notoriously hard and resource-demanding to facilitate
(Thomas & Rothman, 2013). Ideally, the control group should also have received
an active control intervention, in which the adolescents worked on a project that
stimulated them in similar ways but did not have any effects on the measured
variables (Boot et al., 2013). When it comes to the facilitation itself, it is important
to note that delivering an eight-week curriculum in 22 classrooms was also
complicated by the fact that it was done dutring the COVID-19 pandemic when
infection rates were very high. Most high schools in Sweden remained open during
this time, in contrast to many other countries’ schools, which resorted to
homeschooling for this age group. Despite schools being open, the pandemic still
affected adolescents’ psychosocial health in many ways (Germani et al., 2020), but
the moderators were also affected, sometimes having to stay home to abide by
quarantine rules, follow social distancing rules, or cover for each other’s lessons. It
is also possible that the adolescents’ intergroup contact, previously linked to
increased outgroup attitudes (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005), was diminished during the
pandemic, which may have impacted the results in Study 1I. Similarly, in regard to
Study I, one could argue that the less extraverted adolescents in the classrooms may
have interacted socially to an even lesser extent than normal, due to factors such as
social distancing. This raises the issue of our not knowing whether the reason for
the lack of attitude effects was an actual lack of relation between the two constructs
or if this global, contextual pandemic event directly, or indirectly, impacted the
adolescents’ attitudes and interactions.

Another important aspect is the psychometric properties of the instruments

that were used and how well they captured the different concepts discussed above.
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With adolescents in Study II scoring high on both outgroup and diversity attitudes
at baseline, two possible issues that might have affected the results need to be
considered: ceiling effects and statistical regressions toward the mean. Ceiling
effects can occur when a significant proportion of data points in a dataset reach the
higher end of possible scores, limiting the ability to differentiate between
adolescents at the upper end of the scale and potentially obscuring meaningful
variations or differences in scotes, in this case attitudes (Cramer & Howitt, 2005).
Also, in any longitudinal sample in which scores on a variable are far from the scale
mean at one time point, scores at the following time point (in this case the
subsequent measurement) are statistically more likely to be closer to the scale mean
(Everitt & Skrondal, 2010). With the adolescents in the Swedish sample scoring
very high on baseline attitudes at group level, it is not unlikely that the small
negative downward trend for some of the measures is a statistical phenomenon
rather than a negative attitudinal effect. If this is the case, the measurements
themselves likely need to be thoroughly evaluated within the context and adapted
accordingly. Another specific measurement issue to consider from Study II is the
usage of the Other Group Orientation subscale of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity
Measure (MEIM-OGO; Phinney, 1992), as the reliability scores of the measure
were below adequate. Scores on a couple of the Big Five Inventory subscales also
revealed slightly lower than optimal reliability scores. The inclusion of cultural
diversity scales in Study II as well as the three ethnic-racial identity
operationalizations used in Study I were then likely good decisions, as they (1)
allowed for comparisons between scales, (2) revealed reliability issues for some
scales, and (3) showed significant differences in process outcomes. One example of
this comparability is that the reliability of measures on diversity attitudes in Study 11
were excellent, but the trends for both outgroup and diversity attitudes followed
similar patterns, regardless of outgroup attitudes showing lower reliability scores.
This strengthens the case for little to no relation between ethnic-racial identity

development and attitude development, at least in the sense that it is not plausible
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that the low reliability scores of one of the attitude measurements, MEIM-OGO
(Phinney, 1992), made all the attitude results unreliable.

Looking at other study variables, one methodological decision that needs
more consideration is the way that Studies I and II used two groupings based on
self-reported ethnic-racial backgrounds, or rather: migration background. The
rationale behind this was to capture broad shared experiences in ethnic-racial
identity development, while maintaining a sample size large enough for meaningful
statistical analyses. Given the relatively small proportion of certain ethnic groups in
the sample, collapsing these into a broader migration background category allowed
for comparisons that would have been difficult with more detailed groupings.
While the migration background variable likely led to a heterogeneous group
composition, with many ethnic and cultural expetiences grouped together (and thus
obscuring within-group variability), too many variables would have caused
statistical power issues. One possible way to approach this better would have been
to create slightly more concise divisions among the adolescents in the study, such
as how Jugert et al. (2013) did in a study on civic engagement among young people
in Germany. In their research, they divided participants into three distinct ethnic
groups: native Germans, ethnic German Diaspora, and Turkish migrants. Such a
categorization allowed for a more detailed understanding of adolescent behaviors,
and would likely still have meant reasonable statistical power in our studies as well.
Their results thus show the importance of carefully categorizing minority samples
when trying to understand between-group similarities and differences, which is a
limitation of Studies I and II. Similatly, using gender as a moderator in the analyses
in Studies 1 and II posed some methodological (and even ethical) issues. While
gender was included as a moderator in some models, the small number of
participants who identified as non-binary (7 = 6, or 1.2% of the sample) resulted in
insufficient statistical power to analyze them as a separate category. Therefore, in
any hypothesis testing in which gender was included as a moderator, these six

individuals were treated as missing for that specific analysis (while their data
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remained included in all other relevant analyses). Such decisions on groupings are
important indeed, as researchers can otherwise run the risk of excluding
participants from some analyses due to how a question regarding gender is
formulated in surveys.

In terms of Study III and methodological considerations, using qualitative
methods at this stage is probably of great importance, seeing how ethnic-racial
identity development and context research in Sweden is still very much a novel
research area. Qualitative and exploratory research in novel research areas often
holds much merit, and allows for a better understanding of adolescents’
perspectives and experiences. However, similar to how social desirability answers
could have impacted attitude scores in Study 1I, such reflections must also be made
in qualitative work. With the topic of ethnicity considered sensitive in the Swedish
context, and the moderators with their age as well as research and clinical
backgrounds being in a position of power, it is possible that the adolescents in the
focus groups of Study III were also more prone to express experiences they
considered correct, desired, or important from a researcher’s point of view. To
counteract this, the moderators and facilitators in all three studies emphasized that
there were no right or wrong answers and that the adolescents themselves were the
experts and the ones whose voices and journeys mattered, regardless of their
experiences. This type of reflexivity on how research is conducted is also relevant
for both Studies I and II in terms of facilitating an intervention in a school setting;
researchers need to consider how best to engage all participants in the topic at
hand, without alienating or demotivating some of them. Doing so means creating
an inclusive and flexible space, in which adolescents of all ethnic-racial
backgrounds feel comfortable sharing both positive and difficult experiences. This,
in turn, places a great deal of responsibility on the moderators and their ability to
navigate different settings and topics.

As mentioned previously, the design and methodology involving focus

groups in Study I1I were chosen to allow the adolescents themselves to voice their
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thoughts, experiences, and opinions concerning the topic at hand, while also
allowing for discussion and a multifaceted picture to arise (Hyde et al., 2005;
Greenwood et al., 2014). While often an issue involving how focus groups are
comprised rather than the methodology itself (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014), one of
the criticisms of the method involves how members of focus groups simply may
not express their personal or honest opinions about the topic due to the social
nature and composition of groups (Krueger, 2014). Participants in more
heterogeneous focus groups, such as in Study 111, are sometimes described as better
at finding and emphasizing similarities in experiences, irrespective of their ethnic
backgrounds (Morgan, 1998). As such, it is likely that the results of Study III
emphasize more general or similar experiences among adolescents while possibly
missing more, or in-depth, understandings among for instance certain ethnic
groups. This potential phenomenon of participants not fully sharing could also
have occurred in classtooms during the intervention, potentially impacting Studies 1
and II.

Furthermore, even though a semantically and data-driven thematic analysis
was employed in Study III, no qualitative study is truly without interpretation and
researcher biases; thus, some form of researcher reflexivity is necessitated (Braun &
Clarke, 2022). All authors of Study III are trained, licensed psychologists and
researchers with experience working with psychosocial health among children and
adolescents. And while these are strengths, this may also have led to codes and
themes being overly focused on ethnicity as a topic of importance and having
possible beneficiary psychosocial health effects if addressed well. Frequent
discussions on thematization and an openness toward the data were strived for in
order to combat such biases. It is also possible that the moderators in Study 111 or
the facilitators in Studies 1 and II influenced the experiences expressed and
explored by the adolescents, as their own ethnic backgrounds may have shaped
how comfortable the patticipants felt sharing their perspectives. Factors such as

minority taxation (the burden of spending time and energy on representing and
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advocating for one’s community; Padilla, 1994) and other phenomena stemming
from social and systemic inequalities might have impacted the extent to which the
adolescents shared their stories in Study III, or chose to actively participate in the
intervention during Studies I and II. While facilitator diversity was assured in the
intervention studies, in hindsight it would have also been advisable to have
moderators representing both minority and majority ethnic-racial backgrounds in
all of the focus groups.

Lastly, as we live in a time when technology is moving faster than protocol,
it seems fitting to make a statement on open science principles and the use of Al in
the research associated with this thesis. While Al has been selectively used for spell
checks and minor language assistance, no generative Al has been used to design,
conduct, analyze, interpret, or present the research herein. All work in the kappa is
thus to be considered my own, while all work related to the respective studies are
to be considered the joint work of my co-authors and me. In fact, I have
consistently strived for open science and transparency as fundamental guiding
principles; two out of the three published articles were pre-registered, all three
articles are available as open access, “null” results were reported and published,
multiple instances of supplementary material have been uploaded to the Open

Science Framework, interview guides can be found as appendices, and so forth.
Ethical Considerations

Before considering some ethical aspects of this thesis and the studies therein, it is
important to note that all three studies were legally required to undergo ethical
approval (SFS 2003:460). This means that they all underwent extensive ethical
scrutiny and were vetted by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority due to their
containing sensitive information regarding participants’ ethnic heritage (SFS
2003:460, 3§). The research behind the studies was approved by the Swedish
Ethical Review Authority: for Studies I and 1I under book number 2021-04027, and
for Study III under book number 2020-06520. In order to safely and responsibly
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store and access the data gathered during these studies, a data management plan
was drafted together with the research coordinator of the Department of
Psychology, University of Gothenburg, and was then also sent to and examined by
the Swedish Ethical Review Authority. In short, the collected data was
confidentially handled and safely stored, and will continue to be for ten years, after
which it will be destroyed. Any data gathered is also only presented at group level
and with no possibility to identify separate individuals.

In line with Paragraph 16§ of the same law mentioned above, all
participating adolescents in Studies I, II, and I1I were both verbally informed and
given written information apprising them of the overall plan of the research
program, the purpose of the research, what methods were used, and the fact that
the research was voluntary and that they had the right to cease participation at any
time without giving a reason. Since the participants in Study I1I were under age 15,
the researchers contacted their parents to acquire consent, while informing both
the adolescents and their parents verbally and in writing. Importantly, a researcher
mistake during Study III led to a handful of parents not receiving written
information about their children’s participation and what it entailed. This mistake
was handled by a researcher contacting these parents via phone in order to propetly
inform them of the study, therefore deviating slightly from the procedures set out
in the ethical review form.

Another ethical consideration, this one regarding Studies I and 11, is that
the adolescents, although they were all over 15 years of age, only consented to take
part in the four different measurements of the intervention rather than the
intervention sessions themselves. As the eight intervention sessions were part of
their ordinary education and often occurred during an ordinary lesson, this could
have led to both participating and non-participating students feeling obliged to
participate, or missing other important lesson time that would have benefited them
on their educational journey. This also makes an ethical case for the importance of

thoroughly evaluating resource-heavy interventions such as the Identity Project
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before implementing them on a larger scale. As seen from Study I, making sure that
these interventions better target the less plastic or extraverted adolescents as well
would lessen the ethical burden in facilitating such big projects.

Another aspect to consider is the possible harm caused by exploring and
discussing topics such as ethnicity, cases of discrimination, and more. While the
potential preventive value associated with the intervention in Studies I and II and
the information gathered in Study III far outweigh any potential short-term
discomfort this could have caused the adolescents, it is an important thing to
consider. Prior research has indeed shown that structured and informed discussions
on ethnicity-related topics can be beneficial in educational settings, helping to
promote things such as critical reflection and intercultural competence (Banks,
2015). To help remedy any possible negative effects, all adolescents in the three
studies were informed about professional health personnel in their direct
surroundings whom they could contact, should they want or need to, following
their participation. To also prevent harm from coming to participants in the
intervention and the focus group studies, for example through peer-to-peer
harassment, the discussion climates of both the focus groups and classrooms were
actively addressed and handled by the moderators. This was done in many ways,
one of them being the drafting and enforcing of joint classroom rules, created in
order to ensure that the space remained a respectful and safe area for all
adolescents. In Study III, as the focus groups were conducted digitally, all
adolescents were also encouraged to find safe and quiet places where they could
talk freely and without risk of being overheard. However, it was not always the case
that the adolescents followed this guideline. With at least one participant, it was
possible to hear other adolescents talking in the background, and while this was
immediately addressed by the moderators by asking the participant to change
rooms, it was also not possible to fully ensure that the focus groups discussions

were not overheard by anyone else in the adolescents’ direct environments.
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Implications for Policy and Practice

The combined findings from this thesis offer information about how ethnicity is
addressed in adolescents’ lives, and how identity-related interventions can be
further developed. This information, then, has implications for educational policies,
intervention design, and possibly even broader efforts to promote inclusion. The
findings of Study 111 show that ethnicity is not considered equally important, safe,
or easy to address in all contexts. This has implications for all who attempt to
address ethnicity in adolescents’ lives. One takeaway is that adolescents’
appreciation of sharing ethnic and cultural narratives on social media suggests an
opportunity to incorporate similar forms of positive engagement in other settings,
such as schools. This could involve activities that allow students to explore and
express cultural backgrounds in ways that feel natural to them, aspects that are
actually part of the Identity Project intervention curriculum. Furthermore, the study
indicates a need for adolescent participation regarding when, where, and in what
way ethnicity should be addressed. If teachers find it challenging to approach the
topic of ethnicity, one practical way forward could be to turn to the adolescents
themselves and ask what can be problematic in the way ethnicity is addressed, or
what could be extra engaging or important to address. Such adolescent
involvement might alleviate some of the perceived hardships involved with
addressing ethnicity (Barrett, 2018) and even challenge biases among those working
with adolescents. Another key implication from Study III is the need for
institutions that influence adolescents’ lives; such as schools, sports organizations,
and online platforms, to proactively address everyday racism. By taking a proactive
stance in combating the more obscured kinds of racism brought up by the focus
groups, such as ethnic harassment masked as jokes, stereotype usage, or
microaggressions, many contexts could, guided by research, help create more
positive settings for adolescents. Similarly, the way the sports context was described
as a safe haven and an equalizer for adolescents of various backgrounds could be

further examined and may be transferable to other contexts.
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Another implication, this time from Studies I and II, is that the process of
implementing an intervention is resource- and time-consuming, but can also raise
questions about how to best address (or not address at all) what may be considered
taboo or hard-to-navigate topics (Juang et al., 2021). As evidenced by the varying
terminologies and approaches used in different countries implementing the Identity
Project, it is important to not avoid important topics due to their possibly being
considered “sensitive.” A clear example of this is the fact that many adolescents
face racism related to assumptions based on, for example, their skin color
(Barnombudsmannen, 2021). Avoiding these discussions thus also risks
overlooking experiences that hold importance for adolescents’ lives and health, as
well as their identity journeys (Juang et al., 2023). The adolescents who participated
in Study III shone a light on this, sometimes saying that “topics like ethnicity ate
indeed seen as sensitive in Sweden, but not for me” (indicating that it may instead
be adults who find such topics sensitive). Once again, a way forward for this
research field overall could be a structured program such as the Identity Project,
but also studies designed as joint endeavors with adolescents as co-researchers,
regardless of whether it involves focus groups as in Study 111, interventions as in
Studies I and 1II, or more conceptual work. Such participatory research is
demanding and resource-consuming, but has benefits that could potentially offset
these challenges (Smith et al., 2002). It could also further our understanding of how
best to address ethnicity in different contexts or to intervene in ethnic-racial
identity development in different contexts of adolescent life, or even help us create
new interventions going forward.

The results of Studies I and II also have some practical implications for
future work, via either the Identity Project or similar interventions. As the main
intervention effect, ethnic-racial identity exploration (and resolution to an extent),
was replicated within the Swedish context, targeting these processes to promote
adolescent health is absolutely worth looking into more closely. Still, there are

things to consider before scaling up any such efforts, evidenced by the way
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personality traits impacted the responsiveness of the intervention as well as the lack
of relation between ethnic-racial identity and attitudes. As previously discussed, this
could hopefully lead to more examination of the underlying mechanisms of the
intervention, and whether it could be adapted to more effectively promote the
vastly important factor that is adolescents’ outgroup and diversity attitudes. Finally,
promoting ethnic-racial identity development and informed discussions about
ethnicity in adolescence is not just about intervention effectiveness, but also
shaping more understanding within Swedish society — about both oneself and one’s
peers. By seeing adolescents as active participants in this process, adults can
promote healthy spaces in which adolescents are both heard and validated on their

identity journeys.
Future Directions

The results presented in this thesis highlight a couple of avenues for future
research, particularly regarding intervention efficacy, the relation between ethnic-
racial identity and attitudes, as well as contextual sensitivity. One important area for
future research concerns the long-term effects of interventions like the Identity
Project. While the intervention’s main effects, examined in Abdullahi, Syed et al.
(2024) as well as Studies I and 1I, showed that the intervention led to increases in
ethnic-racial identity exploration among adolescents, it remains unclear whether
these effects persist over time. Follow-up studies could examine whether
adolescents who participate in the intervention continue exploring and resolving
their ethnic-racial identity beyond the intervention period, and whether the limited
change in variables such as ethnic-racial identity resolution persists. A related
question to consider going forward is also whether the ethnic-racial identity
exploration that was promoted through the intervention has any empirically
supportable, lasting effects on psychosocial health factors.

While already implied previously in the discussion, another area for future

research is the relation between ecthnic-racial identity and intergroup attitudes.
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Study II found no clear connection between ethnic-racial identity exploration
change and positive outgroup or diversity attitude change, challenging some of the
cross-sectionally or theoretically proposed intervention effects on this topic (Juang
et al., 2020; Umafa-Taylor et al., 2018). Some studies have suggested that ethnic-
racial identity exploration may actually increase perceived outgroup threat in certain
contexts (Spiegler et al., 2021), while other studies indicate that factors such as self-
esteem may influence whether identity exploration leads to approaching or creating
distance toward outgroups (Wantchekon et al, 2023). Given these conflicting
findings, future studies could investigate how both individual and contextual
factors shape or moderate the link between identity development and intergroup
attitudes.

The findings from Study Il also point to the need to understand more
about adolescents’ own perspectives regarding how ethnicity is addressed in
context. The study showed that ethnicity was addressed and perceived differently in
schools, social media, and sports, suggesting that researchers and educators need to
more actively consider how adolescents themselves experience these topics. More
qualitative research could also provide insight into how adolescents make sense of
ethnic-racial identities in the contexts of their everyday lives. This could be
expanded to include how other social factors, such as one’s ethnic-racial
backgrounds, regional contexts, social class, or even gender, interact with their
experiences and potentially their ethnic-racial identity development.

Finally, more work is needed on measurements and conceptualizations. As
discussed previously, while ethnic-racial identity exploration is often measured as a
broad construct, recent research as well as the studies in this thesis suggest that
there are likely many different types of identity exploration (Syed et al., 2013).
Similarly, questions remain concerning how to best measure both ethnic-racial
identity and attitudes, particularly among adolescents in societies like Sweden,
where baseline scores on attitudes were very high. Future research could evaluate

the reliability and validity of these measurements by looking more closely at scale
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invariances and factor structures among adolescent participants in Sweden; or even
create new instruments, bottom-up, using adolescents’ own words as a foundation.
By addressing the gaps discussed above, future research could hopefully improve

both the theoretical models and methods that are currently used.
Conclusion

This thesis aimed to deepen our understanding of adolescents’ experiences
involving ethnicity, as well as their ethnic-racial identity development and the
effectiveness of interventions designed to support it. Across three studies, the
research examined individual differences in intervention responsiveness (Study I),
the relation between identity development and outgroup attitudes (Study 1I), and
the role of context in shaping adolescents’ experiences of ethnicity (Study I1II).
These studies point to a number of things, including how individual personality
traits such as extraversion shape how adolescents benefit from identity
interventions, the fact that ethnic-racial identity development does not necessarily
translate into increased outgroup and diversity attitudes, and the fact that the role
of context is highly important in understanding how ethnicity is addressed and
understood in adolescents’ lives. Taken together, the three studies reveal that
ethnicity and ethnic-racial identity are relevant and important topics in adolescent
life in Sweden, and if researchers want to effectively intervene in the developmental
process of ethnic-racial identity, there are many factors to consider: individual,
intergroup, and contextual. Moving forward, research on ethnic-racial identity
interventions could thus benefit from considering individual personality variability
for intervention effectiveness, further exploring the relation between identity
development and attitudes, and using contextually sensitive approaches when

studying ethnicity in adolescence.
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