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3. Identity

Hispanics in the United States have several options when it comes to describing
their identity. They can use an ethnic label such as “Hispanic” or “Latino”; they
can use their family’s country of origin; or they can call themselves “American.”
The National Survey of Latinos finds that most have used all of these descriptors
at one time or another. But it also finds that their first choice by far is their

family’s country of origin.

This chapter explores the many ways Latino youths identify themselves, including
by race, ethnicity, and nationality. It also examines how they have been socialized
by their parents in ways that relate to their sense of identity. And it reports their
views about whether or not there is a common culture among Hispanics in the

U.S.

The Terms Hispanics Ever Use to Describe Themselves

When asked about the terms they ever
use to describe themselves, 94% of
Latinos ages 16 to 25 say they have
used their family’s country of origin,
87% say the terms “Hispanic” or
“Latino,” and 67% say “American.”
There are small differences in these
shares between younger respondents
and those who are ages 26 and older,
but the basic pattern is the same.

Not surprisingly, the use of the term
“American” is more prevalent among
native-born Latino youths than among
the foreign born. Virtually all (96%)
third-generation Latino youths and
nearly nine-in-ten (89%) second-
generation Latino youths say that they
have described themselves as
American. Among foreign-born Latino
youths, fewer than three-in-ten (29%)
say the same.

Table 3.1
How Latinos Describe Themselves
Question: People choose different terms to describe themselves. Please tell me
whether you have ever described yourself using any of the following terms. (%)
By Family's As
) ) ) As
Country of Hispanic .
L . American
Origin or Latino
All 92 84 61
Age
16to 25 94 87 67
26 and older 91 82 59
Generation (ages 16 to 25)
First 97 88 29
Second 92 88 89
Third and higher 90 82 96
Primary Language (ages 16 to 25)
Spanish dominant 99 89 28
Bilingual 96 90 66
English dominant 88 82 93
Motes: First generation refers to persons born outside the 50 states or the
District of Columbia, including those born in Puerto Rico. Second generation
refers to persons born in the U.S. with at least one first-generation parent. Third
and higher generations refers to persons born in the US. with both parents
born in the U.S.
Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos

To foreign born Latinos ages 16 to 25, citizenship is correlated with a stronger
U.S. identity; those who are U.S. citizens are more than twice as likely as those
who aren’t to describe themselves as American: 53% versus 19%. This pattern
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holds even once the number of years an immigrant has been in the United States
is taken into account.

Use of the term “American” also varies with patterns of language dominance.
More than nine-in-ten (93%) young Latinos who predominantly speak English say
they use the term to describe themselves. This share falls to two-thirds (66%)
among predominantly bilingual young Latinos and to less than three-in-ten (28%)
among young Latinos who predominantly speak Spanish.

Terms Latinos Use First to Describe Themselves

Asked which term they generally use first

Figure 3.1
to describe themselves, young Hispanics The First Term Latinongse to Describe Themselves
show a strong preference for their e et
family’s country of origin (52%) over
American (24%) or HiSpaniC or Latino m Country of origin M Hispanic or Latino American
(20%). There is virtually no difference on All Hispanics 52 22 21
this question between Hispanic youths Age
and Latinos ages 26 and older. 161095 )
As might be expected, the term young 26 and older 20
Latinos use first is strongly related to Generation, ages 16 to 25
their generation. More than seven-in-ten First
(72%) foreign-born young Latinos say Second
they describe themselves first by their Third and higher
country of origin. Yet significant Language, ages 16 to 25
minorities of native-born young Latinos Spanish dominant

also say they use their country of origin
first when describing their identity. A
plurality of second-generation (41%) and

Notes: First generation refers to persons born outside the 50 states or the

nearly One_third (32%) Of thlrd_ District of Columbia, including those born in Puerto Rico. Second generation

1 1 1 refers to persons born in the U.S, with at least one first-generation parent.
generatlon young Latinos Say th|S Third and higher generations refers to persons born in the U.5. with both

parents born in the US.

It is only among third-generation young Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos
Hispanics that the term “American”

becomes the first option. Within this group, half (50%) say they use American
first, while one-third (33%) of the second generation and virtually no (3%)
foreign-born young Hispanics say the same.

Bilingual

English dominant 32 17

These patterns in the first use of the terms “country of origin” and “American” are
also linked to language dominance patterns. Seven-in-ten (70%) Spanish-
dominant young Latinos say they use their country of origin first, compared with
six-in-ten (60%) bilingual young Latinos and nearly a third (32%) of English-
dominant young Latinos. A similar, but reversed, pattern holds regarding the use
of “American.” Nearly half (47%) of English-dominant young Latinos say they
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use “American” first, while just 16% of bilingual and 5% of Spanish-dominant
young Latinos say the same.

Hispanic or Latino? Many Don’t Care

Most Latinos (84%) say they have used the
terms “Hispanic” or “Latino” to describe ‘Hispanic' Versus 'Latino' Preference
themselves’ bUt they don,t appear to have a The terms "Hispanic"and "Latino” are both used to describe
strong attachment to either one. Asked which of iﬁ:ﬁ’;’:i’if;;fiif‘;‘:f:;;’;i:,f,’;’;’,:’;'f;"::;,:”f;:‘*;; Doyou
the two they prefer, half (51%) say they have no '
preference, one-in-three (35%) say they prefer No
“Hispanic” and one-in-seven (14%) say they preference
prefer “Latino.” The large “no preference”
response is not surprising in light of the fact that
only about one-in-five Latinos say that either
term is their first option when identifying
themselves.

Figure 3.2

Hispanic

“Hispanic” and “Latino” are terms used by the Latino
U.S. Census Bureau and other government _
. s . Notes: The "no preference” category includes the 2% of
agencies as well as by the medla, CIVIC groups, respondents who did not answer the question or replied "don't
|t | | d d h | - th t know.” Question was asked of Hispanics 16 and older.
pO Itcal leaders, ana sc 0 arsin I? coun ry' Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos
These terms are not as widely used in any of the

world’s Spanish-speaking countries.

“My dad and his whole side of the family...[are] diehard Cubans. My mom’s family is pretty
much...white Anglo Saxon...and my dad never taught me or my sister Spanish. So....we go to
family dinners...and it’s like you can’t even communicate with your family.”

19-year-old Hispanic male

“America, like the culture, it's so varied. So many different people from so many different
countries. But if you say you’'re Dominican, then you get into more like who we are...the food,
the music...”

25-year-old Hispanic female

“I'm Mexican...that’'s what | call myself all the time. Always has been and always will be.”
18-year-old Hispanic male
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Racial Identification

A large majority of young Latinos do
not see themselves fitting into the
categories of race used by the U.S.
Census Bureau. When asked “What
race do you consider yourself to be:
white, black or African-American,
Asian, or some other race?” more than
three-in-four (76%) young Latinos say
they are some other race (36%) or
volunteer that their race is Hispanic or
Latino (40%).® Fewer than one-in-five
(19%) say their race is either white
(16%) or black (3%).°

Young Hispanics see their racial
identity somewhat differently than do
older Hispanics. While only 16% of
young Hispanics say their race is white,
nearly twice as many (30%) Hispanics
ages 26 and older identify their race as
white. Yet even among these older
Hispanics, a majority say their race is
either Hispanic or Latino (36%) or
some other race (25%).

Figure 3.3

Racial Identification among Latinos
Question: What race do you consider yourself to be? White, black or Aftican-
American, Asian, or some other race? (%)

W White M Some other race
W Hispanic/Latino (volunteered) Black or other
All Hispanics 26 28

Age
16to 25 16

26 and older 30

Generation, ages 16 to 25

First 16

Second [P

Third and higher 22

|
puiry

Term first used to describe self, ages 16 to 25
Country of origin 16 37

Hispanic or Latino &

|‘

American 24 35

Motes: First generation refers to persons born outside the 50 states or the
District of Colurnbia, including those born in Puerto Rico. Second generation
refers to persons born in the .S, with at least one first-generation parent. Third
and higher generations refers to persons born in the U.S. with both parents
bominthe US.

Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos

Patterns of racial identification vary among Latino youths. More than four-in-ten
(44%) second-generation young Latinos identify their race as “some other race.”
This is higher than the share of first-generation young Latinos (29%) or third-
generation young Latinos (31%) who say the same. In contrast, 45% of foreign-
born young Latinos volunteer that their race is Hispanic or Latino, compared with
37% of second-generation and 38% of third-generation young Latinos. In all
cases, very few young Latinos identify their race as white or black.

8 “Hispanic” and “Latino” are terms meant to describe an ethnic group (i.e., one that shares a common culture, language and

heritage) rather than a racial group (i.e., one that shares certain distinctive physical and genetic characteristics). But as
this and other surveys attest, many Americans see their identities in ways that do not neatly conform to the classification

systems used by the Census Bureau and the media.

° This pattern of racial identification is similar to that reported in the 2002 National Survey of Latinos (Pew Hispanic

Center/Kaiser Family Foundation, 2002), but different from that reported in the 2000 U.S. Census, where nearly half
(48%) of all Hispanics identified their race as white (Tafoya, 2004).
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The Parental Socialization of Young Latinos

The way today’s young Latinos choose to

Figure 3.4
describe themselves is linked to a series of Parental Encouragement of Language Use,
identity and cultural signals they received by Age and Nativity

from their parents.

Young Latinos are more likely than older

Latinos to say their parents socialized them Al

more with a Hispanic focus than an spanish 47
American focus. Six-in-ten (60%) young Only

Latinos say their parents often encouraged Engish |
them to speak Spanish, compared with less Native Born

than half (47%) of older Latinos who say _

that. At the same time, just 22% of young spanish 40
Latinos say their parents often encouraged Er?g;'zh —~

them to speak only English, compared with
more than a third (34%) of older Latinos who
say the same.

These differences in parental encouragement
of language use persist even when
controlling for immigrant status. Young
native-born Latinos are more likely than

(% who say parents often encouraged speaking...)

| Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos

W Ages 16 to 25 Ages 26 and older

Foreign Born

Spanish
panis &9

Only
English 27

older native-born Latinos to have been encouraged often by their parents to speak
Spanish—51% versus 40%. Among the foreign born, more than eight-in-ten
(84%) young immigrant Latinos say their parents often encouraged them to speak
Spanish, while only about seven-in-ten (69%) older immigrant Latinos say the

Same.

The survey also finds that today’s older Latinos report being raised by their
parents with a stronger sense of pride in being American than today’s younger
Latinos report receiving from their parents. Nearly four-in-ten (39%) Latinos ages
26 and older say their parents talked often about their pride in being American;
fewer than three-in-ten (29%) young Latinos (ages 16 to 25) say the same.

“Growing up...I didn’t speak a lot of Spanish because my dad had...always told me... ‘Speak
English because | want you to do well in school,” and ... ‘I don’t want you to have an accent or
people judge you.”

20-year-old Hispanic female
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Parental Socialization and Generational

Differences Figure 3.5

Among young Latinos, differences in Pa;er:?;: E?;ﬂ%ir:t?z E; ng;gﬂi: >

parental socialization are evident by (% who say "Often”)

generation. Not surprisingly, the parents of Parents encouraged speaking...

foreign-born young Latinos are more likely m Spanish Only English

to often encourage them to speak Spanish

than are the parents of native-born young First

Latinos. More than eight-in-ten (84%)

immigrant youths say their parents Second

encouraged them to speak Spanish often. 18

Six-in-ten (60%) second-generation young Third and

Latinos and one-in-three (33%) third- higher 31

generation young Latinos say the same. Notes: Youths' refers o 16- to 25-year-olds. First generation refersto
persons born outside the 50 states or the District of Columbsia, including

While large shares of first- and second- | e et b Sronamemen e e

generation Latinos say their parents tg;_\:zliasfions. refers to persons born in the US, with both parents bom in

encouraged them often to speak Spanish, Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos

significantly smaller shares say their parents

encouraged them to speak only English. Just 21% of immigrant young Latinos
and 18% of second-generation young Latinos say their parents often encouraged
them to speak only English. Among third-generation young Latinos, more than
three-in-ten (31%) say the same.

As expected, young foreign-born Latinos are Figure 3.6
more likely than native-born young Latinos to Parental Expression of Pride
say their parents often emphasized pride in among Latino Youths, by Generation

(% who say "Often”)

their country of origin. More than half (51%)

o . . Parents di d pride in being...
of immigrant young Latinos say this, arents disctissedpridein being

compared with less than four-in-ten (39%) = From country of origin American

second-generation Latinos and 35% of third- it
. . Irs

generation Latinos who say the same. 2

In contrast, third-generation young Hispanics Second >

. . . 24
are more likely than first- or second-generation

young Hispanics to say their parents often Third and

talked about their pride in being American. higher | 49

Neal’ly half (49%) of thlrd-generatlon young Notes: "Youths" refers to 16- to 25-year-olds. First generation refers
- . . . to persons born outside the 50 states or the District of Columbia,

HISpanICS Say th|S, Compared Wlth Iess than including those born in Puerto Rico. Second generation refers to

one_quarter (24%) Of Second'generation and persons born in the U.S. with at least one first-generation parent.

. } } . . j Third and higher generations refers to persons born in the US, with
one-in-five (20%) immigrant young Hispanics | both parents bornin the Us.
WhO Say the same. Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos
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Parental Socialization and Identity

Young Latinos who say they first describe
themselves by their family’s country of
origin have had a different parental
socialization experience than young Latinos
who first describe themselves as American.
Unsurprisingly, three-quarters (75%) of
young Latinos who use their country of
origin first to describe themselves say their
parents often encouraged them to speak
Spanish. Among young Latinos who use
Hispanic or Latino as their first identifier,
less than six-in-ten (59%) say the same.
And among those who use American first,
just 37% say their parents often encouraged
them to speak Spanish.

Figure 3.7
Parental Encouragement of Language Use among

Latino Youths, by Term First Used to Describe Self
(% who say "Often")

Parents encouraged speaking...
W Spanish Only English

Term first used to describe self...

Country of
origin 19

Hispanic or
Latino 20

American

30

Mote: "Youths" refers to 16- to 25-year-olds.
Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos

Yet no matter which term young Latinos use first to describe themselves, fewer
say their parents encouraged them often to speak only English than say their
parents encouraged them to speak Spanish. This gap is smallest among young
Latinos who call themselves American first. Some 30% of this group says their
parents encouraged them to speak only English, while 37% say their parents often
encouraged them to speak Spanish. As for those who first identify by their
family’s country of origin or as Hispanic or Latino, only about one-in-five Latino
youths say their parents often encouraged them to speak only English.

Reasons for Coming to the United States

Asked why they and/or their families
immigrated to the United States, survey
respondents most often cited a desire to
create a better life for themselves or their
children. Among young immigrant
Hispanics, a significant share also say they
came here to help support family in their
home country.

Family Motivations

The survey asked native-born Hispanics
and foreign-born Hispanics who were
younger than 16 when they arrived in the
U.S. about their parents’ or family’s
motivation for coming to the U.S. Among
young Hispanics, almost half (47%) say

Figure 3.8
Why Immigrant Families Come to the U.S.
Question: What is the most important reason wity your parents or family first

came to the U.5.7 (asked arnong those who are U.S. born or came to the U5,
before the age of 16, %)

W Ages 16to 25 Ages 26 and older

To create a better life for you

S I
© S
~J

To create a better life for
themselves 42

To support family back in their
home country

To join other family already in
the U.S.

Some other reason

w.
o I8 X T
S

Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos
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their families came to “create a better life for you,” and 36% say their parents or
other family members came to “create a better life for themselves.” Among older
Hispanics, more than four-in-ten (42%) say their families came to the U.S. “to
create a better life for themselves” and 39% of older Hispanics say their families
came to “create a better life for you.”

Personal Motivations
Among immigrants 16 to 25 years old, a

slightly different mix of motivations is Why Immiggg:;é;ﬁe to the U.S.
cited. Nearly four-in-ten (39%) young Question: Why didyou come to the US.?
immigrants say they came to the U.S. to fasked ameong foreign born, %)
make a better life for themselves. This is WAges16t025 Ages 26 and older
followed by 29%_who say t_hey | mmigrated To create a better life for “
to make a better life for their children and yourself 29

25% who say they came to help support -

family in their home country. Tocreatea berter e foryour
Older immigrants, 26 and older, express a To support family back in your
similar set of motivations, but ranked home country 9

differently. More than half (52%) say they To join other iy already in [

came to the U.S. to make a better life for the UsS. p

their children. This is followed by 29%

who say they came to the U.S. to make a Some other reason F

better life for themselves and just 9% who 10

say they came to the U.S. to Support famlly Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos
in their home country.

“My mom didn’t get into details [of why they came to the U.S.], but we know why they did it.”
21-year-old Hispanic male
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Skepticism about a Shared Culture

For Latinos, the question of ethnic and
racial identity is complicated by the fact
that a large majority see more cultural
differences than commonalities among
Latinos who live in the Unites States.

Asked to choose between two statements
about Latinos—one asserting their shared
culture and the other asserting their
different cultures—young Latinos picked
the second statement by a ratio of nearly
two-to-one (64% versus 33%). There are
virtually no differences on this question by
age group or by immigrant generation
among young Latinos. Not surprisingly,
young Latinos most inclined to see a
shared culture among Latinos are those
who use the terms “Hispanic” or “Latino”
first when describing themselves.
However, even among this group, nearly
six-in-ten (58%) say they see more internal
differences than commonalities among
Hispanics in the U.S.

How Well Latinos Get Along

Figure 3.10

Views on a Shared Hispanic Culture
Question: What statement is closer to your views? (%)

Hispanicsin the U.S....

W Have many different cultures = Share a common culture

Al 4
Age
16 10 25 33
26 and older 34
Generation, ages 16 to 25
second 4
Third and higher 36

Term first used to describe self, ages 16 to 25

Country of origin 33

Hispanic or Latino 41

-]

= o
w il B

IHI

American 27

Motes: First generation refers to persons born outside the 50 states or the
District of Columbia, including those born in Puerto Rico. Second
generation refers to persons born in the U5, with at least one first-
generation parent. Third and higher generations refers to persons born in
the LL.5. with both parents born in the U5,

Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos

Nearly two-thirds of Hispanics in the U.S. are from the same country of origin—
Mexico—while the remaining third trace their roots to any of about two dozen
Spanish-speaking countries (Pew Hispanic Center, 2009). Given this diversity,

how well do Hispanics from different backgrounds get along with one another?

Overall, young Hispanics see more harmony than conflict; nearly two-thirds of
Hispanic youths (64%) say Latinos from different countries of origin get along
well, while a more than a third (35%) say they do not. Similar shares of adult

Hispanics say the same.
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However, there are some sharp variances Figure 3.11
on this question—especially by language How Well Do Latinos from Different Countries of
usage. Among young Latinos who Origin Get ’2!}0“9 Today?
predominantly speak Spanish, just 36% say
that Hispanics from different countries of mWell  #Notwell
origin get along well. In contrast, more All Latinos 34
than seven-in-ten of those who are Age
bilingual (73%) or predominantly speak 1610 25 35
i 0,
Er_ngllsh_ (71%) see.h.armony among 26 and older 5
Hispanic communities from different
. .. Generation, ages 16 to 25
countries of origin.
First 46
Young Latinos from families with more Second 29
generations in the U.S. are more likely than Third and higher 24
|mrr_1|grants to say that Hispanics are Language, ages 16 to 25
getting along well these days. More than ) )
. . Spanish dominant 62
seven-in-ten second-generation (70%) and
. . . . Bili |
third-generation (75%) young Hispanics Hngte %
say this, while just over half (52%) of English dominant 8
foreign-born young HISpanICS Say the | Notes: First generation refers to persons born outside the 50 states or the
District of Columbia, including those born in Puerto Rico. Second
same. generation refers to persons born in the U5, with at least one first-
generation parent. Third and higher generations refers to persons born in
the LL.5. with both parents born in the U5,
Source: Pew Hispanic Center, 2009 National Survey of Latinos

“My race is Dominican.”
21-year-old Hispanic male

“For me...the whole race dynamic is interesting...I look at my grandpa...[he] is black. | look at
my other grandpa, he’s really indigenous...hair, features...very very indigenous. Its this hybrid
blood.”

19-year-old Hispanic female

“I had a problem when, on applications they [ask]...White, African American, Asian, other.
There was no Hispanic...l always have a problem when there is no Hispanic or Latino or
anything...”

20-year-old Hispanic female
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