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ABSTRACT
We examined the importance of parental culture maintenance behaviour,
bilingualism, ethnic identity, and national identity for the well-being of
adolescents in multicultural Indonesia. We tested a mediation model in
which the link between (perceived) parental culture maintenance
behaviour and well-being is mediated through speaking Bahasa at home
and national identity on the one hand and speaking the ethnic language
at home and ethnic identity on the other hand. Participants were 448
adolescents (261 females) from four Indonesian ethnic groups (Chinese
from Java, Chinese from North Sumatra, Batak, and Javanese), aged
between 12 and 19 years (Mage = 15.92 years). We found support that
parental culture maintenance was positively related to both ethnic and
national identity, was correlated to the usage of ethnic language at home,
but not correlated to usage of Bahasa Indonesia at home, language usage
was not associated with identity; there was no link between parental
culture maintenance behaviour and usage of languages at home with
well-being, but both national and ethnic identity were positively
associated with children’s well-being across groups. We conclude that
parental culture maintenance, ethnic identity, and national identity are
important for the well-being of adolescents, whereas speaking the
language is independent from well-being and ethnic identity.
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Developing a sense of identity is an important developmental task for adolescents (Smith et al. 1999).
Research has established that there are critical relationships between identity and self-esteem, as well
as self-esteem and various psychological outcomes such as feeling of control (Rosenberg 1985) and
well-being (Heim, Hunter, and Jones 2011). One identity component that is especially important for
adolescents in multicultural contexts is ethnic identity. While numerous studies focus on ethnic
identity (e.g. Rotheram and Phinney 1987; Smith et al. 1999; Phinney, Romero et al. 2001), there
is still a paucity of knowledge on how language, particularly bilingualism, may be involved in the
relation between ethnic identity and well-being in bilingual and multicultural context such as Indo-
nesia. A US study suggests that competence in the mainstream culture, including speaking the
language, may play a major role in the development of a bicultural identity (Benet-Martinez and
Haritatos 2005). Related to ethnic identity, language is an important signifier of belonging and a
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criterion for distinguishing between in-group and out-group (Vedder and Virta 2005). In the Indo-
nesian context, bilingualism is ubiquitous, has been maintained across generations, and is not chal-
lenged by national language assimilation policies like those in France and Germany (Yağmur and
van de Vijver 2012). There are indications that the salience of ethnic language in everyday life differs
across ethnic groups in Indonesia (Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003), but little is known about
how these differences are related to differences in well-being and identity.

Identity, language, and well-being

Identity and language tend to be closely linked (Le Page 1972; Phinney, Romero et al. 2001; Choi 2015).
In multicultural nations, language not only demarcates membership of an ethnic group but also signifies
bonds across ethnic lines and enhances a sense of ethnic and national identity, because language enables a
person to be ethnically rooted and yet to reach out communicatively at a national level (Das Gupta 1968).
National identity refers to one’s feelings of commitment and belonging to the country of residence or host
country (Phinney and Devich-Navarro 1997), and ethnic identity refers to ‘one’s sense of belonging to an
ethnic group and the part of one’s thinking, perceptions, feelings, and behaviour due to group member-
ship’ (Rotheram and Phinney 1987, 13). Language is a critical factor in setting boundaries of an in-group,
ranging from nation states to small local communities (Giles and Coupland 1991). While there are non-
linguistic boundaries, such as appearance and beliefs, language is often one of the most important mar-
kers of ethnic group membership. For instance, in the Indonesian context, ethnic Chinese living in North
Sumatra often maintain proficiency in Chinese, even though they also speak Bahasa Indonesia and their
lifestyle resembles the local majority in other aspects of everyday life (Gunawan 2007).

Many individuals in diverse societies engage with and are shaped by more than one culture (Mor-
ris, Chiu, and Liu 2015). The process of negotiating cultural influences can yield multiple identities
(e.g. Ferguson, Bornstein, and Pottinger 2012). Having strong multiple identities in a multicultural
context is associated with higher well-being (Ferguson, Bornstein, and Pottinger 2012; Ferguson and
Adams 2015). Numerous studies have addressed ethnic identity and its relevance for adolescent well-
being (e.g. Rotheram and Phinney 1987; Smith et al. 1999; Phinney, Romero et al. 2001; Dimitrova
et al. 2013, 2014). Previous research has also found that ethnic identity is positively associated with
bilingual language use in the family (Mouw and Xie 1999) and that both ethnic identity and bilin-
gualism relate positively to social well-being (Han 2010).

Well-being

Studies in Western countries have shown that life satisfaction, pleasant emotions, and unpleasant
emotions form distinct aspects of subjective well-being (Lucas, Diener, and Suh 1996; Diener
et al. 2010). Life satisfaction judgments involve a reflective analysis of a person’s life and reports
of experience comprise a person’s positive and negative momentary feeling over time (Diener
et al. 2010). Life satisfaction, pleasant emotions, and unpleasant emotions form distinct factors of
subjective well-being (Lucas, Diener, and Suh 1996). Both cognitive and affective aspects of subjec-
tive well-being were measured in this study.

Individuals who live in multicultural societies engage with and are shaped by more than one cul-
ture (Morris, Chiu, and Liu 2015). The process of negotiating cultural influences can yield multiple
identities (e.g. Ferguson, Bornstein, and Pottinger 2012), and having strong multiple identities in a
multicultural context is associated with higher well-being (Ferguson, Bornstein, and Pottinger 2012;
Ferguson and Adams 2015). Previous research has also found that both bicultural identity and bilin-
gualism relate positively to well-being (Hong et al. 2000; Han 2010), and that language fluency
among bilinguals relates positively to adjustment and negatively to acculturation stress among adults
(Chen, Benet-Martinez, and Bond 2008).

It has been found that among Latino youths, biculturalism was positively related to self-esteem,
ability to socialise in diverse settings, leadership abilities, peer competence, and well-being
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(Szapocznik, Kurtines, and Fernandez 1980; Birman 1998). However, in Indonesia there are very few
studies on biculturalism and how bilingualism relates to the well-being of adolescents. A study
among Javanese adolescents in East Java (Malang), for example, showed that better relationships
with parents are associated with more well-being among adolescents (Nayana 2013). It is also necess-
ary to note that socioeconomic status has been associated with subjective well-being (e.g. Diener et al.
2010). Hence, we need to take into consideration the level of education of parents, which may cor-
relate with the fulfilment of psychological needs of learning and using skills which, in turn, may cor-
relate with subjective well-being.

Although it has been shown that Indonesian parents play a role in their children’s well-being, it is
unclear whether bilingualism and ethnic identity are related to well-being among Indonesian ado-
lescents. This study will investigate the importance of bilingualism and ethnic identity for adoles-
cents’ well-being in Indonesia. It is expected that well-being is not only related to bilingualism
and identity, but also to parental culture maintenance behaviour (Umana-Taylor, Bhanot, and
Shin 2006; Downie et al. 2007).

Parental culture maintenance behaviour

A study in the US, UK, Australia, and Canada showed that the way how parents give cultural guide-
lines for their children correlated positively with well-being and internalisation of both host and eth-
nic culture among immigrants and sojourners, and that internalisation of both cultures was also
associated with well-being (Downie et al. 2007). A longitudinal study among young children with
an average age of 5 years and from Chinese immigrant families in the US showed that a supportive
family climate was positively related to ethnic language proficiency; parental cultural maintenance
values appeared influential, parental behavioural support of ethnic language showed more robust
prospective associations with children’s ethnic language development (Park et al. 2012). Another
study showed that ethnic language proficiency and the ability of immigrant parents and their chil-
dren to communicate in a common language were associated with a higher family relationship qual-
ity (Tseng and Fuligni 2000). The latter study also showed that immigrant adolescents whose
dominant language is different from the dominant language of their parents reported less cohesion
in their relationship and having fewer discussions with their mothers and fathers than did their peers
who have the same dominant language with their parents (Tseng and Fuligni 2000). Adolescents who
used the native language with their parents the most reported the highest levels of cohesion and the
most frequent discussions.

In a study by Phinney, Romero et al. (2001) in the US, parental maintenance behaviours had a
significant positive effect on ethnic language proficiency. Ethnic language proficiency was related
to ethnic identity among adolescents across Armenian, Vietnamese, and Mexican immigrant
groups in the US. However, correlations between ethnic identity and parental culture maintenance
behaviour and the mediational role of ethnic language on the link between parental culture main-
tenance behaviour and ethnic identity were not the same across groups (Phinney, Romero et al.
2001). Phinney, Romero et al.’s (2001) findings in the US show that among Armenians, parental
culture maintenance behaviour had a direct effect on ethnic identity, whereas the direct effect was
not found among Mexicans or Vietnamese. Significant correlations between all variables (parental
culture maintenance behaviour, ethnic language, ethnic identity, and in-group peer interaction)
were only found among Armenians, presumably because Armenian parents found it more impor-
tant to send their children to ethnic schools and to maintain their ethnic culture than the other
two groups, and because Armenian adolescents had more opportunity to speak their ethnic
language with their peers than the other two groups. In the Indonesian context, however, both
minority and majority native groups have the opportunity to speak their ethnic language with
family and friends, and all of the groups can learn the ethnic languages in schools although Chi-
nese immigrant descendants have less opportunity to use their ethnic language in daily life com-
pared to the native groups (Javanese and Batak). Hence, the results of the present study are
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expected to be similar to the Armenian adolescents in the study by Phinney, Horenczyk et al.’s
(2001), that parental culture maintenance behaviour has a direct effect on ethnic identity.

It has been shown that parental culture maintenance behaviour is associated with higher ethnic
language proficiency and ethnic identity (Phinney, Romero et al. 2001), ethnic identity correlates
positively with well-being (Rotheram and Phinney 1987; Smith et al. 1999; Phinney, Romero et al.
2001; Dimitrova et al. 2013, 2014), bilingualism relates positively to social well-being (Han 2010),
and parental behaviour is associated with well-being (Downie et al. 2007). Hence, we conclude
that parental maintenance behaviour can have both a direct effect on well-being and an indirect
effect through ethnic identity and language.

Indonesia as a multicultural and multilingual context

Previous research among US immigrants found that ethnic identity is linked to bilingual language
use in the family (Mouw and Xie 1999) and that bilingualism relates positively to social well-
being (Han 2010). However, to the best of our knowledge, the present study is the first to examine
how parents’ cultural maintenance behaviour, bilingualism at home, ethnic identity, and well-being
relate to one another in a multicultural context in Asia, thereby expanding the field away from its
limited focus on Western, so-called WEIRD countries (Western, Educated, Industrialised, Rich,
Democratic; Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan 2010). The present study focuses on four ethnic
groups in Indonesia to investigate how language and parental culture maintenance behaviour are
associated with ethnic identity and well-being in a multicultural context. In the following, findings
of previous studies and characteristics of Indonesia as a unique context to study bilingualism, ethnic
identity, and well-being are described.

With more than 300 ethnic languages and 633 ethnic groups, spread over more than 17,000
islands (Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003), Indonesia is highly multicultural due to historic
immigration–yet, there are few recent immigrants. Javanese make up the dominant and biggest eth-
nic group in Indonesia (around 40% of the population); most of the Indonesian population lives in
Java (around 60%), predominantly in Central and East Java where around 70% of the population is
Javanese (Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003).

The ethnic groups under study have been in the country for multiple generations. Bahasa Indo-
nesia is the official Indonesian national language that is used for communication between ethnic
groups, yet it is spoken as the first language by only 1.6% of the Indonesian population (Suryadinata,
Arifin, and Ananta 2003). When the language became the official language in 1928, its name was
changed from Malay to Bahasa Indonesia (in English often referred to as Indonesian). Whenever
we refer to the national language in the present study, we refer to Bahasa Indonesia. All ethnic groups
are highly proficient in Bahasa Indonesia. Hence, proficiency in Bahasa Indonesia is not a differen-
tiating factor between the ethnic groups. All ethnic groups also share a national identity, but every
ethnic group also has its own ethnic language and ethnic identity. Ethnic identity is also associated
with religion; for instance, Javanese is associated with Islam and Chinese with Christianity or Bud-
dhism (Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003; Gunawan 2007; Dawis 2009; Liem and Mead 2011).

In Indonesia, ethnic languages are dominant in private life (Batak in North Sumatra and Javanese
in Central Java), while Bahasa Indonesia is the lingua franca used in public places, such as work and
school (Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003; Ananta et al. 2013). Although almost all ethnic groups
speak their ethnic language, the groups differ in ethnic language proficiency and how salient their
ethnic language is in their everyday lives (Rafferty 1984; Gunawan 2007; Dawis 2009; Chiakrawati
2011; Liem and Mead 2011). As a consequence, the role of Bahasa Indonesia on the identity and
well-being of adolescents can be different between groups and depend on the domains of the
language usage (e.g. Arends-Tóth and van de Vijver 2004); little is known about how languages
play a role on identity and well-being in Indonesia.

North Sumatra is home to the Batak ethnic group (about 10% of the population; Suryadinata, Ari-
fin, and Ananta 2003). They interact extensively with the Javanese (32% of the population in North
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Sumatra) who have migrated to North Sumatra and Chinese (20% of the population in North Suma-
tra). As the Batak group is smaller, there is a linguistic pressure to speak Bahasa Indonesia more than
the Javanese who are dominant in Java (Rafferty 1984; Gunawan 2007). The Batak in North Sumatra
speak Bahasa Indonesia not only in public, but also in private, daily conversations when relating to
other ethnic groups, and speak Batak when interacting with their own ethnic group, which consti-
tutes 42% of the population in North Sumatra (Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003). North Suma-
tra has also the highest percentage of Chinese in Indonesia (most of them Christian or Buddhist),
especially in big cities such as Medan where 20% of the population is Chinese (while the average per-
centage of Chinese in the Indonesian population is around 1–2%; Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta
2003; Gunawan 2007). This unique context means there is less linguistic pressure and more oppor-
tunity to speak Chinese with family and friends than on other islands (Dawis 2009). Chinese ado-
lescents in Java do not speak Chinese at home as often as Chinese adolescents in North Sumatra
where parents maintain their customs more strongly and prefer intragroup marriages (Rafferty
1984; Dawis 2009; Chiakrawati 2011; Liem and Mead 2011). Chinese parents in Java typically
adopt the Javanese culture, and speak Bahasa Indonesia and Javanese more than their ethnic
language, likely due to the dominance of the Javanese majority and the long history of the Chinese
migration to Java (Rafferty 1984; Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003).

The Chinese language is only used among a very small group (1–2% in Java), and Chinese chil-
dren have only been officially allowed to acquire the Chinese language after the fall of Soeharto, who
reigned from 1967 till 1998 (Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003; Gunawan 2007). The prohibition
may have arguably led to language loss among the Chinese population in Indonesia. Respondents in
our study were born in or after 1998; so, they would have had, in principle, the opportunity to
acquire their ethnic language. Another reason which may explain the decrease of the language
usage among Chinese in Java is that there are more Chinese peranakan (upper class Chinese) in
Java compared to other islands in Indonesia (Oetomo 1988). These Chinese peranakan in Java
had shifted their private language (in intimate relationships) to the Malay language as a marker
of their higher social class compared to Chinese totok (lower class Chinese) during nineteenth-cen-
tury Dutch colonialism (Oetomo 1988). Chinese totok (lower class Chinese) can be found more in
North Sumatra than in Java (Oetomo 1988).

The present study

It has been shown that parental culture maintenance behaviour has direct and indirect effects on
well-being through ethnic identity and through language (Rotheram and Phinney 1987; Smith
et al. 1999; Phinney, Romero et al. 2001; Downie et al. 2007; Han 2010; Dimitrova et al. 2013,
2014). Therefore, we propose a mediation model in which the link between parental culture main-
tenance behaviour and well-being is mediated through speaking Bahasa at home and national iden-
tity on the one hand, and speaking the ethnic language and ethnic identity on the other hand (see
Figure 1). We set out to investigate the relations of parental culture maintenance behaviour with
national identity, ethnic identity, usage of Bahasa Indonesia at home, ethnic language usage at
home, and well-being in the multiethnic and multilingual context of Indonesia. Parental culture
maintenance behaviour relates to both national and ethnic identity, because of the unique context
of Indonesia where the Chinese groups are descendants of the immigrants (third or fourth gener-
ation on average) who speak Bahasa Indonesia as fluently as the other ethnic groups and identify
as Indonesians, not immigrants (Rafferty 1984; Suryadinata, Arifin, and Ananta 2003).

Given the regional and ethnic differences in Indonesia, it appears likely that the pattern of
languages spoken at home differs across ethnic groups. This assumption is in line with other studies
which document differences in language use and valuation of one immigrant group (Turkish) across
different contexts of residence (e.g. Australia, France, Germany, the Netherlands; see Yağmur and
van de Vijver 2012). Turks in France are discouraged to use their ethnic language but find it difficult
to become accepted by the mainstream group. This combination of language assimilation and
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exclusion is associated with less use of Turkish but also less identification with the mainstream group
compared to other countries. We suggest that Chinese in Java who were forced to assimilate to the
Javanese culture may be similar to the Turks in France, because they speak their ethnic language less
than Bahasa Indonesia and Javanese, and, being a visible minority, they are less accepted by the
mainstream group (Dawis 2009). Unlike Chinese in Medan, who tend to maintain Chinese culture
and language, and who discourage interethnic marriages, Chinese in Java have a long history (since
the fifteenth century) of adjusting to the local culture, local languages, and the Islamic religion, and
interethnic marriages are common (Rafferty 1984; Dawis 2009; Qurtuby 2009). Hence, similar to
Turks in France, Chinese in Java might speak Chinese less frequently, identify less with the main-
stream group and therefore score lower on national identity. We expect that both Chinese groups
will self-identify as Chinese, but that the Chinese in Java will speak Bahasa Indonesia more and Chi-
nese less than Chinese in North Sumatra.

The present study has two parts. The first part addresses a proposed model of the relationships
between parental culture maintenance behaviour, usage of the ethnic language and Bahasa, identity,
and well-being. The model we propose is a mediation model in which the link between parental culture
maintenance behaviour and well-being is mediated through speaking Bahasa at home and national
identity on the one hand and speaking the ethnic language and ethnic identity on the other hand
(see Figure 1). In the second part, we test two hypotheses about cultural group differences:

(1) Bahasa Indonesia is spoken more among Chinese in Java than among Chinese in North
Sumatra.

(2) The Chinese groups score higher on ethnic identity and lower on national identity than the Java-
nese and the Batak.

Method

Participants

Participants were 448 adolescents (261 female) between 12 and 19 years old (M = 15.92) with one of
their parents, 448 parents in total (see Table 1). One parent of each adolescent filled in the parental
cultural maintenance behaviour questionnaire. The adolescents came from four groups; two Chinese
groups (144 Chinese from Java and 84 Chinese from North Sumatra) as minority samples, Batak as
the non-dominant native group in North Sumatra (112 respondents), and Javanese as the dominant
native sample in Java (108 respondents). The composition of total males and females was

Ethnic 
Identity  

National 
Identity  

Well-Being 

Parental 
culture 

maintenance 
behavior

Bahasa 
Indonesia  

Ethnic 
language  

Figure 1. Conceptual models of the link between parental cultural maintenance, identity, and well-being.
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comparable overall, χ2(2) = 1.59, p = .45 (see Table 1). The median of the parental education level
was secondary school. There were no missing values in the observed variables, with the exception
of paternal and/or maternal education levels (1 Batak, 10 Javanese, 1 Chinese from North Sumatra,
and 5 Chinese from Java). Missing scores on father’s education and mother’s education were
replaced by using imputed values (MCAR test: χ2(2) = 2.18, p = .34).

Procedure

All questionnaires were translated from English into Bahasa Indonesia following a translation/back-
translation procedure (van de Vijver and Leung 1997). Consent of participants was collected through
the schools. Each participant filled in all questionnaires by paper and pencil in their schools or at
home. One of the parents of the respondents filled in the parental culture maintenance behaviour
questionnaire at home.

Measurements

Demographic characteristics
Participant’s age, gender, ethnic group membership, religion, and father’s and mother’s level of edu-
cation were reported. The parental level of education was coded into six scores: one for elementary
school, two for junior high school, three for high school, four for college, five for university, and six
for above (see Table 1).

Well-being
Cognitive well-being is measured with the Satisfaction with Life Scale (range of α values = .67–.80)
which consists of five items such as ‘If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing’
(SWLS; Diener et al. 1985). Response options ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). Emotional well-being is measured with the Positive and Negative Affective Schedule, which
consists of items such as ‘interested’, ‘nervous’, and ‘strong’ (PANAS; Watson, Clark, and Tellegen
1988). Response options ranged from 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely). One item of the
PANAS (‘cautious’) was dropped because the item did not work well (α was higher when the item

Table 1. Sample characteristics.

Javanese Batak Chinese in Java Chinese in Sumatra Total

N 108 112 144 84 448
Male (%) 29.63 49.11 41.67 47.62 41.74
Father’s education (%)
1 = elementary 19.44 4.46 0.69 8.33 7.59
2 = junior high 19.44 6.25 0.69 14.29 9.15
3 = high school 40.74 55.36 20.83 64.29 42.41
4 = college 0.93 5.36 7.64 0 4.02
5 = university 10.19 25.89 54.17 11.90 28.57
6 = above 0 1.79 12.50 0 4.46
No information 9.26 0.89 3.47 1.19 3.79

Mother’s education (%)
1 = elementary 25.93 6.25 1.39 5.95 9.38
2 = junior high 23.15 10.71 2.08 13.10 11.38
3 = high school 27.78 57.14 18.06 59.52 37.95
4 = college 2.78 6.25 10.42 7.14 6.92
5 = university 8.33 18.75 58.33 9.52 27.23
6 = above 0 0 4.86 0 1.56
No information 12.04 0.89 4.86 4.76 5.58

Paternal education (Mean) 2.62 3.49 4.49 2.95 3.53
Maternal education (Mean) 2.36 3.22 4.47 3.06 3.38
M Age 14.80 17.54 15.06 16.66 15.92
SD Age 1.41 1.14 2.03 1.79 2.00
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was deleted). After dropping this item, we have 9 positive items and 10 negative items (range of α
values = .60 –.83), and the score of negative items was reversed so that the overall score was positive.
The total score of well-being is the sum of the z-scores of SWLS and PANAS controlling for age and
parental level of education (r = .27, p < .01; see results).

Parental culture maintenance behaviour
Parental culture maintenance behaviour was measured with a scale adapted from Phinney, Romero
et al. (2001). It consists of six items that assess the extent to which parents maintain their ethnic cul-
ture by instilling ethnic pride, discussing ethnic history and the meaning of being Indonesian/Chi-
nese/Javanese/Batak, and encouraging their children to learn and practice their own traditions and
values of origin. One of the parents of each adolescent filled in the questionnaires. Typical items are
‘We teach our children about what it means to be Indonesian/Chinese’ and ‘We discuss Indonesian/
Chinese history with our child’. Response options ranged from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always)
(range of α across ethnic groups = .85–.90). We conducted exploratory factor analyses to examine the
equivalence of the scale. The scale was unifactorial; we computed the factor congruence across all
pairs of ethnic groups (van de Vijver and Leung 1997). Values of Tucker’s phi, a measure of congru-
ence, were above .99 across ethnic groups, which suggests factorial similarity).

National and ethnic identity
The scale to measure ethnic identity was a version of the Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measurement
(Phinney 1992). The scale consists of 81 items that relate to ethnic and religious group identification.
Participants were asked to indicate their agreement with statements such as ‘I consider myself Indo-
nesian’ and ‘I feel that being Indonesian/Chinese is valuable’. Response options ranged from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We divided the score into national identity scores (27
items, range of α values ethnic group = .88–.96, Tucker’s phi values > .95) and ethnic-religion iden-
tity scores (54 items, range of α values = .95–.96, Tucker’s phi values > .95).

Language usage at home

The questionnaire consists of 8 items covering four interactions between father, mother, and child in
speaking Bahasa Indonesia and ethnic language at home (Phinney, Romero et al. 2001; Han 2010;
Han, and Huang 2010): mother’s language spoken to child, father’s language spoken to child, child’s
language spoken to mother, and child’s language spoken to father. There are four possible language
use frequencies: never, sometimes, often, or very often speak the ethnic language (range of α values
= .91–.96, Tucker’s phi values > .99) and Bahasa Indonesia (range of α values = .89–.97, Tucker’s phi
values > .99).

The appendix of the measurements is provided online as a supplementary online-only file.

Results

Before conducting the analyses, we checked differences in father’s education level, mother’s edu-
cation level, age, and gender between groups. There were significant group differences in father’s
education level (F(3, 381) = 83.76, p < .001, (partial) η2 = .40), mother’s education level (F(3, 373)
= 97.02, p < .001, η2 = .44), and age (F(3, 444) = 71.04, p < .001, η2 = .32). The lowest levels of edu-
cation for mother and father, and the youngest age were found among the Javanese. We also checked
for gender effects on the observed variables while controlling for father’s and mother’s education
level. There were no differences between males and females on any observed variable (Wilks’
Lambda = .99, F(6, 441) = 1.02, p = .41, η2 = .01). To control the influence of age and both father’s
and mother’s education (see Table 2), structural equation modeling (SEM) analyses and post hoc
tests were conducted using residual scores controlling for father’s education, mother’s education,
and age.
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Multigroup path analysis

In order to test whether relations held across all ethnic groups (Javanese, Batak, Chinese in Java, and
Chinese in North Sumatra), multigroup path analyses were computed (see Figure 1 for the concep-
tual model). We used the residual scores (controlling for father’s and mother’s education and age) of
parental culture maintenance behaviour, ethnic identity, national identity, ethnic language, national
language, and well-being. The results of the invariance tests are presented in Table 2. The most
restrictive model with a good fit was the structural covariances model, suggesting that all regression
coefficients were identical across groups. The results of our SEM multigroup analysis to test that the
mediation model in which the link between parental culture maintenance behaviour and well-being
is mediated through speaking Bahasa at home and national identity on the one hand and speaking
the ethnic language and ethnic identity, on the other hand, are presented in Table 3 and Figure 2. The
unconstrained model, structural weights model, and structural covariances model showed an ade-
quate fit (see Table 3); furthermore, incremental fit indices suggested that the structural residuals
covariances was the most restrictive model with an acceptable fit.

Table 2. Raw means, corrected means (controlling for age, father’s and mother’s education), and post hoc test.

Variables Ethnic groups Means (SD) N
Corrected
means

Significance level of post hoc test

Javanese Batak
Chinese
(Java)

Parental Culture
Maintenance Behaviour

Javanese 23.01 (4.17) 108 .03
Batak 24.12 (4.68) 112 .70 .26
Chinese in Java 21.46 (4.69) 144 −.93 .10 .01**
Chinese in Sumatra 24.02 (4.09) 84 .62 .32 .90 .01**
Total 22.98 (4.59) 448

Indonesian language
spoken at home

Javanese 86.93 (12.06) −.74
Batak 92.93 (12.61) .85 .00**
Chinese in Java 92.21 (12.30) 1.56 .00*** .11
Chinese in Sumatra 91.21 (12.30) −2.88 .00*** .00*** .00***
Total 91.04 (12.07)

Ethnic language spoken
at home

Javanese 107.06 (10.66) .65
Batak 110.87 (10.61) −.58 .02*
Chinese in Java 92.42 (17.56) −1.82 .00*** .00***
Chinese in Sumatra 95.87 (17.55) 3.06 .00*** .00*** .00***
Total 101.21 (16.52)

National Identity Javanese 203.63 (23.79) 3.71
Batak 216.27 (24.13) 8.12 .00**
Chinese in Java 204.26 (26.68) −5.04 .00*** .00***
Chinese in Sumatra 205.81 (29.51) −6.96 .00*** .00*** .43
Total 207.40 (26.39)

Ethnic Identity Javanese 8.61 (3.37) −1.63
Batak 11.32 (4.41) 4.34 .07
Chinese in Java 14.37 (2.61) .18 .58 .20
Chinese in Sumatra 7.01 (2.44) −3.99 .53 .03* .27
Total 10.84 (4.34)

Well-being Javanese 86.93 (12.07) 1.51
Batak 92.93 (12.61) 1.64 .00***
Chinese in Java 92.21 (12.30) 1.66 .00*** 1.00
Chinese in Sumatra 91.81 (9.66) 1.54 .01** 1.00 1.00
Total 91.04 (12.12) −.16

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

Table 3. Fit indices of path model.

χ2 (df), p TLI CFI AGFI RMSEAa

Unconstrained 9.84 (8), .28 .97 1.00 .93 .02 (.00, .06)
Structural weights 52.53 (41), .11 .97 .98 .92 .03 (.00, .04)
Structural covariances 56.91 (44), .09 .97 .98 .92 .03 (.00, .04)
Structural residuals 228.09 (65), .00 .72 .70 .83 .08 (.07, .09)
aNumbers between parentheses refer to the 90% confidence interval.
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As expected, parental culture maintenance behaviour was positively associated with both national
and ethnic identity, and indirectly through the identities with well-being across all groups (bootstrap
mediation confidence 95% intervals; p < .001). Both national and ethnic identities were also posi-
tively associated with well-being across all groups. The model fit confirmed that the model can be
applied across groups; yet, the paths from languages to identities and languages to well-being
were not significant. Furthermore, the error component of ethnic language usage at home was nega-
tively associated with the error component of Bahasa Indonesia usage at home in all groups, and the
error component of ethnic identity was positively associated with the error component of national
identity in all groups (not depicted in Figure 2). As expected the mediation model was applicable in
all groups, but unlike previous studies conducted in other countries, we could not find significant
correlations between the languages spoken at home and well-being, between Bahasa Indonesia spo-
ken at home and national identity.

Group differences in means

To make sure that means can be compared, residual scores controlling for father and mother’s edu-
cation and age were used in a MANOVA testing group differences on all scales, followed by post
hoc tests. The results showed that Chinese in North Sumatra spoke their ethnic language more (p
< .001) and Bahasa Indonesia less (p < .001) than Chinese in Java, but there was no difference in ethnic
identity or national identity, as expected (see Table 2). Thus, we found support for hypothesis 1. As
expected, the groups that are regarded as native groups scored higher on national identity than the
Chinese groups which are regarded as an immigrant group, but there was no difference in ethnic iden-
tity between the Javanese and the two Chinese groups, and between the Batak and the Chinese in Java
(see Table 2). Contrary to our expectation, Chinese in North Sumatra scored significantly lower than
Batak on ethnic identity (see Table 2). Hence, hypothesis 2 is only partially supported.

Discussion

This study investigated how parental cultural maintenance behaviour and language usage at home
relate to national identity, ethnic identity, and well-being among adolescents in the multiethnic

R2 = .12**

.07 

.06 

.08 

.41*** 

.33*** 

.15** 

.17** 

-.03 
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-.03 

.15*** 
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Well-Being 

Parental 
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maintenance 
behavior

Bahasa 
Indonesia  

Ethnic 
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R2 = .02*** R2 = .18**

R2 = .00**

R2 = .10**

Figure 2. Regression weights of multigroup model (structural covariances model, standardised). *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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and multilingual context of Indonesia. In line with the previous studies (Rotheram and Phinney
1987; Smith et al. 1999; Phinney, Romero et al. 2001; Downie et al. 2007; Han 2010; Dimitrova
et al. 2013, 2014; Choi 2015), our results show that parental culture maintenance behaviour is posi-
tively associated with both national and ethnic identity, which in turn is positively associated with
well-being; this study is the first providing this evidence for Indonesian adolescents.

Previous studies have shown that identity and language are closely linked (Le Page 1972; Phinney,
Romero et al. 2001; Choi 2015). Not finding Bahasa Indonesia to correlate with identity is likely due
to it being the official language in Indonesia, which makes it important for all groups across all parts
of Indonesia. The crucial role of Bahasa in everyday life seems to imply that everyone uses the
language and that its affective component is limited. As a result, Bahasa Indonesia seems indepen-
dent of identity and well-being. Regarding ethnic language usage at home, the Chinese in North
Sumatra speak their ethnic language more than Bahasa Indonesia. They speak their ethnic language
the most and Bahasa Indonesia the least compared to the other groups, and the significant corre-
lation between ethnic language usage at home and ethnic identity was only found among the Chinese
in North Sumatra (see Tables 3 and 4). A reason might be that in North Sumatra, especially in
Medan, 20% of the population is Chinese, and the Chinese culture is more accepted and the Chinese
language is freely used to relate to each other within the ethnic group (Gunawan 2007). Another
reason why Chinese speak their ethnic language much less than other groups is that most Chinese
peranakan who had shifted language use in private relationships to Malay language (which later
became Bahasa Indonesia) live in Java, and there are more Chinese totok (lower class) in North
Sumatra than in Java (Oetomo 1988). Speaking Bahasa Indonesia is a marker of Chinese peranakan
(upper class) in Java, and speaking Chinese is a marker of Chinese totok (lower class) in North Suma-
tra. It is interesting that even within a single ethnic group (Chinese), language usage is a social mar-
ker. Hence, cultures differ in which identity aspects are more salient. Moreover, the opportunity to
speak Chinese with family and peers in Java is much smaller, and Chinese are expected to assimilate
to the local culture more than in North Sumatra. This might explain why the Chinese in Java speak
Bahasa Indonesia more and their ethnic language less than any of the other groups, and why the role
of ethnic language for developing their ethnic identity among the minority Chinese in Java is less
important than among the Chinese in North Sumatra. This explains the relationship between ethnic
language and ethnic identity among the Chinese in North Sumatra and the absence of that relation-
ship among the Chinese in Java (see Table 4). Bilingualism appears to be particularly important

Table 4. Bivariate correlations per ethnic group between psychological variables controlling for age and parents’ education.

Well-
being

Bahasa
Indonesia

Ethnic
language

Parental cultural
maintenance

National
identity

Bahasa Indonesia usage at
home

Javanese .06
Batak .04
Chinese in Java .03
Chinese in Sumatra .05

Ethnic language usage at
home

Javanese −.04 −.54***
Batak .11 −.76***
Chinese in Java .07 −.52***
Chinese in Sumatra .13 −.45***

Parental cultural
maintenance behaviour

Javanese .12 −.23* .19*
Batak .28** .10 .01
Chinese in Java .12 .06 .14
Chinese in Sumatra .24* −,12 .26*

National identity Javanese .18 −.15 .15 .33**
Batak .25** .15 .05 .42***
Chinese in Java .34*** −.04 .09 .15
Chinese in Sumatra .21 −.04 .12 .33**

Ethnic identity Javanese .35*** −.01 .05 .24* .69***
Batak .35*** .11 .08 .42*** .73***
Chinese in Java .20* .06 .16 .47*** .39***
Chinese in Sumatra .27* −.10 .30** .53*** .39***

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 (two-tailed significance).
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among the minority group that is regarded as an out-group immigrant, such as the Chinese in North
Sumatra (Han 2010), but not the Chinese in Java who have been in Java for many centuries. The
difference between the Chinese in North Sumatra and in Java may be similar to the difference
found among groups of immigrants in the US, demonstrating that the correlations between parents’
culture maintenance and ethnic identity and ethnic language may vary between immigrant groups
(Phinney, Romero et al. 2001).

Another remarkable and unexpected finding is that there is no difference between Javanese, Chi-
nese in Central Java, and Chinese in North Sumatra in ethnic identity – but the Batak who are
regarded as the native descendants in Indonesia score higher on ethnic identity than the Chinese
in North Sumatra who are regarded as descendants of immigrants (see Gunawan 2007; Dawis
2009). We assume that this is due to the position of the Batak as a minority group. Although
they are regarded as native descendants, it may be very important for Batak to maintain their ethnic
identity and positive distinctiveness in an intergroup context with multiple other ethnic groups.
Batak are known to have a specific value pattern that is distinct from other groups, as reflected in
one of their central mottos: Hamoraon, Hagabeon, Hasangapon (wealth, success, family honour,
and posterity; Harahap and Siahaan 1987; Irmawati 2007). These values encourage Batak people
to attain higher societal positions via education and jobs, which could lead to more interactions
with other cultures and ethnic groups, which in turn may increase the importance of maintaining
their ethnic identity, while at the same time it is likely to enhance their Bahasa skills (Prasiwi and
Susandari 2015; Ramdani, Borualogo, and Hamdan 2015). Different from the Batak, Javanese
have almost the opposite values of living; their value of nrimo ing pandum means ‘accepting all
things in life with gratitude’, samadya which means ‘not expecting something too high or too
low’ (Aryandini 2011), and harmony which includes maintaining relationships in the family, the
society, and with nature (Suseno 1997), which may influence Javanese’s perspective of their language
and ethnic identity. Moreover, speaking Bahasa Indonesia is not necessarily important to attain a
higher position in the society for the Javanese, while for the Chinese as descendants of immigrants,
speaking Bahasa Indonesia is a pragmatic necessity to relate to the native descendant groups in Indo-
nesia. That might be the reason why there are differences in the usage of Bahasa Indonesia and ethnic
languages between groups, but the relationship of these languages with identity is still the same
across groups.

It has been documented before that parental culture maintenance behaviour is important for
ethnic identity, and that ethnic identity correlates with well-being. This study provides further
information that the relations between parental culture maintenance through national and ethnic
identity, with well-being extend beyond an immigration context and are also found in both
majority native descendant and minority non-immigrant groups in a multicultural context were
multiple ethnic groups have been living together for extended periods of time. Furthermore,
different from studies on immigrants, this study shows that in the context where language is
not a salient source of individual differences, language usage at home does not influence ethnic
identity and well-being.

Limitations

While the results of the study demonstrate that parental culture maintenance behaviour, national
identity, and ethnic identity are related to well-being among adolescents across groups in Indonesia,
it is important to note that these data are correlational and that we cannot infer causality from these
relationships. Another limitation is that we did not measure a participant’s actual language profi-
ciency since the scores of ethnic language and Bahasa Indonesia spoken at home are based solely
on self-reports. Thus, a replication of the present study with better measures for language usage
and an extension to other ethnic groups and cultures will contribute to the understanding of the
relations between parental culture maintenance behaviour, ethnic language, ethnic identity, national
language, national identity, and well-being.
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Conclusion

This study provides novel information on how parental culture maintenance relates to well-being of
adolescents through the national and ethnic identity across different groups in a multicultural
country where no group is an immigrant group. Our study has shown that links between identities
and well-being among bicultural/multicultural adolescents, often found in Western studies, could be
replicated in Indonesia. Although we can show that identity correlates to well-being, this study shows
that speaking language does not correlate to identity and well-being. There does not seem to be any
reason for assuming cultural specificity of the positive link between identity and well-being. Yet, cul-
tures differ in which identity aspects are more salient (e.g. ethnic, religious, or linguistic). Moreover,
our study indicates that distinctive aspects, such as speaking a language, can lose their salience for
identity when speaking a language is not an implicit ethnic affirmation but a functional aspect of
everyday life. Once speaking a language is a ubiquitous and functional way of interacting in a society,
it becomes unrelated to identity. It is interesting to note that in the Chinese group, language usage is a
marker of social status (with peranakan Bahasa speakers accentuating their high status and totok
Chinese speakers accentuating their low status). So, language plays a role in this group beyond func-
tionality. This mechanism is not found in the other groups. It is clear that Indonesia is a good
example of the many complex relationships that can exist between language and identity. Language
has a complex relationship with identity in Indonesia.
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