2026 (Septiembre), Retos, 82, 349-363

ISSN: 1579-1726, eISSN: 1988-2041 https://revistaretos.org/index.php/retos

A bidirectional theoretical model linking ethnic identity and
multidimensional self-concept in immigrant adolescents: a

pedagogical framework for physical education
Modelo de identidad étnica y autoconcepto fisico-social en adolescentes inmigrantes:
aportaciones a la pedagogia de la educacion fisica

Authors

Ignacio Ballester-Esteve !
Raquel Torner-Ripoll 2
Laura Padilla-Bautista 3

1.3 Catholic University of Valencia
Saint Vincent Martyr (Spain)
2Colegio de Educacion Infantil, Pri-
mariay ESO, SOMESCOLA (Spain)

Corresponding author:
Ignacio Ballester-Esteve
ignacio.ballester@ucv.es

Received: 24-02-26
Accepted: 19-05-26

How to cite in APA

Ballester-Esteve, I., Torner-Ripoll, R., & Padilla-
Bautista, L. (2026). A bidirectional theoretical
model linking ethnic identity and
multidimensional self-concept in immigrant
adolescents: a pedagogical framework for
physical education. Retos, 82, 349-363.
https://doi.org/10.47197 /retos.v82.118877

Y Ay .,
Lot

Abstract

Introduction: The relationship between ethnic identity and self-concept in immigrant adoles-
cents has been extensively studied in isolation, but there remains a lack of theoretical models
that integrate both constructs, particularly in movement-based educational contexts. This
study addresses this issue by focusing on the physical and social dimensions of self-concept in
Physical Education.

Objectives: To develop a theoretical model that explains the bidirectional relationship between
ethnic identity and self-concept (physical and social) in immigrant adolescents, and to explore
its contribution to psychosocial adaptation and integration in educational contexts.

Methods: A narrative review of classic and contemporary literature on ethnic identity and mul-
tidimensional self-concept was conducted. Based on this synthesis, established conceptual
frameworks were integrated to construct an explanatory model applicable to Physical Educa-
tion contexts.

Results: The model posits that ethnic identity and self-concept operate in a bidirectional loop:
a strong cultural identity fosters the confidence to participate in social and sporting contexts,
whilst perceived success — physical competence and social acceptance — reinforces the immi-
grant adolescent’s identity. These processes contribute to identity affirmation, psychosocial ad-
aptation and integration.

Conclusions: Physical Education is an ideal pedagogical context for promoting these dynamics
through structured cooperation, participation and meaningful interaction. The model offers a
parsimonious theoretical framework that prioritises educational experiences and can guide in-
clusive research and practice aimed at fostering well-being, a sense of belonging and integra-
tion in culturally diverse school environments.
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Resumen

Introduccién: La relacién entre la identidad étnica y el autoconcepto en adolescentes inmigran-
tes ha sido ampliamente estudiada de forma independiente, pero persiste la falta de modelos
tedricos que integren ambos constructos, especialmente en contextos basados en el movi-
miento. Este trabajo aborda esta cuestion, centrandose en las dimensiones fisica y social del
autoconcepto en Educacion Fisica.

Objetivos: Desarrollar un modelo teérico que explique la relacién bidireccional entre la identi-
dad étnica y el autoconcepto (fisico y social) en adolescentes inmigrantes, y explorar su contri-
bucidn a la adaptacién psicosocial e integracion en contextos educativos.

Métodos: Se realiz6 una revision narrativa de la literatura clasica y contemporanea sobre iden-
tidad étnica y autoconcepto multidimensional. A partir de esta sintesis, se integraron marcos
conceptuales consolidados para construir un modelo explicativo aplicable a contextos de Edu-
cacion Fisica.

Resultados: El modelo plantea que la identidad étnica y el autoconcepto operan en un bucle
bidireccional: una identidad cultural sélida favorece la confianza para participar en contextos
sociales y deportivos, mientras que el éxito percibido —competencia fisica y aceptacion so-
cial— refuerza la identidad del adolescente inmigrante. Estos procesos contribuyen a la afirma-
cion identitaria, adaptacién psicosocial e integracion.

Conclusiones: La Educacién Fisica se configura como un contexto pedagégico idéneo para pro-
mover estas dindmicas mediante cooperacidn estructurada, participacion e interaccion signifi-
cativa. El modelo ofrece un marco tedrico parsimonioso que prioriza experiencias educativas y
puede orientar investigaciones y practicas inclusivas destinadas a fomentar bienestar, perte-
nencia e integracién en entornos escolares culturalmente diversos.

Palabras clave

Aculturacidn; biculturalismo; competencia motora; educaciéon multicultural; adaptacién psico-
social.
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Introduction
|

Migration and psychosocial adjustment during adolescence

In recent decades, and particularly in the Valencian Community, international migration has trans-
formed social demographics, making multiculturalism a defining feature of educational contexts. This
phenomenon goes beyond mere demographic changes, constituting a complex process of psychological
acculturation in which individuals must grapple with the tension between maintaining their cultural
heritage and participating in the new social framework. It has been demonstrated that perceived racial
discrimination has a negative impact not only on psychological well-being, but also on the health habits
and social behaviour of young immigrants (Korol and Bevelander, 2021; Saluja et al., 2025).

Adolescence represents a critical period of particular vulnerability and opportunity for young immi-
grants, as the normative search for a personal identity is compounded by migratory grief and the chal-
lenge of establishing a coherent sense of self across different cultural contexts. Research consistently
shows that their psychosocial adaptation and success do not depend solely on socio-economic condi-
tions, but on the interaction between ethnic identity,a sense of belonging that involves constant negoti-
ation between the culture of origin and the hostculture, and self-concept, a multidimensional and hier-
archical construct (Aguilar et al.,, 2024; Cadiz et al,, 2023; Froehlich et al., 2024; Preusche and Gobel,
2022).

Within the framework of this interaction, immigrant adolescents face the dual task of achieving auton-
omy in their development whilst simultaneously reconciling potentially conflicting cultural values. A
solid and well-established ethnic identity, characterised by active exploration and a firm commitment
to one’s own group, acts as a protective factor that stabilises self-concept in the face of the risks of mar-
ginalisation or social exclusion. Consequently, understanding the synergy between these two constructs
is essential for promoting educational environments that foster not only academic success but also the
psychological well-being of a diverse student body.

Ethnic identity

Ethnic identity is a fundamental component of the social identity of immigrant adolescents, defined as
the part of an individual’s self-concept that derives from their awareness of belonging to a social group
and the emotional significance attributed to it. Based on Tajfel’s Social Identity Theory and Jean Phin-
ney’s developmental model (1990, 1992), this construct provides a solid foundation for integration into
the majority society, although it requires constant and non-linear negotiation between cultures. This
process often involves identity conflicts and acculturation stress, particularly when cultural differences
are stigmatised. In such contexts, adolescents may undergo identity changes, adjusting their behaviour,
language or self-presentation to conform to dominant cultural norms, a strategy that seeks social vali-
dation but can prove psychologically exhausting and detrimental to authenticity (Loyd et al., 2023).

According to Phinney, ethnic identity develops through three distinct stages: unexamined identity,
search for ethnic identity, and attainment of ethnic identity. Recent research highlights that this devel-
opment is not isolated; the school’s interracial climate and levels of diversity play a decisive role in how
immigrant status intersects with the ability to form inter-ethnic friendships, which are essential for so-
cial integration (Chan and Benner, 2025). Furthermore, a high level of ethnic affirmation acts as a critical
factor in resilience, mitigating the negative effects of perceived discrimination, which has been linked to
health-compromising behaviours and an increased risk of antisocial behaviour (Korol and Bevelander,
2021; Saluja et al,, 2025), and facilitating a smoother psychosocial transition in multicultural educa-
tional settings.

Self-concept: the multidimensional structure of self-perception

Building on the pioneering framework of Shavelson et al. (1976), self-concept is defined as a hierarchical
and multidimensional structure of perceptions and evaluations that an individual holds of themselves,
and which functions as a cognitive mediator of behaviour. For immigrant adolescents, this multidimen-
sionality is crucial, as their self-concept is recalibrated based on feedback from both their family of origin
and the host society (Bare et al., 2024; Preusche and Gobel, 2022). Recent evidence supports the medi-
ating role of self-evaluation constructs, such as self-esteem, in moderating the relationship between per-
ceived ethnic discrimination and the individual’s engagement with their social environment (Yiicel et
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al,, 2025). Following the influential models of Shavelson and Harter, self-concept is organised into spe-
cific domains that vary in importance:

e Social self-concept: This reflects perceptions of interaction and acceptance by peers. Empirical
evidence highlights that the link between ethnic identity and psychological well-being is signif-
icantly mediated by peer group membership, emphasising the social domain as the primary ve-
hicle for adaptation (Hosseiniand LaFromboise, 2024).

o Physical self-concept: This encompasses perceptions of physical ability and sporting compe-
tence. It often acts as a buffer, as success in sport can reinforce a positive self-image even when
linguistic or academic barriers exist.

e Academic self-concept: This involves competence in school-related tasks, an area that can be
particularly vulnerable during the early stages of migration.

o Emotional self-concept: This refers to the ability to manage the psychological stress inherent in
the acculturation process.

The theoretical significance of this framework lies in the principle of compensation. Furthermore, the
developmental and acculturation perspective suggests that immigrant adolescents often assume com-
plex roles, such as that of cultural mediator or technical expert, which require a high level of perceived
competence and a solid ethnic foundation to avoid role strain (Aumann and Titzmann, 2022). Thus, self-
concept acts as a dynamic system in which perceived competence in one domain (physical or social) can
mitigate the impact of difficulties in another, fostering overall resilience.

However, despite the abundance of studies on each of these constructs separately, literature appears to
lack theoretical frameworks that explain their bidirectional interaction within the specific context of
Physical Education. A structured bibliometric search in EBSCOhost (2020-2025) illustrates the extent
of this potential gap: whilst terms relating to ethnic and racial identity yield over 10,700 records, the
intersection of physical self-concept, social self-concept and ethnic identity within a single study
amounts to just 36; their combination with Physical Education settings or motor competence drops to
just three articles; and the search for integrative theoretical models or structural equation studies link-
ing both constructs in pedagogical contexts yields no results. This progression suggests that the field
has made progress in the isolated study of variables but may not yet have articulated an explanatory
model of their joint dynamics. This article directly addresses that potential absence.

Objectives

Despite the extensive literature on both constructs separately, there is a clear opportunity for a theoret-
ical synthesis that integrates the models of Phinney (1990, 1992) and Shavelson et al. (1976) from an
intersectional perspective. The current scientific literature presents a significant gap: whilst the rela-
tionship between migration and psychological distress is well documented, there is a lack of integrative
models explaining how ethnic identity acts as a dynamic internal resource that structures specific do-
mains of self-concept. Most empirical studies have focused on the validation of specific scales or corre-
lations, but do not provide a theoretical framework that takes into account the principle of compensa-
tion, according to which success in the physical or social domains can mitigate the stressors of cultural
transition.

This study aims to contribute by moving beyond descriptive analysis to propose a model in which ethnic
identity is not a static background variable, but rather a predictor of self-concept stability. This model
may hold potential implications for education and sports policies, providing a roadmap for interventions
that promote resilience through cultural affirmation and motor competence. Consequently, the main
objective of this article is to propose a multidimensional theoretical model that conceptually links the
relationship between self-concept and ethnic identity in immigrant adolescents, identifying the physical
and social spheres as central mechanisms of integration and psychological buffering. To achieve this,
the following specific objectives are established:

1. To explore the role of ethnic identity development stages as dynamic mediators of physical and social
self-concept in immigrant adolescents, identifying the conditions under which identity exploration and
commitment may activate the Compensation Principle within movement-based educational contexts.
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2. To analyse how the physical and social domains of self-concept may function as bidirectional com-
pensatory mechanisms in multicultural Physical Education settings, establishing their proposed role as
mediating variables between ethnic identity threat and psychosocial adaptation in immigrant adoles-
cents.

3.To propose an integrative theoretical model that conceptually describes the bidirectional relationship
between ethnic identity and the physical and social domains of self-concept in immigrant adolescents
within Physical Education contexts, providing an epistemological roadmap for future empirical valida-
tion through Structural Equation Modelling and for the design of inclusive pedagogical strategies.

Method
|

Nature of the study: Theoretical proposal and model design

This paper is a conceptual article and a study designed to generate hypotheses. Rather than conducting
a conventional literature review, it draws on a structured synthesis of empirical and theoretical litera-
ture published between 2020 and 2025 to formulate a testable theoretical proposition. This proposition
suggests that the bidirectional relationship between ethnic identity and self-concept may be mediated
by physical and social successes experienced in movement-based contexts, offering a conceptual basis
that could inform future empirical validation using Structural Equation Modelling (SEM).

Therefore, another of its aims is to articulate a theoretical model that explains the bidirectional relation-
ship between ethnic identity and the physical and social dimensions of self-concept in immigrant ado-
lescents. The study does not aim to test hypotheses empirically, nor does it follow the procedures of a
systematic review. Instead, it adopts a structured narrative review, a methodological approach com-
monly used in the development of conceptual models to integrate existing theories, identify conceptual
gaps and propose new explanatory frameworks.

This approach aims to synthesise the most relevant theoretical and empirical contributions published
in recent years in order to construct a coherent, parsimonious and pedagogically meaningful model ap-
plicable to the contexts of Physical Education. The literature included in this conceptual synthesis was
identified through an exploratory and iterative search process conducted between January 2020 and
2025. This period was selected to capture contemporary research addressing ethnic identity, multidi-
mensional self-concept and adolescent development in increasingly diverse educational settings.

Search strategy and selection criteria

The conceptual architecture of the model presented in this paper emerges as a response to the cutting-
edge scientific literature published between 2020 and 2025. To ensure the robustness of the identifica-
tion of theoretical gaps, a structured bibliometric search was carried out using the EBSCOhost database.

The search protocol was structured around four complementary search terms covering the model’s key
thematic areas: (1) ethnic and racial identity, (2) physical and social self-concept, (3) the intersection of
both constructs in the contexts of Physical Education or motor activity, and (4) the existence of integra-
tive theoretical models or structural equation studies linking both variables. Boolean operators were
used to construct search equations combining terms in both English and Spanish, with the dual purpose
of maximising retrieval coverage and capturing literature produced in both linguistic contexts: equation
1, ‘ethnic identity’ OR ‘racial identity’ OR ‘identidad étnica’ OR ‘identidad racial’; equation 2, ‘physical
self-concept’ AND ‘social self-concept’ AND ‘ethnic identity’; Equation 3, (‘ethnic identity’ OR ‘racial iden-
tity’) AND (‘self-concept’) AND (‘physical education’ OR ‘sport’ OR ‘motor competence’); and Equation
4, (‘ethnic identity’ OR ‘racial identity’) AND (‘self-concept’) AND (‘theoretical model’ OR ‘structural
equation modelling”). It should be noted that, whilst the Boolean equations incorporated terms in both
languages, no language restriction was applied to the database retrieval filters, meaning that publica-
tions in any language were eligible for inclusion. The time period was set between January 2020 and
2025, with the aim of capturing the most recent scientific output in the context of superdiversity. The
final selection prioritised peer-reviewed articles published in indexed journals.
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The results of this bibliometric analysis revealed a disparity of extraordinary scientific relevance. Equa-
tion 1, focusing exclusively on the constructs of ethnic and racial identity, retrieved 10,717 records, con-
firming the vitality and scope of this line of research during the period analysed. Equation 2, which re-
quired the co-occurrence of physical self-concept, social self-concept and ethnic identity within the same
study, yielded only 36 results, highlighting the scarcity of studies that simultaneously address these
three dimensions. Equation 3, which added the filter of Physical Education or motor sKkills contexts, re-
duced the results to just 3 articles, none of which proposes an integrative theoretical model. Finally,
Equation 4, aimed at identifying theoretical frameworks or structural equation models that articulate
the bidirectional relationship between both constructs in pedagogical contexts, yielded no results. This
progression from 10,717 to 0 constitutes, in itself, the most solid empirical justification for the theoret-
ical gap that the present model aims to fill: there is an abundance of scientific literature on each con-
struct separately, but a total absence of integrative frameworks that explain their bidirectional interac-
tion in the specific context of Physical Education. Consequently, the selection criteria for the final syn-
thesis gave priority to studies that:

e Were published between January 2020 and the current year to reflect the era of superdiversity.
o Address the mediating role of motor competence or peer acceptance in psychosocial adaptation.

e Provide empirical or theoretical evidence of the Principle of Compensation in immigrant popu-
lations.

This structured approach, supported by the bibliometric data obtained, provides a basis for identifying
a theoretical gap and for developing the present model as a potential conceptual guide. In the absence
of integrative frameworks in recent literature, the bidirectional theoretical proposal presented here
does not duplicate existing knowledge but rather fills a documented and quantifiable gap.

This proposal addresses current socio-demographic shifts, particularly evident in the Valencian Com-
munity and the province of Valencia. Recent processes of migration regularisation and the continuous
flow of international migration have led to a significant increase in the number of immigrant adolescents
entering local education systems. In the Valencian context, schools have become the main venues for
intercultural contact, where the high percentage of pupils born abroad requires up-to-date theoretical
and pedagogical tools to manage diversity beyond traditional assimilationist views. The province of Va-
lencia, characterised by its Mediterranean migration corridor, presents a social reality in which adoles-
cents from diverse ethnic backgrounds (particularly from Latin America, North Africa and Eastern Eu-
rope) must grapple with complex identity negotiations within the school environment. This phenome-
non creates an urgent social need for frameworks that offer a bicultural integration approach. The model
presented here responds to this specific demand by using Physical Education as a strategic setting to
address the challenges of social inclusion and psychosocial adaptation in an increasingly diverse and
dynamic school population. By anchoring the theoretical model in the reality of the Valencian classroom,
this proposal offers a roadmap for local educators to foster a sense of belonging and well-being through
motor competence and peer acceptance.

Theoretical fundations
|

Ethnic identity: conceptual framework and dynamics in adolescence
Towards a multidimensional and dynamic definition of ethnic identity

The conceptualisation of ethnic identity has evolved from essentialist positions towards constructivist
and dynamic approaches. In the context of this review, it is defined as a multidimensional construct
encompassing a sense of belonging and cultural commitment, which is particularly activated through
social categorisation and contact with others. For immigrant adolescents, ethnic identity is not a static
trait, but a central component of their self-concept that requires constant negotiation between their
group of origin and the host society (Froehlich et al., 2024). This process is deeply rooted in Social Iden-
tity Theory (SIT); according to Tajfel and Turner (1979), individuals categorise their social world into
in-groups and out-groups, deriving emotional meaning from this sense of belonging. In multicultural
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settings, SIT explains how a stigmatised home group can threaten an adolescent’s positive social iden-
tity, making a strong ethnic identity a vital psychological resource for coping with prejudice and main-
taining emotional balance (Pérez-Turpin et al., 2021). Thus, the attainment of ethnic identity acts as a
stabiliser that enables adolescents to take on complex roles, such as cultural or technical mediation,
whilst maintaining a resilient and positive self-perception (Aumann and Titzmann, 2022).

Stages of development and the mediating role of peer group membership

The development of ethnic identity in adolescence is characterised by progression through three dis-
tinct stages: diffuse identity, identity in search (moratorium) and consolidated identity (Phinney, 1992).
This progression is not merely an internal cognitive change but is significantly mediated by feedback
from the social and physical environment. During the search stage, adolescents are particularly sensitive
to social validation; in this context, the perception of competence in physical and sporting environments
can serve as a powerful catalyst for identity exploration. For example, high levels of perceived motor
competence have been associated with a more robust physical and social self-concept, which helps in-
dividuals move from an uncritical acceptance of mainstream values to a confident acceptance of their
own roots (Cadenas-Sanchez et al., 2021). Achieving a clear and confident acceptance of one’s own eth-
nicity provides adolescents with a sense of ontological security, fostering a social self-concept that is
resilient to exclusion and essential for thriving in multicultural urban environments where social vali-
dation from peers is the primary driver of overall self-esteem (Gonzalez-Valero et al., 2022).

Acculturation, bicultural competence and the physical environment

The development of ethnic identity takes place within the broader context of acculturation, where bi-
culturalism, maintaining a strong ethnic identity whilst actively participating in the host culture, has
emerged as the strategy offering the best outcomes for the psychosocial adaptation of immigrant ado-
lescents (Jensen et al., 2023). This bicultural competence is often manifested and validated in non-verbal
settings such as physical education, which provides a prime setting for meaningful social interactions
that transcend language barriers. In these settings, the motivational climate created by the teacher is
crucial; an environment that fosters autonomy and social connection reinforces a sense of belonging,
which is the driving force behind healthy identity formation (Lopez-Garcia et al., 2022). Furthermore,
physical education offers a unique platform for physical participation, enabling adolescents to demon-
strate tangible skills that reduce the need to change their identity and facilitate the formation of inter-
ethnic friendships (Mera-Mamian et al., 2023).

Ultimately, these movement-based contexts act as a laboratory where hybrid identities can be expressed
and validated, strengthening the two-way link between a secure ethnic identity and a positive multidi-
mensional self-concept (Frayon et al,, 2021).

Self-concept: hierarchical and multidimensional structure in adolescents

The study of self-concept has historically been characterised by conceptual ambiguity and terminologi-
cal overlap, which has often led to confusion with related constructs such as self-esteem, self-perception
or self-evaluation (Wylie, 1979, 1989; Wells and Marwell, 1976; Hattie, 1992). Early literature reviews
highlighted the absence of a consensus definition and the coexistence of multiple theoretical perspec-
tives, reflecting the complexity of capturing individuals’ self-representations across developmental
stages (Burns, 1979; Byrne, 1984, 1996; Hansford and Hattie, 1982).

Despite this diversity, contemporary research converges on the hierarchical and multidimensional
model proposed by Shavelson et al. (1976), which conceptualises self-concept as a system of domain-
specific self-perceptions organised under a general self-concept. This framework distinguishes between
academic and non-academic, social, emotional and physical dimensions, each of which contributes dif-
ferently to the general self-perception (Shavelson et al.,, 1976; Harter, 1989, 1999). In adolescence, this
multidimensional structure is particularly relevant, as perceived competence varies across domains and
allows individuals to maintain psychological equilibrium even when specific areas are challenged (Fox,
1988; Simmons and Blyth, 1987). For immigrant adolescents, this differentiation is crucial: academic
self-concept may be undermined by language barriers or unfamiliar educational systems, whilst social
and physical self-concept may remain intact or even be strengthened through participation in peer-
based and physical activities (Lerner et al., 1976; Lerner and Brackney, 1978; Simmons and Rosenberg,
1975). From this perspective, the physical and social domains take on particular significance.
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Physical self-concept encompasses perceptions of motor competence, physical fitness, attractiveness
and strength, whilst social self-concept refers to perceptions of peer acceptance, a sense of belonging
and social competence (Fox and Corbin, 1989; Adams, 1977). These domains are highly visible in the
school environment and play a central role in adolescents’ social positioning, making them particularly
relevant for understanding identity-related processes in culturally diverse educational contexts.

Physical education as a catalyst for identity processes

The theoretical model proposed in this section is grounded in a structured conceptual synthesis of the
literature on ethnic identity and self-concept among immigrant adolescents. Relevant studies were iden-
tified through targeted searches of the EBSCOhost database, prioritising peer-reviewed articles pub-
lished in indexed journals between 2020 and 2025. The selection focused on theoretical models and
empirical studies addressing the development of ethnic identity, multidimensional self-concept and ed-
ucational contexts during adolescence. Rather than aiming for exhaustive coverage, the synthesis sought
conceptual coherence, integrating foundational theories with recent empirical evidence to support the
articulation of a parsimonious and context-sensitive model.

Physical education may provide a particularly favourable educational context for supporting identity-
related processes in immigrant adolescents (Abduh et al., 2023), due to its structural emphasis on co-
operation and interdependence. Unlike other curricular areas, physical education systematically re-
quires pupils to participate in shared motor tasks in which individual performance is integrated into
collective goals, making social interaction highly likely and pedagogically meaningful.

These cooperative and collaborative dynamics foster repeated opportunities for peer interaction, mu-
tual support and role differentiation, which facilitates social recognition and a sense of belonging to the
group. In this context, adolescents are assessed not only on their linguistic or academic skills, but also
on their motor and social contributions, thereby reducing the barriers associated with language profi-
ciency and cultural unfamiliarity.

By structuring learning situations around interdependence, physical education may create favourable
conditions for the development of social self-concept through participation and contribution to the
group’s success. This process reinforces ethnic identity by allowing immigrant adolescents to experi-
ence inclusion and acceptance within heterogeneous peer groups potentially contributing to identity
affirmation.

The specific theoretical model

Building on previous frameworks, which often treat ethnic identity and self-concept as parallel con-
structs or link them through linear, unidirectional relationships (Phinney, 1990, 1992; Shavelson et al.,
1976), the model presented here incorporates three elements that may contribute to a more integrated
perspective. Firstly, it posits a bidirectional and cyclical causality: ethnic identity is not merely a predic-
tor of self-concept but is in turn hypothesised to be modulated by perceived achievements in the physi-
cal and social domains. Secondly, it incorporates the Principle of Compensation as a central explanatory
mechanism, according to which success in the physical or social domain may offset deficits in other areas
of self-concept, such as the academic or linguistic domains , a mechanism that the existing literature
acknowledges in a fragmented manner but has not integrated into an operational model applied to im-
migrant populations. Thirdly, it positions Physical Education as a particularly favourable pedagogical
rather than a mere setting. To our knowledge, the articles identified in the bibliometric search do not
appear to propose an integrative framework that simultaneously addresses these constructs in physical
activity contexts.

The proposed model conceptually assumes a bidirectional relationship between ethnic identity and the
physical and social dimensions of self-concept. Reciprocal influences are theoretically considered plau-
sible, which positions the subject of Physical Education as a privileged context for the activation of iden-
tity. The model suggests that the physical domain may function as a source of visibility, while the social
domain may contribute to a sense of belonging (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1. A specific theoretical model linking ethnic identity and self-concept in immigrant adolescents based on Physical Education lessons

PHYSICAL EDUCATION
(Motor, cooperative and social
context)

I
' !

PHYSICAL SELF CONCEPT SOCIAL SELF CONCEPT
(Motor competence, body > (Belonging, acceptance,
visibility) interaction)

ETHNIC IDENTITY
(Belonging, commitment,
affirmation)

!

INTEGRATION AND
WELL-BEING

Note. Bidirectional relationship between the physical and social dimensions of self-concept and ethnic identity, enabling integration within
the motor context. Author’s own work.

Within this framework, the physical domain of self-concept is reinforced through opportunities to
demonstrate motor competence and physical skills in socially visible situations, whilst the social domain
is strengthened through cooperative and collaborative tasks that promote peer interaction, role negoti-
ation and group belonging. These domains function as central mechanisms through which immigrant
adolescents experience recognition, acceptance and participation.

The model posits reciprocal influences, whereby positive assessments of physical and social self-con-
cept may contribute to the affirmation of ethnic identity and, in turn, a more consolidated ethnic identity
is hypothesised to enhance social confidence and perceived competence. It is proposed that this dy-
namic feedback loop may promote integration and well-being by supporting identity processes through
lived educational experiences, rather than depending solely on protracted developmental trajectories.
This proposition awaits empirical validation through future research designs.

Educational implications

The specific model proposed for each domain has relevant implications for educational practice, partic-
ularly in the field of physical education. By identifying the physical and social domains of self-concept as
central mechanisms in the development of ethnic identity, the model provides a theoretical framework
for designing inclusive pedagogical interventions aimed at immigrant adolescents (Yao et al., 2024).

From a practical perspective, physical education teachers are encouraged to structure learning environ-
ments that prioritise cooperative and collaborative motor tasks, ensuring active participation and
shared responsibility among pupils. These pedagogical designs facilitate social interaction, peer recog-
nition and a sense of belonging to the group, which are essential for building a positive social self-con-
cept.

Furthermore, the emphasis on motor skills and bodily expression allows immigrant adolescents to ex-
perience success and recognition beyond linguistic or academic limitations. This can contribute to a
positive reframing of visible ethnic traits, transforming the body into a resource for participation and
identity affirmation, rather than a source of social vulnerability.

Taken together, these implications suggest that physical education can play a strategic role in promoting
integration and well-being by accelerating identity-related processes through structured social partici-
pation, offering educators a viable pathway to fostering inclusive educational contexts in culturally di-
verse settings.

Physical self-concept as the cornerstone of social interaction
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In the non-academic sphere, physical self-concept has acquired unusual prominence in the literature on
Sports Science and Physical Education. Fox and Corbin (1989) and, subsequently, authors in the Spanish
context such as Goiii et al. (2000, 2010) have broken this domain down into sub-dimensions: athletic
ability, physical fitness, physical attractiveness and strength.

Among immigrant populations, the body is often the primary vehicle of communication and the main
tool for establishing status among peers (Aguilar et al., 2024; Bare et al., 2024; Borrell et al., 2024; Hailu
et al.,, 2024). Physical self-concept acts as a key mediator: a positive perception of physical competence
is directly associated with a greater intention to participate in sport and, consequently, with greater
opportunities for bicultural interaction. However, this area is also susceptible to stereotypes; the pres-
sure to conform to the aesthetic norms of the host culture can create dissonance in physical self-concept,
particularly among adolescent girls from ethnic minorities, an aspect that requires a differentiated ped-
agogical approach (Dawkins and Hanson, 2024).

The interconnection between ethnic identity and self-concept

The interconnection between ethnic identity and self-concept forms a central pillar of the proposed
model. Ethnic identity provides the collective frame of reference that defines group membership and
social meaning (who we are), whilst self-concept reflects the competence, worth and efficacy perceived
by adolescents within and across social contexts (who [ am) (Phinney, 1992; Tajfel and Turner, 1986;
Shavelson et al., 1976). In the adolescence of immigrants, these processes operate in continuous inter-
action, rather than as independent or sequential dimensions of psychosocial development.

Research consistently indicates that a more consolidated ethnic identity, characterised by exploration
and engagement, functions as a psychosocial resource that promotes emotional stability, cushions the
effects of discrimination and facilitates adaptive interpretations of social interactions (Bare et al., 2024;
Mastrotheodoros et al., 2021; Phinney, 1990, 1992). Adolescents with a consolidated sense of ethnic
belonging tend to exhibit higher levels of social confidence and self-esteem, which positively influences
both social and physical self-concept. Conversely, a diffuse or conflicted ethnic identity has been associ-
ated with fragmented self-perceptions, greater vulnerability in evaluative contexts, and reduced partic-
ipation in peer interactions (Preusche and Gobel, 2022; Zirkel, 1971).

In educational settings, perceived physical competence plays a particularly prominent role in this recip-
rocal process. Physical education and sport provide socially visible contexts in which adolescents can
demonstrate their motor competence and contribute meaningfully to group activities, thereby facilitat-
ing peer recognition and social acceptance (Fox and Corbin, 1989; Goii and Zulaica, 2000; Gofii and
Infante, 2010). These experiences reinforce physical and social self-concept and, when participation is
perceived as valued and inclusive, contribute to the affirmation of ethnic identity by transforming visible
ethnic markers from potential sources of stigmatisation into resources for social participation (Aguilar
etal, 2024; Frayon et al,, 2021).

In light of the above, the literature supports a bidirectional and dynamic relationship between ethnic
identity and self-concept, in which improvements in physical and social self-concept reinforce ethnic
identity, whilst a more consolidated ethnic identity enhances adolescents’ confidence, resilience and
perceived competence. This reciprocal process underpins the proposed model and highlights the role of
physical and social self-concept as key mechanisms through which identity development and integra-
tion are negotiated in culturally diverse educational contexts (Cadiz et al.,, 2023; Wantchekon et al,,
2023).

Discussion
[

Systematic integration of ethnic identity and the multidimensional self (2020-2025)

The structural validity of the proposed model is deeply rooted in the transition from static theories of
acculturation to the dynamic and multidimensional frameworks documented in the literature between
2020 and 2025. Whilst classical approaches tended to treat ethnic identity as a demographic back-
ground variable, recent evidence from Saluja et al. (2025) and Bare et al. (2024) positions it as a psy-
chological anchor that actively modulates the way adolescents interpret feedback from the environ-

ment. The model proposed in this article extends this perspective by suggesting that a secure ethnic
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identity not only coexists with the concept of the self but acts as its primary filter. This integration is
fundamental to addressing the phenomenon of identity change, as highlighted by Chan and Benner
(2025); without a solid ethnic foundation, the constant negotiation between the culture of origin and
the host culture can lead to a fragmented self-perception. By synthesising these recent findings, the
model justifies the need for an ethnic anchor to maintain security, ensuring that the adolescent’s overall
self-esteem remains resilient despite the sociocultural pressures of the host environment.

The physical domain as a compensatory mechanism and buffer for resilience

A central pillar of this propositional model is the strategic elevation of physical self-concept as a hypoth-
esised buffer for resilience within the educational context. Drawing on the Principle of Compensation,
the model posits that, for immigrant adolescents, the physical domain may offer a relatively level playing
field in which competence can be demonstrated through movement rather than linguistic mastery. This
theoretical position is informed by the work of Mera-Mamian et al. (2023) and Aguilar et al. (2024),
whose research suggests that perceived motor competence may offset the psychological impact of aca-
demic or linguistic deficits. The model proposes that success in Physical Education (PE) may generate a
positive feedback loop: as adolescents perceive themselves as physically capable, their sense of agency
may increase, which could in turn reinforce their overall self-esteem. This proposed mechanism, subject
to empirical validation, suggests that the embodied nature of PE may be less susceptible to the biases
commonly found in traditional school settings, potentially providing a context in which adolescents can
construct a successful identity that is recognised and valued by both peers and authority figures.

Social belonging and pedagogical climate: the role of Loyd et al. (2023)

The transition from individual competence to social integration is mediated by the social concept of self,
a domain that the model identifies as the primary bridge to successful acculturation. The theoretical
weight of this connection is reinforced by Loyd et al. (2023), whose recent research on inclusive peda-
gogical climates emphasises that an environment that supports autonomy is essential for students from
marginalised backgrounds. By integrating the findings of Loyd et al. (2023), the model argues that the
teacher’s ability to foster a climate of connection and mutual respect directly catalyses the adolescent’s
social self-perception. This is consistent with Lépez-Garcia et al. (2022), who suggest that, when social
acceptance is achieved in diverse settings, the adolescent’s ethnic identity ceases to be a source of stigma
and instead becomes a component of their social capital. Therefore, the model proposes a bidirectional
flow in which a supportive climate in physical education, characterised by the inclusive strategies doc-
umented between 2020 and 2025, simultaneously validates the adolescent’s cultural roots and en-
hances their social standing within the peer group, ultimately closing the circle of psychosocial well-
being.

Limitations and future perspectives

Whilst the proposed model offers a novel framework for understanding the interaction between identity
and self-perception, several limitations must be acknowledged. Firstly, this work is conceptual in nature
and has not yet undergone empirical validation. Although this precludes causal inference at this stage,
the formalisation of this epistemological roadmap is a necessary prerequisite for moving beyond the
fragmented findings that have traditionally characterised this field. By synthesising the evidence from
the 2020-2025 period, the model provides a theoretically grounded starting point for future quantita-
tive testing, in particular through Structural Equation Modelling (SEM), which can verify the strength of
the bidirectional relationships between ethnic identity and domain-specific self-concepts.

Secondly, the model intentionally prioritises the physical and social domains of self-concept, as these
are the most prominent in the non-verbal and physical context of Physical Education. Whilst this ap-
proach is strategically justified by the principle of compensation, it inherently excludes other dimen-
sions, such as academic or emotional self-concept, which may also influence the adolescent’s overall
adjustment. Future research should aim to expand this framework by incorporating longitudinal de-
signs that track how these relationships evolve as adolescents progress through different educational
stages.

Furthermore, in light of recent social changes, there is a clear need to examine how digital identity and
online social interactions intersect with physical and social self-perceptions. The experiences of con-
temporary adolescents are increasingly hybrid, and identity shifts documented in physical spaces (such
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as the gym) may manifest differently in digital environments. Integrating these digital dimensions would
broaden the model’s applicability to the hyperconnected reality of today’s immigrant youth. Finally, fu-
ture studies should focus on intervention-based designs that utilise the inclusive and autonomy-sup-
portive pedagogies advocated by Loyd et al. (2023), providing empirical evidence on how structured
physical education programmes can effectively catalyse the positive feedback loop proposed in this
work.

Conclusions
|

Achievement of objectives: theoretical synthesis and integration

The main objective of this study was to formalise a propositional model articulating the bidirectional
relationship between ethnic identity and multidimensional self-concept, a goal achieved through a rig-
orous synthesis of the literature from 2020 to 2025. This study aims to capture the hierarchical nature
of the self, demonstrating that, for immigrant adolescents, ethnic identity may not a peripheral variable,
but rather the ontological foundation that shapes how physical and social competencies are internalised.
By addressing the gaps identified in previous research, the model fulfils the objective of providing a
technical response to superdiversity, establishing that secure ethnic affirmation is essential to prevent
the fragmentation of the self during the acculturation process. Furthermore, the specific objective of
justifying the physical domain as a primary source of resilience has been met by demonstrating how
motor competence acts as a non-verbal catalyst for social validation, enabling the adolescent to con-
struct a successful ‘self’ that is independent of linguistic competence in the host culture.

Concluding remarks: the model’s contribution to the scientific landscape

The proposed model represents a step forward in the study of adolescent development, moving from
static and linear descriptions to a dynamic feedback loop that reflects the socio-demographic complex-
ities of recent years. Thus, another conclusion is that the dimensions of self-concept, specifically the
physical and social dimensions, are not mere outcomes of integration, but active drivers that reinforce
the adolescent’s cultural roots whilst enhancing their overall self-esteem. By integrating the inclusive
pedagogical frameworks and autonomy-promoting environments advocated by Loyd et al. (2023), the
proposed model provides a solid theoretical basis for interventions that go beyond generic self-esteem
programmes, focusing on the success of their application in specific settings such as the sporting context,
which in turn act as a buffer for resilience against the stressors generated by racial discrimination and
marginalisation. Ultimately, this proposal argues that, in multicultural educational settings, promoting
participation in physical activities and meaningful peer interaction is not merely a curricular objective,
but a transformative strategy for fostering a cohesive and authentic identity, positioning Physical Edu-
cation as a privileged laboratory for both personal affirmation and social justice.
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