What Am I? Perceptions and Experiences of
Ethnic Ambiguity Among Multiethnic Individuals
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Introduction
Previous research has identified the construct of racial
ambiguity; this study defined ethnic ambiguity and
explored its implications for multiethnic individuals.

Method
Participants. Eight English-speaking multiethnic
adults (5 women, 3 men; ages 21-42, M = 29.4 years)
who identified as being ethnically ambiguous.

people find
difficult to
categorize in
what their
ethnicity is,
maybe
including
religion.”

Definition of
Ethnically
Ambiguous
(8/8)
“That’s what I
am J. An
adjective that
would describe
someone who
looking at them,
you couldn’t tell
what ethnicity
they are, what
culture they
come from.”

Procedure. Participants were recruited via
convenience sampling throughout the U.S. and
completed a Background Questionnaire and a semistructured individual interview.
Data Analysis. Interviews were transcribed and coded
through the Consensual Qualitative Research (CQR)
method (Hill et al., 1997) to identify domains and
categories across interviews.

“It’s hard to
decipher
someone’s
ethnicity. It’s
difficult for other
people to
categorize you
into different
ethnicities.”

Skin Color, Tone, and
Complexion
(8/8)
“I have freckles. Most
Latinos don’t have
freckles.”
“My skin color has a very
ambiguous color to it.
And if you’re going to
look at me, it’ll look like
as if the skin color was
white, and it is white
physically but ethnically,
that’s a different story.
They can’t look at me
and determine my history
and background.”

“It kind of makes you feel
um…feel like a zoo
animal? It’s terrible but you
know, that has happened
several times.”
“That one, it’s a little bit of
an icky feeling because
like, ‘What am I? I’m a
human being.’”

“Where Are You
From?”

(8/8)
“I get taken aback ‘cause I
feel like they might have
racist intentions. It affects
me personally, I guess?
More so than ‘What are
you?’”

Language and Speech
(8/8)
“Sometimes, the way I
speak and also
languages, it depends on
what language I’m
speaking and where I’m
speaking it. I’ll get the
‘Huh, how is she doing
that? That’s not usually
when someone’s
speaking that looks like…’
Again, it depends on the
accent and the language.”

“Where Are You Really
From?”
(8/8)
“I kind of feel like
personally insulted
because if I reply like – oh,
just ‘cause I’m Asian like I
can’t have an American
nationality. Or I shouldn’t
be like in America just
because I obviously look
Asian.”

and I’m like, ‘Just –
you can stop. You’re
a professor and you
should know that like
that’s not cool to do
to someone.’”

physical attribute but also because of my
education. That has opened doors for me too that
would have otherwise prevented me from going
through them.”
“It gives me a lot of freedom to move around in
different spaces.”

Discussion
•People often question, guess, and assume others’
ethnic identities
•Multiethnic individuals prefer to be asked about
their ethnic identity in a curious, genuine, polite,
and non-offensive manner: “If you don’t mind me
asking, what’s your ethnic background?”
•Confusion or curiosity about ethnic ambiguity is
primarily based on context and subjectivity (i.e., the
way one looks and how they sound)
•Self-perceptions versus other people’s
perceptions of ethnic ambiguity lead to
misunderstandings
•Ethnic ambiguity ≠ racial ambiguity

Implications
•Greater insight into experiences of ethnic
ambiguity and its impact on ethnically ambiguous
individuals’ identities, self-esteem, and confidence
Positive Implications Negative Implications
of Ethnic Ambiguity
of Ethnic Ambiguity

Negative Implications of Ethnic Ambiguity
Responses to
Questions about
Ethnic Ambiguity

(8/8)
“I don’t want to make
somebody guess
what I am unless it’s
for weird flirting or
something.”
“Sometimes I’m very
short about it and I’m
just like, ‘I don’t
really want to have
this conversation
with you for whatever
reason so I’ll just
give you the answer
that you want to hear
and then we’re done
talking now.’”

(8/8)
“As a baby, people used to ask my parents if I
was adopted because I just didn’t look like them. I
looked completely Asian. And my dad used to get
really angry – he’ll be like, ‘Well no! Of course
she’s my daughter! Like what do you think?!’”
“I actually had a fairly well-meaning young man
who was watching me interact with my mother in
a parking lot come up and ask my mom, ‘Oh my
god, the girl you have – so good. Where did you
get her?’ He’s like, ‘I’m looking for help for my
mother.’ I looked at him and said, ‘She gave birth
to me.’”

Neutral Implications of Ethnic Ambiguity

(8/8)
“Well, I guess I think of it as a neutral experience
because I don’t have any choice over whether I
am ethnically ambiguous or not. I am just who I
am.”
“If anything, I think it teaches people that things
are and can be more than they appear; it teaches
people to maybe be careful about the
assumptions that they make.”

Future Directions. Future research should explore
the intersection of ethnic ambiguity and multiethnic
identity with:
•Development of an Ethnic Ambiguity Scale
•Different criteria (e.g., ethnoracial background,
generational study, sibling study, and longitudinal
study)
•Ambiguity tolerance
Limitations. Small sample size, adult participants,
diversity of sample did not reflect particular
multiracial/multiethnic groups
Contact Information:
jwu1@alliant.edu; www.ethnicambiguity.com

