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ABSTRACT

National identity is frequently discussed as a singular sense of belonging, yet its empirical structure may be
multidimensional, particularly among youth in multicultural societies. This study examines how National
Identity Development is empirically represented as a multidimensional higher-order construct among Malaysian
youth. A quantitative cross-sectional survey was conducted among 369 Malaysian youth aged 18-30 residing in
the Klang Valley, using proportionate stratified random sampling. National Identity Development was assessed
using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) as a reflective-reflective higher-order
construct comprising Membership Meaning (MMD), Positive Regard (PRD), Public Regard (PUD), Identity
(IDD), and Centrality/Commitment (CPD). All five dimensions loaded significantly on the higher-order
construct (MMD = .724, PRD = .872, PUD = .786, IDD = .739, CPD = .854; p <.001), while the higher-order
construct demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency and convergent validity (Cronbach’s a = .855, CR =
.897, AVE = .635). PRD recorded the highest observed higher-order loading, followed by CPD. However, the
Stage 1 assessment identified measurement concerns for IDD (CR = .574; AVE = .321) and elevated HTMT
values for PRD-IDD (.90) and PUD-CPD (.91). The study contributes a measurement-centred understanding of
Malaysian youth national identity by demonstrating how five theoretically differentiated yet empirically
interconnected dimensions collectively represent National Identity Development, while identifying specific
areas requiring further measurement refinement and validation.

Keywords: National Identity Development, National Belonging, Malaysian Youth, Higher-Order Construct,
Multidimensional Digital Communication

INTRODUCTION

The questions of national belonging have become increasingly important in multicultural societies, particularly
for young people whose identities develop across multiple social and cultural contexts. National belonging
extends beyond formal citizenship and can involve membership, evaluation, recognition, self-understanding and
commitment. Recent youth research similarly demonstrates that national identification develops in relation to
perceptions of belonging, national fit and other social identities (Umafia-Taylor et al., 2020; Mastrotheodoros et
al., 2021; Gharaei et al., 2024). The present study therefore focuses specifically on the measurement structure of
National Identity Development and examines how its five lower-order dimensions collectively represent the
higher-order construct among Malaysian youth.

Contemporary research also shows that national belonging is shaped within socially diverse environments in
which young people negotiate inclusion, cultural difference and the meaning of national membership (van
Vemde et al., 2021; Wood, 2022; Gharaei et al., 2024). This reinforces the need for measurement approaches
that can represent national identity as a differentiated yet interconnected construct.
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This distinction is important because national identity is often discussed conceptually as though it were a unitary
outcome. In practice, belonging to a national community may encompass different but related orientations.
Individuals may attach meaning to membership, evaluate their national identity positively, perceive how that
identity is regarded socially, incorporate it into their self-understanding, and express commitment to the nation.
Treating these dimensions as interchangeable risks obscuring the multidimensional nature of national identity.

Malaysia provides a theoretically informative setting for such an examination because national identity is
negotiated within a plural society in which ethnic, religious, cultural and national identities coexist. Granhenat
and Abdullah (2017) demonstrated the value of multidimensional measurement for Malaysian national identity,
while Social Identity Theory emphasises that group membership forms part of the self-concept and acquires
meaning through categorisation, identification and comparison (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Research in other
multicultural settings likewise shows that national identity and belonging can vary according to inclusion, group
boundaries, cultural fit and the coexistence of multiple identities (van Vemde et al., 2021; Mastrotheodoros et
al., 2021; Verkuyten et al., 2023; Gharaei et al., 2024).

Accordingly, this paper examines National Identity Development as a multidimensional higher-order construct.
Its contribution lies in assessing how the five theoretically specified lower-order dimensions are represented
within the higher-order measurement structure and in reporting both the strengths and limitations observed at
the first- and higher-order levels.

Research Questions

RQ1: How is National Identity Development empirically represented as a multidimensional higher-order
construct among Malaysian youth?

RQ2: How do the five lower-order dimensions vary in their higher-order loadings on National Identity
Development?

LITERATURE REVIEW
National Identity as a Multidimensional Social Identity

Social Identity Theory proposes that individuals derive part of their self-concept from membership in social
groups (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). National identity can therefore be understood as a form of collective
identification in which the nation becomes a meaningful category of membership. This perspective shifts
attention from formal citizenship alone towards the psychological and social meanings attached to membership,
recognition and attachment. Research on youth identity development further indicates that national identity
interacts with other identity domains and social relationships rather than developing in isolation (Umafa-Taylor
et al., 2020; Mastrotheodoros et al., 2021).

Within the Malaysian context, national identity has been operationalised multidimensionally rather than as a
single undifferentiated attitude. The National Identity Measure was originally developed by Lilli and Diehl
(1999) and subsequently applied in the Malaysian context by Granhenat and Abdullah (2017). Its
multidimensional orientation is also conceptually consistent with collective self-evaluation approaches that
distinguish different ways individuals relate to social-group membership (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). More
broadly, multidimensional models of collective identification distinguish membership, evaluation, centrality and
related components rather than treating group identity as a single undifferentiated state (Ashmore et al., 2004;
Leach et al., 2008; Roccas et al., 2008).

Contemporary research cautions against assuming that national identification has a single meaning or expression.
National belonging can be shaped by diversity norms, perceived inclusion, cultural fit and the boundaries through
which membership is defined (van Vemde et al., 2021; Wood, 2022; Verkuyten et al., 2023; Gharaei et al.,
2024). Measurement should therefore preserve the internal complexity of national identity rather than collapse
conceptually different manifestations prematurely.
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The Five Dimensions of National Identity Development

National Identity Development was represented by five lower-order dimensions: Membership Meaning
Dimension (MMD), Positive Regard Dimension (PRD), Public Regard Dimension (PUD), Identity Dimension
(IDD), and Centrality/Commitment Dimension (CPD). The dimensions capture related but non-identical aspects
of the individual’s relationship with the national community. MMD concerns the meaning attached to national
membership; PRD reflects positive regard and pride; PUD concerns perceived public regard; IDD captures
identity-related self-understanding; and CPD reflects centrality and commitment in relation to the nation.
Together, these dimensions provide a differentiated representation of National Identity Development.

A higher-order specification is theoretically useful when lower-order dimensions are conceptually
distinguishable but are expected to manifest a broader common construct. PLS-SEM provides established
procedures for specifying and estimating hierarchical component models, including two-stage approaches
(Wetzels et al., 2009; Becker et al., 2012; Sarstedt et al., 2019; Hair et al., 2022; Hair & Alamer, 2022). Such an
approach allows multidimensional meaning to be retained while representing an overarching construct
parsimoniously.

Contemporary Contexts of National Belonging

National belonging develops within wider social environments in which young people encounter multiple
identities, diversity norms and narratives of inclusion. Studies of youth in multicultural settings show that
belonging can be associated with intergroup contact, perceived national fit and the negotiation of culturally
inclusive national narratives (van Vemde et al., 2021; Wood, 2022; Gharaei et al., 2024). These findings support
treating national identity as a multidimensional social-psychological construct whose internal measurement
deserves explicit examination.

For the present study, the analytical focus is the measurement of National Identity Development itself. The five
lower-order dimensions are therefore examined as components of a higher-order construct, with attention to both
their shared representation and their first-order measurement properties.

Measurement Gap and Analytical Focus

The measurement problem addressed in this paper concerns the relationship between conceptual
multidimensionality and empirical interconnection. If five national-identity dimensions are theoretically
differentiated yet strongly related empirically, a higher-order representation may capture their shared variance.
At the same time, weak first-order measurement properties or elevated inter-dimensional associations require
transparent reporting. Accordingly, the analysis considers evidence at both the lower-order and higher-order
levels rather than relying on Stage 2 results alone.

METHODOLOGY

A proportionate stratified random sampling technique was employed, with ethnicity used as the primary
stratification criterion based on the population distribution of Malaysian youth in the study area. The target
population comprised Malaysian youth aged 18-30 residing in the Klang Valley, encompassing Selangor, W.P.
Kuala Lumpur and W.P. Putrajaya, who were active social media users. Eligible respondents were recruited
through the study’s designated online recruitment channels. The final analytical sample comprised 369
respondents who met the study eligibility criteria.

National Identity Development was measured using an adapted 21-item National Identity Measure (NIM). The
instrument was derived primarily from Lilli and Diehl (1999), informed by its Malaysian application by
Granhenat and Abdullah (2017), and conceptually supported by the Collective Self-Esteem Scale of Luhtanen
and Crocker (1992). Wording was contextualised for Malaysian youth. The first-order structure comprised MMD
(4 items), PRD (4 items), PUD (4 items), IDD (4 items), and CPD (5 items), using a five-point Likert response
scale.
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The sample comprised 192 males (52.0%) and 177 females (48.0%). Most respondents were aged 23—-27 years
(70.7%), followed by 28-30 years (22.5%) and 18-22 years (6.8%). Chinese respondents represented 43.6% of
the sample, Malay respondents 36.3%, Bumiputera Sabah/Sarawak/Others 12.5%, and Indian respondents 7.6%.
TikTok was the most frequently reported main social media platform (55.3%), followed by Instagram (21.7%)
and Facebook (20.3%).

SPSS was used for preliminary screening and descriptive procedures, while SmartPLS 4 was used for PLS-SEM.
National Identity Development was specified as a Reflective-Reflective Type I higher-order construct. A disjoint
two-stage procedure was employed, whereby latent variable scores from the five first-order National Identity
Development dimensions were subsequently used as indicators of the higher-order construct. This approach
follows established recommendations for higher-order construct specification in PLS-SEM (Sarstedt et al., 2019;
Hair et al., 2022; Hair & Alamer, 2022).

Measurement assessment was conducted using established PLS-SEM criteria for indicator reliability, internal
consistency reliability, convergent validity and discriminant validity (Henseler et al., 2015; Hair et al., 2022).
The analysis used .85 as a conservative HTMT diagnostic criterion while recognising .90 as a more liberal
reference point (Henseler et al., 2015). Higher-order indicator significance was assessed using bootstrapping
with 500 subsamples.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Stage 1 Measurement Considerations

At the first-order level, most constructs in the wider measurement model demonstrated acceptable reliability and
convergent validity. Within the National Identity group, however, the Identity Dimension (IDD) presented a
specific measurement limitation. IDD recorded Cronbach’s a = .839, but composite reliability (CR =.574) and
average variance extracted (AVE = .321) fell below the recommended thresholds. The dimension was retained
because of its theoretical role within the multidimensional National Identity Development construct, but the
weakness is not treated as resolved merely because the analysis proceeded to Stage 2. As summarised in Table
1, the Stage 1 assessment also identified two HTMT values requiring attention, alongside the weaker
measurement properties of IDD.

Table 1. Selected Stage 1 measurement considerations for National Identity Development

Stage 1 issue Value | Interpretation Treatment
IDD composite reliability | .574 Below recommended level Retained with limitation
acknowledged
IDD AVE 321 Below .50 Future item refinement required
PRD-IDD HTMT .90 Above conservative .85 threshold | Limited first-order distinctiveness
PUD-CPD HTMT 91 Above conservative and slightly | Limited first-order distinctiveness
above .90

As shown in Table 1, the HTMT assessment indicated that most first-order construct pairs were below the
conservative .85 criterion, but two National Identity pairs required attention: PRD-IDD = .90 and PUD-CPD =
.91. These values indicate limited empirical distinctiveness between the paired dimensions at the first-order level.
They should not be interpreted as evidence that discriminant validity was uniformly established. Instead, the
results suggest that some theoretically differentiated aspects of National Identity Development are highly
interconnected within the sample.
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Stage 2 Higher-Order Structure of National Identity Development

The Stage 2 assessment examined whether the five lower-order dimensions adequately represented the higher-
order National Identity Development construct. Table 2 presents the outer loadings, standard errors, t-values and
significance levels for the five higher-order indicators.

Table 2. Outer loadings of the National Identity Development higher-order indicators

Dimension Interpretive label Loading SE t-value Significance
MMD Membership Meaning | .724 .031 23.41 p <.001
PRD Positive Regard 872 015 58.23 p <.001
PUD Public Regard 786 .030 26.52 p <.001
IDD Identity 739 .029 25.42 p <.001
CPD Centrality/Commitment | .854 021 39.91 p <.001

As reported in Table 2, all five lower-order dimensions loaded above the .708 benchmark on National Identity
Development and were statistically significant at p < .001. Positive Regard Dimension (PRD) recorded the
highest observed loading (.872), followed by Centrality/Commitment Dimension (CPD; .854), Public Regard
Dimension (PUD; .786), Identity Dimension (IDD; .739), and Membership Meaning Dimension (MMD; .724).
These Stage 2 results are consistent with a higher-order representation of the five dimension scores in this
sample, while the Stage 1 measurement limitations remain relevant.

In addition to the outer loadings, the reliability and convergent validity of the higher-order construct were
assessed. The results are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Reliability and convergent validity of the Stage 2 National Identity Development construct

Construct Cronbach’s a CR AVE

National Identity Development .855 .897 .635

As shown in Table 3, the higher-order construct demonstrated satisfactory internal consistency and convergent
validity, with Cronbach’s a = .855, CR =.897 and AVE = .635. These Stage 2 statistics support the reliability
of the higher-order representation but should be interpreted together with the first-order concerns identified in
Table 1.

The Multidimensional Nature of National Belonging

PRD recorded the highest observed higher-order loading, followed by CPD. PRD reflects positive regard and
pride associated with national membership, while CPD reflects the centrality and commitment attached to
Malaysia. The observed loading pattern indicates how strongly each dimension corresponded with the higher-
order construct in this sample; it should not be interpreted as evidence that one dimension is substantively more
important than another without formal statistical comparison.

MMD, PUD and IDD also contributed significantly to the higher-order construct. Their comparatively lower
load does not imply that they are unimportant. Rather, the pattern supports a multidimensional structure in which
several orientations collectively represent National Identity Development.

The Stage 1 HTMT pattern adds an important qualification. The elevated PRD-IDD and PUD-CPD values
indicate limited empirical distinctiveness between these paired dimensions at the first-order level. This pattern
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is consistent with the possibility that theoretically differentiated aspects of national identity may remain closely
interconnected in empirical measurement. The higher-order representation therefore provides a parsimonious
account of shared variance without implying that the first-order measurement concerns have been eliminated.

The IDD result is equally important for measurement transparency. Although IDD loaded satisfactorily at Stage
2, its weaker first-order CR and AVE identify an area requiring further refinement and validation. Retaining the
dimension preserves its theoretical role within the multidimensional conceptualisation of National Identity
Development while recognising the need for further examination of its measurement properties.

Theoretical Contribution

The paper contributes by examining National Identity Development explicitly as a multidimensional higher-
order construct. The findings show that membership meaning, positive regard, public regard, identity and
centrality/commitment are interconnected manifestations of a broader national identity construct. This
measurement-centred perspective complements research showing that national identity among young people
develops through multiple, interconnected aspects of belonging and self-definition (Umaia-Taylor et al., 2020;
Mastrotheodoros et al., 2021; Gharaei et al., 2024).

The findings also contribute to Social Identity Theory-informed research by demonstrating how collective
national identification can be represented hierarchically while retaining theoretically differentiated dimensions.
This is consistent with the proposition that group membership contributes to self-concept while encompassing
evaluative, relational and identity-based meanings (Tajfel & Turner, 1979).

Contextually, the study extends multidimensional national-identity measurement within a Malaysian youth
sample. This is relevant because research across multicultural settings increasingly treats national belonging as
connected to inclusion, cultural diversity, national fit and the coexistence of multiple social identities (van
Vemde et al., 2021; Wood, 2022; Verkuyten et al., 2023; Gharaei et al., 2024).

Limitations And Future Research

Several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. The study focused on 369 Malaysian
youth aged 18-30 residing in the Klang Valley. Accordingly, the findings should be interpreted within the
geographical and demographic context of the study. Future research could extend the assessment of National
Identity Development to youth populations across other regions of Malaysia to examine the applicability of the
measurement structure in broader settings.

At the first-order level, the Identity Dimension (IDD) recorded composite reliability and average variance
extracted values below the recommended thresholds, while the PRD-IDD and PUD-CPD pairs showed elevated
HTMT values. These findings indicate areas of the measurement model that warrant further examination.
Nevertheless, IDD was retained because of its theoretical relevance within the multidimensional
conceptualisation of National Identity Development. Future studies could further refine and validate the
measurement of this dimension and examine the empirical distinctiveness of closely related dimensions across
different samples.

The present study examined National Identity Development using the theorised five-dimensional higher-order
specification comprising Membership Meaning (MMD), Positive Regard (PRD), Public Regard (PUD), Identity
(IDD), and Centrality/Commitment (CPD). Future research could further evaluate the robustness of this
multidimensional specification across independent samples and research contexts. Such validation would
provide additional evidence regarding the stability and applicability of the higher-order measurement structure.

The present analysis did not involve comparisons across demographic groups. Future studies examining
differences across gender, age, ethnicity or other demographic characteristics should establish measurement
invariance before interpreting between-group differences (Henseler et al., 2016). Further research using broader
geographical coverage and diverse youth samples would also strengthen understanding of how the
multidimensional structure of National Identity Development operates across different Malaysian contexts.
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CONCLUSION

National belonging among the Malaysian youth in this study was represented as a multidimensional construct
rather than a single undifferentiated attitude. The higher-order measurement results show that Membership
Meaning, Positive Regard, Public Regard, Identity, and Centrality/Commitment all contributed significantly to
National Identity Development. Positive Regard recorded the highest observed higher-order loading (.872),
followed by Centrality/Commitment (.854), while the overall construct demonstrated satisfactory reliability and
convergent validity (a =.855, CR =.897, AVE = .635).

At the same time, the Stage 1 results identify measurement issues that qualify this interpretation. Limited
empirical distinctiveness was observed between PRD and IDD and between PUD and CPD, while IDD displayed
weaker first-order reliability and convergent validity. These findings indicate specific areas for future refinement
while retaining the value of examining National Identity Development multidimensionally.

The central contribution of the paper is a more precise measurement-centred account of what National Identity
Development represents empirically in this sample. The findings indicate that national belonging encompasses
interconnected orientations towards membership, positive regard, public regard, identity and
centrality/commitment. This provides a basis for further validation of multidimensional national identity among
Malaysian youth and for subsequent research examining its relationships with other social and communication
phenomena.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Future Malaysian national-identity research should continue to examine national belonging multidimensionally
rather than relying solely on global measures. Researchers should further refine the first-order IDD measurement,
reassess the empirical boundaries between closely related dimensions, and establish measurement invariance
before undertaking demographic-group comparisons. Replication across broader Malaysian settings would also
help determine the stability and applicability of the five-dimensional higher-order representation.

Dataset Disclosure

The data analysed in this study were drawn from the author’s broader doctoral research project. The present
article addresses a distinct research objective by focusing specifically on the measurement structure of National
Identity Development.
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