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Acculturation and Adaptation
in a New Society

.. W. Berry*

INTRODUCTION

The process of migrant adaptation has been studied for over half
a century. Although it was once believed that migration inevitably
led to psychological and soctal problems, current views are that
while migration may be a risk factor, outcomes range from very
positive adaptations through to very negative ones (e.g. Beiser ef
af., 1988; Berry and Kim, [988). The outcome for any particudar
individual or group is now known to depend on a variety of char-
acteristics relating to individuals and groups during the course of

migration.

Recent studies of various immigrant and refugee groups (e.g.
Chataway and Berry, 1989; Dona and Berry, 1992; Sands and Berry,

1992; Krishnan and Berry, 1992; Zheng and Berry, 1991) closely fi
this generalization: some individuals adapt very well while others
experience a great deal of difficulty. The psychological, soctat and
cultural factors that affect outcomes are moderately well known,
leading to the possibility that certain steps can be taken that will
make posilive adaptations more likely.

ACCULTURATION

The process of acculturation is presented schematically in Figure |
(page 81). Acculiuration has been defined as cuiture change that
results from continuous, first-hand contact between two distinct
cultural groups (Redfield er al., 1936). While originally proposed as
a group-level phenomenon (left side of Figure 1) it is now also
widely recognized as an individual-level phenomenon (right side)
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et pogrnvivgiiad ot daon (uiaves, [Y07). At thig
second level, acculturation refers to changes in an individual whose
cultural group is collectively experiencing acculturation. It is im-
portant o note that while changes to both groups are implied in the
definition, most changes in fact occur in the non-dominant (migrat-
ing) group as a resull of influence from the domirant (society of
settfement) group, It is on these non-dominant (or acculturating)
groups that I will focus in trying to link acculturation experience to
individual outcomes among migrants.

What changes may occur at the group level as a result of accui-
turation? First, there are physical changes, including a new place
to live, new type of housing, increasing population density, urbani-
zation, more pollution, etc. Second, biological changes, including
new nutritional status and new diseases are common. Third, pol-
itical changes usually bong the non-domipant groups under some
degree of control and may involve some loss of autonomy.
Fourth, economic changes may move people away from traditional
pursuits towards new forms of employment.  Fifth, cultural
changes {which are at the heart of the definition) include alteration
of onginal linguistic, religious, educational and technical institu-
tions or imported ones 1aking their place, Sixth, social relation-
ships become altered, including intergroup and interpersonal rela-

tions.

At the individual level (right side of Figure 1), numerous psycho-
logical changes occur. Changes in behaviour have been well docu-
mented in the literature (see Berry, 1980, for a review) and include
values, attitudes, abilities and motives. Such changes are referred to
as behavioural shifts. Existing identities and attitudes change and
new ones develop: personal identity and ethnic identity often shift
away from those held prior to contact, and views about how (and
whether) one should participate in the process of accelturation
emerge (see Berry ef al., 1989); other attitudes (such as intergroup
attitudes and lifestyle preferences) also change and develop during

acculturation.

Also al the individual level, social and psychological problems
frequently appear during acculturation, These are referred 1o as
acculturative stress (see Berry et al., 1987), specifically the psycho-
logical, social and physical health consequences of acculturation,
While these negative and largely unwanted consequences are not
inevitable, and while there are also opportunities available during



acculturation, it is nevertheless the case that serious problems some-
times appear in relation to acculturation (Beiser er al., 1938, Berry

and Kim, 1988).

The appearance and exient of both behavioural shifis and
acculturative stress is affecied by the characteristics that individuals
bring with them to the acculturative arena, e.g., the moderating
factors that exist prior to acculturation (indicated above the psycho-
logical acculturation portion of Figure 1), and by other phenomena
that arise during acculturation (the moderating factors indicated in

the lower part of Figure 1).

ADAPTATION

Adaptation is the term used to refer to both the strategies used during
acculturation, and to its outcome. It is proposed that different
strategies lead to different varieties of adaptation. For the individual,
three such strategies have been tdentified: adjustment, reaction, and
withdrawal {Berry, 1976). In the case of adjustment, changes in the
individual are in a direction which reduces conflict (that is, increases
the congruence or fit) between the environment and the individual
by bringing one into harmony with the environment. In general, this
stratepy is the one most often intended by the term adaptation.

In the case of reaction, changes are in a direction which retaliates
against the environment; these may lead to environmental changes
which, in effect, increase the congruence or fit between the twg, but
not by way of group or individual adjustment. In the case of
withdrawal, change is in a direction which reduces pressures from
the environment; in a sense, it is removal of the group or individual
from the adaptive arena, and can occur either by forced exclusion or
by voluntary withdrawal. This is often not a real possibility for those
being influenced by targer and more powerful cultural systems, And
for the second strategy (reaction), in the absence of political power
to divert acculturative pressures, many migrants canaot successfully
cngage in retaliatory responses. Thus, individual change in order to
adapt to the environment (some form of the adjustment strategy of

adaptation) is often the only realistic altemative.

Paralleling these differing strategies of adaptation are varying ways
in which individuals can seek 1o acculturate (termed acculiuration
strategies). Corresponding to the view that adjustment is not the



only strategy of adaptation, assimilation is not the only mode of
acculturation. This position becomes clear when we examine the
framework in Figure 2, page 82 (Berry, 1984). The model is based
upon the observation that in culturally plural societies, individuals
and groups must confront two important issues. One pertains to the
maintenance and development of one's ethnic distinctiveness in
society; it must be decided whether one's own cuttural identity and
customs are of value and should be retained. The other involves the
desirability of inter-cthnic contact, deciding whether relations with
the larger society are of value and should be sought. These are
essentially questions of attitudes and values and may be responded
to on a continuous scale, from positive to negative. For conceptual
purposes, however, they can be treated as dichotomous (“yes” or
“no’) decisions, thus generating a fourfold model {(see Figure 2) that
serves as the basis for our discussion. Each cell in this fourfold
classification is considered to be an acculturation aption (both a
strategy and an outcome) available to individuals and to groups in
plural societies, The four options are Assimilation, Integration,

Separation and Marginalization.

When the first issue is answered “no”, and the second answered
“yes"”, the Assimilation option is defined, namely, relinquishing
one’s cultural identity and maving iato the larger society. It can take
place by way of absorption of a non-dominant grdup into an estab-
lished dominant group, or it can be by way of the merging of many
grotips to form a new society, as in the "melting pot” concept.

The Integration option implies some maintenance of the cultural
integrity of the group (that is, some reaction or resistance to change)
as well as the movement to become an integral part of a larger
societal framework (that is, some adjustment). Therefore, in the
case of Integration, the option taken is to retain cultaral identity and
move o join the dominant society, When this strategy is widely
adopted, there are & number of distinguishable ethnic groups, all
cooperating within a larger social system.

When there are no substantial relations with the larger society,
accompanied by a maintenance of ethnic identity and traditions,
another option is defined. Depending upon which group (the domi-
nan! or non dominant) controls the situation, this option may take the
form either of Segregation or Separation, When the pattern is

imposed by the dominant group, segregation to keep people in “their
place™ appears. On the other hand, the maintenance of a traditional



way of life outside full participation in the larger society may be
desired by the acculturating group and thus lead to an independent
existence, as in the case of separatist movements {that is, reaction
followed by withdrawal). In our tcrms, Segregation and Separation
differ mainly with respect to which group or groups have the power

to determine the oulcome.

Finally, there is an option that is difficult to define precisely, possi-
bly because il is accompanied by a good deal of collective and
individual confusion and stress. It is characterized by striking out
against the larger society and by feelings of alienation, loss of
identity, and what has been termed accultirative stress {Berry and
Annis, 1974). This option is Marginalization in which groups jose
cultural and psychological contact with both their traditional culture
and the larger society (either by exclusion or withdrawal). This form
of acculturation constitutes the classical situation of marginality

(Stonequist, 19335).

BEHAVIOURAL SHIFTS

As already noted, when individuals move to another calture, two
broad forms of change take place: behavioural shifts and
acculturative stress. Inthe first are changes in behaviour away from
previously leamned pattems towards those more frequently found in
the new society. These involve tearning and unlearning a repertoire
of behaviours. In the second category are a number of stressful
psychological phenomena that involve conflict and often result in
new forms of behaviour that interfere with smooth day-to-day func-

tHoning.,

The nature and extent of behavioural shifts are portrayed in Figure 3
(page 83). Onthe left are group-level variables that set the stage for
individuals to maintain, or to change, their behaviour. At initial
contact, relatively few changes may appear, but as contact continues
an individual’s degree of participation, as well as the number of
contact-related problems experienced, may increase, The degree of
participation and of problems are both likely 1o be aflected by 2
variety of factors existing prior to acculturation (such as a person’s
motivations for migrating) and fuctors anising during acculturation
(such as one's acculturation strategies). ‘The behavioural shifts
themselves consist of {wo distinguishable pheaomena:  fearning
behaviours from the new culture; and shedding features ol one’s



enginal culture. There is also the potential for conflict between
these two processes; when conflict is present, this phenomenon
feeds into the phenomenon of acculturative stress, to be dealt with in

the next section.

In gencral, most culture leaming and culture shedding occur as a
result of the assimilation strategy, while the least of both occur
duning the separation sirategy. Considerable new culture feamn-
ing, combined with limited culture shedding, occur with the use
of the integration strategy, while the opposite is present as the
resuit of marginalization. Conflict is predictably high with sepa-
ration and marginalization, since these strategies both involve re-
ststance to, or rejection by, the dominamt socicty. Acceplance of
and by the dominant society are both involved in integration and
assimitlation, and these are usually accompanied by lower levels
of conflict, However, much depends on the policies and attitudes
held by the dominant society, and whether acculturating individu-
als prefer strategies that comrespond to these views in the larger
society. For example, individuals preferring their own assimila-
tion in an assimilationist society will experience less conflict than
those adopting an integrationist sirategy in an assimilationist

society.

Eventual behavioural outcomes will vary, depending on one’'s accul-
turation strategy. If one pursues the assimilationistrategy, substan-
ttal behavioural change occurs, leading to an individual behavioural
repertoire which virtually matches that typically found in the larger
sociely. In contrast, if one pursues the separation strategy, there is a
reaffirmation of one’s heritage behaviour, and a return to an earlier
repertoire, In the integration strategy, there is usually a selective
adoption of behaviour from the repertoires of the two societies,
perhaps heritage behaviours dominating in one’s private life (e.g. in
the family and ethnocultwral community) with behaviours being
adopted from the larger society in more public domains {e.g. school-
ing, work, and political involvement). These lopger-term adapta-
tions have been identified and described in the literature of psycho-
logical acculturation (see Berry ef af., 1989). The essential point is
that individuals vary within a group in their acculturation strategies
(both their attitudes and actual behaviours) leading to variable be-
havioural repertoires. Thus, from this perspective, there is no expec-
tation of one single acculturation pattern, but of highly variable
strategies and outcomes that lead to vanably successful long-term
adaptations.



ACCULTURATIVE STRESS

The concept siress has had wide usage it recent psychological and
medical literature (e.g. Lazarus, 1980). Stress is considered to be a
generalized physiological and psychological state of the organism,
brought about by the experience of stressors in the environment, and
which requires some reduction (for normal functioning to occur),
through a process of coping unlil some satisfactory adaptation to the
new situation is achieved,

The concept acculturative stress refers 10 one kind of stress, that in
which the stressors are identified as having their source in the
process of acculturation; in addition, there is ofien a particular set of
stress manifestations which occur during acculiuration, such as low-
ered mental health status {particularly anxiety, depression), feelings
of marginality and alienation, and heightened psychosomatic and
psychological symptom level. Acculturalive stress is thus a phe-
nomenon that may underlie poor adaptation, including a reduction in
the health status of individuals, identity confusion and problems in
daily life with family, work and school. To qualify as acculturative
stress, these changes should be refated in a systematic way 1o known
features of the acculturation process, as experienced by the indi-

vidual,

In a review and integration of the literature, Berry and Kim (1988)
attempted {o identify the cultural and psychological factors which
affect the emergence of acculturative stress. We concluded that
problems often do arise during acculturation; however, these are not
inevitable and seem to depend on a variety of group and individual
characleristics which enter into the acculturation process. That s,
acculturation sometimes enhances one’s life chances, and some-
times virtually destroys one's ability to carry on; the eventual out-
come for any particular individual is affected by other variables that
govem the refationship between acculturation and stress.

This concept is iltustrated in Figure 4 (page 84}, On the left are
group level factors and on the right individual level faclors {cf. the
distinction between group and individual in Figure 1). At the top are
factors that precede the process of acculturation (in the society of
origin and in individuals whe are abou! to experience acculturation).
At the bottom are factors that exist in the acculturation context
(those that pre-exist in the society of settlement and those that anse
in individuals during their acculturation), The process of psycho-



logical acculturation is initiated by the joint influence of the two
societies (double arrows on left) on individuals. Their psychological
acculturation may be described in relation to four sets of phenom-
ena: acculturation experience, stressors, stress-and adaptation,

Individuals perticipate in and experience acculturation to varying
degrees. In current teams, acculturating individuals experience
varying “life change events". Stressors may also resuit from this
varying experience of acculturation; for some people, acculiurative
changes may be perceived as stressors, while for others they may be
benign or even be seen as opportunities. Then, varying levels of
acculturative siress may become manifest as a result of acenlturation
experience and stressors. And finally, variations in adaptation (from

well-adapted to maladapted) may appear.

The first crucial point to note is that relationships among these four
phenomena (indicated by the horizontal arrows) are probabilistic
rather than deterministic; the relationships are likely to occurbut are
not fixed. The second crucial point is that these relationships depend
upont a number of moderating factors {indicated in the upper and
lower boxes), each of which can influence the degrees and direc-
tion of relationships between the four phenomena in the middle of
Figure 4. This influence is indicated by the vertical arrows drawn
between these moderating factors and the four sets of phenomena.

The literature reviewed by Berry and Kim (1988) and Berty ef al.
(1987) provides some evidence for all of these faclors influencing
acculturalive siress and adaptation, First (centre left of Figure 4),
individuals seek varying degrees of contact, succeed in some degree
of participation, and experience various problems. These variations
depend, for example, on an individual's acculturation strategy
(fower box) and on the motives for migration (upper box); they may
also vary depending upon one's appraisal of the host society's ethnic
and racial attitudes (lower box), and upon the degree of prior knowl-
edge of the language of the host society (upper box). Thus, large
individual differences in accolluration are typically found in any

acculturating group.

The degree to which these acculiuration experiences give rise to
stressors also depends on numerous factors. Appraisal of these life
changes as opportunities (rather than problems) will be most likely if
one has suitable educational or pre-acculturation experiences {upper
box}, or if one has an established basis of social support (Jower box)



from which to engage in interactions with the larger society. Of
particular interest is whether one succeeds in establishing the degree
of contact with the larger society that one desires; the larger the

difference (contact discrepancy) the greater the stressors.

The emergence of acculturative stress depends not only on the
presence of stressors, bul also on one’s coping strategies and re-
sources {lower box), for those able to cope, the presence of stressors
will not lead 10 the emergence of acculturative stress, while for those
unable to cope, acculturative siress may be subsitantial. Accultura-
tion strategies (lower box) are also known (o affect acculturative
stress:  integration strategies are the least stressful, while mar-
ginalizatton 18 assoctated with most stress; assimilation and separa-
tion are known o fall in between. Initial heaith, age and education
(upper box) and one’s use of social support and reaction to socielal
attitudes {lower box), also affect the emergence of acculturative

siress.

Typically acculturative stress manifests itself in a variety of symp-
toms, notably psychosomatic and psychelogical complaints.
Among the latter, the most common ate elevated levels of anxiety

and depression.

The eventual outcome of the process of psychological acculturation
is that of adaptation, varying from well-adapted to maladapted. Two
aspects have been conceptually and empirically distinguished by
Searle and Ward (1990); psychological adaptation and sociocul-
tnral adaptation. These are indicated in Figure 1 (generally) and in
Figures 3 and 4 (more specifically). The former is a set of psycho-
logical outcomes, including a clear sense of personal and ethnic
identity, good mental health and the genera] abtlity to achieve a
sense of personal satisfaction in the society of settlement. The latter
is a se1 of personal outcomes that link an individual to hisfher new
soctocultural reality. These include ability to deal with daily prob-
lems in the new cultural setting, particularly in the areas of family

tife, work and school.

CONCLUSION

Much of what we know aboul acculturation and adaptation suggests
that tnigrants can, and often do. make a successful move to their new
society. However, it is obvious that the conditions that affect their



adaptation should be those that facilitate rather than interfere with
successful adaptations. Most of the conditions identified in this
overview are subject to some degree of control by policy makers and
health professionals. Hence, in principle, it should be possible to
increase the rate of successful adaptations by making appropriate

policy choices and by implementing appropriate programmes.
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FIGURE 1

THE PROCESS OF ACCULTURATION AS GROUP- AND INDIVIDUAL-LEVEL PHENOMENA
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FIGURE 2

FOUR ACCULTURATION STRATEGIES AS A FUNCTION OF TWO ISSUES
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FIGURE 3

BEHAVIOURAL SHIFTS [N RESPONSE TO ACCULTURATION
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ACCULTURATIVE STRESS IN RESPONSE TO ACCULTURATION
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