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Abstract

Study abroad experiences can be an important asset for individuals’ personal development
and well-being. However, their impact on social identity domains and prejudice is still
unexplored. The current research examined whether the ways in which youth retrospectively
narrate their abroad experiences in adolescence were intertwined with their national and
European identity processes and ethnic prejudice. A total of 117 Italian youth (Mage=22.71,
SD=2.50; 53.8% females) who participated in a mobility program in adolescence completed
an online questionnaire and a retrospective narrative interview. Agency and self-event
connections in the narratives were directly linked to identity processes in national and
European domains. European identity processes were associated with different levels of
affective and cognitive prejudice. Across both identity domains, the number of self-event
connections in the narratives was indirectly linked to lower affective prejudice via increased
in-depth exploration. These findings highlight the importance of abroad experiences for

consolidating self- and other-oriented views.

Keywords: study abroad; narrative identity; national identity; European identity; ethnic

prejudice
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Exploring the Self, Others, and the World: The Interplay Between Experiences Abroad

in Adolescence, Identity Processes, and Ethnic Prejudice

«The more you go outside, the more you understand the whole that you are part of.»
(quote from a study participant)
Forming a coherent sense of self as a member of multiple social groups and
developing inclusive views of others are crucial tasks in adolescence (e.g., Bohman et al.,
2019; Crocetti, 2017) and emerging adulthood (i.e., the period of life between the end of
adolescence and the twenties; e.g., Arnett, 2004; Rekker et al., 2015). Notably, these
developmental goals are strongly influenced by the contexts within which youth are
embedded and the experiences they have (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). Encountering
diversity and moving between cultural contexts, such as in the case of international mobility
experiences (e.g., study abroad, volunteering; Engle & Engle, 2003), can shape how youth
perceive themselves and others. On the one hand, as posited by social identity (Tajfel &
Turner, 1979) and self-categorization (Turner et al., 1987) theories, changes in contextual
conditions can influence the salience of individuals’ identities, bringing youth to possibly
reconsider the meaning of their national identity and develop a strong connection to a
supranational group (i.e., European identity). On the other hand, in line with intergroup
contact theory (Allport, 1954), positive encounters with ethnically diverse others during study
abroad experiences can contribute to decreases in ethnic prejudice levels (Schwartz, 2016;
Sparkman et al., 2016).
Prior research suggested that study abroad experiences during the university years can
significantly contribute to youth’s personal and interpersonal growth (e.g., Genkova et al.,
2021; McKay et al., 2021). However, their impact might be even more prominent during the

formative years of adolescence (Duerden et al., 2018), with possibly long-lasting effects on
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the consolidation of social identity and ethnic prejudice in emerging adulthood. Building on
these premises, the current study examined whether the ways in which youth retrospectively
narrate their study abroad experiences in adolescence are directly linked to their identity
processes (i.e., commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of commitment;
Crocetti et al., 2008) in two social domains (i.e., national and European identity) and whether
they directly and indirectly (via identity processes) are associated with their levels of ethnic
prejudice.
Identity Processes and Ethnic Prejudice: Unique, Common, and Intertwined
Developmental Processes in Adolescence and Emerging Adulthood

Adolescents are expected to progressively grow into mature and independent
emerging adults and find their position as contributing members of the larger society (Dahl et
al., 2018). These processes are supported by advances in cognitive, social, and moral
competence, as well as by increasing autonomy in navigating their social contexts (Zimmer-
Gembeck & Collins, 2006). These changes serve as building blocks for both self-oriented
development, such as the consolidation of personal and social identity, and other-oriented
development, such as the acquisition of intergroup attitudes and behaviors (Crone & Fuligni,
2020).
Self-Oriented Developmental Processes: The Consolidation of National and European
Identities

The development of a coherent sense of self is a fundamental task of adolescence, but
it is not restricted to this life phase (Erikson, 1950). Specifically, emerging adults have the
opportunity to either consolidate or revise the pathways chosen in adolescence to form and
enact their adult commitments (Arnett, 2000; Schwartz, 2016). Individuals’ sense of self
encompasses multiple personal and social identities (Crocetti et al., 2023). Next to personal

identity domains (e.g., education/work, relationship), social identity stems from the sense of
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belonging and commitment to relevant social groups, from the proximal (e.g., family,
colleagues) to the more distal (e.g., national group) ones. Among the latter, national identity
represents a crucial domain for youth’s involvement in their cultural context (Jugert et al.,
2021). Moreover, individuals in European countries can also form a European identity, which
entails their sense of belonging to a common supranational group (Mayer et al., 2024). Both
national and European identities acquire an increasingly important role for individuals’ self-
definitions in adolescence and emerging adulthood as, at these life stages, youth become
aware that their identity is context- and group-dependent (Barrett, 2007; Jugert et al., 2021).
Moreover, these social identities represent essential determinants of youth’s political interest
and participation as active citizens of current and future societies (Landberg et al., 2018).
Therefore, it is crucial to understand the dynamics of development and consolidation of these
social identities from adolescence to emerging adulthood.

Dual-cycle identity models can effectively capture the dynamic processes of identity
definition and re-definition (for a review, see Meeus, 2011). One of these models
distinguishes three factors (i.e., commitment, in-depth exploration, and reconsideration of
commitment) at the basis of the cycles of identity formation and identity maintenance
(Crocetti et al., 2008). The cycle of identity formation (Cycle 1) results from the interplay
between commitment (i.e., making enduring choices concerning one’s national/European
group memberships and deriving a sense of self-confidence from them) and reconsideration
of commitment (i.e., reflecting on the ways one is currently committing to national/European
groups and comparing this to possible alternative ways, when the former are perceived as no
longer appealing). Individuals in this cycle weigh the identity commitments in light of
possibly more interesting and satisfactory alternatives. The maintenance cycle (Cycle 2)
results from the interplay between commitment and in-depth exploration (i.e., actively

reflecting on one’s present national/European commitments, looking for additional
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information about their meaning and implications, and talking about them with others),
whereby youth thoroughly examine their current identity choices and, if perceived in line
with personal goals, validate them. Conversely, when such choices are deemed not to provide
a good fit for the self, individuals move back to the first cycle of identity formation (Crocetti,
2018). These iterative cycles operate in multiple domains of personal and social identities.
When it comes to national and European identities, which are the focus of the present study,
they guide youth in recognizing the implications of relevant group memberships for defining
who they are and for orienting their attitudes towards ethnically diverse others within the
larger societal context.

Other-Oriented Developmental Processes: The Consolidation of Ethnic Prejudice

Ethnic prejudice can be defined as a set of negative emotions, beliefs, and behaviors
against members of a specific group because of their different ethnic and cultural background
(Allport, 1954; Brown, 2011). It is a multifaceted phenomenon comprising both affective
(i.e., negative feelings against the outgroup) and cognitive (i.e., negative stereotypes about
members of the outgroup) components (Brown, 2011). These facets might inform individual
behavioral tendencies (e.g., avoidance, discrimination, aggression) toward people with
different ethnicities (Cuddy et al., 2007).

Developing inclusive and less prejudiced views of ethnically diverse others is
fundamental to successfully navigating the complexities of current multicultural societies
(Bagci & Rutland, 2019). Relatedly, adolescence and the following years of emerging
adulthood represent crucial moments for the consolidation of stable social and political
attitudes (Rekker et al., 2015). At the mean level, ethnic prejudice was found to remain
relatively stable throughout adolescence (for meta-analyses, see Crocetti et al., 2021; Raabe
& Beelmann, 2011). This possibly is a consequence of opposing trends in adolescents’

cognitive development (i.e., sophisticated abilities allow youth to embrace more complex and
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inclusive views of self and others; Albarello et al., 2018) and life experiences (e.g., lower
social trust and increased group threat perceptions; Flanagan & Stout, 2010). However, prior
research has also identified different developmental trajectories of prejudice for youth
depending on specific identity and contextual factors (e.g., Bobba et al., 2022; Mitchell,
2019).

The Interplay of Self- and Other-Oriented Developmental Processes

Rather than being distinct processes, self- and other-oriented developmental dynamics
are strongly intertwined. In line with social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self-
categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987), the extent to which individuals identify with and
form meaningful identity commitment to relevant social groups bears important implications
for the ways in which they perceive members of the ingroup and those of the outgroup. When
social ingroup identities, such as the national one, are salient, people are motivated to prefer
ingroup compared to outgroup members because positive evaluations of the ingroup reflect
positively on one’s overall sense of self. This preference can take different forms, from
outgroup negativity to more evident expressions of prejudice. Conversely, identifying with
supranational groups, such as the European one, might represent an effective strategy to
dismantle ingroup-outgroup distinctions based on nationality or other categories (e.g.,
ethnicity) and support inclusive attitudes.

Empirical findings have highlighted nuanced associations between national and
European identity and ethnic prejudice. Regarding national identity, studies have found high
levels of national identification (i.e., the subjective importance of one’s membership in the
national group for the definition of the self; Reimer et al., 2022) to be linked to either more
negative (e.g., Luedtke, 2005; Pehrson et al., 2009; Pettigrew et al., 2007) or more positive
(e.g., Citrin et al., 2012; Smeekes et al., 2011) attitudes toward foreigners across several

European (e.g., the Netherlands, Italy, Germany) and North American (i.e., United States,
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Canada) countries. One possible explanation for these mixed findings might relate to
individual differences in how a national identity is formed, explored, and maintained
(Spiegler et al., 2022). Relatedly, prior research with ethnic majority and minority youth has
highlighted that a strong national or ethnic identity commitment is conducive of more
positive intergroup attitudes when supported by thorough exploration of its meaning and
implications (Phinney et al., 2007; Spiegler et al., 2016). For instance, in the European
context, when German ethnic majority adolescents and emerging adults were experimentally
induced to explore and reflect on their national identity, high levels of national identification
were not associated with negative attitudes toward immigrants (Spiegler et al., 2022).
Furthermore, situational increases in national identification, which might represent moments
of exploration and strengthened clarity about one’s identity, were longitudinally associated to
decreases in ethnic prejudice among Italian majority adolescents (Bobba et al., 2024).
Similarly, in the U.S. context, after an intervention program aimed at promoting their ethnic-
racial identity exploration, adolescents reported better global identity cohesion, which in turn
led to more positive other-group orientations (Umafia-Taylor et al., 2018). Overall, these
findings suggest that proper identity exploration might support individuals in developing a
secure sense of self that allows them to approach diversity in an open and non-defensive way
(Allport, 1954).

Regarding supranational identity, research involving large representative samples of
European respondents suggested that high identification with the European Union (Luedtke,
2005) and with Europeans in general (Curtis, 2014; Pettigrew et al., 2007) was linked to
lower levels of ethnic prejudice. Similarly, anti-immigrant sentiment was less prevalent
among individuals with pro-European orientations compared to those with negative attitudes
toward the EU (Kende et al., 2019; Kessler & Freeman, 2005). These findings can be linked

to the fact that high identification with the European group implies a focus on intragroup
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similarities rather than differences based on the common group membership and shared
identity. Furthermore, by bringing together multiple countries and facilitating movement
across borders, the European Union provides its members with unique opportunities for
exchange and encounters with individuals of various nationalities. Such intergroup contact
experiences can occur in both informal (e.g., short visits thanks to facilitated movement
across borders) and formal ways, such as in the case of well-established mobility programs
(e.g., ERASMUS; leracitano, 2014; Mitchell, 2015). Such exchanges focusing on
educational, volunteering, or job experiences can help individuals form more open attitudes
towards others, especially those who are considered members of the supranational European
group. Indeed, prior research suggested that European identification might facilitate the
inclusion of and support for rights for individuals from EU countries (Blinder & Markaki,
2019; Keating, 2016) but not for people from outside Europe (for a review, see Licata et al.,
2011). For instance, Belgian emerging adults who strongly identified with the European
group reported lower levels of tolerance toward non-European minorities living in their
country (Licata & Klein, 2002).

Overall, these findings highlight the need to further examine how national and
European identity processes are intertwined with affective and cognitive prejudice against
ethnic minorities. Despite the cognitive and psychological advancements characterizing the
adolescent years, changes in both self- and other-oriented processes might be influenced by
the encounters and experiences that youth have in the multiple contexts of development
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). International mobility experiences might contribute to
both processes by challenging adolescents’ perceptions of their own and other social groups
and offering alternative views on diversity and society.

Experiences Abroad: Benefits and Challenges

10
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Abroad experiences come in many shapes and forms. Generally, however, they
involve youth spending a certain amount of time (a couple of weeks to an entire academic
year) in a foreign country to either attend school or work on a voluntary basis (Engle &
Engle, 2003). Extensive research has tackled the implications of studying abroad and
curricula internationalization during the university years, while less is known about its effects
in adolescence. Overall, it appears that international mobility experiences are linked to a
plethora of positive outcomes (e.g., higher self-esteem, increased openness and agreeableness
and lower neuroticism, awareness of societal issues) both for adolescents (Greischel et al.,
2019; Hutteman et al., 2015; van Eerdewijk et al., 2009) and emerging adults (Niehoff et al.,
2017; Petersdotter et al., 2017; Zimmermann & Neyer, 2013).

These benefits appear to be closely tied to the processes underlying the consolidation
of identity commitments (McKay et al., 2019). According to self-categorization theory
(Turner et al., 1987), individuals’ self-definitions are strongly context-dependent as specific
conditions can either heighten or suppress the salience of relevant social group memberships.
For instance, being embedded in an ethnically and nationally heterogeneous environment,
such as in the case of mobility programs, might lead individuals to actively reflect on their
national identity (e.g., “what does it mean to be Italian?”’). Additionally, it can help youth
recategorize the self and others within an overarching inclusive identity (e.g., “we are all
European”). Partially in line with these assumptions, during their study abroad experiences,
adolescents were found to strengthen their commitment to their home country (i.e., the
cognitive representations of one’s country as a physical and social home context) and to
simultaneously reconsider their initial commitment to the host country, possibly as a
consequence of the challenges of adapting to the new context (Greischel et al., 2019).

Further, experiences abroad were found to promote positive identity development in

11
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emerging adults by increasing their commitment and exploration processes and lowering
rumination (McKay et al., 2022).

Additionally, study abroad programs provide youth with unique opportunities to
encounter and interact with individuals from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds. As
posited by intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954), positive intergroup contact experiences
characterized by friendly and respectful interactions can lessen intergroup anxiety and
hostility and support inclusive attitudes (for meta-analyses, see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006,
2008). Therefore, international mobility experiences might support youth in developing an
open-minded approach to diversity (Wortman, 2002) and, in turn, contribute to lower levels
of ethnic prejudice. In line with this idea, youth who studied abroad during university
displayed increased intercultural competence (Harris et al., 2019; Lee & Song, 2019; Watson
et al., 2013), intercultural communication, and openness to diversity (Clarke et al., 2009)
compared to their peers who did not go abroad. They also reported that this experience
fostered their open-mindedness and flexibility (Mitchell & Maloff, 2016; Root &
Ngampornchai, 2013), awareness of racial biases (Hughes & Popoola, 2023), and
intercultural attitudes (Czerwionka et al., 2015; Demetry & Vaz, 2017). However, previous
research has also highlighted possible negative consequences of abroad programs. For
example, volunteering might perpetuate social inequalities, reinforce power dynamics, and
ultimately confirm stereotypes (Pastran, 2014; Stein, 2017). These differential effects might
result from the type and quality of experiences that youth had during the abroad program. For
instance, when students are less actively involved, play the role of “observers”, and are not
stimulated in reflecting on their experiences, they might come back home with even higher
levels of prejudice (Harris et al., 2019).

To further understand the differential benefits and challenges associated with study

abroad programs, it is of utmost importance to consider how youth make sense of such

12
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experiences. Specifically, these moments represent important turning points in the life of
youth, around which identity-relevant narratives can be constructed, thus influencing self-
and other-oriented developmental processes (McKay et al., 2023). According to the narrative
identity model (McAdams, 2018), through autobiographical reasoning, individuals can reflect
on their past, make sense of their present selves, and imagine who they will be in the future
(McAdams & McLean, 2013). Relatedly, it is important to examine the characteristics of
youth’s narratives about their study abroad experiences to understand how these
autobiographical events are integrated into the self (Pasupathi et al., 2007).

Prior research among both adolescents (van Doeselaar et al., 2020) and emerging
adults (e.g., Carlsson et al., 2015) has found that individuals who recounted their past
experiences in highly agentic terms (i.e., described themselves as being able to influence the
course of their life; Adler, 2012) also displayed higher commitment and more adaptive
exploration processes in the domain of personal life direction. Similarly, adolescents who
reported self-event connections in their narratives (i.e., who were able to link the narrated
event to relevant aspects of the self) also displayed concurrent increases in their global
identity commitment and in-depth exploration processes (van Doeselaar et al., 2020). In other
words, narrative processes imply thoughtful and active autobiographical reasoning that
supports youth in making identity-relevant choices (McLean & Pasupathi, 2012) and in
dismantling simplistic dichotomous views of self and others (“Us vs. Them”) that are at the
core of ethnic prejudice (Bobba et al., 2023). Along this line, the current study sought to
examine whether the ways in which youth retrospectively narrate experiences abroad
undertaken in adolescence would be directly and indirectly linked to both identity processes
in the national and European domain and to levels of affective and cognitive prejudice in
emerging adulthood.

The Current Study

13
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Study abroad experiences can contribute to youth’s personal development and well-
being (e.g., Genkova et al., 2021; McKay et al., 2021). However, little is known about how
participation in international mobility programs in adolescence can impact later self- and
other-oriented views and attitudes. Relatedly, the current study examined the interplay
between study abroad experiences, identity, and ethnic prejudice by combining self-report
measures and narrative interviews. The purpose of this study is twofold. First, it aimed to
examine the interplay between the ways in which youth retrospectively narrate their
experiences abroad during adolescence, their national identity processes, and their levels of
affective and cognitive ethnic prejudice. Second, it further tested the direct and indirect
associations between agency and self-event connections on one side, and European identity
processes and ethnic prejudice on the other. Youth who report more agentic narratives and
make meaningful connections between their study abroad experiences and the self are
expected to display higher levels of commitment and in-depth exploration of both their
national and European identity and to report lower affective and cognitive prejudice.
Additionally, the way in which youth narrate their experiences abroad is expected to be
associated with lower levels of ethnic prejudice, via increased in-depth exploration of their
national and European identity.

Methods
Participants and Procedure

Data for the current study were drawn from a larger project on retrospective accounts
of abroad experiences involving Italian emerging adults and took place between January and
May 2021. This research was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Alma Mater
University of Bologna (Italy). Participants were recruited through snowball sampling. First,
the questionnaire was distributed among students enrolled at the local university and via

word-of-mouth. Anyone who agreed to participate and completed the questionnaire was
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asked to name one friend or acquaintance who would be willing to join the research.
Specifically, participants who had an experience abroad in adolescence were asked to invite
someone who did not have such experience. Vice versa, those who completed the
questionnaire and did not have any prior abroad experiences were asked to name a friend or
acquaintance who studied abroad in adolescence. Additionally, participants were invited to
name a person with a different sex (i.e., female participants invited male acquaintances and
vice versa) and status (i.e., students invited workers and vice versa) compared to them. This
snowball approach was implemented in order to obtain a balanced sample. Upon receiving
detailed information about the research project, participants were asked to sign an informed
consent form agreeing to participate in the study.

All participants completed an online questionnaire on Qualtrics. Additionally, those
who studied abroad (i.e., summer school, exchange program) during adolescence (n=134)
were subsequently recontacted to participate in an interview about their experiences. Of
these, 117 youth (Mage=22.71, SD=2.50; 53.8% females) agreed to participate and completed
the interview and were therefore retained as the final sample of the current study. Most
participants (70.9%) had a high school diploma, 27.4% held at least a bachelor’s degree, and
0.9% held a degree up to a middle school diploma. The remaining 0.8% did not report on
their education. Among participants, 47% were students, 21.4% were workers, and 28.2%
worked and studied. The remaining 3.4% were either unemployed or looking for a job.
Participants who agreed to be interviewed did not significantly differ from those who did not
(n=17), based on age (¢ (131) = -1.02, p=.309), gender (y* (1) =3.55, p=.060, ¢ = .16),
education (y* (4) =4.35, p=.361, ¢ = .18), or occupational status (i.e., student and/or worker;
v (3) =1.87, p=.601, ¢ = .12).

Interviews were conducted online on Zoom or Teams platforms due to the COVID-19

pandemic and audio was recorded for later transcription and analyses. Youth were required to
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create a personal code to ensure confidentiality and pair their questionnaire data with the
interview. On average, the interview took place 5.3 years (SD=2.8, range: 2-13 years) after
the last study abroad experience participants had during high school.

Regarding the questionnaire, all participants completed all the measures included, and
therefore there was no missing data at the item level. Regarding the interview, answers to
some questions of the protocol were not available for some participants. Therefore, missing
data patterns on the narrative data were examined with the Little's (1988) Missing
Completely at Random (MCAR) test, which yielded a non-significant result (y%(292)=317.30,
p=.148). This indicates that from a statistical viewpoint data were missing completely at
random (Bollen, 1989). Therefore, the sample of 117 participants was retained for the
analyses and missing data were handled using the Full Information Maximum Likelihood
(FIML) procedure available in Mplus (Kelloway, 2015).

Measures

Demographics. Participants’ socio-demographic information (i.e., age, sex, educational level)
was collected at the beginning of the questionnaire.

Affective Prejudice. The affective component of prejudice was assessed using the Feeling
thermometer (Haddock et al., 1993; for the Italian version, see Bobba & Crocetti, 2022),
asking participants to rate how much they like different outgroups (i.e., Romanians,
Albanians, Moroccans, Chinese, Ukrainians, which are the largest groups of foreigners in
Italy according to ISTAT, 2020) on a scale from 0° (at all) to 100° (very much). Upon the
questionnaire completion, the scale scores were reversed so that higher values indicate higher
prejudice against ethnic minorities.

Cognitive Prejudice. To evaluate the cognitive component of prejudice, nine items (e.g., “I
would be bothered if most of my classmates/colleagues were foreign people”) were adapted

from the cognitive prejudice measure used by Brown et al. (2008). The items were adjusted
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to be appropriate for the context (i.e., Italy) and for the respondents (i.e., youth) of the current
study (for previous use of this scale, see Bobba & Crocetti, 2022). Participants rated their
agreement on a S5-point Likert scale (from 1 “completely disagree” to 5 “completely agree”).
National and European Identity Processes. Commitment, in-depth exploration, and
reconsideration of national (i.e., Italian) and European identity commitment were measured
with the Utrecht-Management of Identity Commitments Scale (U-MICS, Crocetti et al., 2008;
Italian validation by Crocetti et al., 2010). The instrument consists of 13 items scored on a 5-
point Likert-type rating scale, ranging from 1 (completely false) to 5 (completely true).
Sample items include: “Being European/Italian gives me certainty in life” (commitment; 5
items), “I think a lot about the European/Italian culture” (in-depth exploration; 5 items), and
“I often think it would be better to live outside Europe/Italy” (reconsideration of
commitment; 3 items).

Narrative Interview. Online interviews were conducted by trained research assistants with
participants who agreed to complete this part of the study. The research assistants, who were
all females of Italian descent, took part in the current project because they were completing
either their master’s thesis or an internship at the Psychology Department under the
supervision of the last author. Most of them also completed a period abroad during their
adolescence or university years. The interviews, which were audio-recorded, lasted between

30 and 60 minutes. The interview protocol, adapted from previous studies (e.g., McKay et al.

-

2020), is included in the Supplemental Materials (S1), which can be retrieved from

https://osf.io/h2mwz/. Interviews consisted of 11 questions covering four broad areas: (1)

pre-departure expectations (two questions), (2) high, low, and turning points of the study
abroad experiences (three questions), (3) changes in identity, values, and future plans (four

questions), and (4) experience coming back (two questions). Interviews were transcribed and
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their content was quantitatively coded and analyzed by the authors. On average, participants’
interviews contained 2,007 words (SD = 1,066), ranging from 396 to 5,674 words.
Narrative Coding

Interviews were coded for agency and self-event connections using an adapted
version of existing coding manuals, available in the Supplemental Materials (S2 and S3).
Each question was considered a unit of analysis and, therefore, assigned a score of agency
and self-event connection. The authors were trained in the use of these manuals by an expert
in narrative coding. To this end, a subset (n = 10) of interviews was translated into English
and the coding manuals were applied until the authors were fully familiarized with the
procedure, as evident from the good inter-rater agreement levels with the expert coder for
both agency (ICC=.87) and number of self-event connections (ICC=.64). The remaining
interviews were coded in Italian by the first and second authors in four steps. First, the
researchers coded approximately 10% of the interviews (n = 14) until a high inter-rater
agreement was reached. Next, each researcher coded approximately 20% of the interviews
independently. To prevent divergence in the coding process (i.e., coder drift; Syed & Nelson,
2015), the researchers again coded another 10% of the interviews simultaneously and
calculated their agreement. Since the level of agreement was high (see next sections), the
remaining interviews were coded independently.
Agency

Agency was coded using an adapted version (e.g., van Doeselaar et al., 2020) of a
widely used coding manual (see Supplemental Material S2), using a 5-point scale. Questions
were coded as 0 or 1 if participants were completely or somewhat at the mercy of
circumstances. These codes were used only when the circumstances described had a negative
impact on individuals. A score of 2 indicated that participants reported both agentic and non-

agentic elements, or that there was not enough information to evaluate agency. Finally, a
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score of 3 or 4 was indicative of somewhat or completely agentic participants, who were able
to influence their own experiences. Additionally, if a change in agency was described in
participants’ answers the final and current state of agency was coded. Two-way mixed intra-
class correlation coefficients (ICCs) indicated that agency was reliably coded at both the
beginning of (ICC = .87) and halfway through (ICC = .91) the study. The final score for
agency, which was used in subsequent analyses, consisted of the average score of agency
across the 11 questions. The Alpha coefficient for this composite was .71.
Self-Event Connections

For each question, the number of explicit connections between an event (i.e., the
study abroad experiences) and the self was coded following a previously developed coding
manual (Lilgendahl & McLean, 2020; Pasupathi et al., 2007; see Supplemental Materials S3).
Self-event connections could either provide an example of who one is (i.e., explain/illustrate
code) or is not (i.e., dismiss code), or report an event that changed the self (i.e., cause code)
or revealed an aspect of the self (i.e., reveal code). The final score for self-event connections
used in the current study was the sum of connections made by respondents throughout the 11
questions. The two-way mixed intra-class correlation coefficients (ICCs) indicated that the
number of connections was reliably coded at both the beginning of (ICC = .92) and halfway
through (ICC = .88) the study. Because the self-event connection composite represents a
count score, internal consistency was not computed.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

Examples of participants’ answers to the interview are reported in Table 1 together
with the assigned scores of agency and self-event connections. Additional coded extracts can
be found in the coding manuals reported in Supplemental Materials S2 and S3. Means,

standard deviations, and correlations among study variables collected from the questionnaire
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or coded from the interview were computed using IBM SPSS Version 28.0 and are reported
in Table 2. All the remaining analyses were conducted in Mp/us 8.6 (Muthén & Muthén,
1998-2017) using Maximum Likelihood Robust (MLR) estimation (Satorra & Bentler, 2001).
Analysis codes and outputs can be retrieved from the Open Science Framework (OSF) page

of the project: https://osf.io/h2mwz/. More details concerning the type, duration, and

destination country of youth’s study abroad experiences are available in Supplemental
Materials S4.
Main Analyses

The goal of the current study was to examine whether the ways in which youth
retrospectively narrate their study abroad experiences were linked to their national (i.e.,
Italian) and European identity processes and affective and cognitive prejudice in emerging
adulthood. To this end, two path analysis models with observed variables were conducted'.
The first model examined the direct and indirect associations between agency and self-event
connections in the interview, identity processes in the Italian domain, and prejudice. The
second model tested the direct and indirect links between agency and self-event connections
in the interview, identity processes in the European domain, and ethnic prejudice. Both
models were fully saturated, therefore model fit could not be examined. Full standardized
results of both models are reported in Table 3 and significant paths are displayed in Figure 1a
(national identity model) and Figure 1b (European identity model).

Regarding Italian identity, agency was linked to higher levels of reconsideration of
commitment, and the number of self-event connections was positively associated with higher

in-depth exploration. Italian identity in-depth exploration was also linked to lower levels of

1 As ancillary sensitivity analyses, the same path analysis models were tested including participants’ sex, total time spent
abroad during adolescence, and destination country as covariates. Findings on the direct associations were largely replicated
with the exceptions of a few paths across the two models. Additionally, while the indirect effect in the European identity
model was replicated, the one in the national identity model lost significance when covariates were accounted for. Details on
the procedure and full results of these sensitivity analyses are reported in Supplemental Materials S5.
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affective prejudice. No direct associations were found between narrative codes and prejudice
levels. However, the number of self-event connections was linked to lower levels of affective
prejudice via higher in-depth exploration of national identity (standardized indirect effect = -
.064 [-.123, -.005], p = .027; see Figure 1a, bold arrow).

The results for European identity partially replicated and extended those reported
above. Both agency and self-event connections were linked to higher levels of European
identity commitment. Moreover, the number of self-event connections reported in the
interview was positively associated with levels of in-depth exploration. In turn, identity
processes were significantly linked to affective and cognitive prejudice. In-depth exploration
and reconsideration of commitment were associated with lower and higher affective
prejudice, respectively. Commitment was negatively associated with cognitive prejudice.
Agency and self-event connections were not directly associated with prejudice, but a
significant indirect path (see Figure 1b, bold arrow) suggests that the number of self-event
connections was associated with lower levels of affective prejudice via higher European
identity in-depth exploration (standardized indirect effect = -.089 [-.158, -.019], p = .012).

Discussion

The development of identity in relevant personal and social domains as well as the
acquisition of inclusive attitudes toward ethnic diversity are fundamental tasks for
adolescents and emerging adults (Crocetti et al., 2023; Crone & Fuligni, 2020).
Understanding the factors that contribute to these processes is crucial for supporting
individual adjustment and positive intergroup experiences in multicultural societies
(Titzmann & Jugert, 2019). The current study examined the direct and indirect associations
between the ways in which youth retrospectively narrate their abroad experiences undertaken
in adolescence, their national and European identity processes, and their affective and

cognitive ethnic prejudice in emerging adulthood.
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Partially in line with the study hypotheses, agency and self-event connections were
significantly associated with heightened commitment and in-depth exploration in the
European and, to a lesser extent, the national domain. Additionally, and contrary to our
expectations, they were not directly linked to youth’s ethnic prejudice. However, as expected,
self-event connections in the narratives were associated with lower affective prejudice via
increased in-depth exploration in both social identity domains. Overall, we found common
and unique direct and indirect effects across the national and European identity domains and
their interplay with prejudice, highlighting the nuanced role of identity processes in
influencing feelings and thoughts about members of ethnic minority groups. In the following
paragraphs, we discuss the findings of the current study and provide excerpts from
participants’ interviews as qualitative illustrations of the quantitative results.
«Independence, Awareness, and Openness»: Common Findings Across Social Identities

The current study examined the interplay between retrospective narratives of the
abroad experiences, identity processes, and ethnic prejudice, separately for the national and
European domains. Two common findings emerged across the two domains, highlighting
important pathways through which studying abroad can support youth in their self- and
attitude-related developmental tasks. First, the retrospective narratives about the mobility
experiences were not directly associated with levels of affective or cognitive ethnic prejudice
in emerging adulthood. This finding does not support our hypothesis and prior quantitative
(e.g., Harris et al., 2019; Mitchell & Maloff, 2016) and qualitative (Czerwionka et al., 2015;
Demetry & Vaz, 2017) research highlighting that youth developed increased multicultural
competence and inclusive attitudes after their experiences abroad. However, it should be
noted that these studies examined changes in intergroup attitudes and multicultural

orientations before and after the completion of the experience. Conversely, the current
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research assessed youth’s affective and cognitive prejudice some years after their
international mobility and relied on a retrospective narration of the experiences.

On the one hand, as highlighted by some of the participants’ answers to pre-departure
questions, prior levels of openness and curiosity towards other ethnic and cultural
backgrounds could have contributed to the choice of studying abroad (e.g., «I have always
been interested in understanding the culture and mindset of people from other countries»,
female, summer school). On the other hand, other socio-contextual factors (e.g., family
influences, political changes, media) and experiences (e.g., intergroup contact, other abroad
experiences) might have more prominently influenced the consolidation of attitudes towards
ethnic diversity in the period between participants’ return from the narrated experience and
their participation in our study. Furthermore, the narratives represent subjective recounts and
personal interpretations of youth’s lived mobility experiences. Therefore, they might be
influenced by past as well as current knowledge, values, and attitudes.

Across both models, in-depth exploration significantly mediated the association
between the number of self-event connections in the narratives and affective prejudice. That
is, youth who consistently identified connections between their study abroad experiences and
aspects of the self also reported increased in-depth exploration of their national and European
identity, which in turn was linked to lower levels of affective prejudice. Thus, exploring
identity commitments plays a key role in explaining the association between narratives and
ethnic prejudice levels. As precisely described by one of the participants in the quote
referenced in the title of this section («/ndependence, Awareness, and Openness»; male,
exchange program), the independence that characterizes study abroad experiences can lead to
increased self-awareness and openness to others. International mobility experiences involve
not only a physical but also a cultural and interpersonal transition from one country to

another, from the familiar to the unknown. By moving to their destination country,
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adolescents move away from possible influences within the family context (e.g., parental
control and pressures) and can independently explore and commit to different options (Brown
& Graham, 2009). Such life transitions represent critical moments for identity development
and might increase the salience of specific identity processes (Bosma & Kunnen, 2001;
Branje, 2022). As described by one of the participants, «If you have such a broad experience,
so in another place, [...] you have a frame of thinking that isn’t closed inside your own city
or inside the place you live but continues to widen. So, in my opinion, if you go to Europe,
you have an idea of what Italy is; if you go to another place outside Europe, you have an idea
of what Europe is» (male, exchange program). Therefore, study abroad experiences might
increase individuals’ awareness of similarities and differences among cultures and
consequently heighten the salience of one’s national and supranational identity exploration
(McKay et al., 2019).

Relatedly, youth who retrospectively identify significant connections between such
experience and aspects of the self, demonstrate the ability to evaluate their past and gain
important self-insights (e.g., «[These experiences]| made me become more aware of what 1
amy,; female, summer school), which are at the core of adaptive exploration processes
(McLean et al., 2020; van Doeselaar et al., 2020). In the current study, such in-depth
exploration of both national and European identity predicted lower levels of ethnic prejudice.
This finding is in line with prior research highlighting the crucial role of in-depth exploration
in influencing individuals’ attitudes and behaviors (e.g., openness to experience, social
responsibility, civic engagement; e.g., Crocetti et al., 2012; Hatano et al., 2016) related to
social inclusion. It also extends experimental findings from the U.S. (Umana-Taylor et al.,
2018) and European (Spiegler et al., 2022) contexts, which highlighted the positive

intergroup implications of eliciting ethnic-racial and national identity exploration in youth.
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Additionally, while prior literature focused on the process of exploration in personal
domains (e.g., educational identity), this study, for the first time, highlights the interplay
between prejudice and in-depth exploration in the social domain, across the national and the
supranational European identity. In-depth exploration requires individuals to be cognitively
flexible, engage in active and thorough reflection, and challenge predetermined beliefs and
views (Crocetti, 2018). Consequently, by gaining a deeper understanding of the meanings and
values attached to their own and others’ social identity, youth might recognize similarities
between different groups and adopt counter-stereotypical thinking. These dynamics are well
captured in these reflections: «/ left with these prejudices about other cultures. But then, you
live in the same house or dorm, you eat, you go out with people from these cultures, and you
realize that they are kids just like you» (male, summer school), and «/ have developed a new
awareness of diversity, that is perceiving diversity not as a limitation but as a resource»
(male, summer school). In turn, these personal reflections and interpersonal exchanges can
support youth in developing more positive feelings about others (Bobba et al., 2023).
Unique Pathways from Retrospective Narratives to Identity and Ethnic Prejudice

Besides the similarities outlined above, the interplay between narrative identity,
identity processes, and ethnic prejudice slightly differed depending on the social identity (i.e.,
national or European) domain accounted for. Specifically, although significant associations
emerged in both models, it appears that identity aspects in narratives about abroad
experiences are more consistently linked to processes in the supranational European domain
compared to the national one.

«Not Only Italian, but Something More»: Narratives, National ldentity, and Prejudice

As highlighted by one of the participants in the current study (see quote in the

paragraph title; male, exchange program), the quality of youth’s study abroad experiences in

adolescence appeared to be intertwined with their identity processes in the national domain.
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Specifically, the more youth retrospectively narrated their international mobility in agentic
terms by reporting feeling in control of their experience, the higher their reconsideration of
national identity commitment. This finding does not fully confirm our hypotheses and is in
contrast with prior research highlighting a general pattern of strengthened commitment to
their home country among adolescents participating in study abroad experiences (Greischel et
al., 2019). However, it should be noted that Greischel et al.’s (2019) study examined how
identity commitment changes from approximately one month after moving to the destination
country to 7 months after the beginning of the abroad experiences, thus capturing these
processes in the moment of cultural transition. Therefore, increased commitment and reduced
reconsideration of identity might be a consequence of acculturation challenges and feelings of
homesickness emerging from the comparison between life at home and experiences in the
foreign country (Geeraert & Demoulin, 2013). Along the same lines, other studies
highlighted significant differences among adolescents who studied abroad and those who did
not. However, while during the transition to the destination country youth in international
mobility programs reported increases in commitment coupled with decreases in
reconsideration for home identity development, around the time that they returned home
these adolescents displayed steeper increases in reconsideration of their commitment to the
home country compared to those who never left (Greischel et al., 2018).

The challenges of re-adjustment upon return were further documented by Kranz and
Goedderz (2020), who found these to be associated with lower commitment and higher
reconsideration of youth’s home country. This can be a consequence of the so-called reverse
culture shock that international students might experience in their transition back to their
home country, which is known to have negative effects on individual psychological
adjustment and sociocultural adaptation (Presbitero, 2016). For instance, after the

international mobility experience, youth might feel they have outgrown previous habits (e.g.,
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«lf perhaps before leaving I would spend three hours with friends chatting at a bar, when 1
came back it seemed a completely stupid thing to do [...]. So, to me, it seemed that I had
changed as if ten years had passed, whereas for them only a year had passed.»; male,
exchange program). Furthermore, they may need to find a new position in their contexts (e.g.,
«The first days back were sort of rediscovering both my hometown that had changed
substantially, but also myself within the context of my family»; female, exchange program).
Consequently, changes in the self and in the larger context might trigger a certainty-
uncertainty dynamic in identity development (Becht et al., 2017; Greischel et al., 2018) that
leads youth to re-evaluate their previous choices and consider more adaptive ones.
Specifically, experiencing a strong sense of agency and control over the outcomes of
international mobility might have strengthened youth's security and mastery over their own
identity development, supporting the reconsideration of commitments that were no longer
satisfactory. Such momentaneous reevaluation of identity commitments might pave the way
to new identity pathways that effectively align with novel views and needs of emerging
adulthood.
«A First-Hand Experience of the European Community»: Narratives, European Identity,
and Prejudice

The findings of the current study additionally highlight the significant interplay
between narrative aspects, European identity, and ethnic prejudice. First, both reporting
highly agentic narratives and identifying several connections between international mobility
and the self were linked to heightened European identity commitment and in-depth
exploration (the latter for self-event connections only), supporting youth in the maintenance
cycle (Crocetti, 2017, 2018). This finding is in line with prior research among university
students, which highlighted the positive effects of Erasmus mobility for increasing European

citizenship and identity (e.g., Jacobone & Moro, 2015; Mitchell, 2015; Van Mol, 2018). The
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current study extends the literature by pointing out the positive associations between
narratives of study abroad experiences in adolescence and European identity processes in
emerging adulthood. These experiences might have exposed them to an international social
environment and direct encounters with peers from all over Europe (and the world), which in
turn contributed to increasing the salience and strengthening the commitment to their
European identity (Stoeckel, 2016). As stated by one participant, «/t was the first time that 1
directly experienced there the European community, a fully European and diverse
community» (male, summer school).

Additionally, all processes pertaining to European identity were strongly associated
with both dimensions of ethnic prejudice. While processes conducive to identity maintenance
(i.e., commitment and in-depth exploration) were associated with lower levels of affective
and cognitive prejudice, reconsideration of European identity commitment was linked to
significant increases in affective prejudice. In line with social categorization theory (Turner et
al., 1987), the extent to which individuals self-categorize as members of restrictive (e.g.,
national identity) or superordinate (e.g., European identity) groups can influence their
emotions, attitudes, and behaviors in the social world. On the one hand, increased
commitment and in-depth exploration represent key processes through which youth
strengthen their attachment to and awareness of the supranational European identity, which
may lead them to focus on intergroup similarities rather than differences (e.g., «You arrive
there, and you expect to see a gap, differences between people. And then you realize that
these differences do not exist, they fade away»; male, summer school) and to approach the
social world in more inclusive ways (e.g., Kende et al., 2019). On the other hand, when
individuals reconsider their commitment to such a supranational identity they can regress to a
more simplistic and dichotomous view of society (“Us vs. Them”) which is at the core of

prejudicial thinking (Crocetti et al., 2021). Overall, these findings highlight the importance of
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examining identity processes in relevant social domains to gain a more nuanced
understanding of how transitions and contextual factors can shape identity development
(Jugert et al., 2021) and its interplay with ethnic prejudice in emerging adulthood.
Theoretical and Practical Implications

Findings from the current study have important theoretical and practical implications.
From a theoretical perspective, this research complements the literature on mobility programs
during the university years and highlights the positive developmental implications of
studying abroad also for adolescents. Stepping outside their usual environment can challenge
adolescents’ pre-existing beliefs, offer new learning opportunities, encourage critical
thinking, and foster their sense of mastery and autonomy. In this way, these experiences can
lead to deeper reflection on their national and European identities, thus promoting the
development of more complex and inclusive identities, which in turn may reduce ethnic
prejudice. Benefitting from these experiences, youth can approach the developmental tasks
of emerging adulthood (e.g., to explore and consolidate their identities in order to
progressively enact adult commitments and become active and responsible members of
society; Arnett, 2000) with more personal and social assets (Crocetti et al., 2018, 2023).

From a practical standpoint, two important implications can be outlined. First,
studying abroad in adolescence has been linked to positive individual and intergroup
outcomes, contributing to social cohesion by reducing prejudice. Thus, international agencies
(e.g., European Union) and local organizations (e.g., educational boards, schools) should
prioritize these programs, fostering connections between educational institutions across
countries and providing opportunities for engaging and connecting youth within and outside
Europe (European Commission, 2018).

Second, findings from the current study highlighted the crucial role of thorough

reflections on these experiences as a key process to reap the benefits of mobility programs.
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Specifically, international mobility might represent a crucial transition moment as it implies
the movement between and adjustment to different (linguistic, interpersonal, cultural)
contexts (McKay et al., 2019). Oftentimes, however, youth struggle to find a way to tell their
story to their family and friends: «Sometimes maybe I wanted to retell my experience but here
they [his friends] didn 't understand it because anyway it was such a personal thing that only [
lived through. So, they had no idea what I was talking about. And this was, I wouldn’t say
difficult, but in any case, a thing that takes a while to understand how to explain it to others
or what to do» (male, exchange program). Therefore, agencies supporting exchange programs
as well as schools and educators can guide adolescents in actively reflecting on their time
abroad to make sense of the challenges encountered and the goals achieved and to integrate
these experiences into a cohesive personal narrative. On the one hand, these processes of
reflection and narration can help youth transition back to their home country. On the other
hand, via this meaning-making process, adolescents can capitalize on their experience and
gain a deeper insight into themselves as individuals and active participants in society (Harris
et al., 2019). All in all, developing and facilitating international mobility programs for youth
can have beneficial consequences not only for their development as individuals and citizens,
but for the broader society by promoting inclusion and openness towards diversity.
Limitations of the Present Study and Suggestions for Future Research

Findings from the current study should be read in light of several limitations. First,
despite combining quantitative and qualitative data, this study relied on a retrospective
examination through narratives about abroad experiences in adolescence and youth’s identity
processes and ethnic prejudice. Consequently, it was not possible to examine changes before
and after the experience itself. This did not allow to distinguish between selection (i.e., pre-
existing differences that explain why some people participate in experiences abroad and

others do not) and socialization (i.e., changes occurring as a consequence of studying abroad)
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effects (Nissen et al., 2022). Additionally, participants provided narratives a few years after
they completed their experiences abroad in adolescence. This might have affected the
recollection of memories and their integration into a coherent life story. Furthermore, the
narratives of past international mobility provided by participants might be influenced not only
by prior recollection and sharing of these events but also by other (abroad) experiences that
youth had in the following years of emerging adulthood (McAdams & McLean, 2013). In
other words, the narratives do not reflect “objective” accounts of events that happened, but
the participants’ current subjective recollection of events as these subjective recollections
(not necessarily the objective events themselves) are thought to be the main contributors to
one’s sense of identity. Overall, conclusions about causality cannot be drawn from the
present data given its retrospective and correlational nature. Longitudinal research is needed
to gain a comprehensive insight into changes and stability of adolescents’ narratives of past
events, identity processes, and prejudice levels before, during, and after the experience
abroad. Moreover, future studies could benefit from a direct comparison between adolescents
who did and did not participate in study abroad experiences.

Second, in line with the narrative identity approach, participants’ answers to the
interview were quantitatively coded for indicators of agency and self-event connections.
However, other aspects of the narratives (e.g., communion, emotional tone; McAdams, 2001;
McLean et al., 2020), might shed additional light on the processes of identity and prejudice
development. Furthermore, the current study did not fully unpack the qualitative data
provided by participants. Future research combining narrative coding and thematic analysis
(see Braun & Clarke, 2006) could help unravel the common and unique processes that sustain
youth in facing specific life experiences (e.g., international mobility) and developing through

and thanks to them.
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Third, the current study examined adolescents’ identity processes in the national and
European domains. Across both scales, the general terms “Italians” (for national identity) and
“Europeans” (for European identity) were used, without imposing any constraints on the
boundaries of these social groups. Therefore, participants responded to these questions
referring to whatever or whomever they thought of as Italian or European. More research is
needed to shed light on the content and meaning adolescents assign to both social identities
and whether these personal definitions are uniquely intertwined with individual (e.g., identity
processes) and intergroup (e.g., intergroup contact, ethnic prejudice) outcomes.

Last, this study included only youth from the ethnic majority (i.e., Italian) group
because of its focus on prejudice against ethnic minorities. However, abroad experiences
might differently impact adolescents and emerging adults depending on their ethnic and
cultural background (Schwartz et al., 2010). On the one hand, youth with an immigrant
background might experience the transition from one culture (i.e., the country where they
currently live) to the other (i.e., the destination country) as less challenging and more familiar
compared to their ethnic majority peers because of its similarities with the transition that they
already made from their home (i.e., country of origin) to the host country. On the other hand,
adjusting to yet another cultural context and facing identity-related changes might be
particularly challenging for ethnic minority adolescents who are already struggling to
integrate their home and host cultures (Crocetti et al., 2024). Additionally, the ethnic
background of youth might also differentially intersect with the culture of the destination
country (e.g., studying abroad in a country that is linked to one’s cultural or ethnic
background), thus shaping the experiences they have during their time abroad. Future studies
should strive to examine the interplay between experiences abroad and identity development
among ethnic majority and minority youth to identify common and unique challenges faced

by adolescents in their encounters with and adjustment to different cultural contexts.
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Conclusions

The development of one’s identity and attitudes are fundamental to becoming
engaged citizens of multicultural societies and are intertwined with the experiences youth
undergo, such as international mobility programs. The current research provided novel
evidence highlighting that how youth narrate the study abroad experiences they had in
adolescence was associated with their identity processes in the national and European
domains later in life. These processes, in turn, were related to reduced levels of affective and
cognitive ethnic prejudice. Overall, our findings provided a broad perspective on the potential
importance of enriching and widening individuals’ context during adolescence for
establishing identities that can be associated with reduced prejudice and inclusiveness later in

life.
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Table 1

Examples of participants’ answers and assigned codes for agency and self-event connections

Question
topic

Extract!

Agency

Self-event
connection?

Pre-departure
expectations

High point

Low point

At school, we studied English literature. I had never been to England before that time, though, but yes, anyway, I was
always passionate about England. So, I was familiar enough with the culture. [...] I've been travelling a lot with my parents
since I was little. I'm lucky to have been able to do it, so I mean trips to Israel, Turkey, Morocco, Portugal, yes. Trips that
L’ll honestly never regret, because they were beautiful experiences, and so this already gives me another advantage when it
comes to entering other worlds without too many issues. (female, summer school)

Yes, I had been there for a week on holiday, let’s say that I had been there as a tourist. But it wasn’t the town where I was
with the college. [Interviewer: Ok, were you curious about other countries’ cultures?] Yes, I was curious. (female, summer
school)

So, the best moment was the only day they left us free, when I went to the beach. They let us girls go the beach and at night
we went around Valencia by ourselves, and I spoke to a lot of people from there, a lot of guys. And it was nice to also speak
to people doing their Erasmus there and they were telling us... I remember this American girl telling us about the
differences. It was nice! I had never spoke with other people in Spanish because I am quite shy about this. And for me it was
a liberating experience seeing that I was able to speak. It has been very useful also later in school, during exams, because
my thought was “Alright, I can do this, I can speak up”. (female, summer school)

It was a concert [ went to around... April, so almost at the end of my experience, because it was the first concert I went to
with my classmates. Some of them were interested in the same music that I listened to, and they invited me to a concert. It
was a sort of upgrade of the experience, right? Because it was not the usual party which I would attend together with
everybody else in the class, it was a selected moment. Meaning that these friends knew I would have liked it, and they
invited me to that. Before, it had been difficult to communicate... to enjoy time with my classmates because we did not have
much to share. And what is more, in the capital there were other ten Italians, so it was easy to meet up among Italians or
with other exchange students from other Countries because we were a lot, and we would just cling to hanging out among
ourselves. So, this event was for me essential, a nice moment because I felt part of a group which I struggled to belong to
and to be part of up until that moment. (male, exchange program)

So, there was a period that was very difficult for me initially because after around a month of being there my host parents
suggested, let’s say in a harsh way, not to talk with my parents or friends in Italy anymore because they were saying that
talking a lot in Italian, I would never learn Swedish. [...] So, I really hit against this wall of the language but slowly, word
after word, I learned it and you really grow to understand how the language is a fundamental part of a country’s culture.
(male, exchange program)

For me it was perhaps a matter of shyness since, well, there were a lot of organized activities and, well, we were in a huge
group in which I knew very few people, especially at the beginning, um, it was more the part where I perhaps had to talk in

N

2 (explain,
cause)

1 (explain)

1 (cause)

1 (explain)
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Turning
point

Personal
growth

Values

Future goals

class (interference) had to talk in English, above all, both during the activities when perhaps we’d have to introduce
ourselves, to interact with a hundred people at once. This for me was the most difficult part. (female, summer school)

Simply put, I think I was able to understand better some features of my classmates which helped me. So, I used to always
stay in the room with this friend of mine who was a bit obsessed by healthy food and she kind of influenced me in this, so
always staying in instead of going to the sandwich place for instance. So, I guess I have learned to appreciate the positive
side of every person. (female, summer school)

I must say... one evening we decided to go out... in that moment I realized, maybe for the first time, that I was a grown
person. In the sense that, when you go out in a foreign place, because in the end it was a foreign place, you feel like a grown
up. It was the first time, and you feel like every decision you take, it is yours... you are fully responsible for it. But it was
beautiful by the way. We got back quite late that night and I had fun. It was a moment of certainty and uncertainty, a
moment of euphoria because you were doing something you never did before. And from that moment on, you realize you are
a grown-up. (female, summer school)

Absolutely yes, I have absolutely matured and in so many aspects. I'm more autonomous, more responsible, more
independent, but also more sensible because in any case I, we—I had to deal with so many different situations, all in all,
that is, emotionally important and complex ones. And so, that is, everyone says it but there’s a reason why you need to go
and have experiences abroad, because they really, really do change you, they absolutely change you. But you need to go
with a very open mind and without being choosy, without always having to criticize everything, because otherwise it
obviously becomes a nightmare. (female, summer school)

[Interviewer: Overall, do you think you have matured as a person following these experiences?] Yes, I certainly do. They
were abroad experiences away from home, so let’s say that everything I did was my responsibility. I had to manage my day
alone, so I really think so. (female, summer school)

1 believe that it certainly helped me to have a more open mind and to understand that there are different points of view and
to be able to make them my own. Understanding that certain things that were previously unknown can, in a certain sense, be
more suitable for us as well, and therefore we can consider them better. So, learning from some traditions, ways of living,
and thinking, and making them a bit our own, bringing them home with us. (female, exchange program)

Yes, absolutely... absolutely! It's something that definitely led me to have a political and value-based position of a certain
magnitude. Now that I know how things work, I realize that, even when I had just returned to Italy at the age of 18 and had
started to take an interest in politics, I realized how some slogans could only resonate with someone who had never left their
own country, basically. So, I realized how much more complex things actually are than how they are portrayed to us. Simply
put, I had much more universalist values, much more of a global citizen perspective, and things like that. Plus, at 17, [ was
also a hippie. (male, exchange program)

[The experience abroad] has reinforced, rather than influenced, my plans for the future, in terms of studying. In the sense
that, I already had an idea, and the experience has consolidated it. (male, summer school)

1 (cause)

1 (reveal)

2 (cause)

1 (cause)

3 (cause,
explain)

1 (cause)
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Regarding the topic of my studies, I study economics so the experience did not have a big impact on my choice, However, 1

could say that the fact that I chose a course that is entirely English taught is definitely dependent on the fact that I spent a

year abroad and I have realized that I managed to interact with people in English. So, talking to professors in English, 4 0
understanding what they teach, and communicating my point to them were all things that were manageable for me, I said

“It’s something that I can do”. (male, summer school)

Well, in terms of personal identity, it helped me become a person with more character, more decisive in my choices, to be

able to evaluate and weigh decisions better, independently from, maybe, the group or the pressures of the group, which

shouldn't overwhelm your identity, your needs, and your desires. So, this helped me a lot. And in terms of cultural identity,

yes, it helped me a lot to know other realities, to be a person open to many, many, many cultures and everything. And even

now, I am a person who continues to, for example, I also do volunteer work with homeless people, bringing food to them, for 4 3 (cause)
instance. So, interacting with these other cultures, getting to know them, talking with them, or meeting other people from

other nations, I interact with them, I'm not a person who distances herself from them. [ like to challenge myself. Moreover,

you need to have the skills to challenge yourself, and I like to throw myself into things and everything. (female, summer

school)

Identity

I mean, it certainly brought to the surface some aspects of me that were previously a bit more hidden and maybe, as a result, )

it didn't eliminate but limited other aspects. (female, exchange program) 1 (cause)

[...] It took me more than a year. I mean, I had to go to university, move, let's say, and then another year passed before 1
could get rid of this thing. So that was the main consequence. But then I came back and my friends, [ mean, my friends
organized a surprise party for me. My friendships didn't change at all, in fact, it's strange to say, but they strengthened
because, well, because I was different. I mean, I was much more confident in myself, [ made many more friends, even with 4
my own classmates who I had never spoken to before because I was different, [ was completely different in a positive way, of
course, more open, less shy, less embarrassed about being who I am. [...] And then, well, I started working, because in
America all my friends work, literally I said, "I can't be 18 and do nothing". I started working, I mean, doing small jobs
Coming back  which I still do and that's it. (female, exchange program)

2 (cause)

But honestly, during that period, I was a bit... I don't know, I wasn't feeling well for personal reasons, like, during

adolescence there are things like a boyfriend, all these things, so [ wasn't exactly happy, I mean, I didn't see it as an open-

minded experience. I was also very focused on thinking “oh my God, now I'm going back, there's this person I have to see 1
again...” so when I came back, I was happy to see my family and, well, the people I care about. But maybe, being away,

maybe [ would have preferred to stay there a bit longer given the situation, I don't know. But yes, apart from this, in the end,

telling my parents everything and sharing all the experiences certainly made me feel good. (female, summer school)

1 (explain)

Note. 'Underlined sentences/words in the extracts identify the self-event connection(s). >For each extract, the number of self-event connection(s)
coded is indicated. Moreover, in parenthesis, the type of connection is specified. For the purpose of the current study, only the total number of
connections is considered.
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Table 2
Means, standard deviations, reliability, and correlations among study variables
M SD o 1. 2. 3. 4, 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 1.
1.Age
2.Sex .04
3.Agency 2.85 047 .04 .03
4.Self-event Connections 6.84 343 08 -01 .50™
5.Affective Prejudice 4097 24.46 .93 .00 15 .00 -.12
6.Cognitive Prejudice 1.41 043 .83 05  -04 .03 04 367
7.European Identity Commitment 336 090 .96 .14 03 33" 35" _09 -17

8.European Identity In-depth

; 334 0.87 91 19" -07 257 33" 277 -13
Exploration
9.European Identity Reconsideration 248 095 .89 .05 -22° .04 -.04 18 .07
10.National Identity Commitment 2.74  0.78 .89 -.03 18 16 22" .06 17 -17
1. National Identity In-depth 362 080 88 .17 .05 .08 23 -257 03 05 23
Exploration
12 National Identity Reconsideration 3.05 098 .85 07 -08 237 .10 02 -14 6477 2207

Note. Sex: 0 = male, 1 = female.
p<.05 " p<.01;" p<.001.
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Table 3
Standardized results of main analyses

Model (a) Model (b)

National European

identity identity
Direct effects S (SE) b (SE)
Agency — Identity commitment .062 (.100) 2187 (.082)
Agency — Identity in-depth exploration -.043 (.109) .096 (.094)
Agency — Identity reconsideration of commitment 2437 (.105) 101 (.095)
Agency — Affective prejudice .024 (.093) .054 (.093)
Agency — Cognitive prejudice .056 (.135) .081 (.133)
Self-event connections — Identity commitment 192 (.105) 2297 (.095)
Self-event connections — Identity in-depth exploration 2417 (.100) 28177 (.084)
Self-event connections — Identity reconsideration of commitment -.061 (.107) -.111 (.092)
Self-event connections — Affective prejudice -.097 (.090) -.031 (.093)
Self-event connections — Cognitive prejudice -.002 (.115) 104 (.113)
Identity commitment — Affective prejudice .144 (.095) .044 (.098)
Identity commitment — Cognitive prejudice 153 (.098) -.172" (.088)
Identity in-depth exploration — Affective prejudice -266" (.078) -316™ (.085)
Identity in-depth exploration — Cognitive prejudice -.072 (.091) -.145 (.097)
Identity reconsideration of commitment — Affective prejudice .039 (.092) 2257 (.091)
Identity reconsideration of commitment — Cognitive prejudice -.129 (.094) .059 (.070)

Note. The two models were fully saturated. f = standardized regression coefficient, SE = Standard Error.

skskok

*p<0.05;" p<0.01; " p<0.001.
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Figure 1

Significant standardized results of the regression models
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Note. For the sake of clarity, only significant regression effects are displayed. Both models controlled for correlations between narrative coding,
between identity processes, and between dimensions of prejudice. Bold arrows indicate significant indirect effects.

okck

*p<.05 " p<.01;

p <.001
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