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Abstract
The purpose of the current study was to test a model of socialization among a sample of adult Korean adoptees. Based on the tenants of
homophily and social identity theory, it was hypothesized that participants’ early racial and ethnic socialization experiences would account for
their current intragroup friendships as adults, and that this relationship would be mediated by early intragroup contact and moderated by early
ethnic identity status. The two ethnic and racial socialization variables (i.e., ethnic heritage activities and racial in-exposure) significantly
accounted for participants’ relationships with other Korean adoptees and nonadopted Koreans, and the effects were partially explained by
early intragroup contact. Results of multigroup testing indicated the proposed socialization model was non-invariant across groups, such that
the effects of ethnic heritage activities on intragroup contact and the effect of racial in-exposure on friendships with Korean adoptees were
significantly different based on early ethnic identity status.
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In the United States, issues related to diversity and multiculturalism are becoming increasingly complex. Although
traditionally viewed as a between-group phenomenon, the concept of diversity also applies to unique and inter-
secting identity statuses and within-group variation. Greater appreciation of within, or intragroup differences may
be particularly helpful for expanding social views toward populations who are often overgeneralized as homogenous
in nature (Tajfel, 1981). For example, members of racial and ethnic minority groups can vary considerably in their
experiences with socialization and identity development. For individuals who differ from traditional expectations
associated with their group, their process with identity development can be even more complex and/or misunder-
stood.

This study focuses on the social-developmental significance of ethnic identity among a sample of adult Korean
adoptees (KADs), one of several subgroups within the Korean and larger Asian American community. In the
United States, the majority of KADs are considered transracial such that their phenotype is unmistakably different
from their adoptive parents, as most are adopted into White families (Baden, 2002; Lee, 2003). Given that differ-
ences are visible within multiracial networks (Herman, 2004), KADs face unique socialization experiences that
differ from the social trajectory of individuals raised in monoracial/ethnic families. The underlying tenants of social
and ethnic identity theories are difficult to fully apply to KADs’ and their experiences given the assumption that
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primary and early socialization takes place in the context of families with shared demographical characteristics,
namely race and ethnicity. Transracial KADs may face a unique set of encounters throughout their identity devel-
opment, given that interracial contact is a normative process in their adoptive families, whereas contact with other
Koreans or Asian Americans typically occurs outside of the home. At the same time, little is known about KADs’
experiences with intragroup socialization beyond the adoptive family context. Research suggests that in general,
people tend to gravitate toward others who are similar in values, beliefs, and lifestyles (Goldman, 1981; Matthews,
1995; McCandless & Hoyt, 1961). According to the principle of homophily (Hamm, 2000; McPherson, Smith-
Lovin, & Cook, 2001) and social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), spending time with similar others can re-
inforce a person’s sense of collective identity, which can strengthen their need for intragroup contact. In this study,
we focus on KADs, a subgroup of Asian Americans and their early racial and ethnic socialization experiences as
transracial adoptees. Considering that a person’s identity can clearly influence their behavior (Abrams, 1996;
Brewer, 1991; Tajfel, 1981) and relationships across the life-span (Wood & Pannen, 1996), we are interested in
whether KADs’ early ethnic identity status makes a difference in their intragroup socialization process despite
their unique encounters as transracial adoptees.

KADs, Ethnic Identity, and Influence of Cultural Socialization

As one of the first and largest cohorts of infants and children adopted by American families, KADs account for a
large proportion of the adult international and transracial adoption community. Beginning in 1953, Korea has sent
an estimated 100,000 to 300,000 infants and children to the United States for adoption (Freundlich & Lieberthal,
2000; National Association of Korean Americans, n.d.). In contrast to a more traditional immigrant experience,
most KADs are afforded the benefits of growing up in stable, middle-class, White families. As a result, KADs are
highly assimilated into American culture and share similar values and belief systems with that of their White peers
(Lee, 2003; Wickes & Slate, 1996). It is because of this assimilation, however, that KAD’s often face the transracial
adoption paradox where families and peers view them asWhite or simply American; yet as visible racial minorities
in the greater context of society, they are unable to pass as members of the racial majority (Lee, 2003).

Overall, studies have found that KADs vary in their self-ascribed ethnic identity status (Baden, 2002; Lee, 2003),
which can range from feeling secure (Simon & Altstein, 2000; Wickes & Slate, 1996) to feeling uncomfortable with
their ethnic appearance (Brooks & Barth, 1999; Meier, 1999; Westhues & Cohen, 1998). Over the past decade,
research on transracial adoption has examined socio-cultural factors that may account for this variation in ethnic
identity, by focusing on racial and cultural socialization within the adoptive family context (Lee, Grotevant, Hellerstedt,
Gunnar, & The Minnesota International Adoption Project Team, 2006). For transracial adoptees, in particular,
studies have defined cultural socialization as adoptive parents’ deliberate efforts to involve their children in activ-
ities such as culture camps, language classes, and attending ethnic churches and restaurants (Lee et al., 2006;
Scroggs & Heitfield, 2001). Although viewed as culturally generic and appropriated (McGinnis, Smith, Ryan, &
Howard, 2009; Samuels, 2009); there is some evidence to suggest that KADs, who are exposed to aspects of
their culture tend to report stronger ethnic identity as children (Lee & Quintana, 2005; Yoon, 2000) and as adults
(Mohanty, Keokse, & Sales, 2006).

Significance of Intragroup Socialization on Identity

Most research on socialization among KADs and other transracial adoptees has been within the adoptive family
context without addressing their out-group status as racial and ethnic minorities in the greater scope of society.
Specifically, few studies have addressed the influence of socialization factors beyond the direct impact of adoptive
parents’ efforts to expose their children to aspects of their culture. Of the limited number of studies on adult KADs,

Interpersona
2014, Vol. 8(1), 15–31
doi:10.5964/ijpr.v8i1.155

Intragroup Socialization for Adult Korean Adoptees: A Multigroup Analysis 16

http://www.psychopen.eu/


findings confirm that most are raised in White homogenous environments and have faced minimal opportunities
to interact with people of color (Feigelman, 2000; Langrehr, Yoon, Hacker, & Caudill, in press). Many adult KAD’s
have attributed their experiences with racial inexposure to the geographic residence of their adoptive families
(Shiao & Tuan, 2008). For people of socially marginalized status, opportunities to engage with similar others can
play a significant role in how they conceptualize their identity in relation to others (Clark & Ayers, 1992; Hogg &
Abrams, 1988; Howes &Wu, 1990). For example, compared to children frommonoracial/ethnic families, transracial
adoptees raised in primarily White communities have described more discomfort with their racial appearance
(Feigelman, 2000) and a limited desire to associate with their racial or ethnic group (Huh & Reid, 2000). In contrast
to most families of color where members share the same racial and ethnic background, KADs rely on non-familial
experiences for ethnic and racial socialization, often found in peer groups and neighborhood exposure (Herman,
2004; Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2004). For KADs with limited cultural exposure, it is likely that opportunities to engage
in intragroup socialization may help facilitate a greater understanding of themselves in relation to other Koreans,
Asian Americans, and people of color.

Intragroup Friendships

Despite their adoption intoWhite American families, KADs remain visible racial and ethnic minorities in the context
of American society. As a result, KADs face certain encounters similar to that of their ethnic minority peers; including
racial discrimination (Meier, 1999), identity confusion (Kim, Suyemoto, & Turner, 2010), and navigating multiple
identities (Lee, 2003). As youth of color, KADs may also prefer to spend time with Korean or other same-race
peers (Hamm, 2000; Tatum, 1999); a preference common for adolescents (Goto, 1997). Multiple studies suggest
that throughout the lifespan, people prefer to engage in relationships with others who share similar lifestyles,
backgrounds, and interests (Goldman, 1981; Matthews, 1995; McCandless &Hoyt, 1961). Also known as homophily,
this principle helps organize societal structures based on factors, such as age, sex, race/ethnicity, education, and
psychological characteristics (McPherson et al., 2001). For minority individuals, connecting with similar others
can become an adaptive experience (Adams, 1987; Hartup & Stevens, 1997; Hess, 1972; Hochschild, 1973) that
can mitigate stresses associated with marginalized identity status (Connidis & Davies, 1992; Phinney, Romero,
Nava, & Huang, 2001).

The principle of homphily and social identity theory can be used to explain the growing nature of the adult KAD
community over the last two decades. Based on their shared and unique experiences, adult KADs have connected
with another, forming worldwide organizations to provide advocacy and support for KADs and other transracial
and international adoptees (Hübinette, 2004; Lee & Miller, 2009). Such organized efforts have enabled KADs to
build and sustain a sense of community that provides social networking opportunities, considered essential for
people to achieve a deeper understanding and appreciation of their group membership (Clark & Ayers, 1992;
Hogg, Abrams, & Patel, 1987). Despite an increased sense of community, some adult KADs choose to connect
with one another whereas others do not. Based on the underpinnings of social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner,
1986), and the principle of homophily (McPherson et al., 2001), maintaining within-group preferences would typ-
ically be expected among racial and ethnic minority group members; however, it is unknown whether this concept
applies to KADs considering that the nature of their early socialization experiences take place within the context
of White American families. Overall, viewpoints coincide that a person’s social identity can clearly influence their
behavior (Abrams, 1996; Brewer, 1991; Tajfel, 1981; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and relationships across the life-span
(Hartup & Stevens, 1997; Wood & Pannen, 1996); therefore, it is important to examine the role of identity status
in this socialization process particularly among a sample of KADs given that intergroup contact (with adoptive
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family members) tends to be a normative process. It is likely that early contact with KADs and nonadopted Koreans
will be significant in explaining their process of socialization.

Purpose of the Current Study

The purpose of the current study is to test a model of socialization that examines the influence of KADs’ early
ethnic and racial socialization on their current adult intragroup friendships. Based on the principle of homophily
(Hamm, 2000; McPherson et al., 2001) and social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), we first propose that
KADs’ early racial and ethnic socialization experiences will account for their friendships with other KADs and
nonadopted Koreans as adults. Given that cultural socialization has been found to be important in the socioemo-
tional development for KADs (Lee & Quintana, 2005; Yoon 2000), we anticipate that they, in some way, have
been influenced by early engagement in ethnic heritage activities. We are also interested in the impact of early
racial in-exposure, given that KADs and other transracial adoptees have had varying degrees of contact with
people of color (Feigelman, 2000; Langrehr et al., in press). According to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner,
1986), minimal contact with in-group members (and on-going contact with out-group members) can also impact
the way that people view themselves in relation to similar others. Second, we focus on the mediating role of early
intragroup contact in explaining this relationship considering that spending time with similar others may have re-
inforced their desire to seek out intragroup relationships. We hypothesize that KADs’ early racial and ethnic so-
cialization experiences will account for their early intragroup contact, which will in turn, explain their current
friendships with other KADs and nonadopted Koreans. And third, given that early group identification can make
a difference in the way that people conceptualize themselves in relation to similar others (Hogg & Abrams, 1988),
we propose that this model of socialization will function differently depending on participants’ early ethnic identity,
such that the model will be non-invariant across the two groups of participants who either identified as Korean
growing up or did not identify as Korean. These aspects of socialization may be particularly salient for populations
such as KADs, given that most have had limited racial and ethnic socialization experiences particularly within their
context of their adoptive families.

All three hypotheses will be tested using participant age as a covariate, given the increased attention to racial
and cultural socialization over the last two decades, and the creation of more resources specifically for transracially
adoptive families (see Lee, 2003). It should be noted that due to the exploratory nature of the study, there is no
specific hypothesis at the parameter level; however, invariance testing will be conducted to pinpoint the presence
of nonequivalent friendships (if identified) based on early ethnic identity status. Use of structural equation path
modeling will also allow for testing the significance of any indirect effects of racial in-exposure and ethnic heritage
socialization on participants’ current intragroup friendships through the hypothesized mediator of early intragroup
contact.

Method

Participants

The dataset for this study is based on a larger international study on adult KADs, which originally involved 451
participants from 11 countries. For the purpose of the current study, only participants raised in the United States
were included, which resulted in a total of 389 participants. Participant age was recorded according to three age
groups: 29 and under (n = 168, 43.19%), 30 to 39 (n = 127, 32.81%), and 40 and older (n = 104, 25.84%). Females
represented 82% of the sample and males represented only 18%. Nearly all participants identified the race of
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both of their adoptive parents as Euro-Caucasian (98%) and almost half indicated that they had at least one, non-
biological sibling also adopted from Korea (47%).

Recruitment

Recruitment and data collection procedures took place using electronic email and Internet software, Survey
Monkey. Initial recruitment began based on identifying and contacting nine organizations, eight of which were
specific to adult KADs and one international adoption agency. Six of the nine organizations were based in the
United States (four on the West coast, one on the East Coast, and one in the Midwest), whereas the remaining
three were international organizations with headquarters located on the West Coast of the United States or in
Seoul, South Korea. All nine organizations agreed to participate by emailing the survey link to members of their
listserv.

Measures and Procedures

The data collection instrument was originally constructed for use in the larger international study on adult KADs
that was focused on socialization, ethnic identity, and place attachment. Ethnic heritage activities and racial in-
exposure served as the two criterion variables to represent early racial and cultural socialization. Engagement in
early ethnic heritage activities was assessed by four items that asked participants to provide yes/no responses
about their involvement in the following Korean-heritage activities growing up: (a) culture camp, (b), language
classes, (c) Korean immersion school, and (d) other types of exposure (celebrating holidays, food, cultural items
in the home). Responses were coded dichotomously (0 = no and 1 = yes) and then tallied to provide the overall
cultural exposure score, which could range from 0 to 4. Racial in-exposure was based on demographic estimates
of the city where participants reported growing up. Specifically, percentages (0 to 100%) of White Americans were
taken from U.S. Census data and converted to units ranging from 0 to 10. The moderator variable, ethnic identity
was assessed by one dichotomous item that asked participants whether or not they identified or considered
themselves “Korean” growing up (0 = no and 1 = yes) To assess the mediating variable of early intragroup contact,
participants were asked to provide yes/no responses to four items that asked whether or not they had contact
with the following growing up: (a) KADs, (b), non-adopted Koreans, (c) families with other KADs, and (d) siblings
adopted from Korea. Responses were coded dichotomously (0 = no and 1 = yes) and tallied to provide the overall
early intragroup contact score which could range from 0 to 4. The two outcome variables of current intragroup
friendship was assessed based on two items that asked participants how often they personally interact with a)
other adult KADs and b) non-adopted Koreans on a 3-point scale (1 = never to 3 = a lot).

AMOS software using structural equation modeling was used to test the first two hypotheses: a) a path model to
determine that when controlling for participant age, whether the two early socialization variables accounted for
participants’ adult intragroup friendships and b) a mediation model to determine whether early intragroup contact
mediated this relationship. Models were evaluated using several goodness-of-fit measures that included the
Comparative fit index (CFI; considered best if .95 and greater; good at .90 and greater), standardized root-mean-
square residual (SRMR; best if .08 or less; see Bentler, 1990; Hu & Bentler, 1999), the root-mean-error of approx-
imation (RMSEA; best if .06 or less, good if .08 or less, and acceptable if .10 or less). The significance levels of
the mediation effects were assessed along with the indirect effects of the two early ethnic and racial socialization
variables. To address the third hypothesis, invariance testing was used to assess whether the model functioned
similarly depending on ethnic identity status. If the overall model is found non-invariant, post-hoc invariance testing
will be used to determine the parameters that are significantly different based on ethnic identity status.
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Results

Preliminary Analysis

Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, and zero-order correlations among study variables across the
two identity groups. A total of 189 participants identified as Korean growing up (Identifiers) and 200 participants
did not identify as Korean growing up (Non-identifiers). With the exception of participant age, all study variables
were significantly related and in the same direction for both participant groups. The negative relationships between
participant age and ethnic heritage activities as well as age and KAD friendships were significant for participants
who identified as Korean whereas these relationships were not significant for non-identifiers. Relationships between
age and friendships with nonadopted Koreans were not significant for both identity groups.

Table 1

Zero-Order Correlations, Means, and Standard Deviations of Study Variables

M (SD)5.4.3.2.1.Measure

Identifiers (n = 189)
1. Age

2.24 (.46)2. Ethnic heritage activities .22**-
8.17 (.68)---3. Racial in-exposure .24*-.16*
2.27 (.47)4. Early intragroup contact .29***-.36**.33**-
2.23 (.59)5. KAD friendships .29**.29***-.38**.29**-
2.12 (.55)6. Nonadopted Korean friendships .22**.30**.26***-.35**.13-

Non-Identifiers (n = 200)
1. Age

1.96 (.49)2. Ethnic heritage activities .11-
8.58 (.57)---3. Racial in-exposure .22**-.16*
1.91 (.43)4. Early intragroup contact .32***-.16*.17*-
1.97 (.57)5. KAD friendships .29***.30**-.19**.08-
1.90 (58)6. Nonadopted Korean friendships .16*.28***.31***-.25**.09-

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

In addition, independent t-tests and Cohen’s d were calculated to assess differences between the two groups
across the variables of interest and the strength of effect size. Results suggest that the two groups differed signi-
ficantly across all study variables and indicated the strength of these differences were moderate to large (Cohen,
1992). Specifically, identifiers reported engaging in significantly more ethnic heritage activities t(384) = -5.95, p <
.001. (Cohen’s d =.58), intragroup contact t(384) = -6.99, p < .001 (d = -.37), current KAD friendships t(384) = -
3.22, p < .001 (d = .44), and friendships with nonadopted Koreans t(384) = -2.91, p < .004 (d = .38). Non-identifiers
indicated significantly more racial in-exposure than identifiers t(384) = 6.99, p < .001 (d = -.65).

Path Analysis

Hypothesis 1 tested a basic path model that simultaneously examined the impact of early ethnic heritage activities
and racial in-exposure on participants’ current friendships with KADs and nonadopted Koreans when controlling
for participant age. Results of the omnibus Chi-square test suggested the model provided a sufficient fit for the
data (χ2(3) = 6.69, p < .08, CFI = .99, SRMR = .02, RMSEA = .05, 95% CI [.00, .11], and that both early socializ-
ation variables had a statistically significant impact on the two outcome variables, such that ethnic heritage activ-
ities positively and significantly influenced current friendships with nonadopted Koreans (b = .25, p < .001) and

Interpersona
2014, Vol. 8(1), 15–31
doi:10.5964/ijpr.v8i1.155

Intragroup Socialization for Adult Korean Adoptees: A Multigroup Analysis 20

http://www.psychopen.eu/


KADs (b = .29, p < .001); and racial in-exposure negatively and significantly influenced current friendships with
nonadopted Koreans (b = -.29, p < .001) and KADs (b = -.25, p < .001) (see Figure 1). These results support Hy-
pothesis 1, which enabled the next step of mediation.

Figure 1. Unstandardized estimates for the single group path model.

To address Hypothesis 2, early intragroup contact was added to the model to examine the mediation effect in the
relationship between the two early socialization variables (ethnic heritage activities and racial in-exposure) and
the two adult intragroup socialization variables (friendships with KADs and with nonadopted Koreans) when con-
trolling for age. Results suggest the mediation model provided a sufficient fit for the data χ2(3) = 2.28, p < .52,
CFI = 1.00, SRMR = .01, RMSEA = .00, CI [.00, .08]. At the parameter level, all paths were statistically significant
at the p < .01 level which provides preliminary evidence for the partial mediating effects of intragroup contact.

To test the significance of the partial mediation effects of intragroup contact in the relationship between ethnic
heritage activities and racial in-exposure on current friendships with KADs and nonadopted Koreans, random
sampling was used to create 1000 bootstrap samples with replacement. From the covariance matrices of the
1000 bootstrap samples, the product terms of path coefficients were used to obtain 1000 set of indirect effects.
Given that the distribution of product terms tend to be skewed for normally distributed variables (Mallinckrodt,
Abraham, Wei, & Russell, 2006), 95% bias-corrected confidence levels were created from the 1000 set of indirect
effects to ensure symmetry. To determine the significance of the indirect effects, confidence intervals were examined
for the exclusion of zero; indicative of a statistically significant indirect effect at the .05 level. As shown in Figure
2, the indirect effects of ethnic heritage activities on KAD friendships (.04, 95% CI [.01, .08]) and nonadopted
Koreans (.02, 95% CI [.01, .05]) were significant, as were the indirect effects of racial in-exposure on current
friendships with KADs (-.09, 95% CI [-.14, -.05]) and nonadopted Koreans (-.05, 95% CI [-.09, -.01]). Results
support Hypothesis 2 in that early intragroup contact partially mediated the effects of ethnic heritage activities and
racial in-exposure on participants’ current intragroup friendships.
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Figure 2. Standardized estimates of the mediated single group model.

Multigroup Path Analysis

Prior to testing Hypothesis 3, preliminary tests were conducted to determine the consistency of the basic model
structure by testing each group separately (Byrne, 2004). The results revealed acceptable fit statistics for both
identifiers and non-identifiers, indicating initial model consistency (see Table 2). To address Hypothesis 3, multigroup
path analysis was used to test whether the mediation model functioned similarly across both groups of participants
based on whether or not they identified as Korean growing up. First, a freely estimated baseline model was tested
which allowed all parameters to vary across the two groups. Goodness of fit statistics suggested the unconstrained
model provided a sufficient fit for the data χ2(6) = 8.27, p < .004, CFI = .99, SRMR = .04, RMSEA = .02, 95% CI
[.00, .07], which provided the baseline model for nested comparisons. Second, to determine whether the mediation
model was invariant across groups, equality constraints were placed on all model parameters and compared to
the baseline model. Results of the Chi-square difference test were statistically significant Δχ2(14) = 30.27, p <
.003, indicating the presence of non-invariance across the two groups. Specifically, the fully restricted model sig-
nificantly worsened model fit and fulfilled the overarching study hypothesis that the mediated socialization model
operated differently depending on whether participants identified as Korean.

Post-hoc Invariance Testing

Although there was no specific hypothesis at the parameter level, post-hoc invariance testing was used to identify
the non-invariant parameters across the two identity groups. As recommended by Byrne (2004), to identify non-
invariant parameters, equality constraints were first placed on the model variances and covariances and then
placed on the model regression paths. For both steps, the Chi-square difference test was used to identify any
significant changes in χ2 compared to the baseline model to determine whether the constrained set of parameters
were truly non-invariant. Results of the Chi-square different test indicated that constraining the model’s variances
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and covariances as equal did not result in a significant degree of change from the baseline model Δχ2(5) = 10.20
p < .08; however, imposing equality constraints on the model’s regression paths, significantly worsened model fit
Δχ2(9) = 20.07, p < .03 revealing the presence of non-invariant pathways.

To identify the non-invariant pathways across the two groups, fit statistics were calculated for nine separate
models. For each model, equality constraints were placed on each individual parameter and changes in Chi-square
were assessed for worsening of model fit (see Table 2). From this series of testing, Chi-square difference tests
revealed two non-invariant pathways across the two identity groups: the path from ethnic heritage activities to
early intragroup contact Δχ2(2) = 7.80, p < .03 and from ethnic heritage activities to friendships with KADs (Δχ2(2)
= 7.73, p < .05). Ethnic heritage activities had a significantly stronger impact on early intragroup contact for iden-
tifiers (.22) compared to participants who did not identify as Korean (-.01); whereas the effect of ethnic heritage
activities on friendships with KADs was significantly stronger for participants identified as Korean (.34), compared
to identifiers (.15).

Table 2

Goodness-of-Fit Indices and Results of Invariance Testing

SRMRRMSEA [CI]CFIΔdfΔχ2dfχ2Model Description
.01 [.00, .05]3Identifiers .01.99.59
.05 [.02, .14]3Non-identifiers .03.98.644
.02 [.00, .07]6Unconstrained multi-group baseline model .04.99.278
.05 [.02, .07]1420Full constraints all parameters .07.94.27**30.5438
.04 [.00, .07]511Variances and covariances constrained as equal .04.98.2010.4718
.05 [.01, .07]915Paths constrained as equal .07.96.07*20.3228

Post-hoc Invariance Testing of Model Pathways

SRMRRMSEA [CI]CFIΔdfΔχ2dfχ2Model Description
.04 [.00, .07]171. Racial in-exposure → KADs .05.99.641.9815
.03 [.00, .07]282. Model 1 & ethnic heritage → intragroup contact .04.99.80*7.889
.04 [.00, .07]283. Model 1 & ethnic heritage → KADs .05.99.73*7.9815
.05 [.00, .08]284. Model 1 & racial in-exposure → nonadopted Koreans .05.98.074.0516
.03 [.00, .07]395. Model 4 & ethnic heritage → nonadopted Koreans .05.98.856.3212
.03 [.00, .06]4106. Model 5 & racial in-exposure → intragroup contact .05.99.956.2015
.03 [.00, .06]4117. Model 6 & intragroup contact → KADs .05.99.966.2015
.02 [.00, .06]6128. Model 7 & intragroup contact → nonadopted Koreans .05.99.958.2017
.03 [.00, .06]7139. Model 8 & age → intragroup contact .05.98.1512.4020

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

To elucidate additional information about the mediational effects across identifiers (see Figure 3) and non-identi-
fiers (see Figure 4), the model pathways were further examined. Early intragroup contact partially mediated the
effects of racial in-exposure on current friendships with KADs and nonadopted Koreans for non-identifiers; and
partially mediated the effect on friendships with nonadopted Koreans for identifiers. In addition, intragroup contact
fully mediated the effect of racial in-exposure on participants’ KAD friendships for identifiers. For participants that
did not identify as Korean, ethnic heritage activities did not significantly impact their intragroup contact; whereas
intragroup contact partially mediated the relationship between ethnic heritage activities and friendships with KADs
and nonadopted Koreans. Results from the bootstrap analysis suggested that the indirect effects of early racial
in-exposure had a significant impact on identifiers’ friendships with KADs (-.08, CI 95% [-.15, -.03] and nonadopted
Koreans (.05, 95% CI [.03, .15]). For non-identifiers, the indirect effects of racial in-exposure on current KAD

Interpersona
2014, Vol. 8(1), 15–31
doi:10.5964/ijpr.v8i1.155

Langrehr & Napier 23

http://www.psychopen.eu/


friendships were also statistically significant (-.07, 95% CI [-.14, -.02]) as were the indirect effects on friendships
with nonadopted Koreans (-.06, 95% CI [-.15, -.01]). The indirect effects of ethnic heritage activities, however,
were only statistically significant on identifiers’ current KAD friendships (.07, 95% CI [.03, .15]).

In addition, the total effects of ethnic heritage activities, early intragroup contact, and racial in-exposure were ex-
amined across the two groups. For identifiers, the three early socialization variables accounted for a total of 57%
of the variance in current friendships with non-adopted Koreans and 59% of the variance in KAD friendships. For
non-identifiers, the three early socialization variables accounted for 64% of the variance in current friendships
with nonadopted Koreans and 56% of the variance in current KAD friendships. For both groups, the total effects
of racial in-exposure were large (identifiers = 69%; non-identifiers = 80%); whereas the total effects of ethnic
heritage activities were stronger for identifiers (70%) compared to participants that did not identify as Korean
(38%). Intragroup contact appeared to have similar overall effects for participants that identified as Korean (36%)
versus participants that did not identify as Korean (34%).

Figure 3. Standardized estimates of the mediated multi-group path model for identifiers (participants who identified as Korean).
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Figure 4. Standardized estimates of the mediated multi-group path model for non-identifiers (participants who did not identify
as Korean).

Discussion

This study examined whether exposure to early ethnic heritage activities and residence in racially un-integrated
areas accounted for a sample of adult KADs self-reported friendships with other KADs and nonadopted Koreans.
Based on the principle of homophily that suggests people tend to gravitate toward similar others (McPherson et
al., 2001), intragroup contact was included as a mediator variable to elucidate the explanatory role in this relation-
ship. Usingmultigroup analysis, it was also hypothesized that this relationship would differ depending on participants’
early ethnic identity status, such that the model would function differently across the two identity groups. Given
the exploratory nature of this study, there was no specific hypothesis at the parameter level and post-hoc invariance
testing was used to identify the presence of unequal parameters. This is one of the first studies to examine the
concepts of ethnic identity and intragroup socialization for KADs or other transracial adoptees within a greater
ecological context beyond the adoptive family. In addition to addressing the moderating role of ethnic identity, we
examined other indicators of socialization, such as personal relationships with other KADs and nonadopted
Koreans to examine ways that KADs might connect with members of their ethnic group.

Overall, it appears that when controlling for participant age, early involvement in ethnic heritage activities positively
accounted for more personal friendships with other KADs and nonadopted Koreans; while living in racially un-in-
tegrated areas negatively accounted for their ethnic friendships. In particular, participating in culture camps, language
lessons, and other ethnic heritage activities positively influenced participants’ current personal friendships with
Koreans, despite the significant and negative impact of growing up in racially un-integrated areas. When entered
as a mediator, intragroup contact partially explained this relationship such that ethnic heritage activities and racial
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in-exposure indirectly influenced participants’ current friendships with KADs and nonadopted Koreans. This suggests
that engaging in ethnic heritage activities and living in racially homogenous areas had a significant impact on
participants’ early contact with other Koreans which in turn, accounted for their current friendships with KADs and
nonadopted Koreans. These findings are consistent with the organizing principle of homophily which suggests
that similarity breeds connection and is based on geographic propinquity, relational contexts, and other organizing
systems (McPherson et al., 2001). At the same time, the direct impact of ethnic heritage activities and racial in-
exposure on both outcome variables remained significant even with the addition of intragroup contact, which could
indicate the presence of other explanatory variables and/or that living in racially un-integrated areas and early
ethnic socialization had a significant and long-term impact, above and beyond early interactions with Koreans.

At the multigroup level, however, results suggest that this was not the case for all sample participants, particularly
when accounting for early ethnic identity status. In particular, engaging in different levels of ethnic heritage activ-
ities appeared to have varying effects on participants’ early intragroup contact as well as longer-term intragroup
friendships. Results of invariance testing suggested that ethnic heritage activities had a larger impact on identifiers’
early intragroup contact compared to non-identifiers. Specifically, ethnic heritage activities accounted for 70% of
the variance in the model for participants that identified as Korean and only 38% for non-identifiers. These findings
are consistent with previous research on young KADs, which suggests that KADs with early exposure to aspects
of their culture, have also described strong feelings of connection to Korean culture (Lee & Quintana, 2005; Yoon,
2000). Compared to non-identifiers, identifiers engaged in more ethnic heritage activities (M = 2.24 vs. M = 1.96)
and had more contact with Koreans (M = 2.27 vs. M = 1.91). Based on the tenants of social identity theory, it is
possible that participants who identified as Korean had more motivation or desire to engage in ethnic heritage
activities, which enabled more opportunities to interact with members of their ethnic group which highlighted a
sense of social and collective identity. In addition, ethnic heritage activities had a greater long-term impact for
identifiers, such that they were more likely to be friends with KADs as adults. Compared to participants that did
not identify as Korean, identifiers may have placed more meaning on their involvement in ethnic heritage activities,
which carried over to their early and longer-term friendships. These results may speak to the significance of early
cultural socialization in forming initial patterns of homophily, as these opportunities provided the racial and ethnic
(intragroup) exposure that was absent in their day-to-day lives. Non-identifiers may have still participated in culture
camp or language classes; however, they may have been less motivated to develop connections with Koreans
considering that their ethnic identity was less salient or meaningful for them at that time.

In addition, early intragroup contact had different mediational effects for participants depending on identity status.
For participants who identified as Korean, their early experiences with intragroup contact fully explained the effect
of growing up in primarily White homogenous areas on their friendships with KADs; whereas intragroup contact
partially explained the effect of racial inexposure on friendships with KADs. For participants that did not identify
as Korean, it is possible that additional variables beyond early intragroup contact explains the reasons why living
in racially un-integrated areas would negatively impact the likelihood of participants developing personal friendships
with other KADs. All participants, regardless of early ethnic identity status, faced subsequent life events (related
or nonrelated to their ethnicity), that may have facilitated their desire to connect with similar others. For adoptees,
life experiences such as college, developing romantic friendships, and starting a family have been found to elicit
existential questions about their identity in relation to others (Grotevant, 2000).

Despite these differences, the proposed model was similar in several ways across the two identity groups. In
particular, ethnic heritage activities positively accounted for participants’ current friendships with nonadopted
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Koreans; and racial in-exposure had similar effects on participants’ early intragroup contact and current friendships
with nonadopted Koreans. Regardless of ethnic identity status, growing up in primarily White, homogenous areas
seemed to have the largest total effect on developing friendships with KADs and nonadopted Koreans particularly
through the process of early intragroup contact. Both identifiers and non-identifiers grew up in racially un-integrated
areas where Whites comprised the majority of the population (82% = identifiers and 86% = non-identifiers), which
is consistent with prior research (Thornton, Chatters, Taylor, & Allen, 1990). As visible minorities who must function
in a majority-based environment, KADs may have defined themselves through their friendships and interactions
in the broader society in which they lived (Phinney et al., 2001; Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2004). Despite their unique
experiences with racial and ethnic socialization growing up, KADs in the current study appeared to demonstrate
relational preferences consistent with the principle of homophily and social identity theory. Consistent with patterns
of homophily, KADs who grew up in racially un-integrated areas also had less contact with KADs and nonadopted
Koreans; however, exposure to ethnic heritage activities seemed to increase the likelihood for contact. Having a
greater sense of awareness as a visible minority, may have pushed KADs to seek out more cultural socialization
opportunities, which helped foster an immediate and long term connection with other Koreans.

Limitations

Findings from this study should be interpreted in the context of several limitations due to sampling bias, likelihood
for measurement error, and the cross-sectional nature of the research. Given the selectiveness of the study
sample, study results are only applicable to this sample of adult KADs and cannot be generalized to the greater
KAD or transracial adoptee population. Furthermore, recruiting participants from organized adult adoptee groups
increased the chance that participants were already affiliated with organized networks specifically for KADs.
Compared to KADs unassociated with adoptee organizations, KADs in this sample may have had more opportun-
ities to establish relationships with other KADs based on their involvement alone. It is possible that KADs who are
unaffiliated with organized adoptee groups have markedly different experiences with socialization, which may
account for their non-involvement.

In addition, based on the measures used, measurement error could have influenced study results. In particular,
measures used to assess ethnic identity and intragroup friendships were created for the purposes of this study
without evidence of psychometric support. Several items were assessed dichotomously and failed to account for
the varying degrees of involvement in ethnic heritage activities or ethnic identity status. Assessing ethnic identity
on a rating-scale may have provided nuanced information about the nature of the moderating effect in the relation-
ship between early socialization and adult intragroup friendships. And finally, as a cross-sectional study, causation
cannot be fully inferred from participants’ early socialization experiences on their early intragroup contact or their
adult friendships. Results were based on participants’ retrospective reports of their ethnic and racial socialization
experiences which may have been diminished or skewed based on various encounters throughout their lifetime.

In summary, the results of this study speak to the significance of cultural socialization and ecological factors that
can affect social identity development and help elucidate the principle of homophily among a unique ethnic subgroup.
Although KADs are part of the larger Korean and Asian American community, their unique experiences with intra-
group socialization are likely to fluctuate with age and exposure.
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