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Foreword

Jean S. Phinney

If you ask the average person the meaning of the term acculturation, the most
likely response will be with reference to immigrants from developing countries
arriving in an industrialized country and faced with the need to learn a new
language, develop an understanding of new customs, and interact with people
whose values and beliefs differ from their own. This image is perhaps the
prototypical view of acculturation.

However, as readers of this book will discover, this image is just the tip of
the iceberg. Acculturation processes, which encompass the many changes that
occur when people from differing cultures come into contact with each other,
can be observed among a wide range of people in addition to immigrants,
such as refugees forced to leave their home countries, people living abroad as
foreign students or as employees of international companies, and aboriginal
peoples dealing with the encroachment of other cultures. All such people face
challenges, stresses and opportunities that lead to changes in their lives and
wellbeing, sometimes for the better and sometimes for the worse. The ways in
which the processes of change unfold vary widely depending on one’s culture
of origin and current cultural context, as well as on personal characteristics
such as age, gender, place of birth, and education, and the characteristics of
one’s group, such as size, structure, status, values and beliefs.

The varied experiences resulting from cultures in contact have been evi-
dent throughout human history and have been written about by observers from
ancient times to the present. Scholars from a variety of fields of study have taken
differing approaches to understanding acculturation. Sociologists, anthropol-
ogists, historians and political scientists, among others, have addressed the
topic. Psychologists, with their focus on individuals, have only recently become
interested in the subject, in part because acculturation is generally thought of
in terms of groups of people. However, since the mid-1980s, psychological
interest in acculturation has burgeoned from a few studies and reviews to an
extensive literature on the subject. There is increasing recognition that accul-
turation is a worldwide phenomenon that affects the individual lives of millions
of people. This expanding field has in fact become a broad area of study in
psychology. Many different theoretical and empirical approaches are being
used across a wide range of geographic areas to address the psychological
issues raised by cultures in contact. Therefore, an overview of psychological
acculturation, as provided in this Handbook, is most timely.
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How is it possible to make sense out of such a broad topic in today’s increas-
ingly complex and culturally intermingled world? The editors of this Hand-
book have taken the approach of assembling an outstanding group of scholars
to review their particular areas of expertise. The result is a rich smorgasbord
of fascinating information that will be eye-opening to anyone who thinks of
acculturation in terms of one particular setting or type of culture contact.
In addition to the presentation of a number of broad theoretical frameworks
for studying acculturation, there are detailed descriptions of particular types
of acculturating individuals, including immigrants, sojourners, refugees and
indigenous people. Information is provided as well on methods for designing
studies and measuring acculturation. The focus is on acculturation in European
and European-origin industrialized countries, but the book includes chapters
dealing with variability among these countries; these chapters provide absorb-
ing insights into the very different experiences of acculturating people depend-
ing on a particular country’s history, ethnic and racial makeup, and policies for
dealing with cultural diversity. The reader who peruses the Handbook will be
rewarded with a sense of the immensity and variety of the topic of acculturation
and of the highlights of current thinking on the subject.

Furthermore, the appetites of researchers interested in studying acculturation
will be whetted by the many issues and questions raised by the authors. In
addition to specific questions posed, gaps in our understanding are revealed
by the absence of information on particular aspects of the topic; for example,
relatively little is known about acculturation in parts of the world not included
in this overview or about changes in existing societies as a result of contact
with newcomers. Because population shifts throughout the world will continue
to bring new groups of people into contact, the study of acculturation will be
important for psychologists for the foreseeable future. This Handbook is an
excellent starting point in providing an overview of our current understanding
of psychological acculturation and suggesting future directions for our efforts
to better understand our diverse and changing world.

Jean S. Phinney
Los Angeles, California
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