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Emerging adulthood, first outlined as a theory less than a decade ago [Arnett,
2000], has grown rapidly to become a distinct field within psychology, focusing on
development from the late teens through the twenties. Although emerging adult-
hood has been postulated as a normative life stage in industrialized societies, it has
been emphasized from the beginning that the features of emerging adulthood are
likely to vary substantially by country, culture, and social class [Arnett, 2000,
2006].

In this essay, our aim is to present some ideas about African American emerg-
ing adults, with a focus on identity issues. Our thesis is that identity issues are more
complicated and difficult for African American emerging adults than for emerging
adults in other American ethnic groups because they must overcome the negative
assumptions that others have about them as young Black people. We sketch this idea
briefly here, as a step toward a broader theory.

The Importance of Identity Issues

In the theory of emerging adulthood, it has been proposed that identity explora-
tions are one of the most important and distinctive features of this period [Arnett,
2000, 2004; Schwartz, Coté, & Arnett, 2005]. Identity formation was formerly be-
lieved to be central to development in adolescence, based on Erikson’s [1950] lifespan
theory. However, because of the social and demographic changes that have taken
place since Erikson first proposed his theory over half a century ago, such as longer
and more widespread postsecondary education and later ages of entering marriage
and parenthood, identity explorations now continue into the twenties for most peo-
plein industrialized societies. It is not until at least the late twenties that most people
make enduring choices in love and work, the two key areas of identity formation
specified by Erikson.

African American emerging adults face many of the same challenges of iden-
tity explorations as other emerging adults do. However, for African American
emerging adults, their identity explorations are complicated by the fact that these

KARG E R ©2008 S. Karger AG, Basel Jeffrey Jensen Arnett
0018-716X/08/0516-0291$24.50/0 Department of Psychology, Clark University

Fax +41 61 306 12 34 Worcester, MA 01602 (USA)

E-Mail karger@karger.ch  Accessible online at: Tel. +1 508 799 2834, Fax +1 508 793 7265

www.karger.com www.karger.com/hde E-Mail arnett@jeffreyarnett.com


http://dx.doi.org/10.1159%2F000170891

explorations are taking place within a society they perceive as possessing negative
assumptions about them [Way, Santos, Niwa, & Kim-Gervey, 2008]. According to
Erikson [1950], forming a stable identity takes place through assessing one’s abilities
and interests, reflecting on the persons one has admired in the course of earlier de-
velopment, and then trying to find a match between one’s desires and goals and the
opportunities offered by society. But what if the range of opportunities is restricted
due to racial prejudice? For African American emerging adults, the challenge is not
just to sort out their own assessments of who and what they wish to be but to reject
and overcome the negative stereotypes that others hold about them.

Emerging adulthood is the key period for confronting these issues, not only be-
cause this is when most people begin to move toward making enduring choices in
love and work, but because this is the period when most people move further beyond
the immediate social world of family, friends, and neighborhood and into the larger
society [Phinney, 2006]. For African American emerging adults, this often means
moving into an environment that is more ethnically diverse than the neighborhood
and school environments of their childhood and adolescence. Those who enter col-
lege or other postsecondary education or training are likely to find that their instruc-
tors and fellow students are less likely to be Black than was true in their high school.
When they enter employment after high school or postsecondary education, most of
their employers and many of their coworkers are likely to be non-Black. Although
many of them will have experienced prejudice and discrimination in the course of
childhood and adolescence [Way et al., 2008], the likelihood of such experiences
rises as the number and range of non-Blacks in their environment increases. Fur-
thermore, in emerging adulthood these experiences take place as they are confront-
ing identity issues and so they may be more deeply affected by them.

Evidence and Hypotheses

It is only recently that emerging adulthood has come to be recognized as a cru-
cial time for identity issues [Schwartz et al., 2005], so there is limited research on the
identity formation of African American emerging adults. However, we believe that
identity issues are especially acute for African American emerging adults due to the
injection of discrimination and prejudice, and that this may explain a range of puz-
zling findings regarding this population. Here we restrict ourselves to a brief men-
tion of three such findings.

(1) The racial crossover effect in substance use. It has long been recognized that
African American adolescents have substantially lower rates of substance use than
White adolescents do, yet substance use among African American adults is higher
than among Whites. The racial crossover effect takes place during emerging adult-
hood [Kandel, 1995]. Could it be that the sharp increase in substance use among Af-
rican Americans during emerging adulthood can be explained as self-medication in
response to confronting daunting identity challenges?

(2) The peak of male African American suicide rates during emerging adulthood.
There is a sharp disparity in age-related patterns of suicide between Black and White
males in American society [Rockett, Samora, & Coben, 2006]. For White males,
there is a rise in suicide rates with age, with a sharp increase in later adulthood (be-
yond age 65). In contrast, for Blacks the peak is during the late 20s and early 30s.
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(Rates are relatively low for females at all ages, especially for Black females.) Is the
peak in suicide rates for Black males at ages 25-34 a reflection of the formidable iden-
tity challenges they face in their 20s and the unresolved and intolerable identity con-
fusion that may result for some? Does the fact that this pattern takes place for Black
males but not females indicate that in some ways there are uniquely formidable chal-
lenges to forming a Black male identity [Majors & Billson, 1992]?

(3) The experience of stereotype threat. Stereotype threat has been proposed as
an explanation for the difficulties that some African American emerging adults have
in the college environment and the workplace. In this theory, African Americans’
awareness that non-Black society expects them to fail becomes a self-fulfilling proph-
ecy [Steele, 1995]. However, to our knowledge, no research has yet explored this
theory developmentally. Does stereotype threat peak in emerging adulthood, be-
cause this is when most African Americans enter a wider and more ethnically diverse
social environment with respect to education and/or work?

We offer these ideas for consideration and look forward to the commentaries.
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