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Abstract. The deepening of globalization has promoted the mixing and collision of various 

cultures. An increasing number of young people are situated in the educational environment 

of multiple cultures. Adolescence is regarded as a critical stage for the development of 

self-identity. However, because of the complexity of cross-cultural education and the 

particularity of adolescents’ psychological development, the development of adolescents’ 

self-identity will encounter obvious challenges. Therefore, assisting adolescents to establish a 

sense of self-identity in cross-cultural education has become one of the core issues in the 

education field. This study centers on the group of students aged 13-22 who are studying 

abroad, with the goal to explore strategies and approaches to solve the problem of adolescents’ 

self-identity in cross-cultural education. Various research methods, such as literature review 

and theoretical analysis, are adopted in this study to discover the main factors that have an 

impact on adolescents’ self-identity development in cross-cultural education. In addition, on 

the basis of social identity theory and self-categorization theory, the research finally puts 

forward methods to advance adolescents’ self-identity development. Meanwhile, the results 

of this research also provide references for expanding the research on the connection between 

adolescents’ self-identity and their moral choices in cross-cultural education. 
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1. Introduction 

With globalization’s deepening, different cultures, values, and social norms carry out combination. 

In such contexts, the educational environment also presents a trend of multiple and cross-cultural 

development [1]. Multicultural education may assist schools in constructing an open and inclusive 

culture, and thus promote the establishment of more peaceful, cohesive, and democratic nations [2]. 

Adolescence is regarded as a critical period for self-identity development. In cross-cultural 

education, adolescents need to face the influence from their native culture and adapt to differences 

coming from other cultures; therefore, this will become a critical challenge during their self-identity 

development period. Meanwhile, because self-identity and moral decisions have close connection, 

multiple cultures will further exert influence on the formation of adolescents’ moral values. Hence, 

guiding adolescents to develop a sense of self-identity has become a significant issue in education 

field. At present, some existing researches have examined the impact of peer influence [3] and 

social belonging [4] on adolescents’ emotional development and mental health under cross-cultural 
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education. Meanwhile, other scholars also have focused on the role of parent-child relationships in 

different cultures for shaping adolescents’ self-identity and self-control ability [5]. However, from 

cross-cultural education perspective, there is a lack of researches on the relationship between 

adolescents’ self-identity and their moral choices. 

This research centers on the field of 13-22-year-old overseas studying students, with the goal of 

probing into how to guide them to foster a self-identity sense. The 13 to 19 years old phase is of 

critical importance for the cultivation of self-awareness, and international schools provide an 

environment that is a combination of local culture and foreign culture. Hence, the research in this 

stage possesses both theoretical and practical property. 

Therefore, this research is set under the background of multiple cultures, with self-identity as a 

consideration item, and its main content is to probe into tactics and measures for guiding teenagers 

to foster a sense of self-identity. To cope with this problem, we adopt literature analysis method, 

and key problems in self-identity development are thus identified. In addition, this research inspects 

related theories and practical experiences, and as a result, puts forward practical tactics and 

measures as a reply. Lastly, corresponding conclusions will be drawn according to the research 

outcomes. 

This study sets its research question as that of how to develop adolescents’ self-identity and 

moral values within cross-cultural education background, thus providing two noticeable 

contributions to existing research. Firstly, the main factors exerting influence on adolescents’ 

self-identity development in multicultural education context are summarized by this research 

Second, through theoretical research and empirical analysis, methods for advancing adolescents’ 

self-identity development are put forward by this paper. 

2. Literature review 

As reported by UNESCO, the past twenty years have observed a notable growth in the global 

quantity of international students, thus causing an expanding appearance of teenagers in 

multi-cultural educational settings. They are subjected to cultural shocks from different cultures [6]. 

Some social issues that are caused by culture differences, like ethnic discrimination, produce 

negative influence on the study and growth of young persons in cross-cultural surroundings [7]. As 

a result, the multicultural environment poses important challenges to the physical and mental 

development of adolescents. 

Developing a coherent sense of self and identity is recognized as one of the key developmental 

tasks of adolescence [8]. Self-identity is expressed as the understanding and internalization of one’s 

own characteristics, values, beliefs, and personal attributes [9]. Adolescence is a critical period for 

the development of self-identity. They will face important challenges in reconciling the 

development and integration of their unique identities into the social environment. Some existing 

research shows that cultural environment can significantly affect the moral identity of adolescents 

[10]. In cross-cultural education, language obstacles, acculturation process, and unclear futures can 

arouse mental health issues such as lack of belonging feeling in adolescence. Hence, the problem of 

adolescents’ self-identity from cross-cultural education angle should receive wide-ranging attention. 

Adolescence is regarded as a stage with extremely notable changes in moral development sphere. 

The social surroundings where adolescents are living can push forward the forming of their value 

views and moral self-beings. Some academic researchers put forward that cultural and ethnic groups 

produce influences on adolescents’ behaviors related to morality [11]. Moreover, the self-identity of 

adolescents has close connection with their moral identity. Those persons who possess a more 

strong and stable moral identity have higher possibilities to do the correct moral selection [12]. 

Social identity theory (SIT) explains how individuals feel a sense of belonging to a group and 

how they feel about their social identity [13]. In the multicultural context, the development of a 
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social identity can help adolescents construct a holistic sense of self and improve their ability to 

adapt. Self-categorization theory (SCT) states that individuals categorize themselves according to 

their personal identity or various social identities. Such categorization is highly relevant to the 

context in which people find themselves [14]. As a result, in cross-cultural education, self-identity 

problems arise where the personal identity of the adolescent does not coincide with the identity of 

the cultural context. Social identity theory and self-categorization theory provided theoretical 

support for this study. 

3. Identification of adolescents’ self-identity problems in cross-cultural education 

3.1. Self-identity between mainstream culture and national culture 

In cross-cultural education’s background, cultural identity exerts a notable function on teenagers’ 

self-identity troubles. In this research, adolescents’ cultural identity means the identity of their 

native and mainstream cultures in their present living surroundings. Adolescence is considered as a 

crucial stage for exploring and defining national values. at the same time, they are undergoing the 

acculturation process, which refers to adapting to their host country’s cultural environment [15]. In 

cross-cultural education, adolescents bear heavier burden when developing self-identity and suffer 

from cultural identity confusion. This is mainly because cross-cultural education’s acculturation has 

high complexity feature due to different cultures’ integration and conflict. In this case, adolescents 

need more energy to learn about mainstream cultures and pay less attention to consolidating their 

native culture. Therefore, adolescents need to spend more energy on learning mainstream cultures 

and pay fewer attention to consolidating their native culture. This may cause them to reduce the 

importance of or give up some parts of their cultural traditions, thus producing feelings of guilt, 

confusion, and loss. In addition, such confused feelings and adaptation pressure can also bring 

about psychological troubles. For example, students from collectivist cultures have higher 

possibility to face mental health and psychological issues when they receive education in 

individualist cultures, such as America [16]. This mental-related acculturation stress raises 

psychological weakness and stops them from carrying out positive and objective self-identity 

building. 

In general, when adolescents are fronted with strong pressure coming from the cultural 

environment, they tend to produce negative emotions like confusion, anxiety, self-doubt, and 

self-depreciation; therefore, their capability of cultural adaptation will also receive negative 

influence, thus making them unable to carry out objective recognition on the differences between 

mainstream culture and their native culture, hence hindering the formation of a consistent 

self-cultural identity. 

3.2. Self-identity between group belongings and self-disclosure 

When adolescents are growing up, they frequently make hard struggle between the wish to gain 

peer group’s acceptance and the insistence on developing one unique personal identity. Existing 

research has proven that peer exclusion produces negative influence on adolescents’ immediate and 

long-term well-being, because it can cause loneliness, low self-esteem, and social anxiety [4]. In the 

field of multicultural education, adolescents have strong eagerness to fit into their peer groups, 

specially those who share same national culture. Therefore, this situation can help them reduce their 

feeling of isolation and lessen the stress that comes from dealing with cultural differences. 

Meanwhile, adolescents hold the desire that their uniqueness and personal values get recognized. 

Adolescents show their self-concept through sharing private personal information; this action is 

frequently accompanied by the display of their individual character and the expression of their inner 

values. Thus, such behaviors are of essential importance for the development of a consistent 
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self-perception, namely self-identity, and also for the building of relationships with their peer 

groups [3]. However, not all acts of self-disclosure can obtain recognition from peers. Especially 

when teenagers are living in a multicultural surrounding, they may fail to gain approval from peers 

with different cultural backgrounds, because of differences in communication ways, value systems, 

and social norm rules. If they cannot receive feedback regarding their inner feelings, thinking 

contents, and daily behaviors, therefore, they will produce confusions toward their self-identity. 

Hence, in cross-cultural education, adolescent people pursue a feeling of being accepted among 

peer groups and have a strong wish to show their true selves in an authentic way. When these two 

kinds of needs cannot be fulfilled at the same time, adolescent people will face hard struggle 

between following the general trend and showing their own unique characteristics. Therefore, this 

kind of struggle may give rise to emotions like self-doubt; hence, it will block the building of an 

objective self-value identity. 

3.3. Self-identity between exclusion and inclusion 

Exclusion of foreign cultures, like fixed wrong images and unfair treatment, still stands as one of 

the core difficult problems for young people in cross-cultural education. Such experiences can bring 

bad influence to their self-respect and cause feelings of shame or anger to their own culture, making 

it hard for them to accept a multicultural self-identity. A study displays that most non-native 

English-speaking young people have met “language fixed wrong images” in English-speaking 

educational places. This means that people think they have poor English ability, no matter what 

their real English level is [17]. Therefore, this often causes feelings of being not good enough and 

self-criticism. It can also make young people refuse to join the main culture, hence holding more 

tightly to their original culture. This can block the building of a balanced, well-combined 

self-identity. Meanwhile, some scholars pointed out that when facing fixed wrong images and 

unfair treatment, international students may refuse to connect with their native cultural group, 

because they want to avoid possible discrimination and stigmatization [18]. However, this can make 

them separated from local cultural groups while keeping away from their own. Thus, this may 

further raise their feeling of being detached and not safe.  

Adolescent groups hold psychological vulnerability in sensitivity. Therefore, if they absorb 

negative stereotypes and internalize such contents into their own self-structures, they will possess 

higher possibility to form non-genuine self-judgments and self-recognition. Thus, this kind of 

situation can bring psychological harms to them, and hence exert negative impacts on their future 

achievement and study capability. 

Adolescent groups hold psychological vulnerability in sensitivity. Therefore, if they absorb 

negative stereotypes and let these stereotypes become inner components of their own selves, they 

will possess higher possibility to form non-genuine self-judgments and self-recognition systems. 

Thus, this kind of situation may bring psychological damage to them, and hence exert harmful 

influence on their future achievement attainment and study ability. 

4. Strategies for developing adolescents’ self-identity in cross-cultural education 

4.1. Strengthening intercultural contacts 

In multicultural education, the distinctions between national culture and mainstream culture are able 

to block adolescent social identity development. Therefore, this situation mainly comes from their 

shortage of efficient methods to carry out cross-cultural activities for lessening such distinctions. 

Intercultural contact can aid adolescents to build a sense of social belonging, fight against isolation 

feelings, and set up important social support networks via interactions like group projects, cultural 

events, and language exchange programs. According to social identity theory, when adolescents’ 
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belonging sense and adaptability abilities are strengthened, thus they have higher possibility to form 

a positive psychological state. Hence, this psychological state can make them conduct active 

exploration of their self-identity under mainstream culture.  

In cross-cultural education, common types of intercultural contact are inclusive class rooms, 

after-school cultural exchange activities, and intercultural team work inside the classroom [19]. 

These undertakings supply young persons with more chances to have interaction with mainstream 

culture. It helps them to study the stages and dynamic states of cross-cultural identity development, 

and also give them power to build their self-identity with self-confidence. Besides this, it can also 

advance inclusion, and make adolescents feel proud for their cultural heritage when they study 

about other cultures, thus cultivating mutual respect and acceptance. Therefore, adolescents can 

carry out better understanding of the differences between their own culture and the mainstream 

culture. This decreases psychological pressure things such as language anxiety, and as a result leads 

to the improvement of physical and mental health results. 

4.2. Developing new peer relationships 

Loneliness in adolescent period and worries about being excluded by peers are important blockades 

for adolescents’ self-categorization in multicultural education places. According to 

self-categorization theory, adolescents will have higher possibility to categorize themselves into a 

certain society if they can discover similarities between their own selves and the peer members of 

that society; therefore, this can help them make clear their self-identity. To find such peer 

similarities, one useful method is to build new peer relationships in the dominant cultural 

environment. Friends from various cultural backgrounds can support adolescents’ self-exploration 

by offering different viewpoints, thus making them capable to learn about diverse cultures and grow 

a sense of social belonging. Hence, schools can cultivate this kind of relationships via group 

activities or intercultural workshops, so as to promote understanding and empathy among peers. 

It is important to note that while inclusion in peer groups can help adolescents construct a social 

self-identity, peer pressure and the desire for acceptance can significantly influence adolescents' 

moral decisions [4]. This is mainly due to the fact that, for avoiding social risks and peer refusal, 

adolescents select behaviors which receive approval from their peer group. These behaviors include 

both positive ones, for instance participating in community voluntary projects, and negative ones, 

like running a red light when crossing a street. Therefore, hence adolescents need to build peer 

relationships with carefulness and obtain critical thinking abilities, so that they can establish their 

self-identity at the same time as they develop suitable moral values. 

4.3. Fostering open dialogue and providing experience 

Adolescents must obtain one chance to face the self-identity problem inside cross-cultural education 

and gain experience on how to handle it. Open dialogue is necessary for adolescents to express their 

inner feelings and manage their identity within cross-cultural education. Building group meeting 

activities or one-by-one talk can assist adolescents to share their own life stories, cultural traditions, 

or hard situations they met when adjusting to a new culture. This raises mutual understanding 

among same-age people, and let adolescents get approval from others who have similar difficulties 

or views with them. Hence, they are more possible to get a feeling of being part of a group and 

bravery to face self-identity problems. At the same time, one key cause why adolescents have 

trouble to develop self-identity in cross-cultural education is that they lack related experience or 

methods to solve these problems. Therefore, schools can link adolescents with teachers and 

upper-grade students who have successfully gone through acculturation, thus getting suggestions 

and experience in handling identity challenges [20]. In cross-cultural education, building open 
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dialogue and mentor-student connections gives adolescents power to develop a positive self-identity. 

This can help them feel being supported and establish self-confidence when developing their 

self-identity in a multicultural surrounding. 

5. Conclusion 

Based on social identity theory and self-categorization theory, this research finds out key elements 

that cause adolescents’ self-identity difficulties in cross-cultural environments, and puts forward 

pointed practical resolutions. Therefore, from the angle of cross-cultural education, this study also 

extends the research about the connection between adolescents’ self-identity and their moral 

selection. 

This research places strong emphasis that two principal factors are able to account for 

adolescents’ self-identity problems inside cross-cultural education. First and foremost, acculturation 

stress blocks the capacity of adolescents to develop a complete cultural self-identity, and this 

situation is mainly caused by the tense relation between their native culture and the dominant 

mainstream culture. Therefore, the conflict between the search for a peer group sense of belonging 

and the wish to carry out authentic self-expression has connection with adolescents’ social 

adaptation stress. Hence, it produces harm to the development of adolescents’ social self-identity.  

Social identity theory and self-categorization theory provide theoretical support force to this 

research. Hence, this study proposes that consolidating intercultural communications and 

constructing new peer relations are effective measures to solve adolescents’ self-identity problems 

in cross-cultural education. Consolidating intercultural connections can aid adolescents to get 

involved in new cultural environments. Therefore, this may improve adolescents’ sense of cultural 

belonging and adaptability, assisting them to go through and explore their self-identity within the 

mainstream culture’s structure. In addition, constructing new peer relations helps adolescents 

identify similarities between themselves and their society peers and conduct self-categorization. 

These outcomes have obvious theoretical and practical values for guiding adolescents to build a 

sense of self-identity in cross-cultural education. 
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