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PART I

Theories, concepts and methods

While acculturation research originated in the field of anthropology, and was further

developed by sociology, thisHandbookmainly examines the newer research tradition

developed by psychologists. The five chapters in this part of the Handbook portray

some of these earlier roots in the social sciences, and then focus on some perspectives

that derive mainly from psychological concepts and research interests. Chapter 2

gives a broad overview of psychological acculturation beginning with its definition,

core aspects of the concept, who undergoes acculturation and the central issues that

psychological acculturation research should address. This is followed by a chapter on

identity (Chapter 3), where the focus is on how individuals make sense of their lives

in the face of their interaction with different groups of people in ever-increasingly

complex societies. The chapter on personality (Chapter 4) discusses how individual

difference variables may be used to understand acculturation processes and the

various outcomes for individuals. The developmental chapter (Chapter 5) focuses

on young people and proposes that acculturation may best be conceptualized as a

developmental process in multicultural contexts; this process, which may result in the

acquisition of culture competence, is one kind of developmental task. This first part of

the Handbook closes with a chapter (Chapter 6) discussing some methodological

features of acculturation research. This chapter notes that while the field of accultura-

tion psychology shares most of the problems and solutions that are present in cross-

cultural psychology, there are some unique features to acculturation research design,

assessment and analyses.
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2 Theoretical perspectives
John W. Berry and David L. Sam

2.1 Introduction

The term acculturation is now commonly used in discussions of immi-

grants, refugees and ethnocultural groups. However, a consensus about its meaning

and operationalization within the social and behavioral sciences remains elusive.

This has limited the scientific exchange of information and meaningful discussion

around theory development and research findings. The goal of this chapter is to

clarify the definition of the concept, and its use in the social and behavioral sciences.

As an introduction to the concept in a comprehensive handbook, the main emphasis

of this chapter will be to give a broad overview. A more detailed coverage of the

various aspects of the concept can be found in other chapters in this Handbook, and

in particular elsewhere in Part I of this volume.

In its simplest sense, acculturation refers to all the changes that arise following

contact between groups and individuals of different cultural backgrounds. A more

formal definition was proposed by Redfield, Linton and Herskovits in 1936. They

defined acculturation as “those phenomena which result when groups of indivi-

duals having different cultures come into continuous first-hand contact, with

subsequent changes in the original culture patterns of either or both groups”

(Redfield et al., 1936: 149).

Redfield et al.’s definition is now regarded as the classical definition of the

concept and is perhaps the one most cited by acculturation researchers.

Nevertheless, the term is sometimes wrongly used and/or used as a synonym

for assimilation. This is exemplified by an everyday expression such as “he is

very much acculturated to . . .,” implying “he is very much assimilated into . . .,” a

given society or culture. The rapid expansion and exchange of information, trade

and economic harmonization have given rise to the concept of “globalization”

(Berry, 2008) and idiomatic expressions such as “Westernization” in the current

discourse in acculturation. Accompanying the growth in global migration, there

has been a proliferation of new terms such as “biculturalism,” “multiculturalism,”

“integration,” “resocialization” and “ethnic identity.” These terms have either

been used as an alternative concept or interchangeably with acculturation. There

is a need to clarify all of these other terms. While some of these terms will

become clearer in this chapter, space does not permit a discussion of them all.
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Chapters 3 and 22 of this volume elaborate on concepts of ethnic identity and

multiculturalism, respectively.

In 2004, the International Organization for Migration (IOM) defined accultura-

tion as “the progressive adoption of elements of a foreign culture (ideas, words,

values, norms, behavior and institutions) by persons, groups or classes of a given

culture.” The two definitions (i.e., by Redfield et al., and the IOM) highlight some of

the important differences and controversies surrounding the use of the concept of

acculturation. The IOM definition for instance is limited to simply the “adoption of

foreign cultural elements.” It also overlooks the possibility that acculturation could

entail rejection of or resistance to these cultural elements and not simply their

adoption. It also overlooks the possibility that individuals may selectively retain

features of their own culture while selectively adopting others. These issues have

important implications for theory development, which are discussed in this chapter.

Bearing in mind the elusive meaning and use of the term, this chapter will first

give a brief historical background of the concept of acculturation as a means to

understanding the concept. Subsequently, some of the core features of the concept

will be examined to highlight its scope for research and theory development.

2.2 Historical background

Powell (1880, 1883) is probably the first to have used the term “accultura-

tion” in the English language, although the topic has its roots in antiquity (see Plato,

1969). Powell (1883) suggested that acculturation referred to psychological

changes induced by cross-cultural imitation. McGee (1898), working from an

anthropological perspective, defined acculturation to be the process of exchange

and mutual improvement by which societies advanced from “savagery” to “barbar-

ism” to “civilization” and to “enlightenment.” From a sociological perspective,

Simons (1901) regarded acculturation to be a two-way process of “reciprocal

accommodation.” She nevertheless equated the word to the English term “assimila-

tion” and defined assimilation as the process of adjustment or accommodation that

occurs when the members of two different groups meet.

The terms “assimilation” and “acculturation” have been regarded as synonymous

from the perspective of two different social science disciplines. While anthropolo-

gists preferred to use the term “acculturation,” sociologists preferred to use the term

“assimilation.” Furthermore, anthropologists’ use of the term “acculturation” was

primarily concerned with how so-called “primitive” societies changed to become

more “civilized” following cultural contact with an “enlightened” group of people.

On the other hand, sociologists’ use of the term “assimilation” was more directed

toward the study of immigrants who, through contact with the society of settlement,

gradually conformed to the ways of life of people in the larger society.

To complicate matters, the terms “acculturation” and “assimilation” have also

sometimes been used not as synonyms for each other, but as subsets of each

other. Specifically, assimilation has sometimes been seen as one form or phase of
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acculturation, and at other times the situation has been reversed (i.e., acculturation

is one form or phase of assimilation). Gordon (1964) for instance equated accul-

turation with one phase of assimilation. The concept of segmented assimilation was

introduced as a refinement of the original concept of assimilation by Portes and

Rumbaut (2001), in which change may take place in different domains of life.

Teske and Nelson (1974) also viewed acculturation and assimilation to be two

separate and distinct processes that may be differentiated according to their direc-

tionality. They proposed that acculturation is potentially bidirectional and reciprocal

in terms of influence (i.e., the two groups in contact influence each other).

Assimilation on the other hand is unidirectional in its influence (i.e., a host group

unilaterally exerts some influence on another group). Further differentiating the two

concepts, Berry (1980) regards assimilation to be one of four strategies an indivi-

dual may use during acculturation. He defined assimilation to be where nondomi-

nant individuals turn their back on their original cultural background and identity

and interact with, and become members of, the larger society. On the other side of

the coin, this way of acculturating has been called “melting pot” to refer to the

expectation in the larger society that nondominant people should adopt the culture

of the national society (see Section 2.4).

Much of this confusion surrounding the use of the term arose when anthropologists

redirected their research attention from the “primitive” societies elsewhere in the

world to cultural groups in their own plural societies. Instead of using the term

“assimilation” as was used by sociologists to examine such groups, anthropologists

kept to the term “acculturation,” perpetuating the confusion. Another possible reason

behind the confusion is that “assimilation” assumed that an “inferior” group would

want to be, and would inevitably become, like the “superior” group, reminiscent of

the original meaning of “acculturation” when used by anthropologists.

In his history of acculturation psychology, Rudmin (2003a, 2003b) credits G.

Stanley Hall (1904) as possibly the first psychologist to write about the topic.

However, it was over 50 years later that psychologists became fully interested in

this field of inquiry. While acculturation was originally introduced as a group-level

phenomenon (Linton, 1940; Redfield et al., 1936), early discussions around the

concept also recognized it as an individual-level phenomenon (see Broom &

Kitsuse, 1955; Devereux & Loeb, 1943; Dohrenwend & Smith, 1962; Eaton,

1952; Spiro, 1955; Thurnwald, 1932). The concept of psychological acculturation

was introduced by Graves (1967). It refers to the changes an individual experiences

as a result of being in contact with other cultures, or participating in the accultura-

tion that one’s cultural or ethnic group is undergoing. This requires the need to make

a distinction between group-level and individual-level changes.

According to Berry (1990), the kinds of changes that take place at the two levels are

often different. At the group level, the changes might be in either the social structure

of the group, the economic base or the group’s political organization. At the individual

level, the kinds of changes taking place might be in identity, values, attitudes and

behavior (see Chapter 6). Moreover, the rate at which changes take place within the

individual (i.e., attitudes, behavior, etc.) may differ across individuals. Thus a
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comprehensive coverage of the topic requires studying changes occurring at the

cultural group and individual levels, as well as examining the relationship between

the two levels.

2.3 Framework for studying acculturation

Acculturation is a complex phenomenon, and has many components. First,

it involves contact that takes place between cultural groups and their individual

members. These contacts lead to both cultural changes and to psychological

changes. And these changes eventually lead to various forms of adaptation. Berry

(2003) proposed a framework showing how individual- and group-level factors

come together to create the process of acculturation. This is illustrated in Figure 2.1;

an elaboration of this figure is presented in Figure 6.1 (in Chapter 6). While the

arrows are shown as moving from the group level toward the individual level, there

is much evidence of reciprocal or mutual influence, in which individual actions

change the groups of which they are members.

This framework displays and links cultural-level and psychological-level accul-

turation phenomena in the two (or more) groups in contact. This framework serves

as a kind of map of those phenomena that we believe need to be conceptualized and

measured during acculturation research.

In more detail, at the cultural level (on the left) we need to understand key features

of the two (or more) original cultural groups (A, B and so on) prior to their major

contact, the nature of their contact relationships and the resulting dynamic cultural

changes in the groups as they emerge as ethnocultural groups during the process of

acculturation. The gathering of this cultural-level information requires extensive

ethnographic, community-level work (see Chapter 6). These changes can range
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Figure 2.1 Framework for conceptualizing acculturation components and

relationships
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from being rather easily accomplished (such as evolving a new economic base), to

being a source of major cultural disruption (such as becoming colonized and

enslaved).

Acculturative changes are often thought of as limited to only “cultural” changes.

Berry (1991), however, pointed out that acculturation changes could take place in

many domains. For example, they can be physical (e.g., setting up temporary houses

and camps to accommodate refugees and asylum seekers), biological (e.g., changes

in people’s resistance to diseases), political (e.g., the introduction of immigration

policies), economic (i.e., the economic contribution of foreign workers), social

(e.g., ethnic discrimination) as well as cultural (e.g., language or religion) or a

combination of all of these kinds of group-level changes. Since this Handbook is

mainly concerned with psychological acculturation, we will focus our discussion on

psychological changes.

At the individual level (on the right), we need to consider the psychological

acculturation that individuals in all groups in contact undergo, and their even-

tual adaptation to their new situations. Identifying these changes requires

sampling a population and studying individuals who are variably involved in

the process of acculturation. These changes can be a set of rather easily

accomplished behavioral changes (e.g., in ways of speaking, dressing and

eating, and in one’s cultural identity), or they can be more challenging, even

problematic, in which acculturative stress becomes manifest. Individuals also

engage in acculturation strategies as their preferred way to acculturate. In the

first category are surface changes in individuals; for example, in their dress,

food habits and language knowledge and use. There are also deeper changes,

such as in cultural identity (see Chapter 3) and even in personality (see Chapter

4). In the second problematic case, the result may be an increase in accultura-

tive stress as manifested by uncertainty, anxiety and depression (Berry, 2006).

During the process of acculturation, individuals also develop views about how

they wish to be involved with their own group and with others in the larger

society. These acculturation strategies have both attitudinal and behavioral

components, and will be elaborated in Section 2.5.

Finally, there are three kinds of adaptation. The first two of these were identified

by Ward (1996), who distinguished between psychological adaptation and socio-

cultural adaptation. The first refers to adaptations that are primarily internal or

psychological (e.g., a sense of well-being, or self-esteem, sometimes called “feeling

well”). The second are sociocultural, and are sometimes called “doing well.” This

form of adaptation is manifested by competence in carrying out the activities of

daily intercultural living. Here, we add a third form of adaptation: the concept of

intercultural adaptation refers to the extent to which individuals are able to estab-

lish harmonious intercultural relations, with low levels of prejudice and discrimina-

tion. These forms of adaptation will be elaborated in Section 2.3.4.

In keeping with the complexity of Figure 2.1, we propose that a complete study of

acculturation should address all the components in this framework: the characteristics

of the two or more cultural groups prior to contact; the nature of the contact between
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them; the cultural and psychological changes that are taking place in both groups; and

the longer-term adaptations that may be achieved. These issues are elaborated in

Chapter 6.

Taking as a point of departure Redfield et al.’s (1936) definition of acculturation,

three issues can be identified as the building blocks in the process of acculturation.

These are contact, mutual influence and change. Within each of these blocks, a

number of issues can also be identified, and these are briefly elaborated on below.

2.3.1 Culture contact

A major prerequisite for acculturation to take place is contact following a meeting

between at least two cultural groups or their individual members. In the original

definition, this contact took place in a “firsthand”manner. There are many different

types of contacts in contemporary societies, such as living side by side in the same

apartment block; this clearly meets the original notion of acculturation being first-

hand. However, it is no longer considered necessary for acculturation to be based on

firsthand contact. For example, research by Ferguson and Bornstein (2012) has

shown that Jamaican youth are taking on US cultural attributes without ever having

been in direct personal contact with that society (see Chapters 12 and 20).

A second issue is raised by the definition of acculturation as requiring “continuous”

contact; how long should a contact be for it to qualify as an acculturation? Some

acculturation does take place over the short term, such as with tourists on a 1-week

holiday, or international students living in another society for a few years (see Chapter

10). Recently, some research has examined acculturation that takes place over a much

longer term. Rather than being a phenomenon that occurs within the lifetime of an

individual or in a few generations, acculturation can take place over centuries, even

millennia. This phenomenon has been examined by Gezentsvey-Lamy,Ward and Liu

(2013) with Jewish, Maori and Chinese samples. These groups showed a very high

level of motivation for ethnocultural continuity and cultural persistence across gen-

erations, which was related to their preference for in-group dating and endogamy.

A third issue is with how many other cultural groups a person is in contact (Van

Oudenhoven and Ward, 2013). With the increasing cultural diversity of national

societies, there is sometimes no longer a single dominant or “mainstream” group

with which to be in contact. And with many ethnocultural groups interacting in the

larger society, the patterns of intercultural contacts become potentially more com-

plex. This complexity requires adding more groups to any study of acculturation,

requiring a third or fourth dimension of contact to the research framework. As a

result, more ethnographic research becomes necessary in order to understand this

increasingly complex network of intercultural relations.

Finally, the issue of increasing contact between groups within societies, who often

share the same “culture,” raises new questions. For example, rural and urban peoples

are increasingly in contact as a result of large-scale internal migration. In a study in

China, Gui, Zheng, and Berry (2012 examined migrant worker acculturation with

samples of men moving from peasant villages to large metropolises in China. This
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phenomenon is also important within the Russian Federation (see Chapter 14), where

individuals from rural regions are moving to the large cities, changing the cultural

complexity of these metropolises.

2.3.2 Mutual influence

The expression “changes in the original culture patterns of either or both groups” in

Redfield et al.’s definition of acculturation entails mutual or reciprocal influences

where, in theory, both groups influence each other and individuals in both groups

change. However, due to power differences (for example, in economic power,

military might or numerical strength), one group exerts more influence than the

other. Since it is usually the dominant group that exerts more influence than

nondominant groups, it is often and wrongly assumed that only the nondominant

group experiences acculturative change. This assumption has probably contributed

to the one-sided view of acculturation, in which only the changes taking place in

nondominant groups are examined.We believe that it is important that acculturation

studies direct as much attention to changes taking place in the dominant group as to

those in the nondominant group (Sam & Berry, 2010).

Although most acculturation research takes place in a dominant–nondominant

group relationship, it is important to indicate that “dominance” is not considered a

necessary prerequisite for acculturation to take place; sometimes it can be with

equal-status groups. Dominance is nevertheless an important variable in explaining

the rate at which acculturative change takes place, and the direction of change

during acculturation (Teske & Nelson, 1974). In line with this, Bogardus (1949)

suggested that there might be three forms of acculturation in plural societies: blind

acculturation (i.e., when people of different cultures live near one another and

culture patterns are adopted on a chance basis); imposed acculturation (i.e., where

there is the forced imposition of one’s culture on another people’s culture, such as

during colonization); and democratic acculturation (i.e., where representatives of

cultures view each other’s culture with respect). In contemporary plural societies,

all three forms can be observed. However, they vary according to the type of group

involved in the acculturation process (see Section 2.4).

2.3.3 Change: behavior, stress and strategies

An inherent aspect of psychological acculturation is behavioral change, which

involves a dynamic process. Research interests can focus equally on three aspects

of “what” changes: behavior change, acculturative stress and strategies. First, these

changes during psychological acculturation involve three domains: affective, beha-

vioral and cognitive; these have been termed the ABCs of acculturation by Ward,

Bochner and Furnham, 2001;Ward, 1996). In Figure 2.1 these ABCs are identified as

behavioral changes, acculturative stress and acculturation strategies. Second, in

addition to producing this range of behavioral changes, some acculturative situations

are so challenging (Taft, 1977) that they induce stress reactions. These problematic
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phenomena have been examinedwithin a stress-coping-adaptation framework (Berry,

2006). From this perspective, individuals employ resources, both external (such as

social support) and internal (such as resilience), to try to meet the demands placed on

them by acculturative experiences. Third, the question of how acculturation takes

place was identified in Figure 2.1 with the concept of acculturation strategies; this

concept is discussed in detail in Section 2.5.

The classical definition of acculturation points outward to contact between two or

more cultural groups as a source of change. As a result, it is not always easy to identify

the origin of the change as being due to acculturation or to ontogenetic development;

these two forms of change confound each other (see Chapter 5).While cross-sectional

studies may be suitable for addressing the outcome question, they may be insufficient

when dealing with the process question. For a process to be examined, longitudinal

studies are better suited. Thus, for a complete understanding of acculturation, both

outcome and process questions need to be addressed, and both cross-sectional and

longitudinal study designs pursued. These issues are addressed in Chapter 6.

2.3.4 Adaptation

When acculturative changes continue for a very long time, the long-term outcomes

are referred to as “adaptation.” Ward and her colleagues (Searle & Ward, 1990;

Ward et al., 2001;Ward &Kennedy, 1993) have distinguished between two kinds of

adaptation: psychological and sociocultural adaptations. Much of psychological

adaptation can be understood in terms of mental health and well-being.

Sociocultural adaptation can be understood in terms of such phenomena as school

adjustment for young people, the work setting and success in community life. In this

chapter, we introduce a third kind of adaptation, intercultural adaptation, which is

based upon the achievement of harmonious intercultural relations. In this form of

adaptation, individuals develop positive relations with members of different ethno-

cultural groups, including positive ethnic attitudes and stereotypes, low levels of

prejudice and discrimination and the acceptance of a multicultural ideology. These

forms of adaptation are addressed in Part IVof this Handbook (Chapters 23 to 26).

2.4 Varieties of groups and individuals experiencing acculturation

The groups or individuals commonly identified as undergoing accultura-

tion include immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers, sojourners, ethnocultural groups

and indigenous peoples. Precisely who these peoples are and the terms used to

describe them vary from country to country depending on a number of sociopolitical

factors. Berry (1990) has suggested that the various acculturating groups and

individuals can be distinguished along three dimensions: voluntary–involuntary;

sedentary–migrant; and permanent–temporary. These variables are considered to

have important consequences for what changes during acculturation, and how, and

for the eventual adaptation of acculturating peoples.
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