
  

ABSTRACT 

GUERRANT, MARY TERESA. Coming Out To America: The Impact of Acculturation on 

the Psychological Well-Being of LGBTQ Immigrants. (Under the direction of Dr. Craig 

Brookins and Dr. Mary Wyer.) 

 

Little research currently exists that examines the experiences of the 904,000 LGBTQ-

identified adult immigrants currently residing in the United States (Gates, 2013). Research 

does, however, show the impact of acculturation on overall immigrant well-being. A better 

understanding of the acculturation processes of LGBTQ immigrants to the United States and 

its impact on well-being would contribute to the development of useful interventions, 

policies, and programs for this population. This study examined how acculturation and 

psychological well-being are related, and how demographic and background characteristics 

(e.g., age, education, generation of immigration, gender, sexual orientation, number of years 

lived in the United States, intrinsic religiosity, reason for immigration) relate to both 

mainstream and heritage acculturation and psychological well-being. Secondarily, this study 

explored the moderating effect of mainstream and heritage acculturation on the relationship 

between demographic and background characteristics and well-being. Data were collected 

via an online survey from first, second, and third generation LGBTQ immigrants (n = 173) 

recruited through nationwide LGBTQ and immigrant organizations and social media 

networking. Data were analyzed using a series of correlation and linear regression analyses to 

explore relationships among variables and the potential moderating effect of mainstream and 

heritage acculturation on psychological well-being. Findings revealed mixed results in 

regards to the research hypotheses. Few demographic variables and background 

characteristics were significantly related to either mainstream and heritage acculturation or 

psychological well-being. However, a number of directional results indicated the potential 



 

for certain significant relationships with an increased sample size and statistical power. In 

line with the existing research on acculturation and well-being, the present sample of 

LGBTQ immigrants did show a strong significant relationship between both mainstream and 

heritage acculturation and psychological well-being. However, results failed to show a 

significant moderation effect such that acculturation did not significantly moderate the 

relationship between demographic and background characteristics and psychological well-

being. A discussion of how these results contribute to existing literature and provide an 

exploratory look into the acculturation experiences and psychological well-being of LGBTQ 

immigrants to the United States will be discussed, as well as implications for the present 

study and suggestions for further research on this unique population. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Nearly 41 million immigrants lived in the United States in 2012, or 13 percent of the 

total U.S. population of 313.9 million. About 20 percent of all international migrants reside 

in the United States, which accounts for less than 5 percent of the world’s population 

(Homeland Security, 2012). These numbers have only continued to increase in recent years, 

with more and more immigrants coming to the United States from other countries for a 

variety of reasons. With the rise in immigration to the United States comes a need for 

increased research on this population.  

What happens to people when they move from the culture in which they have been 

born and raised to a new and unfamiliar culture? This process of cultural transition, known as 

acculturation, impacts individuals on a variety of affective, behavioral, and cognitive levels. 

A number of individual, familial, and communal elements (as well as factors associated with 

the culture of origin and culture of entry) can influence the challenges faced by immigrants in 

the acculturation process. The following literature review seeks to provide a synopsis of 

existing acculturation and psychological well-being research, examine how acculturation 

potentially moderates psychological well-being in LGBTQ immigrants, and explores 

demographic factors that might serve as moderators for subsequent studies. Finally, this 

literature review is intended to emphasize a gap in the acculturation literature. There appear 

to be no existing studies or theoretical frameworks for understanding the unique acculturation 

experiences of LGBTQ immigrants or for understanding how acculturation impacts outcomes 

such as psychological well-being in this unique immigrant subsample. The present study 

seeks to provide a foundation for addressing this gap. Potential implications include the 
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development of relevant interventions, policies, and programs aimed specifically at 

alleviating the negative psychological and psychosocial consequences faced by such 

individuals. It is the researcher’s intent that the present study might pave the way for further 

exploratory and explanatory studies, eventually improving the knowledge base and ability to 

support the unique acculturation experiences and challenges faced by LGBTQ immigrants to 

the United States. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Immigration and the LGBTQ Experience 

Worldwide, LGBTQ individuals are subject to persecution and discrimination based 

on their sexual orientation and/or gender identity. In many countries, dominant religious and 

cultural value systems, reinforced by laws forbidding homosexuality, create formidable 

challenges to the well-being of LGBTQ individuals. Extreme stigmatization, even without 

the additional burden of criminalization, can result in persecution and alienation from 

individuals’ communities and families as well as restricted access to economic, occupation, 

and educational opportunities and resources. For many LGBTQ individuals attempting to flee 

such persecution, the immigration process still proves a challenge. Until very recently, 

Section 3 of the US Federal Defense of Marriage Act (“DOMA”) held that marriage existed 

only between different-sex couples, and thus prevented the recognition of lawfully married 

lesbian and gay couples and ability to obtain lawful permanent residence (“green cards”) 

through marriage. With the end of DOMA in June of 2013, LGBTQ families are to be legally 

treated the same under immigration law as different-sex immigrant families, allowing same-

sex married couples the ability to now obtain a green card—assuming the marriage is valid in 



3 
  

the state or country where said marriage occurred (Neilson, 2013). Still, the fear of 

persecution remains enough to prevent many LGBTQ immigrants from disclosing their 

sexual identity to U.S. Citizenship or Immigration Officials (Ranck, 2002; Howe, 2007). 

LGBTQ individuals who flee their countries of origin to escape persecution often 

leave behind friends, family, and loved one’s, and careers, homes, and most material 

possessions in the hope of a better future after immigrating to the United States. Even 

immigrants with family in the United States can face challenges such as ‘coming out’ to 

these family members or facing little to no familial support because of their sexuality. 

Through this process, LGBTQ immigrants often encounter an array of psychological, 

interpersonal, economic, and cultural challenges as they learn to adapt to a new and 

unfamiliar culture. For immigrants migrating to the United States in hopes of a ‘gay utopia’ 

and faced with stigma and legal barriers due to one’s sexuality, in addition to the challenges 

of finding employment, a place to live, and building a social support system, the reality of 

life within the United States can be quite a blow. Even for second and third-generation 

LGBTQ immigrants born within the United States, navigating one’s cultural heritage in 

conjunction with mainstream cultural values is further challenged by existing prejudice and 

marginalization toward LGBTQ individuals (Reading & Rubin, 2011; McClure, Nugent, & 

Soloway, 1998; Cantu, 2001).  

The process of acculturation provides a theoretical framework for understanding 

cultural and psychological changes resulting from continuous first-hand contact between 

groups and individuals of differing cultural origins (Sam & Berry, 2010; Ward, Fox, Wilson, 

Stuart, & Kus, 2010). Acculturation outcomes influence the adaptation of immigrants in 
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regards to individual psychological well-being, sense of community, economic and 

educational opportunities, and other factors associated with individual and sociocultural well-

being (Sam & Berry, 2010). Since the onset of acculturation research in 1918, the process of 

acculturation has been addressed in a variety of different contexts, population samples, and 

outcome variables. Contemporary acculturation research has focused primarily on different 

strategies of acculturation and how variations in acculturation processes affect the ability of 

individuals to adapt to their society (Valsiner, 2012; Sam & Berry, 2010). 

However, research has yet to address the acculturation process of LGBTQ 

immigrants, of which there are almost 1 million currently living in the United States (Gates, 

2013). The process of immigrating to a new country and acculturating to an unfamiliar set of 

cultural beliefs and societal practices presents challenges for immigrants regardless of gender 

identity or sexual orientation, ranging from financial difficulties to isolation due to language 

barriers to depression (Ward et. al., 2010). However, given the sociopolitical climate and 

cultural taboos associated with non-heterosexual identity and gender expression, the 

acculturation process of this relatively newly recognized and steadily increasing demographic 

is worthy of further examination. The present study primarily seeks to study the relationship 

between heritage and mainstream acculturation and psychological well-being and examine if, 

and how, acculturation moderates psychological well-being in LGBTQ adult immigrants to 

the United States. Demographic data such as age, gender, sexual orientation, generation of 

immigration, culture of origin, education, reason for immigration, ethnicity, religious 

affiliation, intrinsic religiosity, and number of years spent in the US will also be collected to 
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explore potential influences on mainstream and heritage acculturation for subsequent 

LGBTQ immigrant research frameworks.  

Overview of Acculturation  

 Acculturation seeks to understand what happens when individuals move from their 

native culture—that in which they have been born and raised—to a new and unfamiliar 

culture. More specifically, acculturation addresses the diffusion of behaviors, beliefs, 

languages, values, social institutions, and technologies from one culture to another, and how 

this diffusion impacts the well-being of individuals undergoing such changes (Sam & Berry, 

2010). Sam and Berry (2010) build upon previous research (such as Berry, 1997; Berry, 

1974; Berry, Kim, Minde, & Mok, 1987; Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 2002; Sam & 

Berry, 2006) to address how, and how well, groups and individuals manage cultural diffusion 

between themselves and another cultural group (i.e. acculturate), and to determine if there is 

a relationship between how people manage cultural diffusion and how well they adapt as 

individuals.  

 Berry (2003) offers a framework [Figure 1] for understanding acculturation at both 

the group and individual levels. Essentially, Berry’s framework provides a model for how 

(group-level) changes occur during acculturation, how individuals acculturate, and how well 

individuals adapt following acculturation. On the macro-level, it’s important to emphasize 

that acculturation is a two-way interaction in which neither cultural group remains 

unchanged, although one cultural group can (and frequently does) have more or less impact 

over the other. On the micro-level, Berry’s framework acknowledges the need to consider 

psychological changes which individuals in both cultural groups undergo as they adapt to 
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new cultural situations and environments. These individual psychological changes can range 

from simple behavioral shifts (e.g. ways of speaking or dressing) to more problematic 

manifestations such as anxiety and depression (e.g. acculturative stress). Individual adaptions 

resulting from the acculturation process can be psychological (e.g. sense of well-being) or 

sociocultural (e.g. acquiring a new language). This latter aspect of the acculturation 

process—the individual level—is the aspect on which the present research is focused. 

 

 

 

  

 

Sam and Berry (2010) focus on three main changes during acculturation—affective, 

behavioral, and cognitive—with the outcome of successful acculturation and cultural 

adaptation defined by mental and physical health status, communication competence, self-

awareness, stress-reduction, feelings of acceptance, and culturally-skilled behaviors. For 

immigrant populations, reason for immigration has been shown to further affect such changes 

Figure 1. Framework for conceptualizing and studying acculturation (Berry, 2003) 
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and outcomes (Chen, Gee, Spencer, Danziger, & Takeuchi, 2009). The affective component 

emphasizes the emotional aspects of acculturation and focuses on issues such as 

psychological well-being and life satisfaction (e.g. stress and coping). More specifically, the 

affective perspective of acculturation asserts that moderating and mediating factors such as 

age, gender, and social support may influence the perception and interpretation of the 

acculturation experience. Greater acculturation difficulties in the realm of psychological 

well-being have been found among older immigrants, women, and those lacking social 

support (Berry, 1997, 2006; Ward, 1996; Sam & Berry, 2010).  

The behavioral aspect of acculturation addresses individual challenges in managing 

everyday social encounters, specifically culture-bound skills necessary for performance of 

daily tasks and establishing interpersonal relationships in the new society, such as language 

and non-verbal communication. Language proficiency has been associated with increased 

interaction with members of a new culture and demonstrates progress in sociocultural 

adaptation. Understanding verbal and non-verbal cues, rules, conventions, norms, and 

practices helps reduce intercultural misunderstandings. Recognizing such behavioral aspects 

and learning how to minimize confusion between individuals of different cultural 

backgrounds is paramount for behavioral acculturation and successful intercultural 

adaptation (Sam & Berry, 2010). 

The cognitive component of acculturation addresses how individuals perceive and 

categorize themselves and others in the face of intercultural encounters—that is, social 

identification. The predominant challenge faced by immigrants is that of group belonging 

and comparison between one’s own (cultural) group and other (cultural) groups, sometimes 



8 
  

producing in-group (‘we’) and out-group (‘they’) biases which generally place the 

individual’s dominant (cultural) group in a position of favorable bias. Successful 

acculturation, on the other hand, is evidenced by recognition of one’s own social positioning 

and cultural group membership as not belonging exclusively to one culture or the other (e.g. 

Culture A—Asian [heritage] or Culture B—American [mainstream]), but instead as part of a 

‘hyphenated culture’ (e.g. Asian-American) with the ability to integrate both cultures into 

their daily lives (Sam & Berry, 2010). 

Each of these three areas of acculturation—affective, behavioral, and cognitive—can 

be further influenced by attitudes and stereotypes held by the dominant culture and larger 

society toward a given culture or demographic. Research has shown that discrimination from 

the mainstream culture is often the most powerful predictor of poor psychological and 

sociocultural acculturation adaptation (Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind, & Solheim, 2009). 

Acculturative stress resulting from difficulties adapting to the culture of immigration and/or 

fear of rejection from one’s own culture of origin due to assimilation of mainstream cultural 

values has been associated with psychopathology, risk taking, and family conflicts (e.g. 

Castillo, Cano, Chen, Blucker, & Olds, 2008; Lueck & Wilson, 2011; Smokowski, Rose, & 

Baccallao, 2008). There is no shortage of studies documenting the toll of discrimination and 

minority status on mental and physical illness among sexual minorities, ranging from eating 

and dieting problems (Lock & Steiner, 1999) to cardiovascular disease and hypertension 

(Diamant & Wold, 2003; Roberts, Dibble, Nussey, & Casey, 2003) to asthma, diabetes, 

urinary incontinence, and certain types of cancer (Koblin et al., 1996; Case et al., 2004; 
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Dibble, Roberts, & Nussey, 2004; Heck & Jacobson, 2006; Brandenburg, Matthews, 

Johnson, & Hughes, 2007).  

Further insight on affective, behavioral, and cognitive outcomes of psychological 

acculturation is provided by Ward, Fox, Wilson, Stuart, and Kus (2010). Ward et al. (2010) 

assert that acculturation research which ignores the historical, political, and social 

circumstances of acculturating individuals—i.e. occurring in a “conceptual vacuum” (p. 31) 

fails to fully grasp the dynamic nature of acculturation and vast spectrum of factors which 

influence the acculturation process. With that in mind, the researchers focused primarily on 

three contexts found to influence the acculturation process of immigrants: the family, the 

community, and national context. 

The family plays an important role in fostering the psychological well-being of its 

members by providing social support, transmitting cultural values, and developing a sense of 

group membership and cohesion (Oppedal, 2006; Phinney, Horenczyk, Liebkind, & Vedder, 

2001; Ward et al., 2010). Immigrant families and individuals who have immigrated away 

from their families are faced with the challenge of differences in language, values, beliefs, 

and traditions—challenges which can shake the familial structure and require fundamental 

changes in the function of the family unit as a whole and as individual family members. 

These tensions can manifest themselves through intergenerational conflict, compromised 

parent-child interactions, and pressure on traditional gender roles—tensions eased by 

fostering openness and mutual respect among family members (Chung, 2001; Ward et al., 

2010).  
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Acculturation in the community context asserts that the composition of one’s 

surrounding community, specifically a high number of co-ethnics or a largely homogeneous 

mainstream group, may have profound implications for acculturation of individuals. 

Intergroup attitudes such as tolerance for diversity or prejudice and exclusion may lead to 

very different processes and outcomes for a minority community (Green, 2009; Marsella, 

1994; van Tubergen, 2006; Ward et al., 2010). Community involvement provides a context 

for learning cultural values and behaviors, social support for coping with anxiety and 

alienation in an unfamiliar society, and for resilience in times of adversity (Belcourt-Dittloff, 

2006; Sutton & Nose, 1996; Ward et al., 2010). Sense of connectedness to both ethnic and 

mainstream communities and interaction with both ethnic and cultural majority has been 

found to mediate between acculturation and affective well-being (Yoon, Lee, & Goh, 2008).  

On a national level, understanding the cultural context—both the dominant 

mainstream culture(s) and one’s culture of heritage—in which one acculturates is essential to 

examining underlying factors which predict and explain acculturation outcomes. Factors such 

as cultural, social, economic, political, and historical influences can have varying effects on 

the acculturation experiences of individual immigrants and immigrant groups. Variables such 

as sexual orientation, country/culture of origin, and gender (amongst others) can factor 

strongly into social positioning, privilege, and perceptions from the dominant population, 

thus influencing the acculturation process and outcomes (such as psychological well-being) 

for a given individual. In addition to the impact on acculturation, such variables can influence 

opportunities such as employment, health care, education, housing, and even legal matters 

often faced by immigrants (Ward et al., 2010).  
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Acculturation of Sex Roles and Beliefs 

Researchers have used a range of empirically specific measures to explore the 

acculturation of sex roles. Phinney and Flores (2002) sought to examine separate aspects of 

acculturation as predictors of traditional sex role attitudes amongst a sample of 170 Hispanic 

adult immigrants of varying educational levels. Participants completed measures of three 

dimensions of acculturation—ethnic retention (e.g. Spanish language, Hispanic friendships), 

mainstream involvement (English language, non-Hispanic friendships), and traditional sex 

role attitudes. Demographic variables such as generation of immigration, education, and 

gender were also measured.  

The first measure of ethnic retention and mainstream involvement, language, was 

chosen by Phinney and Flores (2002) because of the prevalence of associating 

communication (especially language) with acculturation and cultural adaptation (Gowan & 

Trevi, 1998; Felix-Ortiz & Newcomb, 1994). That is, becoming proficient in using a new 

language is likely to have a different impact on adaptation than retaining (or not retaining) 

one’s ethnic language. The same is true of friendship networks, a variable believed to impact 

the adaptation and acculturation process and which is commonly used to assess acculturation 

status. The researchers examined the relationship of the predictor variables to sex role 

attitudes both individually and in combination to identify separate and interactive effects. 

Demographic measures for generation of immigration (perhaps the most widely used 

demographic indicator of acculturation), education, and gender were included. Research 

shows that 1) later generations of immigrants hold sex roles closer to those of mainstream 

Americans [and more egalitarian beliefs as a whole] (Valentine & Mosley, 2000; Leaper & 
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Valin, 1996), 2) higher level of education has shown to be associated with more liberal 

beliefs regarding sex roles and more egalitarian attitudes (Best & Williams, 1997; Zuo & 

Tang, 2000), and 3) as acculturation occurs, women are more egalitarian than men in their 

attitudes [including attitudes toward sex roles] (Gowan & Trevi, 1998; Leaper & Valin, 

1996).  

Phinney and Flores (2002) measured sex role attitudes with a four item, five point 

Likert scale. Questions were worded in the direction of gender inequality, such as “In a 

family, the father should take most of the responsibility for earning the money”. A high 

score, indicating agreement with the items, showed acceptance of traditional gender roles and 

gender inequality; a low score represented support for gender equality. The researchers 

measured language proficiency and usage with a four item Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at 

all/never) to 5 (very well/almost always) for “I can speak Spanish (English)” and “I use 

Spanish (English) in my daily life”. Hispanic and non-Hispanic friendships were measured in 

a similar way by Phinney and Flores using a five point Likert scale, in addition to 

demographics for generation, education level, age in years, gender (male or female), and self-

reported ethnic identity label. 

Phinney and Flores (2002) found that traditional sex roles were negatively associated 

with involvement in American society and positively associated with retention of Hispanic 

culture (in Latin American immigrants). Results supported the hypothesis of a negative 

association between traditional sex role attitudes and mainstream involvement. More 

egalitarian attitudes were significantly correlated with proficiency and usage of English and 

with having non-Hispanic friends. Generally, having friends from other ethnic groups, 
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knowing and using English and being more educated were major predictors of egalitarian 

attitudes. Generation of immigration was unrelated to social networks (both Hispanic and 

non-Hispanic), to English usage and proficiency, and to educational level yet remained a 

significant predictor of sex role attitudes (as expected). Finally, as expected based on prior 

findings, women held more egalitarian sex role attitudes (Phinney & Flores, 2002).  

One shortcoming of Phinney and Flores (2002) is that they did not distinguish 

between LGBTQ individuals and heteronormative individuals. Still, their findings regarding 

the connection between heritage (e.g. Hispanic) and mainstream (e.g. American) 

acculturation in the context of gender, education, generation of immigration, social support, 

and community does serve as an excellent starting point for understanding constructs of 

interest influencing acculturation experiences and outcomes for LGBTQ immigrants to the 

United States.  

Acculturation has also been researched in relation to public health issues. Raffaelli, 

Zamboanga, and Carlo (2005) aimed specifically to understand modifiers in sexual behavior 

and how to reduce unwanted sex, HIV/AIDS, and accidental pregnancy in a sample of 61 

female Cuban American college students.  Like the Phinney and Flores (2002) study, 

Raffaelli et al. (2005) empirically examined several variables—the role of generational 

status, language use, age, education, and culture of origin—as related to the acculturation 

process via self-report surveys. Of particular interest was the use of religiousness as an 

indicator of acculturation of sexual beliefs and behaviors. Religiousness was computed as an 

average of two items—importance of religion and frequency of church attendance—on a five 

point Likert scale (from 1= not at all important [importance] or never got to church 
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[attendance] to 5= very important or more than once a week). A higher score indicated a 

higher level of religiousness. The study’s findings matched closely with those of Phinney and 

Flores (2012), demonstrating associations between distinct aspects of acculturation including 

generation of immigration, native language and English language use, and social 

networks/friendships. Despite these strengths, it is unclear how the findings might extend to 

LGBTQ individuals, since no distinction was made between heteronormative and LGBTQ 

sexual orientation and no data was collected on gender identities beyond the traditional 

male/female dichotomy. 

Meston and Ahrold (2010) and Ahrold and Meston (2010) sought to systematically 

assess the importance of acculturation in sexual behavior and sexual attitudes, respectively. 

Although neither article made a distinction regarding the gender identities or sexual 

orientations of the participants, nor did either focus directly on immigrants, these studies 

made contributions to the methodologies of collecting data about sexualities in relation to 

acculturation broadly defined.  

Meston and Ahrold (2010) assessed differences in normative sexual practices in 

Euro-American, Asian, and Hispanic college undergraduate students. Participants completed 

questionnaires assessing their sexual experience and casual sexual behaviors, as well as a 

measure of acculturation designed to analyze the relative effects of heritage and mainstream 

cultures within each group. Acculturation was assessed using the Heritage and Mainstream 

Subscales of the Vancouver Index of Acculturation (VIA; Ryder et al., 2000; Meston & 

Ahrold, 2010). Questions were designed to measure the extent to which one identified with 

one’s culture of origin (heritage subscale) and the extent to which one simultaneously 
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identified with North American mainstream culture (mainstream subscale). Odd-numbered 

questions reflected identification with one’s heritage (“I often participate in my heritage 

cultural traditions”), while even-numbered questions reflected identification with mainstream 

culture (“I am comfortable interaction with typical American people”). Item responses range 

from 1—disagree to 9—agree. Acculturation scores were obtained by determining the means 

of heritage and mainstream items, providing two subscale scores, with higher means 

indicating greater identification to each domain.  Sexual experience was measured in relation 

to the type and frequency of recent and projected sexual encounters. Finally, participants 

completed demographics questionnaires. 

Broadly speaking, Meston and Ahrold (2010) reported the following findings: Asian-

Americans reported the most conservative sexual behaviors, while Hispanics and Euro-

Americans reported similar rates of sexual behaviors. Women across all ethnic groups 

reported as liberal or even more liberal sexual encounters as men. Acculturation had a 

stronger effect in women than men, with the strongest relationship seen in Asian women. 

There was as significant interaction between heritage and mainstream acculturation in 

predicting casual sexual behavior in Asian women and Hispanic men. These results are 

noteworthy because the highlight potential individual and group differences in acculturation 

of sex beliefs between individuals of different gender expression—i.e. men, women, 

transgender, etc.—and different cultural backgrounds—i.e. Euro-American, Hispanic, Asian, 

African, etc. The weakness of this study, similar to other studies, is that it did not directly 

address the sexual experiences or behaviors of immigrants, nor did it offer alternatives to the 
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traditional male/female gender dichotomy or differentiate between participants based on 

sexual orientation or identity.  

  A second study by the same team, Ahrold and Meston (2010), sought to address 

ethnic differences in sexual attitudes regarding homosexuality, gender role traditionality, 

casual sex, and extramarital sex. Similar to Meston and Ahrold (2010), Ahrold and Meston 

used the Vancouver Index of Acculturation (VIA) to analyze the effects of heritage and 

mainstream acculturation in undergraduate students of Euro-American, Hispanic, and Asian 

descent. The authors built upon their companion study by adding measures of religiosity, 

spirituality, and religious fundamentalism in order to examine the influence of these 

measures on sexual attitudes.  

 To compare religiosity across the heritage religions of multiple ethnic groups, Ahrold 

and Meston (2010) measured intrinsic religiosity using a brief scale modified to avoid 

biasing toward a Christian sample (e.g., changing “The Lord” to “a divine force”). This scale 

provided a measure of the individual’s perceptions of the impact of religion in their life—that 

is, intrinsic religiosity—compared to measures such as religious service attendance and time 

spent in prayer, as these customs differ between religions. In addition to providing a better 

understanding of the importance of religion in one’s daily life and worldview, existing 

research indicates that intrinsic religiosity seems to be negatively correlated with liberal 

sexual attitudes, specifically attitudes toward homosexuality and non-marital sex (Bassett, 

1999; Bassett, Smith, Newell, & Richards, 1999).   

 The association between religiosity and spirituality differs across cultures. Euro-

Americans, for example, often describe spirituality as distinctly different from religiosity and 
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organized religion. Conversely, many Hispanic traditions consider spirituality a blend of 

traditional and indigenous religious practices within an organized structure, such as 

Catholicism (Musgrave, Allen, & Allen, 2002; Ahrold & Meston, 2010). As such, Ahrold 

and Meston (2010) used a non-denominational measure to examine the differential effects of 

spirituality on sexual attitudes in different ethnic groups, and a measure of religious 

fundamentalism, generally associated with more conservative sexual attitudes, to describe the 

belief in absolute religious authority and strict adherence to religious texts and traditions. 

Attitudinal measures captured views about sex and sexuality, with attention to defining 

“liberal” and “conservative” sexual attitudes to obtain a total conservative score.  

 In regards to acculturation, findings were similar to those in previous studies: Asians 

reported more conservative sexual attitudes as a whole than did their Hispanic and Euro-

American counterparts, with higher acculturation predicting sexual attitudes in Hispanics and 

Asians similar to those of Euro-American peers. Of particular interest in the present study 

were the impacts of religiosity and spirituality. For Asian, Hispanic, and Euro-American 

women, there was a significant interaction between intrinsic religiosity and spirituality such 

that the relationship between conservatism of sexual attitudes and intrinsic religiosity was 

stronger at higher levels of spirituality. In Euro-Americans and Asians, intrinsic religiosity 

and religious fundamentalism strongly predicted conservative sexual attitudes. Interesting to 

note, however, is that acculturation did not mediate the relationship between religiosity and 

sexual attitudes, indicating that ethnic differences in religiosity effects were distinct from 

acculturation (Ahrold & Meston, 2010). 
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In addition, Ahrold and Meston (2010) found that women across ethnicities were 

significantly more liberal toward homosexuality than men (while men were significantly 

more liberal toward casual sex and extramarital sex). Controlling for gender and 

acculturation, Asians as a whole were significantly more conservative in attitudes toward 

homosexuality (and casual sex) than Hispanics or Euro-Americans. Mainstream acculturation 

predicted liberality in attitudes toward homosexuality (and casual sex) in men and women of 

Asian descent, as well as Hispanic women. Heritage acculturation was a significant predictor 

of conservatism in attitudes toward homosexuality (and casual sex) in Hispanic and Asian 

men. In regards to the factors of religion and spirituality, analysis revealed a significant 

interaction between intrinsic religiosity and spirituality in predicting attitudes toward 

homosexuality, casual sex, and extramarital sex such that the relationship between intrinsic 

religiosity and conservatism was stronger at higher levels of spirituality. Among Asian 

women, spirituality predicted liberal attitudes toward homosexuality (and casual sex), while 

fundamentalism predicted conservative attitudes toward homosexuality in Hispanic women 

and men (Ahrold & Meston, 2010). 

Broadly speaking, findings from Ahrold and Meston (2010) revealed differences in 

sexual attitudes regarding homosexuality for a variety of reasons, including participant 

gender, ethnicity, level of heritage and mainstream acculturation, and religiosity, spirituality, 

and religious fundamentalism. Studies indicate that in addition to being an important 

indicator of cultural heritage and identity, religion may also affect the rate and method of 

acculturation for ethnic minorities although it is unclear how specific religious affiliations 

differentially influence acculturation (Yang, 1999). As noted above, neither study used 
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immigrant individuals in their sample, nor was differentiation made between heteronormative 

and LGBTQ individuals. 

Acculturation and Psychological Well-Being 

As discussed prior, Berry’s (2003) acculturation framework (see Figure 1, page 6) 

provides a model for how group changes occur during acculturation, how individuals 

acculturate, and how well individuals adapt following acculturation. These individual 

psychological changes can range from simple behavioral shifts (e.g. ways of speaking or 

dressing) to more problematic manifestations such as anxiety and depression (e.g. 

acculturative stress). Individual adaptions resulting from the acculturation process can be 

psychological (e.g. sense of well-being) or sociocultural (e.g. acquiring a new language) 

(Berry, 2003). In addition to these and prior references made more broadly in regards to the 

relationship between acculturation, acculturative stress, and psychological well-being (e.g. 

Ward et. al., 2010), a number of studies have sought to focus solely on the relationship 

between acculturation and well-being by measuring acculturation and well-being in different 

ways, while also focusing on how demographic predictors influence this relationship.  

Acculturation was measured using either uni-directional (representing acculturation 

as a single construct, with responses scored as more or less acculturated) or bi-directional 

(representing acculturation as a single construct with two distinct subscale scores—heritage 

acculturation and mainstream acculturation) scales of measurement. Well-being—

psychological, as well as eudemonic and subjective—was also operationalized and thus 

measured in different ways dependent on study and target population. A comparison of 

studies examining acculturation as a uni-dimensional construct as compared to a bi-
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directional construct reveals the importance of using bi-directional measures—those 

including both mainstream and heritage subscales, such as the Vancouver Index of 

Acculturation—to adequately capture acculturation and the idea of hyphenated identities (e.g. 

Japanese-American, as compared to Japanese or American; Berry, 2003; Sam & Berry, 

2010), especially among an ethnically diverse and intersectional population such as LGBTQ 

immigrants. 

Chae and Foley (2010) examined the relationship between acculturation, ethnic 

identity, and psychological well-being among Chinese, Japanese, and Korean American 

individuals. Participants consisted of 334 East Asian Americans recruited primarily through 

churches and cultural organizations throughout the United States, with approximately half 

male and half female, mostly highly educated with a college degree or higher, and 

predominantly identified as middle-class. Thirty-eight percent of participants reported having 

been born in Asian, with the remaining sixty-two percent indicating they were born in the 

United States. Of those born in the United States, 76% had parents born in Asia, 24% 

reported that born parents were born in the United States, and 7% indicated that both parents 

and at least one grandparent were born in the United States. Participants completed the 

Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure, the Suinn-Lew Asian Self-Identity Acculturation Scale, 

and the Depression Happiness Scale—reliable measures of overall acculturation and 

psychological well-being for an Asian American population. 

Broadly speaking, findings from Chae and Foley (2010) echoed similar findings (e.g. 

Lang, Munoz, Bernal, & Sorensen, 1982; Lieber et al., 2001) showing a significant negative 

relationship between acculturation status and measures of positive psychological functioning 
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among ethnic minority participants, such that individuals with higher scores on the Asian 

Identity Acculturation Scale seemed to have lower levels of psychological well-being (p = 

.037). Ethnic identity moderated this relationship, with relationships between acculturation 

and psychological well-being higher for Korean American individuals as compared to 

Chinese or Japanese Americans.  

Post-hoc analyses for the relationship between acculturation and well-being indicated 

that bicultural participants (those accepting of the ‘hyphenated identity’ discussed in the prior 

acculturation overview; Sam & Berry, 2010) reported significantly higher scores on 

psychological well-being than did both low acculturated and high acculturated participants. 

These findings as a whole, especially those related to bicultural identity, match the 

theoretical framework of acculturation proposed by Berry (2003). Limitations of this study 

include that it did not focus specifically on immigrants as a population, nor did it differentiate 

according to sexual orientation or non-traditional gender identity of study participants. 

Finally, the measure used in this study is unidirectional, thus measuring acculturation as a 

continuum between more/less acculturated as compared to a bidirectional measure for 

heritage and mainstream acculturation as unique measures of acculturation—a 

methodological shortcoming. As such, these findings make sense; individuals who are very 

well acculturated to American culture should be expected to present lower levels of 

psychological well-being, as prior literature suggests ideal acculturation is a balance between 

both heritage and mainstream acculturation identification. 

Schwartz et al. (2012) looked at the relationship between acculturation and well-being 

in 2,754 first and second generation immigrant college students from around the United 
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States. Forty percent of the participants identified as first-generation immigrants, and 60% 

categorized themselves as second-generation immigrants. Participants were diverse across 

ethnic groups in regard to age, gender, immigration generation, countries of origin, and 

socioeconomic status. Schwartz et al. focused on three forms of well-being—subjective well-

being, psychological well-being, and eudemonic well-being (“self-realization, choosing to 

engage in challenging activities and continuously seeking opportunities for personal growth”; 

Schwartz et al., 2012, p. 302) as indicative of one’s overall functioning and adaptation related 

to acculturation. Schwartz et al. (2012) also focused on differences between individualistic 

and collectivist cultures and how both value systems may differentially related to 

acculturation among immigrant and ethnic minority populations. Additionally, the study 

looked at how age, gender, ethnicity, generation of immigration, and a number of college-

population specific variables such as fraternity/sorority membership related to acculturation 

and well-being and the relationship between the two.  

Findings indicated that psychological well-being was positively correlated to 

individualist values and both mainstream (American) and heritage cultural identifications, 

and negatively with collectivist values regardless of gender, generational, and ethnic 

differences in the sample. It’s important to note, however, that the Ryff scales of well-being 

are themselves an individual-centered measured of psychological well-being (comparing 

one’self to others on a variety of measures such as competence and happiness) and could 

explain a significant portion of the relationship between individualistic values and 

psychological well-being. Identification with mainstream and heritage cultural traditions was 

also significantly correlated with psychological well-being, such that individuals with a 
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bicultural identity showed the most positive psychological well-being scores. These findings 

are similar to those suggested by prior studies including Chae and Foley (2010), and were 

consistent regardless of one’s gender, ethnic identity, or birthplace.  

Strengths of Schwartz et al. (2012) were utilization of a bidirectional measure of 

acculturation inclusive of both mainstream and heritage cultural practices and identifications, 

and usage of the Ryff Scales for Psychological Well-Being which measures several different 

dimensions of psychological well-being via six subscales. Additionally, the population 

consisted of first, second, and third generation immigrants. Unfortunately, researchers were 

not focused on the sexual orientation of participants nor were participants given the option to 

respond as a gender other than the traditional male/female dichotomy. Taken into account 

with the aforementioned studies, findings support the inclusion of a bi-directional measure of 

acculturation with which to study the relationship between acculturation and psychological 

well-being. 

Summary 

This literature review has addressed three key areas necessary for understanding the 

purpose and methodology of the present study:  

A. What is currently known about (the factors that shape) the immigration 

experiences and challenges for LGBTQ immigrants to the United States. 

B. Providing a basic framework for psychological acculturation, as well as broadly 

addressing factors that influence acculturation. 
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C. Discussing existing research showing the relationship between acculturation and 

psychological well-being, and how certain factors influence the relationship 

between the two. 

Each of these key areas was used in forming a larger theoretical perspective to determine an 

appropriate research design to address the research questions, and served as an orienting lens 

to shape the researcher’s choice of questions, study participants, data collection, and the 

implications that might be made from the present study. Better understanding of 

acculturation and well-being among LGBTQ immigrants—for which no literature currently 

exists—is needed to expand understanding about the conditions that foster psychological 

well-being for immigrants on the margins, and by extension, for all immigrants. 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

The present study provides an introduction to this gap in the literature regarding the 

acculturation of LGBTQ adult immigrants to the United States. The primary questions and 

hypotheses are: 

1. How are demographic and background characteristics (i.e., age, education, number of 

years lived in the United States, generation of immigration, intrinsic religiosity, gender, 

sexual orientation, and reason for immigration) related to heritage and mainstream 

acculturation? 

H1. Age and intrinsic religiosity will be negatively correlated with mainstream 

acculturation and positively correlated with heritage acculturation; education, 

generation of immigration, and number of years in the U.S. will be positively 

correlated with mainstream acculturation and negatively correlated with heritage 
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acculturation. Gender (non-dichotomous gender identity), sexual orientation, and 

reason for immigration will correlate with mainstream or heritage acculturation 

scores, although the direction is unclear based on a lack of existing literature. 

2. How are demographics and background characteristics (i.e. age, education, number of 

years lived in the United States, generation of immigration, intrinsic religiosity, gender, 

sexual orientation, and reason for immigration) related to psychological well-being? 

H2. Demographic and background characteristics will be related to psychological 

well-being. 

3.   Is acculturation related to psychological well-being among LGBTQ study participants? 

H3. Higher mainstream and heritage acculturation scores will be positively correlated 

with higher levels of psychological well-being overall, as well as subscales of the 

psychological well-being measure. 

4.   Does acculturation moderate the relationship between demographic variables/background 

characteristics and psychological well-being among LGBTQ study participants? 

H4. The relationship between significant demographic variables/background 

characteristics and well-being (those discussed in H1 and H2 above) will be 

moderated by acculturation scores, such that these characteristics will interact with 

both higher mainstream and higher heritage acculturation scores to predict higher 

overall psychological well-being for this study’s population.  

See Appendix A for visual representation of the research design and variables. 
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METHOD 

Design and Variables 

 The researcher addressed the aforementioned research questions and hypotheses 

using a cross-sectional survey design, allowing the researcher to capture a “snapshot” of the 

LGBTQ immigrant experience. The design served as a basis for descriptive analysis and 

generating hypotheses, both components crucial in a study such as this one for which no 

existing research exists to explain the variables/outcome/population of interest. Cross-

sectional surveys are more feasible as compared to longitudinal or successive independent 

samples designs because data on all variables is only collected once, requiring no long 

periods of follow-up and very little commitment for participants who complete the survey.  

The advantage of an Internet-based, cross-sectional survey design specifically is that 

it allows nationwide sampling and easier polling of people that fit a certain profile (i.e. 

LGBTQ immigrants) compared to mail, phone, or in-person surveys. These considerations 

are particularly relevant for the present study because they allow for a larger and more 

representative sample of the target population. Finally, the use of completely Internet-based 

surveys promotes greater feelings of anonymity amongst participants, which is an especially 

important consideration given the taboo nature of gender identity and sexual expression 

(especially LGBTQ) in many cultures (Bethlehem, 2010). Participants also have the freedom 

to complete the Internet survey virtually anywhere with web access. 

These strengths -- the ability to collect data from a specific population (e.g. LGBTQ 

immigrants), to conduct descriptive analyses to generate hypotheses, and to increase sample 

sizes with a more diverse, nationwide survey – made it possible to identify and collect data 



27 
  

from enough participants (a priori power analyses for eight tested predictors with an effect 

size of 0.15 and a power value of 0.951 yielded a sample minimum of 160 participants 

needed for sufficient statistical power) to do the necessary statistical analyses. For this 

particular study population, these strengths plausibly outweigh the limitations of cross-

sectional sampling (see Limitations section for further discussion).  

Participants and Sampling 

 The participants were 173 adults (98 males, 72 females, and 3 self-identified as 

other), aged 18-64 years (68.2% between 25-44 years of age), who identified themselves as 

first, second, or third generation LGBTQ immigrants to the United States. Of the 

participants, 74.6% were first-generation (individual immigrated to the US themselves), 

19.1% were second-generation (individual is the US-born child of at least one foreign 

parent), and 6.4% were third-generation (US-born child of two US-born parents, with at least 

one foreign-born grandparent); regarding sexual orientation, 50 participants self-identified as 

lesbian, 76 as gay, and 47 as bisexual. The two participants who selected “other” as their 

sexual orientation were excluded due to their very small sample size. 

Regarding race, 31.8% self-reported as white, 33.5% as Hispanic or Latino, 24.9% as 

Asian, 5.2% as black or African American, with all other racial classifications accounting for 

less than 5% of the participants. The mean number of years lived in the United States for all 

participants was 5.08 years (SD=1.732). In terms of education, 2.9% had less than a high 

school degree, 17.9% had completed high school, 14.5% had completed community college 

or a vocational school program, 39.9% had graduated from a four-year college, 17.9% had 

earned a master’s degree, and 6.4% had earned a professional or doctoral degree. Participants 
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reported their English proficiency on a scale of 1 (very weak) to 5 (very strong) for writing in 

English (M=4.61, SD=.72), reading in English (M=4.68, SD=.68), and speaking in English 

(M=4.61, SD=.751). When asked to select all applicable options from a list of reasons for 

immigration, a total of 292 responses was gained from 173 participants; 45.1% indicated 

higher education, 63% for economic reasons, 4% for health reasons, 16.2% for family 

reunification, 16.8% for political freedom, 6.4% for religious tolerance, and 17.3% indicated 

unsure or other as reason for immigration. When asked their religious affiliation, 24.3% 

responded as Christian-Roman Catholic, 22.5% not applicable, 16.2% irreligious or atheist, 

13.9% as Christian-Protestant, and 6.4% as Buddhist, with all other responses accounting for 

less than 5% of the total population. See Tables 1 and 2 below. 

 

Table 1. Frequency table for major demographic variables (n = 173). 

 Frequency Percent (%) 

Generation of immigration 

1st 

2nd 

3rd 

 

 

129 

33 

11 

 

74.6 

19.1 

6.4 

Age 

18-24 

25-44 

45-64 

 

 

45 

118 

10 

 

26 

68.2 

5.8 

Race/Ethnicity 

White 

Black / African American 

American Indian 

Asian 

Pacific Islander 

Hispanic/Latino 

Other 

 

 

55 

9 

1 

43 

2 

58 

5 

 

31.8 

5.2 

0.6 

24.9 

1.2 

33.5 

2.9 

Religious Affiliation 

Buddhism 

Christian (Protestant) 

 

11 

24 

 

6.4 

13.9 
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Table 1 Continued 

 

Christian (Roman Catholic) 

Hinduism 

Irrelegious/Atheist 

Judaism 

Muslim 

Spiritism 

Other 

Not applicable 

Agnostic 

 

 

 

42 

6 

28 

2 

4 

7 

7 

39 

3 

 

 

24.3 

3.5 

16.2 

1.2 

2.3 

4.0 

4.0 

22.5 

1.7 

Education 

Elementary school 

Junior high school 

High school/GED 

Vocational/Community College  

Bachelor’s Degree 

Master’s Degree 

Professional or Doctoral Degree 

Other 

 

 

4 

1 

31 

25 

69 

31 

11 

1 

 

2.3 

0.6 

17.9 

14.5 

39.9 

17.9 

6.4 

0.6 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

Other 

 

 

98 

72 

3 

 

56.6 

41.6 

1.7 

Sexual Orientation 

Lesbian 

Gay 

Bisexual 

 

 

50 

76 

47 

 

28.9 

43.9 

27.2 

Reason for Immigration* 

Higher education 

Economic reasons 

Health reasons 

Family reunification 

Political freedom 

Religious tolerance 

Unsure/Not Applicable 

Other 

 

 

78 

109 

7 

28 

29 

11 

13 

17 

 

45.1 

63.0 

4.0 

16.2 

16.8 

6.4 

7.5 

9.8 

*Participants had the option to select all applicable reasons for immigration,  

leading to a total of 292 responses from 173 participants. 
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Table 2. Descriptive statistics for major demographic variables (n = 173). 

 Mean Std. Deviation 

English proficiency 

    Writing 

     Reading 

     Speaking 

 

 

4.61 

4.68 

4.61 

 

.72 

.68 

.751 

Years Lived in United States 

 

5.08 1.732 

 

  

Participants were obtained primarily through networking and building cooperative 

relationships with organizations working in the LGBTQ community and with LGBTQ 

immigrants specifically. This was done via email, phone, and Skype conversations discussing 

the researcher’s reason for pursuing said research topic, providing a very brief overview of 

the research (or lack thereof) related to acculturation and psychological well-being among 

LGBTQ immigrants, and sharing details of the research design and measures. Social media 

in the form of Facebook and Twitter was also a significant means of recruiting participants, 

as was asking participants to share the survey information with others among their contacts 

who fit the target population (i.e. snowball sampling) (see Table 3, below). Results from the 

survey, which gave participants the optional question of selecting how they heard about the 

survey, also indicated Grindr (a geosocial networking application geared toward gay, 

bisexual, and bi-curious men) and Reddit (a social networking service and news site where 

registered community members can submit content, such as text posts or direct links) were 

sources of participants.  
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Table 3. Participant recruitment by self-reported method of finding out about survey. 

*Participants had the option to select more than one method (n = 173). 

 Email from an 

organization 

Email from a 

family member, 

friend, or other 

contact 

Facebook Twitter Organization 

webpage 

Other 

n* 60 28 31 17 20 20 

% of total 

sample 

34.7% 16.2% 17.7% 9.7% 11.4% 11.6% 

 

 

 

Measures 

 

Demographic and background variables 

 Demographic variables including generation of immigration, age, highest level of 

education completed, ethnicity, native language, English proficiency (reading, writing, 

speaking), religious affiliation, number of years lived in the United States, gender 

identification, sexual orientation, and reason for immigration were measured via thirteen 

survey questions. Each of these demographic variables serves as an independent variable. 

Participants were also given an open-ended question to share anything additional “which 

might help the researcher better understand the things that have helped or hindered [your] 

experiences immigrating to the United States”. The latter three demographic variables—

gender identification, sexual orientation, and reason for immigration—are perhaps the two 

that require a bit of clarification. For the sake of brevity, the remaining measures for 

generation of immigration, age, education, number of years spent in the United States, 

English proficiency, ethnic, and religious affiliation will not be further addressed; see 

Appendix B for more details regarding measurement of these variables. 
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Due to the nature of the study and its primary focus on LGBTQ individuals, the 

traditional heterosexual male and heterosexual female dichotomous binary seemed 

thoroughly insufficient. Instead, two self-report questions were devised—one for gender 

identity, and one for sexual orientation. Gender identity was measured simply via “please 

select which matches most closely with your gender identity”, with options including male, 

female, or other _____. Sexual orientation was measured with a similarly worded question 

and answer choices of lesbian (woman who loves or is sexually attracted to other women), 

gay (man or who loves or is sexually attracted to other men), bisexual (woman or man who 

loves or is sexually attracted to other men and women), and other ____.  These simplified 

gender and sexual orientation questions were included as a means of classifying participants 

as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or queer/other, while also framing questions in a 

culturally appropriate and more readily understood manner. 

A single-item question for ‘reason for immigration’ was included to examine 

potential acculturation process and outcome differences according to an individual’s primary 

reason for coming to the United States (e.g. a positive reason such as education, or a negative 

reason such as need for political freedom) Answer choices were taken from prevailing 

scholarship, citing higher education (i.e. college or graduate school), economic reasons (e.g. 

employment), health reasons, family reunification, political freedom, and religious tolerance 

as the most common reasons for immigrating (e.g. Chen, Gee, Spencer, Danziger, & 

Takeuchi, 2009; . In recognizing the plethora of other reasons one might immigrate, 

however, a fill-in-the-blank ‘other’ answer category was also included for this question. 
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Intrinsic Religiosity  

 Prior research (Rostosky, Wilcox, Wright, & Randall, 2004; McCree, Wingwood, 

DiClemente, Davies, & Harrington, 2003; Ahrold & Meston, 2010) indicates the strong 

relationship between religiosity and sexual attitudes, including homosexuality, as well as 

associations between religiosity and acculturation. As such, the 10-item self-report Intrinsic 

Religious Motivation Scale (Hoge, 1972), in addition to a single demographic item for 

religious affiliation, was included to address the potential for individual religious beliefs and 

practices to influence acculturation processes and outcomes for LGBTQ immigrants. 

Derived from Allport and Ross’s (1967) Religious Orientation Scale, the Intrinsic 

Religious Motivation Scale consists of ten items in a one-factor Likert-like format, with high 

validity, reliability, inter-item corrections, and item-to-scale correlations. The first seven 

items of the scale are intrinsic religiosity items designed to assess degree of personal 

religious commitment or motivation (e.g. “My faith involves all of my life.”), while the last 

three items measure extrinsic religiosity (e.g. “It doesn’t matter so much what I believe as 

long as I lead a moral life.”) [See Appendix C for full scale]. Participants respond to each 

item with options ranging from 1—Strongly agree, to 4—Strongly disagree. The inclusion of 

both intrinsic and extrinsic religious motivation items is designed to provide a control for 

response bias, while maintaining a reasonable length of items to complete in the proposed 

study. Responses are scored via a mean of item responses with the last three extrinsic items 

reverse coded to reflect responses measuring intrinsic religiosity, with a higher score 

indicating higher intrinsic motivation. Cronbach’s alpha yielded a reliability estimate of .90 

for the Hoge Intrinsic Religiosity Scale. 
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Acculturation 

Previous acculturation literature suggests that the acculturation process involves two 

reference points—that of an individual’s heritage culture (i.e. culture of origin) and that of 

the mainstream culture to which an individual has immigrated. Simply put, acculturation is a 

two-way street in which immigrants must negotiate between their culture of origin and the 

new culture they experience after immigration. Prior models of measuring acculturation are 

one-directional, based upon the understanding that individuals adapt and become more 

oriented to the culture of immigration and relinquish their original heritage/culture of origin.  

To better understand the full spectrum of acculturation experiences, recent 

acculturation research has shifted to the use of a bi-directional self-report measure of 

engagement and importance placed on each culture—the heritage (culture of origin) and the 

mainstream (culture of immigration) (Brotto, Woo, & Ryder, 2007). With this need for bi-

directionality in mind, the 20-item self-report scale Vancouver Index of Acculturation (VIA) 

was chosen to examine both the extent to which one identifies with their heritage of origin 

and American mainstream culture (Ryder, Alden, & Paulhus, 2000) [see Appendix D, p. 63 ]. 

Furthermore, score-reliability for the VIA across several samples has shown the VIA to yield 

alphas above .80 on both the heritage and mainstream culture scales across many different 

samples of immigrants and second-generation individuals (Huynh, Howell, & Benet-

Martinez, 2009). 

The Vancouver Index of Acculturation is structured with two subscales, such that all 

odd-numbered questions statements address identification with heritage of origin, and all 

even numbered questions represent mainstream cultural identification. Subscale questions 
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measuring heritage are framed as such: “I often participate in my heritage culture traditions” 

with item responses ranging from 1—Disagree to 9—Agree. Mainstream culture subscale 

questions are similarly framed: “I often participate in mainstream American cultural 

traditions” 1—Disagree to 9—Agree. Items address several areas of cultural identification, 

including social activities, friendship, dating, humor, and entertainment and cultural 

traditions (excluding ethnic-specific religious practices). Subscale scores are calculated for 

each section—heritage (i.e. mean of the odd-numbered item responses) and mainstream (i.e. 

mean of the even-numbered item responses), with higher means indicating greater 

identification with each cultural domain. No overall mean score is calculated for 

acculturation; although one scale, the Vancouver Index of Acculturation has two subscales 

with two separate scores used in statistical analyses. A high score on both subscale sections 

indicates a strong bicultural identity—the optimal outcome of successful acculturation 

(Ryder et al., 2000). 

Psychological Well-Being 

 In examining different existing measures for psychological well-being, one scale in 

particular stood out for its applicability to a cross-cultural sample such as immigrants—

Ryff’s (1995) Psychological Well-Being Scales. The Ryff Well-being Scale consists of 54 

questions, reflecting the six areas of psychological well-being—autonomy (e.g. “I am not 

afraid to voice my opinions, even when they are in opposition to the opinions of most 

people.”), environmental mastery (e.g. “In general, I feel I am in charge of the situation in 

which I live.”), purpose in life (e.g. “I have a sense of direction and purpose in life.”), 

personal growth (e.g. “I am not interested in activities that will expand my horizons”.), self-
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acceptance (e.g. “In general, I feel confident and positive about myself.”), and positive 

relationships with others (e.g. “Most people see me as loving and affectionate.”). Answers 

consist of a rating scale from 1—strong disagreement to 6—strong agreement. Scoring 

consists of totaling responses for each of the six categories, about half of which are reverse 

coded. For each of the categories, a high score represents positive feelings toward that area of 

her/his life, with a low score showing that the individual struggles in said regard. An overall 

mean well-being score was calculated using all six subscale score averages, with a higher 

score indicating increased psychological well-being overall. Statistical analyses for test-retest 

reliability and internal consistency of each of the six scales was found to be greater than .80 

(autonomy=.88, environmental mastery=.81, purpose in life=.82, personal growth=.81, self-

acceptance=.85, positive relations with others=.83) indicating the Ryff Scales of 

Psychological Well-Being to be reliable measures of accessing psychological well-being in 

the present study (Ryff, 1995). 

RESULTS 

 Because none of the measures included in the survey had been utilized with this 

specific population of LGBTQ immigrants—despite having adequate reliability among other 

populations—factor analyses were conducted for each of the three measurement scales 

excluding demographic questions (i.e. acculturation, psychological well-being, and intrinsic 

religiosity). The Cronbach’s Alpha reliability estimates for the three scales in the present 

study with LGBTQ immigrants were then examined in comparison to the reliability estimates 

provided in prior usages of scales for other populations.  



37 
  

The Vancouver Index of Acculturation (n = 20 items) yielded an Alpha score of .920 

for the heritage subscale and .904 for the mainstream subscale (see Table 4 below) consistent 

with other usages across diverse samples yielding alphas above .80 on both the dominant and 

non-dominant culture scales (Huynh, Howell, & Benet-Martinez, 2009). This indicates the 

Vancouver Index of Acculturation is a reliable measure of bi-directional acculturation among 

the study’s sample of LGBTQ immigrants to the United States. 

 Cronbach’s Alpha for Ryff’s (1995) Psychological Well-Being Scales (n = 54 items) 

also indicated strong reliability for each of the six subscales, indicating the Scales be reliable 

measures of accessing psychological well-being among LGBTQ immigrants to the United 

States. Prior statistical analyses for reliability among diverse populations yielded alpha scores 

greater than .80; the present study yielded alpha scores above .85 for all subscales except 

autonomy, for which it yielded an Alpha of .773 (See Table 4). 

 Reliability estimates using Cronbach’s Alpha for Hoge’s (1972) Intrinsic Religious 

Motivation Scale (n = 10 items) yielded a slightly lower alpha for the present study with 

LGBTQ immigrants (alpha = .813) as compared to prior reliability estimates for the scale 

(alpha = .90). However, this estimate falls in the standard range of acceptable values for 

internal consistency in the psychological sciences (Field, 2009).  

 

 

Table 4. Items and Reliability of Measures. 

Measure Subscales Number of 

total items 

Cronbach’s 

reliability estimate 

Cronbach’s for 

present study 

(n = 173) 

Vancouver Index of 

Acculturation (2000) 

 

1) Heritage 

2) Mainstream 

10 heritage 

10 mainstream 

.83 

.83 

.920 

.904 

Hoge Intrinsic 

Religiosity (1972) 

None 10 .90 .813 
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Table 4 Continued 

 

Ryff Psychological 

Well-Being (1995) 

1) Autonomy 

2) Environmental 

Mastery 

3) Purpose in 

Life 

4) Personal 

Growth 

5) Self-

Acceptance 

6) Positive 

Relations with 

Others 

9 questions per 

subscale (54 

total) 

.88 

.81 

 

.82 

.81 

.85 

.82 

.773 

.856 

 

.870 

.859 

.876 

.868 

 

 

 

Following reliability analyses and examining overall frequency distributions, 

bivariate correlational analyses were used to examine the first two research questions—that 

of how demographic variables and background characteristics (age, education, number of 

years in US, generation of immigration, religious affiliation, intrinsic religiosity, reason for 

immigration) are related to acculturation (RQ1) and the outcome measure of psychological 

well-being (RQ2). Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances in both acculturation scores 

and well-being scores (as well as subscale scores) was non-significant, indicating the 

homogeneity of variance assumption for testing with Pearson’s r was met. 

Hypothesis 1 

Bivariate correlational analyses to determine how certain demographic variables and 

background characteristics might be related to acculturation yielded few significant results as 

hypothesized. Contrary to the researcher’s initial hypotheses, there was not a significant 

relationship between any of the following variables—age, gender, education, sexual 

orientation, generation of immigration, and intrinsic religiosity—and heritage or mainstream 

acculturation. The only finding which significantly matched the researcher’s original 
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hypotheses was that number of years lived in the United States and mainstream acculturation 

were positively correlated (p = .038). That is, the longer an individual has lived in the United 

States, the more they identify with mainstream American cultural traditions and norms. See 

Table 5. 

 

Table 5. Correlations between number of years lived in the United States and mainstream and heritage 

acculturation (M = mainstream acculturation; H = heritage acculturation) (n = 173). 

*Significant at the p <.05 level. 

  
Years Lived in the United States 

Pearson’s r M 

H                        

.158* 

-.017 

p M 

H 

.038* 

.826 

 

 

A point-biserial correlation was used to examine the relationship between reason for 

immigration and mainstream and heritage acculturation. This technique was deemed useful 

because reason for immigration was framed in the survey as a dichotomous ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 

response for each reason (see demographics portion in Appendix B for an example). A 

correlation (n = 173) was run between each of the eight potential reasons for immigration and 

heritage and mainstream acculturation. See Table 4. 
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Table 6. Correlations between reason for immigration and mainstream and heritage acculturation                     

(M = mainstream acculturation; H = heritage acculturation) (n = 173). 

*Significant at the p <.05 level. 

  Higher 

education 

Economic  Health  Family 

reunification 

Political 

freedom 

Religious 

tolerance 

Unsure Other 

Pearson’s 

r 

M

H                        

-.192* 

-.128 

.106 

.124 

.071 

-.169* 

.119 

.017 

-.116 

-.156* 

.043 

-.248* 

-.061 

-.158* 

.012 

.054 

p M 

H 

.011 .163 .348 .118 .125 .572 .419 .871 

.90 .102 .026 .824 .039 .001 .037 .479 

 

 

To summarize these findings, significant negative relationships were found such that those 

who immigrate for health reasons, political freedom, religious tolerance, and unsure reasons 

all reported lower heritage acculturation scores than those who reported they immigrated for 

other reasons. A significant negative relationship was also found such that those who 

immigrate to pursue higher education reported lower mainstream acculturation scores. 

Hypothesis 2 

Bivariate correlational analyses to determine how certain demographic variables and 

background characteristics might be related to psychological well-being yielded a significant 

relationship between an individual’s education and one’s psychological well-being. Not only 

did one’s education significantly positively correlate with overall psychological well-being 

(mean of all six subscale scores), but education is also significantly positively correlated with 

well-being subscales for purpose in life and personal growth. That is, the higher one’s 

education, the higher their overall psychological well-being as well as higher well-being in 

the areas of purpose in life and personal growth. See Table 7. There was no significant 



41 
  

relationship between the number of years lived in the United States, intrinsic religiosity, age, 

gender, or generation of immigration and psychological well-being.  

 

Table 7. Correlations between highest grade completed (education) and psychological well-being          

subscales and overall (n = 173). 

*Significant at the p <.05 level. 

 Autonomy Environ. 

mastery 

Personal 

growth 

Positive 

relations 

Purpose 

in life 

Self-

acceptance 

Overall 

Pearson’s 

r 

.108 .041 .187* .142 .265* .109 .171* 

p .154 .588 .013 .060 .000 .150 .024 

 

 

Sexual orientation was dummy coded for gay (yes or no), lesbian (yes or no), and 

bisexual (yes or no) and yielded significant findings for lesbian-identified individuals and 

bisexual-identified individuals. Both autonomy and environmental mastery were significantly 

correlated with identifying ones sexual orientation as lesbian. Positive relations with others 

was significantly correlated with identifying ones sexual orientation as bisexual. No 

significant correlations were found between gay-identification and psychological well-being. 

See Table 8 below. 

 

Table 8. Correlations between sexual orientation and psychological well-being subscales and overall (n = 173). 

*Significant at the p <.05 level. 

  Autonomy Environ. 

mastery 

Personal 

growth 

Positive 

relations 

Purpose 

in life 

Self-

acceptan

ce 

Overall 

Lesbian Pearson’s r 

p 

.150* 

.049 

.158* 

.038 

.066 

.387 

.096 

.207 

.072 

.346 

.018 

.811 

.108 

.157 

Gay Pearson’s r 

p 

-.055 

.473 

-.016 

.836 

-.085 

.269 

.099 

.195 

-.029 

.704 

.071 

.355 

.000 

.996 

Bisexua

l 

Pearson’s r 

p 

-.092 

.230 

-.143 

.060 

.027 

.726 

-.209* 

.006 

-.041 

.592 

-.098 

.201 

-.110 

.151 
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A point-biserial correlation was again used to examine the relationship between 

reason for immigration and psychological well-being. A correlation (n = 173) was run 

between overall psychological well-being scores and each of the six well-being subscales. Of 

these analyses, significant [negative] relationships were found only between those who 

immigrated for health reasons and environmental mastery (Pearson = -.197, p = .009), 

personal growth (Pearson = -.167, p = .027), and overall psychological well-being (Pearson = 

-.157, p = .038). That is, individuals who did not report health as a reason for immigration 

seem to have greater psychological well-being overall as well as environmental mastery and 

personal growth.  

 

Table 9. Correlations between reason for immigration and psychological well-being subscales and overall         

(n = 173). 

*Significant at the p <.05 level. 

 Autonomy Environ. 

mastery 

Personal 

growth 

Positive 

relations 

Purpose 

in life 

Self-

acceptance 

Overall 

Pearson’s 

r 

.108 .041 .187* .142 .265* .109 .171* 

p .154 .588 .013 .060 .000 .150 .024 

 

 

 

Hypothesis 3 

Next, bivariate correlation analyses were used to examine the third research 

question—that of whether mainstream and heritage acculturation and psychological well-

being are significantly related for the population of LGBTQ immigrants. Results showed an 

overwhelmingly significant relationship between acculturation and psychological well-being 

being, with an overall positive correlation between both heritage acculturation and 
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mainstream acculturation to overall psychological well-being (p= <.001 for both heritage and 

mainstream). That is, LGBTQ immigrants with greater identification to both American 

mainstream traditions and norms as well as the traditions and norms of their specific heritage 

of origin seem to have increased psychological well-being overall.  

Turning to each of the specific subscales for psychological well-being, autonomy, 

environmental mastery, personal growth, self-acceptance, and positive relations with others 

were each positively correlated with both heritage and mainstream acculturation. Purpose in 

life was positively correlated with both heritage and mainstream acculturation, although only 

significantly to heritage acculturation. See Table 10. 

 

Table 10. Correlations between mainstream (M) and heritage (H) acculturation and psychological well-being 

subscales and overall (n = 173). 

*Significant at the p <.05 level. 
  

Autonomy 
Environmental 

mastery 

Personal 

growth 

Positive 

relations 

with others 

Purpose 

in life 

Self-

acceptance 
Overall 

M 

 

 

H 

Pearson’s r 

P 

 

Pearson’s r 

p 

.279* 

.000 

 

.294* 

.000 

 

.319* 

.000 

 

.355* 

.000 

.289* 

.000 

 

.323* 

.000 

.342* 

.000 

 

.347* 

.000 

.124 

.103 

 

.298* 

.000 

.269* 

.000 

 

.249* 

.000 

.317* 

.000 

 

.367* 

.000 

 

 

 

These subscale findings and those regarding the significant relationship between overall 

psychological well-being and mainstream and heritage acculturation match with the 

researcher’s initial hypotheses that a positive correlation should exist between both 

mainstream and heritage acculturation and psychological well-being. 

 

 



44 
  

Hypothesis 4 

Finally, the fourth research question to be addressed is whether acculturation 

moderates the relationship between demographic variables/background characteristics and 

psychological well-being for my study population. To test this hypotheses, a backwards 

stepwise linear regression was conducted to examine if there was a relationship between 

predictor variables found to be significant in prior correlational analyses and psychological 

well-being (continuous outcome variable), and how (strength/direction) acculturation 

(continuous moderator) influences the relationship between each predictor variable and 

psychological well-being.  

In the first step, all potential predictors were entered into the model using the 

backward method, with the computer placing all predictors in the model and then calculating 

the contribution of each one by looking at the significance value of the t-test for each 

predictor and comparing against a removal criterion. Predictors meeting the removal criterion 

and not making a statistically significant contribution to how well the model predicts the 

outcome variable (e.g. psychological well-being), were removed from the model. The model 

was re-estimated for the remaining predictors each time, reducing the potential for suppressor 

effects and the risk of making a Type II error.  

Out of all included predictors—sexual orientation, gender identity, generation of 

immigration, age, education, reasons for immigration, mean score for intrinsic religiosity, 

number of years lived in the United States, mean mainstream acculturation, and mean 

heritage acculturation—the resulting significant model (see Table 11, Model 15) indicated 

education, reason for immigration—health reasons, reason for immigration—higher 
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education, mean mainstream acculturation, and mean heritage acculturation were the five 

predictors accounting for the greatest amount of variance (24.3%; R2 = .243) in psychological 

well-being; F(5, 167) = 10.725, p < .001. That is, there is less than a 0.1% chance that an F-

ratio of this magnitude would happen if the null hypothesis were true, leading to the 

conclusion that the regression model results in significantly better prediction of overall 

psychological well-being than using the mean value of psychological well-being among all 

participants.  

 

Table 11. Linear regression analyses for all predictors to find best model for prediction of overall    

psychological well-being (n = 173). 

Model 
df 

(regression) 

df 

(residual) 
R R2 F Sig. 

1 19 153 .542 .294 3.352 .000 

2 18 154 .542 .293 3.551 .000 

3 17 155 .541 .292 3.764 .000 

4 16 156 .539 .291 4.000 .000 

5 15 157 .538 .289 4.264 .000 

6 14 158 .536 .287 4.552 .000 

7 13 159 .534 .285 4.885 .000 

8 12 160 .531 .282 5.243 .000 

9 11 161 .528 .279 5.671 .000 

10 10 162 .525 .276 6.173 .000 

11 9 163 .521 .272 6.751 .000 

12 8 164 .517 .267 7.473 .000 

13 7 165 .507 .257 8.146 .000 

14 6 166 .502 .252 9.298 .000 

15 5 167 .493 .243 10.725 .000 
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Following the aforementioned linear regression analysis, interaction terms were 

calculated for the significant predictors—education x heritage acculturation, education x 

mainstream acculturation, immigration for health reasons x heritage acculturation, 

immigration for health reasons x mainstream acculturation, immigration for higher education 

x heritage acculturation, immigration for health reasons x mainstream acculturation—to 

determine which variables, specifically mainstream and heritage acculturation—might be 

moderating the outcome of psychological well-being.  

Although the second model including interaction terms was significant, F (5, 167) = 

11.529, p < .001, Model 2 with the interaction did not account for significantly more variance 

than just the predictor variables by themselves, R2 change = -.001, p = .601. Because of the 

lack of significant R2 change in the interaction model (see Table 12 below), there was no 

moderation effect of acculturation on the relationship between demographic and background 

characteristics and psychological well-being. That is, acculturation does not appear to 

significantly moderate the relationship between demographic variables/background 

characteristics and psychological well-being, thus resulting in a rejection of the researcher’s 

initial hypothesis that a significant moderating effect would be found. 

 

Table 12. Linear regression analyses for all predictors with interaction terms to determine if               

moderation effect is found on overall psychological well-being (n = 173). 

Model 
df 

(regression) 

df 

(residual) 
R R2 

R2  

change 
F 

Sig. F 

change 

1 11 161 .525 .276 .276 5.570 .000 

2 10 162 .525 .231 .000 6.164 .932 

3 9 163 .525 .235 .000 6.881 .800 

4 8 164 .517 .231 -.009 7.459 .168 
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Table 12 Continued       

5 7 165 .508 .226 -.009 8.192 .161 

6 6 166 .508 .231 .000 9.612 .899 

7 5 167 .507 .234 -.001 11.529 .601 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

Previous researchers have linked a variety of demographic and background 

characteristics to acculturation experiences such as age, religiosity, education, generation of 

immigration, and number of years in the United States (Ward, Fox, Wilson, Stuart, & Kus, 

2010; Sam & Berry, 2010). In the present study, analyses found limited support for 

hypothesis one regarding the relationships between several demographic and background 

characteristics and mainstream and heritage acculturation. Only one background 

characteristic was significantly linked to acculturation: that is, the longer an individual has 

lived in the United States, the more they identify with mainstream American cultural 

traditions and norms. This finding is consistent with previous work. As emphasized by Sam 

and Berry (2010), interaction with the mainstream culture is crucial for building culture-

bound skills and communication competence necessary for everyday encounters—

understandings crucial for successful mainstream acculturation. The longer one lives in the 

U.S., the more (plausibly) interaction they have with mainstream American culture and thus 

the greater the opportunity to incorporate mainstream American practices and/or norms into 

their persona. Phinney & Flores (2002) have similarly found that high mainstream cultural 

involvement is significantly related to high mainstream acculturation scores.  
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Regarding hypothesis two, which focused on how certain demographic variables and 

background characteristics might be related to psychological well-being, the study found one 

significant relationship – a positive relationship between an individual’s education and 

psychological well-being. Not only did education significantly correlate with overall 

psychological well-being (mean of all six subscale scores), but education was also 

significantly positively correlated with well-being subscales for purpose in life and personal 

growth. That is, the higher one’s education, the higher their overall psychological well-being 

as well as the higher well-being in the specific areas of purpose in life and personal growth. 

Although the association between education and well-being in general is well-established 

(e.g. Kao, 1999), this finding relating education and well-being as measured among 

immigrants by the Ryff Scales of Psychological Well-Being is a unique contribution of this 

study.  

An interesting additional finding of hypothesis two is that psychological well-being is 

higher for those immigrants who expressly did not immigrate for health reasons. The only 

significant relationships between one’s reason for immigration and psychological well-being 

appear to be among individuals immigrating for health reasons and their environmental 

mastery, personal growth, and overall psychological well-being. That is, individuals not 

reporting health as a reason for immigration seem to have greater psychological well-being 

overall in addition to well-being subscales for environmental mastery and personal growth. 

This finding is unexpected, and interesting for future studies; although theoretically it makes 

sense that individuals seeking improved health as their reason for immigration potentially 

have poorer health (mental or physical, as this distinction was unspecified) and thus 



49 
  

diminished psychological well-being, no literature seems to look directly at this relationship 

between immigration for health reasons and psychological well-being.  

Perhaps the most important of the study’s findings is support for hypothesis three—

that among LGBTQ immigrants, acculturation is related to psychological well-being.  In this 

study, LGBTQ immigrants with greater identification to both American mainstream 

traditions and norms as well as the traditions and norms of their specific heritage of origin 

reported higher psychological well-being overall. Not only do these findings support those of 

prior studies looking at the relationship between acculturation and well-being among 

immigrant and ethnic minority populations (e.g. Chae & Foley, 2010; Schwartz et al., 2012), 

but also they introduce a key element to such existing literature. The present study shows 

acculturation continues to influence psychological well-being regardless of differing sexual 

orientation and/or gender identity and expression between LGBTQ immigrants and their 

cisgender, heterosexual counterparts. High levels of both mainstream and heritage 

acculturation are indicators of bicultural identity, with bicultural identity seen as the pinnacle 

of acculturative success and leading to or resulting from greater psychological well-being 

(Sam & Berry, 2010; Ward et al., 2010).  

Findings from hypothesis three also suggest a positive relationship between arenas of 

psychological well-being and type of acculturation. A complex psychological well-being 

measure designed to capture several domains in an individual’s experiences proved to be 

useful in understanding how overall well-being was related to overall bi-cultural 

acculturation. Again, this study broke new ground, confirming the relationship between 

acculturation and psychological well-being within the LGBTQ study population. Because 
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previous studies have not examined bi-directional acculturation (i.e. mainstream and 

heritage, independently) in conjunction with the particular subscales for psychological-well 

being used in the Ryff Scales, it’s difficult to explain the present study’s findings regarding 

subscales. However, they do support prior literature showing a positive relationship between 

both mainstream and heritage acculturation and overall psychological well-being and suggest 

interesting relationships for further exploration in subsequent studies using the same 

measures.    

Regarding the fourth and final hypothesis, acculturation did not significantly 

moderate the relationship between demographic variables/background characteristics and 

psychological well-being. This finding is contrary to prior literature (e.g. Chae & Foley, 

2010; Schwartz et al., 2012) and suggests (plausibly) that the relationship between 

acculturation and well-being is a reciprocal one, not easily captured in a linear model. The 

results are not unexpected, given the limited findings for correlations between demographic 

variables/background characteristics and (mainstream and heritage) acculturation and 

psychological well-being, independently.  

 Perhaps the most interesting results from this study are those for which the literature 

review predicts significance but in my study were not found to be significant. Why might 

factors found to influence acculturation and/or psychological well-being in previous studies 

with immigrant populations not be evident in the current study using a population 

specifically of LGBTQ immigrants? It’s important to consider how the present study 

population of LGBTQ immigrants is similar to, yet different from, the majority of 

immigrants as studied in previous work. Certain variables above might have influenced the 
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present study in unique and unexpected ways due to differences between the immigrant 

population as a whole and the subset of immigrants who identify as LGBTQ or otherwise 

sexual minorities, as well as differences specific to this study’s sample of LGBTQ 

immigrants who were generally highly educated and healthy.   

Limitations 

As with any research design, certain challenges arise when using a cross-sectional 

survey design. Given challenges faced in gathering LGBTQ immigrant participants, the 

ability to generalize findings from the present study’s sample to the population could be 

difficult, as this depends on the representativeness of the sample. Arguably, the present study 

which consisted primarily of male or female-identified gay, lesbian, and bisexual immigrants 

failed to reach a critical sector of the LGBTQ community—those who identify as 

transgender, queer, or any of the other rainbow of identities which exist among sexual 

minority individuals. Although the present study doesn’t offer the ability to speculate about 

how the experiences of such individuals might differ from those of cisgender lesbian, gay, 

and bisexual individuals, prior research comparing the experiences of GLB individuals to 

their transgender and queer counterparts (e.g. Bach, 2013) would suggest these experiences 

could be vastly different. 

Additionally, nearly 63% of the participants in this sample had earned at least a four-

year college degree and reported English proficiencies averaging greater than 4.2 (with 5 

being the highest) for reading, writing, and speaking abilities in English. When asked their 

reason(s) for immigrating to the United States, 44.6% indicated higher education as one 

reason for their immigration. With these demographics in mind, it is arguable that the present 
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study reached a sector of the LGBTQ immigrant population perhaps more highly educated 

than if the sample were representative of the assumed educational diversity present among 

the immigrant population. Certainly, further research into the acculturation and psychological 

well-being of LGBTQ immigrants should seek to reach a more diverse sample and thus more 

readily generalizable to the population of LGBTQ immigrants within the United States. In 

addition to increased generalizability and external validity, an increased sample size could 

also boost statistical power, thus potentially influencing the aforementioned directional 

effects toward reaching statistical significance. 

Bias—specifically social desirability, selection bias, and sample bias—can also be a 

potential issue in self-report cross-sectional survey designs (Bethlehem, 2010). In the case of 

the present study, social/cultural desirability bias is perhaps the biggest threat to individuals 

accurately self-reporting their gender identity/sexual orientation, potentially leading 

uncomfortable LGBTQ immigrants (or those not yet “out”) to not respond or complete the 

survey. Similarly, selection bias can occur when some significant aspect of the population is 

over or underrepresented (e.g. the over-representation of highly educated individuals and the 

under-representation of transgender and queer-identified immigrants). Self-selection also 

limits the responses of participants who are uncomfortable with the subject area of sexuality 

and thus decline to participate in the study.  Finally, sample bias is a limitation in Internet-

based survey research, such that not everyone has easy access to a computer, potentially 

limiting samples according to socioeconomic status (including availability of transportation, 

hours spent working, and education inequality). The average English language proficiency 

reported by participants in this study was quite high, a potential sampling bias inhibiting the 
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ability to generalize the study’s findings to all LGBTQ immigrants or immigrants in general. 

Because prior research with immigrants has shown language proficiency is associated with 

increased interaction with members of a new culture and demonstrates progress in 

sociocultural adaptation (and thus greater mainstream acculturation), as well as improving 

intercultural understanding such as rules, norms, and practices, it is possible the relatively 

high overall language ability found in this particular sample somewhat mitigated the effect of 

examined demographic variables and background characteristics (Sam & Berry, 2010). Each 

of these types of potential bias could be at fault in limiting the diversity of the sample as 

addressed above. 

In addition to the potential challenges of biases and sample representativeness, the 

nature of cross-sectional Internet based survey data inhibits the ability to control the 

environment in which participants complete the survey (Bethlehem, 2010). Pitfalls of this 

lack of control can include results from multiple completers of the same survey, an inability 

to assess whether participants complete the survey in a serious manner, and the lack of 

potential for clarification on questions which might confuse participants (especially given the 

nature of working with first and second generation immigrants and potential linguistic 

challenges). Non-responders can also be a problem, particularly when the characteristics of 

non-responders differ from those of responders (e.g. openness regarding one’s sexuality or 

gender identity and impact on measured acculturation outcomes). As such, alternative forms 

of recruitment should be considered in subsequent studies with this population. 

One final point to consider when conducting a cross-sectional Internet-based survey 

design is that associations are difficult to interpret. It is difficult to determine whether 
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outcome followed exposure (e.g. “coming out” after immigrating to the United States) or 

exposure resulted from outcome (e.g. immigrating to the United States due to persecution 

from “coming out” in one’s country of origin), and how the order of such events might 

influence reported acculturation or psychological well-being scores for a given participant. 

The chosen research design does not allow the researcher to accurately determine whether 

immigrants identified as LGBTQ before they immigrated, or whether immigrants opted to 

“come out” after immigrating to America. Similarly, associations between past psychological 

well-being and the impact of prior experience (such as past psychological trauma) above and 

beyond immigration and acculturation cannot be interpreted without a baseline for each 

individual prior to immigration. Finally, it’s important to consider multicollinearity issues 

between several of the predictors for which several undesirable correlations exist, including 

those between English proficiency with generation of immigration and race, years in the 

United States with generation of immigration and age, and education completed with 

generation of immigration and age. These correlations between independent variables 

assumed to be independent constructs suggest caution should be used when interpreting 

significance values for these demographic predictor variables. 

CONCLUSIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 

This study contributes a number of insights to the research on LGBTQ immigrants, 

despite the limitations of the sample size and sampling design, including validation of 

measures with a new study population, empirical research on this understudied and hard to 

find population using a nationwide sample with strong global distinction, collaborative 

recruitment and the use of listserves and social media, significant relationships among 
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variables of interest and findings that challenge others’ work, and refinement of the research 

agenda to inform the theoretical framework and methodological design for future studies 

with this population. 

The ability to reach a relatively large sample of LGBTQ immigrants—for which the 

population as a whole is limited and not without a plethora of challenges in identifying 

potential participants—is certainly worth mention. Additionally, much can be learned from 

the online format of this survey, its utilization of questions regarding gender identity and 

sexual orientation tailored specifically to the LGBTQ immigrant community, and the overall 

reliability estimates found for all three measurement scales—Vancouver Index of 

Acculturation, Ryff Scales of Psychological Well-Being, and Hoge’s Intrinsic Religious 

Motivation Scales—among a sample of LGBTQ immigrants for which they hadn’t been 

previously used.  

In examining the aforementioned results in relation to the researcher’s initial research 

questions and hypotheses, it is pertinent to emphasize the exploratory nature of this study. 

That being said, this study’s findings—both significant and non-significant—are potentially 

useful in emphasizing the multidirectional natures of both acculturation and well-being, as 

well as the need for continued research on how the two constructs are related. Additionally, 

the findings exemplify the dynamic and complicated nature of intersectionality and 

intersectional identities, especially when certain identities (e.g. sexual orientation, mental 

illness) are not readily apparent or are potentially invisible altogether. To account for all the 

intersectional and environmental influences which might confound the acculturation 

experiences and well-being of those with multiple minority identities such as LGBTQ 
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immigrants is virtually impossible. However, the findings of the present study do suggest a 

number of potential explanations behind the relationship between acculturation and 

psychological well-being for the population. 

The present study provides a useful introduction to variables influencing the 

acculturation of LGBTQ immigrants and offers a variety of directions for further studies 

looking to understand the unique experiences of LGBTQ immigrants. Future research should 

continue to explore unique variables that might influence the acculturation of LGBTQ 

immigrants in unthought-of ways based upon prior research with cisgender, heterosexual, or 

otherwise unspecified immigrant populations. Future studies should also focus on 

characteristics such as ethnicity and religious affiliation shown to influence acculturation of 

immigrants in prior studies; factors excluded from the present study’s focus due to large 

variability in such among the study’s ethnically and religiously-diverse sample. Perceived 

discrimination within the country to which one immigrates has also been shown to influence 

the acculturation and well-being of minority populations in general (such as the LGBTQ and 

immigrant communities; e.g. Jasinskaja, Lahti, Liebkind, Jaakkola, & Reuter, 2006), and is 

an additional factor worth examining in further research. In addition to these factors that 

could influence the acculturation processes of LGBTQ immigrants in differential ways from 

heterosexual counterparts, additional potential factors might uniquely influence the 

acculturation processes and subsequent well-being of LGBTQ immigrants.  

Outness (whether one openly displays or shares one’s sexual orientation and/or 

gender identity with those around them, such as family, friends, employers, etc.), for 

example, is one such confounding variable for which there are not good measures but which 
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could influence the acculturation processes of LGBTQ immigrants in a variety of ways, such 

as family and relational support. Less obvious examples of factors shown in prior research to 

influence the acculturation process are privilege and power, which have been shown to 

indirectly influence various aspects of life such as employment, income, access to healthcare, 

and housing. The political and sociocultural climate surrounding LGBTQ immigrants, such 

as geographic location, whether or not one is legally documented, and the overall political 

climate for LGBTQ individuals—such as changing laws surrounding marriage and 

workplace equality—are all important factors that might influence the acculturation 

processes of LGBTQ immigrants and which should specifically be explored in future studies.  

There are currently few studies in the social science literature addressing the 

experiences of LGBTQ immigrants, and this appears to be the first study of its type 

examining the acculturation processes or psychological well-being—much less how these 

two constructs are related in combination with demographic variables or background 

characteristics—of this uniquely intersectional population. While the current study is not 

without its areas of potential improvement, the findings resulting from its exploratory nature 

demonstrate the importance of conducting further research with this population. Determining 

what constructs might influence the relationship between acculturation and psychological 

well-being found significant in this study could be tremendously helpful in promoting the 

well-being of LGBTQ immigrants to the United States. Furthermore, a better understanding 

of how their immigration experiences differ as compared to their heterosexual counterparts 

could be useful for designing programs and improving the skills of counselors, lawyers, 

physicians, and all service providers seeking to support LGBTQ immigrants. It is the 
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researcher’s hope that the present study serves as merely a starting point to raise awareness 

for the needs of LGBTQ immigrants to the United States, and a useful tool for designing 

future studies to better understand the acculturation experiences and overall well-being of 

LGBTQ immigrants coming (out) to America. 
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Appendix A: Process Model 

1. How are demographic and background characteristics (i.e., age, education, number of 

years lived in the United States, generation of immigration, intrinsic religiosity, gender, 

sexual orientation, and reason for immigration) related to heritage and mainstream 

acculturation? 

 

2. How are demographics and background characteristics (i.e. age, education, number of 

years lived in the United States, generation of immigration, intrinsic religiosity, gender, 

sexual orientation, and reason for immigration) related to psychological well-being? 

 

3. Is acculturation related to psychological well-being among LGBTQ study participants? 

 

4. Does acculturation moderate the relationship between demographic variables/background 

characteristics and psychological well-being among LGBTQ study participants? 
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Appendix B: Demographics Questionnaire 
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Appendix C: Intrinsic Religiosity Scale (Hoge, 1972) 
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Appendix D: Vancouver Index of Acculturation (Ryder et al., 2000) 
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Appendix E: Psychological Well-Being Scales (Ryff, 1995) 

 

 

 



76 
  

 

 



77 
  

 

 



78 
  

 
 

 

Appendix F: Participant Recruitment Message 
 
Hi, my name is Mary Guerrant and I am a graduate student at North Carolina State University collecting data 

for my master’s thesis. Below is a link to a survey on immigrants’ experiences in the US with special attention 

to members of (INSERT ORGANIZATION NAME). The purpose of this study is to investigate how certain 

background characteristics impact the acculturation and well-being of diverse immigrant populations to the 

United States. (Insert organization name) is supporting the collection of data for this effort and very much 

appreciates the time and commitment that you would spend to assist in furthering research in this area. This 

study will better help us understand immigration experiences that may be useful in interventions, policies, and 

programs aimed at supporting immigrant diversity in the United States.     

 

Participants who opt to complete this survey will have the opportunity to enter a drawing for one of four $25 

Amazon gift cards. You will be directed to a new page to provide your email address if you choose to be 

entered into the drawing. Note your email address will not in any way be connected to your responses on this 

survey. Winners will be notified by October 1st, 2014.     
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Please click the link below to access the web-based survey. Thank you in advance for consideration! 

http://ncsu.qualtrics.com//SE/?SID=SV_eLGzO6OUxeyP4B7 

 

 

 

Appendix G: Correlation Matrix for Demographic Variables 

 

Table 13. Correlation matrix for demographic variables of primary interest (n = 173). 
 Gen 

Im 
Age Race Relig Educ Gender 

Yrs in 

US 

Eng. 

Speak 

Eng. 

Read 

Eng. 

Write 

Orient 

Gen. of 

Immig. 
-- .444 .285 .411 .029* .961 <.001* .033* .017* .016* 

.039* 

Age .444 -- .103 .660 <.001* .453 .008* .296 .145 .090 
.098 

Race .285 .103 -- .140 .093 .947 .773 .027* .036* .003* 
.421 

Religion .411 .060 .140 -- .489 .478 .630 .086 .178 .216 

.155 

Education .029* <.001* .093 .489 -- .414 <.001* .020 <.001* <.001* 
.356 

Gender .961 .453 .947 .478 .414 -- .371 .001* .039* .015* 
<.001* 

Years in US <.001* .008* .773 .630 <.001* .371 -- .001* <.001* <.001* 

.001* 

English 

Speaking 
.033* .296 .027* .086 .020* .001* .001* -- <.001* <.001* 

.487 

English 

Reading 
.017* .145 .036 .178 <.001 .039* <.001* <.001 -- <.001* 

.761 

English 
Writing 

.016* .090 .003* .216 <.001* .015* <.001* <.001* <.001* -- 

.906 

Orientation .039* .098 .421 .155 .356 <.001* .001* .487 .761 .906 
-- 

 


