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Abstract
Multicultural individuals frequently feel they must check multiple boxes when responding to identity 
questions. In this investigation, we collected narratives from 402 bicultural individuals about their 
experiences with multicultural identities and used automated text-analytic tools to examine the 
valence of the narratives (sentiment analysis) and the most prevalent themes used (Meaning 
Extraction Method). In addition, we examined the relationships between the narratives and the 
two dimensions of Bicultural Identity Integration (BII) scales, Harmony and Blendedness. Findings 
suggested that the narratives were more emotionally positive than negative, and there were six most 
common themes. Furthermore, themes were significantly associated with BII scales. Our analyses 
provide deeper insights into the nature of bicultural identity using naturalistic language data.
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My family history is a mosaic of relocations and migrations. So it wasn’t strange that one year 
when I was a kid during the Olympic Games, several athletes on the woman’s long-distance race 
were from countries that my family had connections to. Who are you cheering for, my dad asked 
with a smile. Well, I answered, I’m shouting for Ireland because we’re Irish. I’m shouting for 
Italy because I was born here. I’m shouting for Jamaica because Mummy was born there. I’m 
shouting for the U.S. because she grew up there. And I’m shouting for Great Britain because she 
has a British passport, and that makes me British, too. His smile faded. You are not British, he said 
in a flat tone. Almost 20 years later, having married a Hungarian, raising kids in Scotland, I’ve 
added to the confused mosaic of my family’s identity. I’ve moved on to proudly calling myself a 
citizen of the world. But when I think back on those years, the desire for an identity, the need for 
belonging, I still feel uneasy. It’s like a kid standing at the edge of the playground when he’s not 
been picked to be on the team, putting on a brave face and saying you know what? I didn’t want 
to play anyway.

—Tomas Sheridan, an interviewee of podcast Rough Translation (Warner et al., 2021b)
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I marked off Latino/Latina on a census form. I am first-generation Dominican American. I don’t refer 
to myself as Afro Latina or as a White Latina. I refer to myself as a racially ambiguous woman. And 
then I got a call from the census. The census was like, excuse me, ma’am. We noticed that you 
marked off all the boxes. And I was like, yes, as a Dominican, I identify with White and Black and 
native ancestry. But the census officer persists in trying to get me to choose. They were like, if you 
had to just mark one box, which box would you mark? And I was like, I wouldn’t mark one. They 
were like, well, if you had a choice, which box would you mark? I’m like, all the boxes.

—Vanessa Lopez, an interviewee of podcast Rough Translation (Warner et al., 2021a)

As globalization expands, it is common to hear stories of people who can check multiple 
boxes for identity questions. This is particularly common among individuals who identify as 
bicultural or multicultural, often stemming from life experiences like immigration, having par-
ents from different countries, speaking multiple languages, or being an international traveler 
(Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2007). Negotiating multiple identities can be complicated in many 
ways, as shown in the quotes above, individuals question their belongingness, and their narra-
tives convey both negative and positive valence. For the past decade, Benet-Martínez and col-
leagues have led empirical research on Bicultural Identity Integration (BII, for example, 
Benet-Martínez et  al., 2002; Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 
2007), which examines how bicultural individuals perceive and negotiate their cultural identities 
(for reviews, see Benet-Martínez et al., 2021; Cheng et al., 2014). BII, conceptualized as perceiv-
ing cultural identities as compatible and integrated versus oppositional and separate, has been 
mostly measured with questionnaires; leaving gaps in understanding the narratives of bicultural 
individuals. For example, in the quotes above, Thomas discusses cultural belongingness, while 
Vanessa reflects on her race/ethnic background.

The goal of this investigation was to identify the themes that bicultural individuals use when 
they feel they must check multiple boxes about their identities. Inspired by the “Rough 
Translation” podcast, we adapted their question:

Do people ever speak to you like you’re a part of a group that you feel you don’t belong to? Do you 
check off one set of boxes in the United States, but identify as something different overseas, or even 
in your own community?

in this study to examine the experiences of bicultural students living in the United States. We 
were also interested in understanding how these experiences related to BII scales. For example, 
in the quotes above, Thomas is questioning his belongingness, but he is also proud of his cultural 
identities; therefore, he may see his identities as integrated or separated.

BII and Its Psychological Correlates

Biculturalism, or multiculturalism, is a complex and multifaceted aspect of many individuals’ 
lives. According to Benet-Martínez (2012), biculturalism may be defined as meaningful exposure 
to and experiences with at least two cultural traditions. Bicultural individuals internalize these 
cultures, and this further impacts how they perceive themselves and the world around them (Huynh 
et  al., 2011). Deriving from Berry’s (1990) acculturation strategies for immigrants and ethnic 
minorities (i.e., assimilation, integration, marginalization, and separation), biculturalism reflects 
the integration strategy, where individuals identify with both cultures. To understand individual 
differences in bicultural identity, Benet-Martínez and colleagues (2002) proposed the BII frame-
work. The framework emphasizes bicultural individuals’ subjective perceptions of how much their 
cultural identities intersect or overlap. BII includes two distinct but related dimensions—cultural 
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harmony versus conflict and cultural blendedness versus compartmentalization (hereafter har-
mony and blendedness; Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Cheng et al., 2014; Huynh et al., 2011, 
2018). Harmony captures the degree of harmony versus tension felt between the two cultural ori-
entations. In other words, the extent to which a person feels their two cultures exist compatibly 
within the self as compared to feeling conflicted. Blendedness highlights the extent to which 
individuals view themselves as part of a blended cultural identity as opposed to seeing their two 
cultures as separated from one another. This dimension captures how much bicultural individuals 
perceive overlap versus distance between their two cultural orientations (Benet-Martínez & 
Haritatos, 2005; Cheng et al., 2014; Huynh et al., 2011, 2018).

Harmony and blendedness are associated with different sets of psychological constructs. The 
Harmony dimension captures the affective component of managing two cultures, while the 
Blendedness dimension captures the cognitive and behavioral aspects of bicultural experiences 
(Huynh et al., 2018). Harmony is positively associated with personality traits of emotional stabil-
ity, lower psychological distress, greater well-being, stronger feelings of belonging, and positive 
affect toward their cultural groups (e.g., Huynh et al., 2018; for discussions of related psycho-
logical constructs, see Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Huynh et al., 2011). Harmony is influ-
enced by contextual strains, with greater harmony related to less perceived discrimination and 
more tolerance toward different cultural values (Leong & Ward, 2000). On the other hand, the 
Blendedness dimension is linked to cognitive and performance-related challenges of BII. This 
dimension is positively associated with the personality traits of openness to experience, bicul-
tural competence, and linguistic fluency. Individuals high in blendedness have more exposure to 
their different cultures (e.g., live in a culturally diverse environment), thus they may develop 
higher proficiency in related languages, which facilitates the formation of a combined identity 
(e.g., Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Huynh et  al., 2011, 2018). For instance, Chinese 
American biculturals with lower blendedness have greater language barriers, live in more cultur-
ally isolated surroundings, and are less open to new experiences (Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 
2005).

All in all, Harmony and Blendedness are two independent but related dimensions of BII. 
Whereas harmony represents the feelings and attitudes toward BII, cultural blendedness indexes 
the cognitive and behavioral organizations of the two cultural orientations. The BII framework 
emerges from the differences in both harmony and blendedness, with individuals exhibiting any 
combination of high or low harmony and blendedness (Benet-Martínez, 2012). For example, a 
Taiwanese American bicultural may feel conflicted between their two cultures’ values but prac-
tice both cultures’ traditions.

Multicultural Identity and Narrative Methodologies

Bicultural and multicultural individuals construct their bicultural identity through their life expe-
riences. However, there is still much to be understood about the content and meaning of these 
experiences, especially with respect to how bicultural individuals experience their identities. The 
narrative approach offers a way of exploring how individuals draw from their unique experiences 
to understand their identities. However, research in this area is limited, and the methodologies 
used are diverse. For example, Phinney and Devich-Navarro (1997) qualitatively analyzed inter-
views of African American (N = 52) and Mexican American (N = 46) biculturals while 
Yampolsky et al. (2013) assessed narrative coherence from interviews with a diverse sample of 
Canadian biculturals (N = 22). Syed and Azmitia (2010) coded narratives from participants of 
diverse ethnic backgrounds (N = 70) to extract four identity narrative themes (awareness of dif-
ference, awareness of underrepresentation, experience of prejudice, and positive connection to 
culture/ethnicity).
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Lilgendahl and colleagues (2018) asked a diverse sample of bicultural students (Study 1, N = 
77) and bicultural adults (Study 2, N = 50) to share memories that triggered heightened aware-
ness of being bicultural (e.g., “Think of a specific memory during which you became highly 
aware of your bicultural identity …”). The participants also completed the BII Scale Version 2 
(Huynh et al., 2018). The stories were then coded by hand based on three factors: exploratory 
processing (how much the narrator uses themes about exploring what it means to be bicultural), 
the emotional valence of the past event, and the emotional valence of the ending (positive and/or 
negative). The authors found that what matters for BII was the ending of the story, not the narra-
tive valence of past events. Participants who ended their stories with a positive resolution showed 
higher scores on harmony and blendedness.

An individual’s bicultural identity is constructed through the narration of a variety of different 
memories that reflect their bicultural experiences. There is still much to learn about how multiple 
identity experiences influence bicultural individuals’ BII development. For instance, Lilgendahl 
et al. (2018) found that each participant’s narrative of their bicultural identities was unique. Therefore, 
our study adds to what is known about bicultural experiences by examining the themes that bicultural 
individuals talk about when reflecting on their identities and how these themes relate to BII.

In this study, we build on Lilgendahl and colleagues’ (2018) work by conceptualizing bicul-
tural identity as a part of people’s everyday experiences that shapes an individual’s self-under-
standing. We used a generic prompt that broadly captures an individual’s multiple identity 
experiences and focuses on the overall emotional valence to explore the psychological processes 
in bicultural identity narratives. Our approach uniquely combines top-down and bottom-up meth-
ods. We use text-analytic tools to automatically detect the valence of the narratives (i.e., senti-
ment analysis, Hutto & Gilbert, 2014; Li & Hovy, 2017) and the most common themes used in 
the narratives (i.e., the Meaning Extraction Method [MEM]; Boyd, 2017; Chung & Pennebaker, 
2008a, 2008b). These approaches have some advantages over the previous studies discussed. 
First, the methods avoid imposing themes predetermined by the researchers and rely on the most 
common content words used in the narratives. Furthermore, these methods permit the inclusion 
of a wide range of themes without focusing on only a few pre-established themes. Finally, since 
we use advanced automatic text-analytic tools, we can analyze narratives from a larger number 
of individuals, given that we do not rely on manual coding done by judges.

Sentiment Analysis and the MEM

To understand the valence of the narratives, we adopted the sentiment analysis technique, which is 
a top-down process that identifies the valence of words that reflect authors’ attitudes in a given text 
corpus (i.e., positive, negative, and neutral; Li & Hovy, 2017). This approach relies on the senti-
ment lexicon, which is a list of words that are labeled according to their semantic orientation as 
positive (e.g., love, enjoy, and happy), negative (e.g., ugly, sad, and bad), or neutral (context-depen-
dent, for example, “catch” a fish is considered neutral) classes (Liu, 2010). The sentiment lexicon 
has been developed and validated over decades by experts in psychology, linguistics, and sociology. 
For instance, a widely used sentiment lexicon, Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC) diction-
ary, contains nearly 1,000 semantic orientation-based words (Pennebaker et al., 2022). A common 
model in this technique is the bag-of-words. The model creates a list of unique words based on the 
text corpus and compares the words in each text entry with the list. The model quantifies words by 
computing whether a given word exists and its frequency in each text entry (Y. Zhang et al., 2010). 
Through incorporating the emotion-related words in the predetermined dictionary and converting 
words into numbers, the sentiment analysis computes the valence of words in a given text corpus.

Next, to examine what themes bicultural individuals talk about when narrating their identities, 
we employed the MEM (Boyd, 2017; Chung & Pennebaker, 2008a, 2008b). The MEM is 
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a bottom-up topic modeling technique that extracts psychologically meaningful themes from 
natural language data and is considered a mixed-method approach (Boyd, 2017; Chung & 
Pennebaker, 2008a, 2008b). The method uses principal component analysis to identify clusters of 
words that frequently co-occur across the text corpus. These clusters are then labeled using an 
inductive approach to identify the most common themes. The assumption that different words 
belonging to an overarching theme will tend to be used together provides the foundation to draw 
inferences about what is being discussed and in what quantities, which can be applied to any 
topic in any language (Boyd & Pennebaker, 2016). The MEM has been used in the past to study 
self-schema across cultures. Ramírez-Esparza and colleagues (2012) used the MEM to examine 
open-ended personality descriptions, identifying the most salient personality dimensions in 
American and Mexican cultures. Building on this work, Rodríguez-Arauz et al. (2017) studied 
whether Mexican American bilinguals’ self-schemas change when alternating between English 
and Spanish. The straightforward steps needed to do MEM make it possible to easily apply, inter-
pret, and modify a large body of text, which avoids the problems that come with more complex 
topic modeling methods.

In sum, both sentiment analysis and the MEM have been valuable tools for understanding 
sociocultural and psychological concepts. Therefore, the present study uses these techniques to 
examine the themes that bicultural individuals living in the United States use when talking about 
their experiences with multiple identities. Through integrating sentiment analysis and MEM, this 
investigation also sheds light on new approaches that can be used to study bicultural identities.

Current Research

In this study, we adapted the question from the Rough Translation podcast to prompt bicultural 
individuals to reflect on their multicultural experiences. Importantly, we did not exclusively 
prompt participants to think about their bicultural experiences, as in Lilgendahl et al. (2018). Our 
overarching goal is to explore the topics that emerge when bicultural individuals narrate their 
multiple identities in general. This subtle shift in the prompt acknowledges the intersection of 
bicultural identity with various other identities, mirroring real-world dynamics. In addition, par-
ticipants also responded to the BII Scale Version 2 (Huynh et al., 2018) to identify the degree to 
which they see their identities as harmonious and/or blended. In all, we aim to integrate quantita-
tive scale measures with text-based narratives to understand how BII and identity narratives 
interplay with each other. While we do not make specific predictions since our analyses are 
exploratory, we are guided by previous studies to formulate general expectations.

Our first goal was to use sentiment analysis to capture the overall valence of the narratives. We 
aim to complement Lilgendahl et al.’s manual coding of bicultural individuals’ memories, in which 
they found that narratives were somewhat negative, although not significantly related to BII. Our 
computer-based automatic methodology will reduce potential bias involving human coders.

Second, we adopted the MEM to identify themes in bicultural individuals’ narratives about 
their multiple identities. Phinney and Devich-Navarro (1997) found that Mexican American and 
African American biculturals based their sense of being bicultural on experiencing uncertainty 
about their cultures, identifying with their ethnic culture, identifying with the American culture, 
feelings of inclusion in American society, understanding cultural roots, being bicultural in physi-
cal terms, and being bilingual. Also using a qualitative approach, Huynh et al. (2018) found that 
bicultural individuals mentioned the compatibility and similarity of their cultures, the uncertainty 
and problems of being bicultural, and the benefits of being bicultural (Huynh et  al., 2018). 
Accordingly, we speculate that the current bicultural sample may narrate their experiences using 
similar themes.

Third, we observe the association between the valence of the narratives and BII. While 
Lilgendahl et al. (2018) reported that positive tones in narrative endings correlated positively 
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with both harmony and blendedness, the overall valence of the text was unrelated to BII. Our 
study aims to explore whether our different methodologies yield similar results.

Finally, we observe the association between the themes and BII. Phinney and Devich-
Navarro’s (1997) study gives us a hint that themes may relate to BII in different ways. For 
example, the authors identified blended and alternating biculturals. The authors found that 
blended biculturals expressed good feelings of being bicultural and practiced both cultures 
equally, whereas alternating biculturals indicated closeness with their ethnic-cultural group and 
mentioned their physical traits and bilingual experiences. Accordingly, these findings suggest 
that different levels of BII may be associated with different bicultural experiences.

Method

Participants

A total of 910 participants (mean age = 19.68, SD = 3; 703 females, 205 males, and two others) 
participated in the current study. However, this study aimed to examine people with bicultural 
backgrounds; thus, monocultural participants were excluded. Bicultural identification was left 
open to report on the part of the participants; however, we framed bicultural individuals as people 
who identify with more than one culture, one being American and the other being any other cul-
tural identification. The final analytic sample included 402 bicultural participants (mean age = 
19.39, SD = 2.3; 300 females, 102 males). Participants were recruited from the University of 
Connecticut (n = 345, 85.8%), the University of Florida, and Texas Tech University (n = 57, 
14.2%). Most students participated in the study to earn course credits for the introductory psy-
chology classes. Some participants earned extra course credits for their participation upon agree-
ment with their course instructors. Participants were also recruited through word-of-mouth and 
advertisements within student organizations. Because there was no differential effect of the 
method of recruitment, we collapsed participants recruited from the University of Connecticut, 
the University of Florida, and Texas Tech University.

Most of the participants were undergraduates, except for 10 (2.5%) who indicated that they 
had postgraduate or equivalent degrees. When asked about their parents’ socioeconomic status 
(SES) on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (working class) to 5 (upper class), partici-
pants indicated an average of 2.88 (SD = 1.03). Regarding participants’ cultural backgrounds, 
the majority of the participants identified as affiliating with Latinx cultures (n = 182, 45.3%), 
while others were affiliated with European American cultures (n = 74, 18.4%), Chinese cultures 
(n = 59, 14.7%), South Asian cultures (n = 48, 11.9%), African-related cultures (n = 17, 4.2%), 
Brazilian cultures (n = 9, 2.2%), other East Asian cultures (n = 8, 2%), and Middle Eastern 
cultures (n = 5, 1.2%). Regarding participants’ racial backgrounds, the majority identified as 
White (n = 207, 51.5%), followed by Asian (n = 111, 27.6%), and Black or African American 
(n = 25, 6.2%). Other participants were grouped as other races (e.g., Native American or Alaska 
Native, Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander, more than one race, and others; n = 19, 
4.6%). Most participants were born in the United States (n = 306, 76.1%), while 96 participants 
(23.9%) were born outside of the United States.

General Procedure

The study was conducted in an online questionnaire format via the software Qualtrics. An online 
link was provided to participants upon signing up for the study. Participants first read the infor-
mation sheet and the study instructions. Upon giving consent, participants were instructed to 
complete a set of demographic questions. These questions included age, gender, SES, education 
background, race, ethnicity, language background, place of birth, and the length of residence in 
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the United States. Culture-related questions, such as cultural affiliations and heritage cultures, 
were also included. Then, participants were directed to the bicultural identity measure. Finally, 
participants were prompted with an open-ended identity question and described their identity for 
5 minutes. Upon completion, a debriefing sheet was presented. Current research is part of a proj-
ect investigating humans’ psychological processes. Measures that are out of the scope of the 
present study are not discussed. This study received approval from the University of Connecticut 
Institutional Review Board (IRB). All participants followed the same procedures according to the 
IRB protocols to complete the study.

Measures

Bicultural Identity Integration Measure.  We used the Bicultural Identity Integration Scale Version 
2 (BIIS-2) to measure the extent to which participants integrate their multiple cultural identities 
(Huynh et al., 2018). BIIS-2 consisted of 17 items, and participants rated their level of agreement 
on a 5-point Likert-type scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In this 
study, participants were asked to complete the measure in terms of how they feel about American 
culture and their other primary cultural identification (e.g., heritage culture). The scale contains 
two separate dimensions—harmony versus conflict and blendedness versus compartmentaliza-
tion. The Harmony subscale contains 10 items and relates to the values, attitudes, and affections 
of being bicultural. The subscale measures the extent to which an individual feels harmonized or 
conflicted between their cultural identities. Sample items for the Harmony subscale are “I feel 
caught between my other culture(s) and my American culture” and “I find it easy to harmonize 
my other culture(s) and my American culture.” Cronbach’s alpha for the Harmony subscale was 
α = .86. The second dimension, the Blendedness subscale, contains seven items. The subscale 
measures the extent to which individuals feel their different cultural identities combine to create 
a blended cultural identification in contrast to experiencing the culture as separated. Sample 
items for the Blendedness subscale are “I feel part of a combined culture” and “I cannot ignore 
the other culture or American side of me.” Cronbach’s alpha for the Blendedness subscale was α 
= .76. The two subscales were significantly correlated with one another (r = .11, p = .03). This 
corresponded to previous studies that identified these two subscales as being weakly positively 
correlated as they are related but theoretically independent concepts (e.g., Benet-Martínez & 
Haritatos, 2005; Cheng et al., 2014; Huynh et al., 2011, 2018; Lilgendahl et al., 2018).

Participants with higher scores on both dimensions tend to better develop compatible bicul-
tural identities, whereas those with lower scores have more difficulty integrating both cultures 
into their identities. For additional information, we also included a composite version, referred to 
as “total BII,” calculated by averaging all 17 items together (α = .81).

Narrative Prompt.  To identify bicultural individuals’ experiences with their identities, we adapted 
the question from the Rough Translation podcast (Warner et al., 2021b). Specifically, the partici-
pants read the following:

Do people ever speak to you like you are a part of a group that you feel you don’t belong to? Do you 
check off one set of boxes for identity questions (e.g., race, ethnicity, gender, religion etc.), but 
identify as something different overseas, or even in your own community? For the next 5 minutes, 
please think about the above questions and share your experiences.

This prompt diverges from an exclusive focus on bicultural identities and instead centers on 
the broader spectrum of experiences associated with having multiple identities. This is different 
from previous studies that instructed participants to reflect on their bicultural experiences with 
heightened emotions (e.g., Lilgendahl et  al., 2018; Syed & Azmitia, 2010). Our goal is 
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to understand the overarching themes participants discuss when thinking about their multiple 
identities. Accordingly, we prompted participants to recall instances where they felt they must 
check multiple boxes to facilitate narratives about their experiences with multiple identities.

A 5-min countdown timer was presented along with a large blank text field for typing. The 
timer was used to ensure all participants had the same amount of time to answer the question. 
Participants were instructed to write for the full 5 minutes; however, participants could continue 
writing if they wished. Furthermore, this approach allowed us to reduce mental exhaustion while 
making sure the duration was long enough for participants to genuinely narrate their multiple 
identity experiences.

Text Analytical Strategies

Data Preprocessing and Preparation.  The responses to the identity measure were cleaned using the 
Tidyverse package in the statistical software R (R Core Team, 2020; Wickham et  al., 2019). 
Empty responses and texts containing fewer than 50 characters—which is about 10 words or one 
full sentence—were omitted. We removed these responses as they suggested that participants did 
not take the 5-min writing task seriously. The average word count for the responses was 79.65 
(SD = 48.04), with a minimum of 10 words and a maximum of 411 words, showing that partici-
pants composed a few sentences into a short paragraph. Past studies using the MEM approach to 
study self-schema revealed that bilingual participants wrote 186.3 words on average for the 
15-min time frame (Rodríguez-Arauz et al., 2017). Given that we adopted a 5-min time frame, 
our data provided sufficient length with meaningful information about participants’ experiences. 
Preprocessing resulted in 373 responses being retained. This sample was included in current 
study analyses.

Analyzing Narrative Valence—Sentiment Analysis.  To explore the valence of bicultural individuals’ 
narratives, we performed sentiment analysis on participants’ open-ended responses. We used the 
freely accessible package Vader in the statistical software R (R Core Team, 2020; Roehrick, 
2020). Vader analysis relies on a predetermined dictionary that maps text corpus features to emo-
tion polarities and intensities, and then generates the sentiment scores accordingly. It is a simple, 
human-centric, and computationally efficient approach that has been empirically validated. Vader 
performed as well as, in most cases, better than other highly regarded sentiment analysis tools 
such as LIWC (Pennebaker et al., 2022), ANEW (Bradley & Lang, 1999), and General Inquirer 
(Stone et al., 1966). VADER keeps the advantages of traditional sentiment lexicons, like having 
complete and easy-to-use dictionaries. It also takes into account emoticons, acronyms, initial-
isms, and slangs, which are all words that can show emotion. In addition, it has received approval 
from human raters and narrative-based social media texts and blogs (Hutto & Gilbert, 2014). In 
our analysis, a compound score is generated for each text corpus. The compound score is a metric 
that calculates the sum of the valence scores of each word in the text, weights according to rules 
such as punctuation amplifiers and negation polarity switches, and then normalizes between −1 
(most negative valence) and +1 (most positive valence). In other words, compound scores are not 
the average counts of positive, negative, and neutral words that cancel out contributions in oppo-
site directions. The scores account for rule-based enhancements to provide objective sentiment 
information, such that higher compound scores indicate more positive contents. For example, 
words like love, enjoy, and happy convey positive sentiment (Hutto & Gilbert, 2014).

Extracting Narrative Themes—MEM.  To extract themes from the narratives, we used the software 
Meaning Extraction Helper (MEH, Boyd, 2018), which automatically extracts the most meaning-
ful themes according to the MEM (Boyd, 2017; Chung & Pennebaker, 2008a, 2008b). The MEH 
uses word-based text-analytic tools to identify the most commonly used content words in a text 
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corpus. The MEH software converts natural language data into statistical measures that can be 
analyzed quantitatively. That is, the single words in the text corpus are converted into frequency 
statistics. The MEH also allows adding extra conversions and stop words that are not yet included 
in the program. Conversions refer to changing the words with the same roots into one word, 
changing common abbreviations into open forms, and correcting misspellings. Stop words are 
words that appear in text but have little to no meaning. These words are excluded from the MEH 
analysis (Boyd, 2018). In the current study, we excluded words such as box, time, person, and 
people and converted words that share the same root or meaning (e.g., grandmother and grand-
father were converted to grandparent). Many of the front-end tasks of the MEM are automated 
by the MEH. These tasks are also used by other topic modeling methods and are easy to use with 
advanced language analysis methods like Latent Dirichlet Allocation and open vocabulary 
approaches. These benefits enhance the replicability and reproducibility of research when 
employing alternative topic modeling techniques (Boyd & Pennebaker, 2016). Words that were 
observed in at least 1.2% of the responses were included in the analyses (see Boyd, 2018, for 
considerations of observation cutoffs). Then, the binary (also called “one hot encoding”) data 
were used in a principal component analysis with varimax rotation. Factors were extracted based 
on a Scree plot of Eigenvalues for the principal components. Factors at the elbow bend that had 
Eigenvalues above 1 and that added a significant increase to the cumulative percent variance 
were selected (Cattell, 1966).

Results

To assure that participants were attentive to the narrative prompt, we conducted an attention 
check midway through the study (i.e., 41 questions following the narrative prompt). Although we 
expected a reasonable percentage of incorrect answers given the timing of the check in the study, 
87.9% of participants passed the attention check, indicating attentiveness. Moreover, the study 
was only accessible to students at the University of Connecticut, the University of Florida, and 
Texas Tech University, despite being administered online. To prevent external influences, partici-
pants were required to verify their identity and remain on the study page. The first author looked 
through the data and confirmed that each response had its own content, sentence structure, and 
grammar. This ruled out the possibility that AI was responsible for writing the responses. In addi-
tion, our data collection (from January 2021 to June 2022) predates the popularity of language 
model-based chatbots like ChatGPT that were launched in November 2022, further affirming the 
authenticity of participant responses.

The below sections are divided into three parts: First, we present the results of the sentiment 
analysis. Second, we describe the themes that resulted from the MEM. Finally, we test the inter-
correlation between the valence of the narratives, themes, and BII scales.

Narrative Valence

The content and descriptive statistics of the valence of the narratives are presented in Table 1. The 
average compound valence score was 0.31 (SD = 0.46) in the −1 (most negative) and +1 (most 
positive) ranges. The results demonstrated that participants have relatively positive sentiments 
when narrating their bicultural identity experiences.

Narrative Themes

From the MEM, five factors were extracted, which together accounted for 8.46% of the total vari-
ance. Compared with scale-level quantitative data, natural language data is sparser in terms of word 
co-occurrences. People are not forced to select a score to represent their responses; instead, they 
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freely express themselves using text responses. In other words, language exhibits significantly 
greater variability in the multiplicity of ways it can be expressed compared to scale or Likert-type 
data. Thus, lower explained variance and loadings are expected (e.g., Chung & Pennebaker, 2008a; 
Rodríguez-Arauz et al., 2017). Past research using the MEM to study a variety of texts (e.g., X, 
sexual self-schema, self-concepts) across populations has recorded explanatory variance ranging 
from 8.79% to 14.7% (Chung & Pennebaker, 2008a; Ikizer et al., 2019; Rodríguez-Arauz et al., 
2017), indicating that the explanatory variance in the current work is acceptable.

As can be seen in Table 2, four of the five factors brought together a group of content words 
that are psychologically meaningful and coherent. However, there were almost equal numbers of 
positive and negative factor loadings in Factor 5. This meant that it had two separate components, 
which were named Factor 5Pos and Factor 5Neg. To better understand the factors, we computed 
the frequency scores for the four factors that were consistent in positive loadings and the two 
subfactors (i.e., Factor 5Pos and Factor 5Neg). These six factors are interpreted as the six narra-
tive themes for the current study. For each theme, we summed the occurrence of content words 
that belong to the given theme using the binary data. The new frequency scores quantified each 
theme in individual responses and provided non-negative scores, as the minimum frequency of a 
content word is zero. The frequency scores facilitated interpretation, as higher scores indicated 
that participants are invoked or attended to a given theme. Thus, we used the frequency scores for 
further analyses. Finally, we used a qualitative approach to label the six extracted themes. The 
labeling was done based on the meaning of the content words as well as reading the narratives 
with the highest scores in each of the factors. Table 1 shows the content and descriptive statistics 
for each MEM theme. The Supplemental Materials show illustrations of the six themes based on 

Table 1.  Content and Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables.

Variables Example words and items M (SD) Minimum Maximum

Sentiment analysis
  Narrative valence positive: love, nice, good; 

negative: sad, bad, hurt
0.31 (0.46) -0.86 0.99

Narrative themes
  Cultural belongingness outsider, immigrant, root, 

grow, born
2.05 (2.47) 0 30

  Mixed cultural experience mix, culture, connect, 
friend, household

1.36 (1.96) 0 29

  Experience of prejudice gender, race, religion, 
discriminate, mark

0.82 (1.51) 0 23

  Physical characteristics skin, look, hair, pale, dark 1.27 (1.62) 0 13
  Language experience English, Spanish, accent, 

language, speaker
1.19 (1.61) 0 13

  Race/ethnic issues race, ethnic, white, black, 
embrace

1.3 (1.32) 0 9

Bicultural identity integration
  Total BII (combination of two 

subscales below)
3.37 (0.58) 1.88 4.88

  BII Harmony I find it easy to harmonize 
my two cultures

3.18 (0.81) 1.3 5.0

  BII Blendedness I feel part of a combined 
culture

3.63 (0.67) 1.0 5.0

Note. For the narrative themes, the mean represents the mean frequency score of the given theme. This value 
demonstrates the relative degree to which participants invoked or attended to a given theme. Any given narrative 
may contain multiple themes. Indeed, the mean number of themes present in any given narrative was 3.71 (median = 
4; SD = 1.51), highlighting that the majority of participants mentioned several themes.
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how often certain words were used (Supplemental Figure S1) and the frequency distribution of 
each theme (Supplemental Figure S2).

Theme 1: Cultural Belongingness.  Sample responses are presented in Table 3. The first theme 
included words such as culture, family, life, move, born, and grow. These words related to the 
experiences participants had throughout their lives. Words such as outsider, weird, immigrant, 

Table 3.  Sample Responses of the Narrative Themes.

Themes Sample responses

Cultural 
belongingness

“Most of my family is Jamaican, so I grew up associating with being Jamaican. 
Especially since both of my parents are Jamaican. However I remember in 
middle and high school I had a Jamaican friend who was also born in Jamaica, 
but she spent more time there then I did (I moved to the U.S. when I was 1). 
At some points when I was talking to her I felt like I wasn’t “Jamaican enough” 
because I only spent one year there and she knew more about Jamaica. She 
moved to the U.S. around age 8 or 10 and she visited Jamaica a couple of 
times since she moved and I still haven’t gone back yet.”

Mixed cultural 
experience

“I do not think that people speak to me like I am part of a group that I do not 
belong to. I identify as American and Puerto Rican. So, being placed into one 
or another does not bother me. Being raised in a Puerto Rican influenced 
household, allowed me to relate/identify with the Puerto Rican culture. 
Additionally, being raised in American, especially in American schools (majority 
of students being white Americans) allows me to understand and identify with 
other White Americans as well.”

Experience of 
prejudice

“People assume things based on my race and gender. I identify as an Asian 
American and people assume that I should speak Mandarin. As well as trying to 
explain my family dynamic to some people so why I don’t look like my parents 
or siblings and then trying to simplify what it means to be adopted. As a female 
we have come such a long way in terms of women’s rights activism and yet we 
are still so far from equal to men. We can be paid less, we might be assumed 
to not be as able in some aspects but more able in others. As for my religion, 
I am agnostic meaning that I am not as extreme as atheists who believe there 
is no such thing as gods. I mark that I am non-religious or agnostic on forms 
because although I was baptized and my family follows Christianity, I don’t 
personally identify with that group.”

Physical 
characteristics

“A lot of people think that I am not Mexican because of my coloring. I have light 
skin with light eyes and brunette/blonde hair. I get told that I am not Mexican, 
and if my family is I must be adopted. Also because of my economic status, I 
often got assimilated with the stereotype of the Mexican culture.”

Language 
experience

“As a Spanish native speaker I often felt out of place speaking English when I 
was starting to learn it, some kids would make fun of my accent and my wrong 
pronunciation and I would hate reading in class. When coming to the U.S I 
realized that regardless of where you are from, if you speak Spanish you are 
welcomed into the Hispanic community, even though outside the U.S many 
Spanish speaking countries don’t like each other.”

Race/ethnic 
issues

“People speak to me as if I belong to certain groups which I don’t necessarily 
believe myself to be. Being Dominican and Colombian growing up in New 
York, primarily White people believe me to be ghetto and “Black”. Black 
people don’t fully accept me as one of them. I am in between both categories 
and I have trouble associating with either of them. When filling out race boxes 
for my identity I feel like I don’t belong in any of the categories. I am not 
White nor Asian. The only race that I can identify with is Black but even that 
goes back many generations and I feel like it doesn’t properly describe who I 
am today. I identify as Hispanic/Latino.”
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accept, and root were also included in this theme, showing that participants talked about their 
experiences of moving between cultures and trying to find belongingness. The sample response 
demonstrated that the participant mentioned their experiences in the United States and their 
belongingness related to being both an American and a Jamaican. The participant also mentioned 
how they experience both cultures while feeling not enough for either one. The mean frequency 
score of cultural belongingness theme was 2.05 (SD = 2.47).

Theme 2: Mixed Cultural Experience.  The second theme included words such as culture, tradition, 
embrace, complete, connect, and mix. These words center around accepting and embracing mul-
tiple identities. This theme also included words such as household, student, friend, and college, 
which captured participants’ mixed cultural experiences in different contexts. The sample 
response showed that the participant identified with both American and Puerto Rican cultures. 
They experienced American cultures in school and practiced Puerto Rican cultures at home. The 
mean frequency score of this theme was 1.36 (SD = 1.96). See Table 3 for sample responses.

Theme 3: Experience of Prejudice.  Words such as mark, assume, explain, discriminate, gender, 
religion, race, woman, and man were included in the third theme. These words were relevant to 
participants’ experiences being labeled as being part of a social group that they may or may not 
identify with. The theme also captured how others interact with the participants based on these 
social labels in a prejudiced way. For instance, the sample response showed that the participant 
mentioned their identification as Asian American, a woman, and an agnostic. Because the partici-
pant is Asian American, people assume that they speak Mandarin, but the participant does not. 
For this theme, the mean frequency score was 0.82 (SD = 1.51). See Table 3 for sample responses.

Theme 4: Physical Characteristics.  The fourth theme related to the experiences participants had 
based on how they looked. This theme included physical traits related to words such as hair, skin, 
look, color, tone, dark, pale, light, and white. In this theme, participants mentioned their experi-
ences related to their physical characteristics, such as skin and hair color. For instance, the sam-
ple response showed that the participant’s lighter skin, bluer eyes, and blonde hair did not reveal 
their Mexican background. The mean frequency score of the physical characteristics theme was 
1.27 (SD = 1.62). See Table 3 for more details.

Theme 5: Language Experience.  This theme included words such as spoke, speaker, learn, talk, 
and language. These words captured the experience of speaking different languages. Words such 
as accent, native, English, and Spanish were also included in this theme, showing that accent and 
nativeness in languages such as English and Spanish played some roles in individuals’ identities. 
The sample response presented the participant’s experiences of learning the host language (i.e., 
English) and their feelings when using their heritage language (i.e., Spanish). The mean fre-
quency score of this theme was 1.19 (SD = 1.61). See Table 3 for more details.

Theme 6: Race/Ethnic Issues.  This theme captured responses specific to racially or ethnically 
related experiences. Different from the physical appearance theme, this theme especially focused 
on the influences of race and ethnicity on participants’ identities. This theme included words such 
as category, categorize, group, identity, race, racial, ethnic, white, and black. These words cap-
tured the racial categories participants identify with or belong to. Words such as embrace, issue, 
easy, and privilege were also included in this theme, demonstrating the experiences participants 
had because of their racial and ethnic backgrounds. For instance, the sample response showed 
that people do not categorize the participant as the racial group they identify with, nor do the 
participants themselves feel a sense of belonging in racial categories on the standardized forms. 
The mean frequency score of race/ethnic issues theme was 1.3 (SD = 1.32). See Table 3 for 
sample responses.
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Correlations for Narrative Valence, Themes, and BII

The content and descriptive statistics of the total BII, Harmony, and Blendedness subscale are 
presented in Table 1. Table 4 shows the intercorrelations among the variables of interest: the 
valence of the narratives, the six narrative themes, and BII (total score, Harmony subscale, and 
Blendedness subscale). To explore who is more or less likely to narrate a given theme, we also 
performed analyses on demographic variables (e.g., age, gender, SES, ethnicity, race). See 
Supplemental Materials for details.

Narrative Valence.  Our results showed that the narrative valence positively significantly corre-
lated with cultural belongingness (r = .25, p < .01) and mixed cultural experience (r = .21, p < 
.01) themes. The more positively toned participants were in their identity narratives, the more 
frequently they mentioned cultural belongingness and mixed cultural experience. In regard to the 
correlations between the narrative valence and BII (total score, Harmony subscale, and Blended-
ness subscale), no significant correlations were found. See Supplemental Materials for additional 
analyses on the correlation between the ending narrative and BII.

Narrative Themes.  Our analyses showed that cultural belongingness (r = −.12, p = .02), physical 
characteristics (r = −.13, p = .01), and language experience (r = −.13, p = .01) themes nega-
tively significantly correlated with BII total score. Next, we found that cultural belongingness (r 
= −.22, p < .01), mixed cultural experience (r = −.13, p = .01), physical characteristics (r = 
−0.15, p < .01), and language experience (r = −.17, p < .01) themes negatively significantly 
correlated with Harmony subscale. Cultural belongingness (r = .11, p = .04) and mixed cultural 
experience (r = .13, p = .01) themes positively significantly correlated with Blendedness sub-
scale. The experience of prejudice and race/ethnic issues themes did not correlate significantly 
with BII total score, Harmony subscale, or Blendedness subscale. The intercorrelations between 
narrative themes are reported in the Supplemental Materials.

In summary, the pattern of correlations above suggests: (a) bicultural individuals who discuss 
less about cultural belongingness, physical characteristics, and language experience are better at 
integrating their bicultural identities; (b) bicultural individuals who talk less about cultural 
belongingness, mixed cultural experience, physical characteristics, and language experience are 

Table 4.  Correlations of Narrative Valence, Themes, and Bicultural Identity Integration.

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Sentiment analysis
  1. Narrative valence  
Narrative themes
  2. Cultural belongingness .25**  
  3. Mixed cultural 
experience

.21** .38**  

  4. Experience of prejudice .06 .07 .09  
  5. Physical characteristics -.06 .37** .19** .12*  
  6. Language experience .10 .32** .19** -.03 .06  
  7. Race/ethnic issues -.05 -.07 .11* .23** .17** -.24**  
Bicultural identity integration
  8. Total BII .04 -.12* -.04 .07 -.13** -.13** .06  
  9. BII Harmony .02 -.22** -.13* .03 -.15** -.17** .04 .88**  
  10. BII Blendedness .05 .11* .13* .09 -.02 .02 .05 .57** .11*  

Note. For the narrative valence, higher score indicates a more positive valence.
*p < .05. **p < .01.
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better at harmonizing their multiple cultural identities; and (c) bicultural individuals who talk less 
about cultural belongingness and mixed cultural experience are better at blending their multiple 
cultural identities. All in all, these results suggest that when narrating identities, bicultural indi-
viduals emphasize different themes, and the frequency of mentioning each theme relates to the 
extent to which they integrate their bicultural identities.

Discussion

With globalization, navigating multiple cultural streams is becoming increasingly prominent, 
highlighting the importance of understanding bicultural individuals’ experiences for identity 
development (Meca et al., 2019). Our overall goal was to explore the experiences of U.S. bicul-
tural students who feel the need to check multiple boxes when answering identity questions.

Narrative Valence

The first aim of the present study was to examine the narrative valence when bicultural individu-
als share their bicultural experiences, which we found to have a relatively positive valence. This 
differs from Lilgendahl et al.’s (2018) findings, where bicultural narratives tended to be some-
what negative. This discrepancy may stem from differences in the prompts used. Lilgendahl et al. 
framed BII as an identity challenge in which participants were prompted to recall a detailed 
account of incidents where they were highly aware of their bicultural identity and its impacts. 
This approach is typically used in the narrative identity literature, in which participants are 
prompted to narrate memories that elicit significant emotional responses (Kensinger, 2009). In 
contrast, our study prompted participants to reflect on their experiences of feeling a lack of 
belonging. This more generic prompt may not elicit emotionally vivid memories. In fact, partici-
pants’ responses may reflect a neutral description of their relevant experiences. Importantly, as 
the coding constructs carry different meanings across different prompts, the narrative valence 
does not mean the same thing in different studies (e.g., current work and Lilgendahl et al., 2018). 
Accordingly, the results are likely to be different. In addition, while we adopted rule-based com-
pound scores to provide more objective sentiment information, a single score may overlook 
emotional nuances and complexities in the narratives (e.g., contrasted feelings and resolutions). 
Indeed, some participants in our study indicated they did not have conflicting bicultural experi-
ences, which could have biased the valence scores. In all, the findings for the narrative valence 
should be interpreted with caution.

Narrative Themes

The second goal of the present study was to identify the themes bicultural individuals use when 
narrating their experiences. The MEM revealed six themes as follows: cultural belongingness, 
mixed cultural experience, experience of prejudice, physical characteristics, language experi-
ence, and race/ethnic issues.

The first theme we found was cultural belongingness, which encompassed participants’ narra-
tives of moving between different cultures. Participants talked about their family’s immigration 
stories and how they try to find belonging as Americans at school while maintaining their heri-
tage cultural traditions at home. Some participants expressed feeling inadequate in their cultural 
identities or struggling to find belonging. This theme reflects the experiences of many bicultural 
individuals in the United States, especially considering the country’s status as the world’s most 
migratory nation (Budiman, 2020). Participants who mentioned cultural belonging likely feel 
torn between their heritage and American cultures. This theme aligns with previous findings 
using open-ended approaches where bicultural individuals shared their uncertainties about their 
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cultures (Phinney & Devich-Navarro, 1997) and the challenges of being bicultural (Huynh et al., 
2018).

The second theme we found was mixed cultural experiences. Bicultural individuals described 
navigating different cultures in their lives. Participants mentioned how they were raised in their 
heritage culture while also adopting American ways of socializing. Some participants talked 
about their identification with a mixed culture, highlighting the emergence of new cultural identi-
ties from blended cultures. This theme reflects the complex experiences of bicultural individuals, 
where new cultural expressions emerge from the blending of their heritage and American cul-
tures. For example, bubble tea culture has emerged as a cultural symbol for Asian Americans, 
connecting them to heritage cultures and reflecting their unique Asian American identity (X. 
Zhang, 2021). This theme corresponds to Phinney and Devich-Navarro’s (1997) and Huynh 
et al.’s (2018) findings, in which bicultural individuals discussed their identification with both 
ethnic and American cultures, feeling of inclusion in American society, understanding of cultural 
roots, and compatibility of their cultures.

The third theme we found was the experience of prejudice, which captured bicultural indi-
viduals’ encounters with being labeled as part of a social group that they may or may not identify 
with. Participants mentioned their experiences of being stereotyped and their feelings of preju-
dice. As identity is shaped by the construction of past events and the ongoing exploration, bicul-
tural individuals’ identity is influenced by how others interact with them and how they feel 
toward these interactions (McLean & Pasupathi, 2012). The experience of prejudice theme there-
fore reflects the experiences that shape bicultural individuals’ identities.

The fourth theme we found was physical characteristics. Bicultural individuals shared narra-
tives about how their physical features, such as hair color, eye color, and skin tone, influenced 
their identity. Similar to the experience of prejudice theme, this theme underscores the impact of 
others’ perceptions on bicultural individuals’ self-concept. This theme is consistent with Phinney 
and Devich-Navarro’s (1997) findings, in which bicultural individuals based their sense of iden-
tity on physical terms (e.g., skin complexion and rough hair).

The fifth theme we found was related to language experience. Participants shared narratives 
about using their heritage language, both in the United States and in their heritage community. 
Some participants discussed feeling excluded because of their accents, while others mentioned 
how language represents their identity. In the United States, more than 20% of residents speak a 
foreign language (i.e., not English) at home (Zeigler & Camarota, 2019), indicating the preva-
lence of bilingualism. Given that bilingualism and biculturalism are closely related (nearly 82% 
of the participants in our study identified as bilingual; Grosjean, 2015; LaFromboise et al., 1993), 
this theme underscores the significance of language in shaping bicultural identity. This theme 
also corresponds to Phinney and Devich-Navarro’s (1997) findings, indicating that bilingualism 
enriches bicultural individuals’ experiences and influences who they are.

Finally, the sixth theme we found was race/ethnic issues. Different from the physical charac-
teristics theme, this theme specifically focused on experiences related to race and/or ethnicity. 
Participants narrated their confusion about not fitting into specific racial or ethnic categories and 
facing rejection from certain communities for not looking “typical” enough. In the United States, 
race and ethnicity are seen as important identity markers; people categorize others and perceive 
themselves accordingly (Bonilla-Silva, 2004; Feagin & Ducey, 2018). This theme thus reflects 
the social dynamics of the context where participants reside.

The language experience and race/ethnic issues themes stood out as two separate factors (i.e., 
their factor loadings were notably different), suggesting that participants tended to discuss one 
theme or the other. Generational differences in bicultural identity may have an influence on this 
distinction. First-generation immigrants often prioritize engagement with the host culture, lead-
ing to a link between higher host language proficiency and increased BII (Benet-Martínez et al., 
2021). In contrast, second-generation biculturals may prioritize identification with their heritage 
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culture (Huynh et al., 2018). As they were raised in the dominant mainstream society, second-
generation biculturals are also more sensitive to and aware of intergroup concerns such as race/
ethnic discriminations (Yoo et al., 2009). Consistent with these findings, we found that U.S.-born 
bicultural individuals (i.e., second-generation onwards) were less inclined to discuss language 
experience (r = −.05, p = .29) but significantly more likely to mention race/ethnic issues (r = 
.12, p = .02). However, as the majority of our participants were U.S.-born (n = 306, 76.1%), our 
results may be skewed toward second-generation biculturals. Future research would benefit from 
exploring a more diverse generational range to better understand the bipolar nature of language 
experience and race/ethnic issues.

Narrative Valence, Themes, and BII

The third and fourth goals of the present study were to examine the association between narrative 
valence and BII scales, as well as the themes and BII scales. We focus our discussion on harmony 
and blendedness instead of considering the total BII for a better interpretation of the findings. The 
Harmony and Blendedness subscales correlated slightly (r = .11, p = .03) in this study, indicat-
ing that the components are distinguishable, as proposed in previous studies (Benet-Martínez & 
Haritatos, 2005; Cheng et al., 2014; Huynh et al., 2011, 2018).

Cheng and Lee (2013) found that recalling positive bicultural experiences increases BII, 
whereas recalling negative bicultural experiences decreases BII. Despite participants in this 
investigation having relatively positive sentiment when narrating their bicultural experiences (M 
= 0.31, SD = 0.46), we found that the narrative valence did not correlate with harmony or blend-
edness. Our results are explained by Lilgendahl et al.’s (2018) findings, which extended Cheng 
and Lee’s (2013) study. In determining what constitutes a positive bicultural experience, 
Lilgendahl and colleagues (2018) showed that it is the extent to which narratives ended posi-
tively rather than the emotionality of events themselves that is more indicative of BII. The authors 
found that positive valence on the narrative’s endings positively correlated with both harmony 
and blendedness; however, the overall valence of the text was unrelated to BII. In line with these 
findings, our results support the idea that the emotionality of bicultural experiences may not be 
the only determinant factor of BII. Further investigation comparing the narrative’s overall valence 
and ending emotionality would deepen the current understanding.

In regard to the relationship between identity narrative themes and BII scales, our results 
revealed that the cultural belongingness theme was negatively related to harmony while posi-
tively correlated with blendedness. Bicultural individuals who mentioned the cultural belonging-
ness theme more frequently may struggle to fit in with either culture or feel less belonging to the 
host society. These individuals feel more conflicted with their identities, have a weaker sense of 
belonging to both cultures, and have more experiences feeling like outsiders. They feel less har-
monized between their cultures, thus being lower on harmony, which captures the affective com-
ponent of bicultural experiences (Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Cheng et al., 2014; Huynh 
et al., 2011, 2018). In contrast, the cultural belongingness theme was positively related to the 
Blendedness dimension. This is in agreement with previous studies that the blendedness captures 
the cognitive-behavioral component of identity integration, which involves bicultural competen-
cies such as speaking different languages and practicing cultural traditions (Huynh et al., 2018). 
With more experiences engaging in both cultures, bicultural individuals become more familiar 
with dominant and heritage culture practices, contributing to higher blendedness. However, as 
they become more involved in both worlds, bicultural individuals may feel more conflicted with 
their identities and feel distant from either culture. They may struggle to find belongingness and 
narrate the cultural belongingness theme more frequently. Consequently, the more bicultural 
individuals use the cultural belongingness theme, the less harmony there is and the more blend-
edness there is.
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Similarly, the theme of mixed cultural experience was also negatively correlated with har-
mony but positively related to blendedness. Past studies found that higher identification with 
mainstream culture is related to higher harmony (Huynh et al., 2018). It is possible that partici-
pants who are more likely to narrate mixed cultural experiences identify less strongly with main-
stream American culture and thus mention different cultural experiences more frequently. 
Accordingly, these individuals may have lower harmony (Huynh et al., 2011). In addition, bicul-
tural individuals who narrate mixed cultural experiences more tend to have more experiences 
engaging in both cultures. Although they do not perceive their cultural identities as compatible, 
they may be familiar with both cultures’ traditions. Thus, reflecting the cognitive-behavioral 
component of identity integration, these individuals have higher blendedness.

Regarding the physical characteristics and the language experience themes, our results dem-
onstrated that these themes only correlated with harmony. We found that the more bicultural 
individuals mention experiences relevant to their physical features, the less they view their iden-
tities as compatible. This aligns with Phinney and Devich-Navarro’s (1997) findings that alter-
nating biculturals (i.e., those who identify more strongly with their ethnic-cultural group) mention 
physical traits as part of their bicultural identities. Alternating biculturals perceive their different 
cultures as less harmonized, which corresponds to our findings that the physical characteristics 
theme is negatively associated with harmony. Bicultural individuals who perceive their physical 
features as conflicting with their bicultural experiences may view their different cultural identi-
ties as less compatible, so they do not harmonize their different identities.

For the language experience theme, past studies found that bicultural individuals who have 
more mainstream language barriers tend to have lower harmony (Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 
2005; Miller et al., 2011). Current results show that participants who mention the language expe-
rience theme more frequently have lower harmony. As the language experience theme captures 
participants’ practices using their heritage language, those who are less dominant in the main-
stream language may have more experiences relating to their heritage language and thus mention 
this theme more frequently. Accordingly, bicultural individuals who narrate language experi-
ences more frequently tend to have lower harmony. These results also support Phinney and 
Devich-Navarro’s (1997) findings that alternating biculturals (i.e., those who found their cultures 
conflicting) mention bilingual experiences as part of their bicultural identities.

In sum, our findings suggest that bicultural individuals’ identity narratives are positively 
toned. Bicultural individuals describe their experiences with themes such as cultural belonging-
ness, mixed cultural experience, experience of prejudice, physical characteristics, language expe-
rience, and race/ethnic issues. The frequency of mentioning each theme also relates to the extent 
to which bicultural individuals integrate their identities. In the next section, we discuss the 
advantages, contributions, limitations, and future directions.

Advantages and Contributions

Identity is about belonging and commonality with others (Weedon, 2004). However, the possible 
belongings of humans are infinite, especially in bicultural or multicultural populations. For 
instance, Phinney and Devich-Navarro (1997) stated that multiculturalism is a multidimensional 
phenomenon; there is not just one way of being bicultural or multicultural. Research in BII has 
shown that there are pronounced individual differences in how bicultural individuals experience 
their different identities (e.g., Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005; Cheng et al., 2014). Thus, using 
scale-level quantitative approach to measure identity is far from enough. This study contributes 
to the field by using natural language analysis to gain deeper insights into how people narrate 
their bicultural identity experiences.

More specifically, we adopt the MEM that extracts psychologically meaningful themes from 
participants’ open-ended narratives (Boyd, 2017; Chung & Pennebaker, 2008a, 2008b). The 
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MEM allows us to define themes in identity narratives that direct individuals’ thinking processes. 
The method avoids imposing constructs, theories, or researcher-predetermined themes as it relies 
on the most common content words used in participants’ narratives. This bottom-up approach 
allows for themes to emerge from the data, similar to grounded theory, but in an automated man-
ner. Importantly, the MEM enables the analysis of narratives from a larger sample without the 
need for manual coding, reducing time and resource burdens. Moreover, the MEM is accessible 
as it requires little coding expertise, and, the exploratory nature of this approach also offers 
insights that quantitative-based approaches might overlook (Markowitz, 2021). Another unique 
advantage of the MEM is its suitability to study natural language data in the bicultural or multi-
cultural sphere, where individuals may express their identity in nuanced ways not captured by 
traditional scale-level approaches. Our study expands the text-analytic toolkit for studying bicul-
tural identity, moving from manual coding by human judges (e.g., Lilgendahl et al., 2018; Syed 
& Azmitia, 2010) to automated analysis that integrates quantitative and qualitative advantages.

However, one limitation of the MEM is the subjective process of labeling factors, as research-
ers manually construct labels that encompass most words within a dimension. While the themes 
extracted from the MEM represent the salient dimensions in the text corpus, they may not encom-
pass all texts. As in the present study, it is possible that participants include a broad range of 
expressions that could not be classified into the six narrative themes. We addressed this issue by 
investigating a large sample size—more than 400 bicultural students—to provide adequate 
power. We also incorporate quantitative measurements (i.e., BII; Huynh et al., 2018) to minimize 
the uncertainty of using qualitative text-analytic tools. Future work could compare different 
methods for selecting the number of factors and incorporate different scale-level measurements 
to further validate the use of natural language analysis.

Limitations and Future Research

While the current study has important real-world implications, there are limitations that stem 
from the nature of the study methods. First, our sentiment analysis employs the bag-of-words 
model to classify words as positive, negative, or neutral, thereby determining the narrative 
valence (Y. Zhang et al., 2010). This may introduce bias when a generic prompt is used. That is, 
following the prompt in the current study, participants may recall less emotionally intense memo-
ries (Kensinger, 2009). This influences how they frame their identity narratives, in which partici-
pants may emphasize their experiences rather than focusing on the emotions involved. For 
instance, our findings suggest that people who narrated cultural belongingness and mixed cul-
tural experience themes had more positive sentiment but scored lower on BII Harmony. This 
suggests a discrepancy between how individuals perceive their identities and the positive tones 
they have. To address potential bias, future research could explore different narrative prompts 
that elicit stronger emotional responses or employ alternative sentiment analysis approaches.

Next, given that the study was administered in English, participants’ responses may be biased 
toward American cultures. As culture and language are closely related, bicultural individuals 
tend to be bilinguals (Grosjean, 2015; LaFromboise et  al., 1993). Indeed, using the MEM, 
Rodríguez-Arauz et al. (2017) found Mexican American bilinguals think about different self-
schemas when primed in different languages. As most of our participants identified as bilingual 
(n = 329, 81.8%), their identity narratives may be influenced by the language they used. Further 
studies could explore whether language plays a role in bicultural bilinguals’ identity narratives by 
asking participants to respond in different languages.

Moreover, our premise is that identity integration is a generalized concept that describes an 
individual’s experiences across any form of social identity. Thus, we aim to understand the wide 
range of themes bicultural individuals discuss when they feel they must check multiple boxes. 
Accordingly, we used an inclusive narrative prompt to encourage exploration of different themes. 
As participants were unaware that they were recruited based on their bicultural background, nor 
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did we prompt them to specifically think about their bicultural experiences, we cannot know if 
participants were thinking about their bicultural identities when narrating their experiences. 
However, our results showed that even with a generic prompt, bicultural individuals talk about 
their culture-related experiences, as seen in the cultural belongingness and mixed cultural experi-
ence themes. These findings suggest that bicultural experiences are central to bicultural individu-
als’ multiple identities. To further investigate the importance of biculturalism in multiple identity 
experiences, future research could explore if these results hold when people are specifically 
asked to reflect on their bicultural experiences.

Finally, we did not find significant links between BII and race/ethnic issues or experiences of 
prejudice themes. This may seem to contradict previous research that found a link between BII 
and racial/ethnic prejudice (e.g., Benet-Martínez et al., 2021). Given that a majority of our par-
ticipants identified as White (n = 207, 51.5%), the racial majority in the United States, race/
ethnic issues might not be as prominent in their narratives of bicultural experiences, potentially 
contributing to our findings. Regarding the experience of prejudice, participants recounted 
diverse narratives related to gender, religion, culture, and race following our generic prompt (see 
Table 3). Given our framing of bicultural individuals as those identifying with more than one 
culture, one being American and the other being any other cultural identification, participants 
may have compared their heritage culture with American culture in their responses to BII. The 
lack of a significant link between BII and experience of prejudice may be due to the fact that our 
BII measure may not have fully captured the range of identities of the participants. Because BII 
has been shown to work with identity dynamics other than culture and ethnicity, our results point 
the way for more research to improve how we think about biculturalism and look into it in differ-
ent settings, such as race, class, and gender.

Concluding Remarks

To conclude, bicultural individuals construct unique identity narratives based on their multiple 
cultural experiences. Our findings, derived from modern natural language analyses, suggest that 
these narratives are positively toned. They reflect diverse backgrounds, such as cultural belong-
ingness, mixed cultural experience, experience of prejudice, physical characteristics, language 
experience, and race/ethnic issues. These experiences also relate to the extent to which bicultural 
individuals perceive their multiple cultural identities as harmonized and blended. In essence, 
bicultural identity is a dynamic, active, and ongoing process. Bicultural individuals may not 
belong to one category but can have various identities.
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