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General Introduction 

 

 

 

 

International migration is a wide topic consisting of various aspects which have been intensively 

studied by many disciplines. One aspect of great interest to researchers and the general public is 

immigrants’ acculturation into a new cultural context, the ways of achieving it, and its various 

consequences (e.g. for immigrants’ physical and mental health). Despite the numerous research 

conducted in this field, the topic has not lost its relevance, and remains up to date since migration 

continues to increase globally, while the structure of immigrant groups, as well as the context of 

migration is changing, further generating new challenges. However, the concept of acculturation 

carries a considerable historical burden and has been intensively disputed by scholars. It remains 

under criticism, particularly in the field of social sciences, where the term has been largely 

abandoned and replaced by alternative terms such as integration1. More recently, the need for 

rethinking the acculturation concept and exploring new approaches has been voiced within the 

psychological field, a discipline which still intensively uses the acculturation concept. Apart from the 

conceptual concerns and debates, also the results of empirical research on acculturation have been 

criticized for its inconclusive and sometimes contradictory nature (for the relationship between 

acculturation and health see: Bhugra, 2001; Koner, et al., 2007; Lopez-Class, Castro, Ramirez, 2011; 

for the nature of ethnicity see: Wimmer 2008) as well as their low practical value (Rudmin, 2009; 

Zick, 2010). This situation has been attributed to the considerable plurality of acculturation 

measures, as well as the failure to carefully consider the role of other related concepts as mediators 

and moderators in analyzed relationships. Against this backdrop, this dissertation aims to reexamine 

the concept of acculturation by reconsidering its understanding, boundary conditions, and 

relationship with other related concepts. It addresses the issues recounted above, and proposes 

possible solutions to some of the problems in this field of research. The dissertation entails 

conceptual, as well as empirical contributions in which the acculturation concept plays the central 

role. While the conceptual contribution introduces a new theoretical model for understanding and 

studying acculturation, the empirical contributions, based on data collected among Polish immigrants 

living in Vienna, provide insights into the relationship between acculturation and other concepts 

relevant for migration and acculturation research. The dissertation is characterized by an 

interdisciplinary approach, drawing on knowledge from several academic disciplines concerned with 

immigrant research and the acculturation concept such as sociology, psychology and social and 

cultural anthropology.  

 

 

 

1 The integration concept has also been criticized on numerous grounds, such as for masking power 
asymmetries and strengthening the image of the ill-fitting immigrant (Meissner, F., & Heil, T. (2021). 
Deromanticising integration: On the importance of convivial disintegration. Migration Studies, 9(3), 740-758. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/migration/mnz056  
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❖ State of the art in the chosen fields of research  

 

Conceptualization of acculturation  

Currently, the term acculturation, in relation to immigrants, is used predominantly in psychological 

studies. However, sociologists, anthropologists, as well as health researchers, traditionally are also 

interested in this topic using, however, often different terminology: acculturation, assimilation, 

integration  –  these terms are used in literature more or less interchangeably with their meaning, 

varying according to the tradition of thinking and/or scientific discipline. This plurality of terms, as 

well as disciplinary differences in their use and meaning within migration research, are an important 

characteristic of this interdisciplinary research field. The significant differences in the 

conceptualization of acculturation and the disputed nature of this concept can be best understood in 

regard to the historical development of migration, and more specifically acculturation research. The 

concept of acculturation had been first employed in anthropological studies at the end of the 19th 

century to describe the consequences of contact between indigenous societies, as well as indigenous 

societies and colonizers for their cultural practices (Boas, 1966; Rudmin, 2003). Later, it found 

application in anthropological studies on rural to urban migration. In this early research, the term 

had been used in reference to ‘how so-called “primitive” societies changed to become more 

“civilized” following cultural contact with an “enlightened” group of people’  (Berry et al., 2016, p. 

12). In sociology, assimilation has been the dominant term in relation to migration research. These 

terms have been sometimes used as synonymous of each other, and other times as subsets of one 

another. In 1936, a committee of the US Social Science Research Council made the first formal 

definition of acculturation for anthropological and sociological research purposes: ‘Acculturation 

comprehends those phenomena which result when groups of individuals having different cultures 

come into continuous first-hand contact, with subsequent changes in the original cultural patterns of 

either or both groups. Under this definition, acculturation is to be distinguished from culture change, 

of which it is but one aspect, and assimilation, which is at times a phase of acculturation’ (Redfield, 

Linton, & Herskovits, 1936). Milton Gordon (1964) suggested that acculturation needed to be 

differentiated from structural assimilation, whereby the latter is defined as the incorporation of 

members of ethnic groups into primary relationships (e.g., social clubs, marriage) with individuals 

from the majority group. At the same time, Gordon defined acculturation as the adoption of cultural 

norms and behavioral patterns of the majority group (often called the ‘core culture’), a process he 

considered an essential component of the experiences of ethnic groups.  

In this early period of migration research, the unidimensional model of acculturation, also named 

bipolar, was predominant. Its assumption that, given time, immigrants move ever closer to adopting 

the host culture, while simultaneously losing their heritage culture, was constitutional for the 

theoretical models such as Park’s and Burgess’s Race Relation Cycle (Park, Burgess, & McKenzie, 

1925) as well as the 7-step assimilation model outlined by Gordon (1964). The models were 

embedded in the prevailing theoretical orientation of that time, the modernization theory. As most 

of the immigrants at that time were peasants coming from less developed areas to the industrial 

cities, assimilation/acculturation was implicitly understood as becoming more modern, less 

traditional and as a reflection of progress (Kearney, 1986). The 1960s and 1970s brought a turn to 

ethnicity and the acknowledgement of plural identities in scholarly studies, which unfolded in the 

context of broader social movements of that time (Green, 2006). The assumption of assimilation as 
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the implicit outcome of immigration, together with its normative nature, had been criticized and 

confronted with the persistence of ethnic identities and racial inequality. At that time, psychologist 

John Berry developed his acculturation model, which has become one of the most influential models 

in the field of acculturation research (van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2022a). He distinguished four 

acculturation strategies derived from two dimensions: the first dimension refers to the relative 

preference for maintaining one’s heritage culture and identity, and the second refers to the relative 

preference for having contact with, and participating, in mainstream society (Berry, 1980; Berry et 

al., 1989). The great strength of the model lay in its integrating both modes of immigrants’ 

functioning (assimilation into the mainstream and maintenance of distinct ethnic characteristics) into 

one framework. The four strategies corresponding to the extreme positionings on two dimensions 

were: assimilation (low cultural maintenance, high contact), integration (high cultural maintenance, 

high contact), separation (high cultural maintenance, low contact) and marginalization (low cultural 

maintenance, low contact). The salient aspect of this bidimensional approach has been the 

assumption that the dimensions are independent of one another, which contrasts with the earlier 

unidimensional approach. To the present day, Berry’s acculturation model remains one of the most 

important conceptual propositions in the field of acculturation research and is still being applied in 

numerous empirical studies (see Schmitz & Schmitz, 2022). However, in recent years, the model has 

encountered increasing criticism for being overly simplistic to fit the current reality of immigrant 

societies with its new challenges and superdiversity (e.g van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2022b).  

The concept of acculturation faced significant criticism throughout the decades of its existence. One 

of the main points of the criticism has been related to the understanding of culture incorporated in 

acculturation models and research. The acculturation concept, developed largely within the 

modernization paradigm, was based on the understanding of culture prevalent at that time. The 

modern, systemic view of culture, which is also entailed in the above quoted definition of 

acculturation by the Social Science Research Council, conceives of culture as an enclosed system with 

consistent patterns of behaviour and clear boundaries (Bauman, 1999). The systemic understanding 

of culture has been strongly criticized, especially since the 80s and 90s (e.g., Abu-Lughod, 1991; 

Barth, 1969, 1994; Appadurai, 1996; Clifford, 1988). The major critique enclosed in the skeptical 

postmodern writings on culture was that the concept wrongly suggests boundedness, homogeneity, 

coherence, continuity, stability and structure, whereas social reality is characterized by variability, 

inconsistencies, conflict, change and individual agency (Brumann, 1999). The culture concept, 

according to critics, failed to represent and theorize the heterogeneous character of dispositions and 

conduct within cultures or societies (Brightman, 1995).  For example, Ronaldo writes,  ‘the classic 

version of unique cultural patterns.. . emphasizes shared patterns at the expense of process of 

change and internal inconsistencies, conflicts, and contradictions.’ (1989, p.28). He then stresses that 

‘human cultures are neither necessarily coherent nor always homogeneous’. (1989, p.207). Together 

with the shifting understanding of culture, also the notion of cultural or ethnic groups, has been 

problematized (Barth, 1969; Brubaker, 2002). The assumption of discrete, natural cultural groups has 

been questioned by many scholars, contributing further to the ongoing criticism and practically a 

dismissal of acculturation and assimilation studies in social sciences (FitzGerald, 2015; Waldram, 

2009; Wimmer, 2009). Despite this criticism, the acculturation concept has remained very much in 

use within the field of psychology, not least because these changes in understanding of culture and 

ethnic groups have been largely ignored in psychological acculturation studies for many years 

(Waldram, 2009). However, in the last decade, there has also been a growing criticism of 
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acculturation studies within this field. In 2009, the International Journal of Intercultural Relations 

published a special issue on ‘Critical Acculturation Psychology’ where numerous scholars pointed out 

the weaknesses and potential solutions for empirical studies on this topic. One of the main points of 

criticism concerned the under-theorization of research regarding the notion of culture (Chirkov, 

2009; Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Tardif-Williams & Fischer, 2009; Broesch & Hadley, 2012; Boski, 2006, 

2008; Zick, 2010).  Acculturation researchers rarely explicitly discuss the concept of culture. Many 

studies lack a solid grounding in any theory of culture and use theoretically detached methods 

(Broesch & Hadley, 2012). The majority of acculturation studies tend to operationalize culture by 

equating it with ethnicity and nationality (Chirkov, 2009). Another point was the limited knowledge 

transfer between scientific disciplines concerned with the adaptation of migrants (Zick, 2010, 

Chirkov, 2009). The scholars stressed the need for a multidisciplinary and multi-method approach in 

order to improve the quality and applicability of acculturation research (Bhatia & Ram, 2009; Chirkov, 

2009; Weinrech, 2009). A further critical point raised in recent acculturation literature concerns the 

inability of the established acculturation models to accommodate the newest societal developments 

such as changing demographics, growing diversity of societies and the rise of minority majority cities 

(Benkirane & Doucerain, 2022; Doucerain et al., 2013; van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2022b). The 

traditional assumption that immigrants belong to the cultural minority, and have to define their 

identity against a host majority culture, has become ever more often inadequate in light of the 

growing number of cities and neighborhoods where immigrants outnumber the autochthonous 

population (van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2022b). Furthermore, clearly defining a mainstream 

cultural group, as well as identifying single coherent heritage group, further becomes increasingly 

challenging due to the complex multicultural experiences of many contemporary individuals 

(Doucerain et al., 2013). Because the acculturation model proposed by John Berry has dominated the 

field of acculturation research for so long, and is still frequently used, a considerable portion of the 

criticism has been directed towards it (see Berry, 2009; van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 2022a).  

As a response to these newest challenges in conceptualizing and measuring acculturation, in recent 

years several new conceptual models have been proposed. Some of the propositions constitute an 

extension of Berry’s acculturation model, such as including more than two cultural groups as 

references for acculturation dimensions (e.g. Ferguson et al., 2012; Taušová et al., 2019), and some 

constitute an alternative approach to understanding acculturation (e.g. Gamsakhurdia, 2019) and 

acculturative change (e.g. Chirkov, 2022). In the field of biculturalism, new conceptual propositions 

have focused on how individuals negotiate multicultural identities, with some of them still relying on 

Berry’s model as a foundation (Ward et al., 2018) and some going explicitly beyond the 

bidimensional framework (West et al., 2017) (for a more detailed discussion of those models see the 

first paper included in this dissertation).  

Following this criticism, I have also proposed a new conceptual model of acculturation, which 

addresses the above recounted issues and current challenges in the field of acculturation research, 

and aims at improving the modelling of acculturation process. By taking into account criticism from 

all the above-mentioned disciplines, the model constitutes and attempt to reduce the disciplinary 

divisions regarding the acculturation concept, and contribute to better knowledge integration. I 

describe the model in more detail in the discussion of research findings.  
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Boundary conditions of acculturation and perceived cultural distance  

Boundary conditions (BC) refer to the generalizability of a theory across contexts, and provide the 

answer to the question when a given theory is applicable, and how accurate are its predictions in a 

given context. The exploration of boundary conditions constitutes an important element in theory 

development, and allows to refine conceptual models (Busse et al., 2017). Following the definition of 

acculturation (Berry et al., 2016) which poses that the acculturative change results from continuous 

contact with a new culture, the perception of cultural differences appears to be an important 

boundary condition for the process of individual change. In the case of immigrants, it means that the 

new place of settlement would have to be perceived as culturally different from the home place (or 

the location where they migrated from) in order to trigger (acculturative) change and the need to 

adapt to the new environment (Demes & Geeraert, 2013). The perception of cultural differences 

between two places has been studied under the term perceived cultural distance (PCD). In contrast 

to cultural distance (CD), which is usually applied in country-level comparisons, and refer to broad 

classifications of cultures or countries such as proposed by Hofstede (2001) as well as objective 

measures such as differences in GDP or Gini coefficient, PCD is an subjective individual level variable. 

It was first introduced by Babiker et al.(1980), and since then analysed as a factor in acculturation 

studies. However, the focus of those studies has been predominantly on adaptation, which can be 

understood as a consequence, also often a long-term outcome, of the acculturation process (Sam & 

Berry, 2010), rather than an extent of acculturative change. The studies demonstrated that, in 

general,  larger PCD is associated with poorer psychological as well as sociocultural adaptation (e.g 

Demes & Geeraert, 2013; Galchenko & van de Vijver, 2007; Ward & Kennedy, 1999; Waxin, 2004).  

Two of the domains in which acculturative change can take place are behavioural practices and 

values (Schwartz et al., 2010). Few studies have analysed PCD and acculturation in the practice 

domain, still focusing rather on cultural preferences and difficulties in adaptation than on the extent 

of change (e.g Demes & Geeraert, 2013; Nesdale & Mak, 2003; Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2009). A 

handful of studies analysed changes in values following migration (e.g Bardi et al., 2014; Lönnqvist et 

al., 2011, 2013), but to the best of my knowledge, no studies have so far focused on the relationship 

between PCD and value change. Furthermore, studies interested in the role of PCD for acculturation 

typically use samples comprised of multiple ethnic groups, and therefore treat PCD implicitly as a 

group-level variable in accordance with the systemic view of culture. The constructivist 

understanding of culture also suggests that members of the same ethnic groups could significantly 

differ regarding PCD between the same contexts, and that one shouldn’t assume that categorisations 

based on ethnicity are necessarily the most meaningful. Another issue is that the participants also 

predominantly belong to the category of expatriates and international students, which mostly mean 

time-restricted migration. The role of CD and PCD for acculturation has been mostly overlooked for 

the first-generation immigrants (Bierwiaczonek & Waldzus, 2016). 

Given that change constitutes the core of the acculturation process and that PCD can be considered 

an important boundary condition of this process, it is surprising that the relationships between these 

two constructs appears to be so understudied. This dissertation aims at filling this research gap. 

Furthermore, it addresses the above-mentioned sampling bias by focusing on an ethnically 

homogeneous group of first-generation migrants.  
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Acculturation consequences  

Migration is one major cause for undergoing the process of acculturation. As migrants acquaint 

themselves with, and adjust to, the new cultural context, they may change the way they act, think 

and feel. This change can have various consequences, among others for their mental health. 

Migrants’ health in general, particularly mental health, has often been studied in relation to 

acculturation process and strategies (Broesch & Hadley, 2012; Schumann et al., 2020). The historical 

focus on migrants’ difficulties with adaptation and mental health problems have been subsequently 

shifted towards positive adaptation and well-being, with more recent research increasingly applying 

subjective measures of health (Sam et al., 2016). However, despite the various research on this topic, 

the findings have been inconclusive and contradicting (Bhugra & Jones, 2001; Koneru et al., 2007; 

Lopez-Class et al., 2011; Sam et al., 2016).  

A few possible explanations for such state-of-the-art can be found in the literature. One of the  

concerns, not including or controlling for relevant variables, such as socio-economic status (SES), 

which can influence the relationship between mental health and acculturation. Socio-economic 

status “represents individuals’ possessions of normatively valued social and economic resources” and 

can be further conceptualized as a set of structural features with the power to influence the 

decisions and behaviours of individuals (Antonoplis, 2022, p. 5). Education, income and occupation 

are the features (indicators) of SES most commonly used in empirical studies (Antonoplis, 2022). 

Research has shown that low SES is a crucial predictor of low health among minorities, often stronger 

than acculturation variables (Rudmin, 2009). However, when SES is not measured, its effect can be 

confounded with the effects of acculturation on variables of interest. Moyerman and Forman (1992) 

conducted a meta-analysis of acculturation and adjustment, and found that “SES was the most 

influential study characteristic” that modified the effect of acculturation on various measures of 

adjustment. Several reviews of acculturation research have underscored the need to clearly 

distinguish between measures of SES and acculturation, and to consider both aspects when studying 

psychological adjustment including well-being (Caetano & Clark, 2003; Rogler et al., 1991; Rudmin, 

2009; Yamada et al., 2006).  

In the last decade, more studies have examined multivariate models including both SES, as well as 

acculturation measures, as predictors of immigrants’ well-being. However, the results are still 

equivocal. For example, Angelini et al. (2015) conducted a study on immigrants’ life satisfaction using 

data from the German Socio-Economic Panel. After controlling for a variety of factors, including 

several indicators of SES, they found a positive, significant association between acculturation and life 

satisfaction. While SES and other indicators remained significant predictors in the model, 

acculturation could further explain immigrants’ level of life satisfaction. Research conducted in 

Sweden among immigrants from Poland, Turkey and Iran brought similar results (Wiking et al., 2004). 

The researchers failed to confirm their initial hypothesis that the relation between ethnicity and poor 

self-reported health could be fully explained by low SES only. Socioeconomic conditions explained 

just a part of the association. Their findings showed that acculturation and discrimination were two 

important mediators in the pathway between ethnicity and poor health besides low SES. A study on 

Polish economic immigrants living in the UK produced different results (Bak-Klimek et al., 2018): 

here, the indicators of SES appeared to have no significant effect on immigrants’ well-being in 

contrast to the acculturation variables, which were significant predictors. Yet, contrary results were 

reported by Lönnqvist et al. (2015), who conducted a longitudinal study analysing the changes in 
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immigrants’ well-being, and the predictors of immigrants’ well-being over the course of migration. 

They showed that acculturation attitudes did not appear as key determinants of psychological well-

being, in contrast to the subjective economic situation, which was significantly associated with 

immigrants’ well-being. Similarly, a meta-analysis of studies analysing the determinants of well-being 

among international migrants (Bak-Klimek et al., 2015), found evidence of a small effect of SES, 

particularly income (no effect of education) on well-being, but no effect of acculturation.   

Another potential explanation for the discrepant findings regarding acculturation consequences, 

concerns inconsistencies in operationalization and measurement of the concept, as well as 

inadequate measurement (Broesch & Hadley, 2012; Koneru et al., 2007; Matsudaira, 2006; Sam et 

al., 2016; Schumann et al., 2020). In order to measure acculturation in quantitative studies, 

researchers may use multiple-item scales or single acculturation proxies. Over the years, numerous 

scales have been developed for measuring acculturation. They differ in regard to operationalization, 

as well as to the postulated dimensions of this construct and the acculturation domains they cover 

(Rudmin, 2009). These circumstances raise questions as to their content validity, the adequate choice 

of acculturation areas, and cause problems regarding comparability and generalizability of research 

findings (Schumann et al., 2020; Zane & Mak, 2003). To the comparability and generalizability issues 

may also contribute the fact that some scales have been developed for a specific immigrant 

population, such as Asian Self-Identity Acculturation Scale (Suinn et al., 1992) or Short Acculturation 

Scale for Hispanics (Marin et al., 1987). Furthermore, the practice of using a single acculturation 

score for research analysis derived from answers to multiple questions, which cover diverse areas, 

can disguise the complexity of the phenomenon, and has been questioned for its credibility 

(Schumann et al., 2020).  Acculturation proxies are single measures of characteristics, which are 

assumed to reflect the level of acculturative change of an individual. Popular proxies refer to country 

of birth, length of stay or fluency in the language of the immigration country and use of language at 

home (Schumann et al., 2020). The use of acculturation proxies, in relation to health outcomes, have 

been criticised on the grounds that, because they do not measure the acculturative change directly, 

it is not certain that what they capture is indeed acculturation (Thomson & Hoffman-Goetz, 2009). 

Based on a recent systematic review of the use of acculturation in health research, Schumann et al. 

(2020) recommend the use of singe-item, but several acculturation indicators covering key 

acculturation domains, rather than multiple-item scales.  

As part of this dissertation, I have proposed an empirical model to test one further possible 

explanation for the discrepant results on acculturation consequences for health, which included 

aspects mentioned in both previously described explanations. I describe it in more detail in the 

discussion of research findings.  

 

 

❖ Discussion of the research questions that connect the individual publications  

 

This dissertation is centred around the concept of acculturation, and the focus on this concept 

connects all three papers. The goal of this dissertation has been to reexamine the concept of 

acculturation from theoretical, as well as empirical perspectives.  
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My interest in the theoretical perspective, which took the form of a conceptual analysis and model 

development, resulted from the observed significant disciplinary differences regarding the 

understanding and current use of  acculturation concept and other related concepts such as 

assimilation and integration. I began my research by studying the understanding of those concepts in 

sociology, psychology and anthropology. I also examined how acculturation research has developed 

and changed over time, and what criticisms have been raised regarding acculturation concept in the 

respective academic fields. As described in the state-of-the-art section, a significant portion of the 

criticism of acculturation models and research resulted from the changing understanding of culture 

from a systemic view to a more constructivist view. Consequently, anthropologists all but abandoned 

acculturation concept and acculturation research (Waldram, 2009), and sociologists have begun to 

prefer the integration concept, and turned their attention from cultural to structural aspects of 

immigrant adaptation (Schmitter Heisler, 2008). As already noted, currently most acculturation 

research is conducted within the field of psychology and health-related research, notably disciplines 

and research fields where the constructivist turn had less influence. The dominant acculturation 

model used in these fields is the model proposed by John Berry, which, as I argue in the first paper 

included in this dissertation, still relies on the systemic understanding of culture. Considering the 

historical developments regarding acculturation concept and the disciplinary differences, I became 

interested in the question if and how can the contemporary understanding of culture be integrated 

within the currently dominant approach in acculturation research, which I have identified as John 

Berry’s bidimensional acculturation framework and model. This question further led me to consider a 

more general issue of what changes during acculturation. A question which is well known in 

acculturation literature, however, one that is usually answered without reference to any theory of 

culture (see the criticism on under-theorization of acculturation research mentioned in the state-of-

the-art section). Consequently, I have set the aim of designing an acculturation model which fits the 

contemporary understanding of culture, and is based on a concrete conception of culture. The latter 

would provide a theoretically based answer to the question of what the object of acculturative 

change is. 

Another question I became interested in regarding the concept of acculturation, relates to the 

dimensionality of acculturation. I have considered the question of how can or does acculturation 

take place, or how do people acculturate. The proposed dimensionality of acculturation concept 

have undergone significant changes over time, with the unidimensional model being substituted by 

the bidimensional acculturation model. However, although the bidimensional approach is still 

dominant in the field of acculturation research, the most up to date literature and research findings 

increasingly suggest that other ways of acculturating, not included in the two-dimensional approach, 

may be possible. I have aimed at including such possibilities in the acculturation model I have 

developed.  

The contemporary understanding of culture embedded in the acculturation model which I have 

proposed, together with the defining elements of the acculturation process, have inclined me to 

consider further the perceived cultural distance as an important boundary condition of acculturation. 

A similar point have been raised in the literature (Demes & Geeraert, 2013), however the research on 

this topic remains scarce. A few existing studies focus almost exclusively on the consequences of PCD 

for adaptation, understood as a long-term outcome of acculturation. Because of the conceptual 

consideration and acculturation model I have proposed in the first paper of this dissertation, I 

became interested in the relationship between PCD and the extent of acculturative change. 
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Therefore, I have aimed at examining this relationship. Furthermore, following the contemporary 

understanding of culture, which stresses the idiosyncratic character of cultural knowledge and 

experiences, I was interested in examining how this relationship looked like when considering 

ethnically homogeneous group of immigrant who live in the same city. So far, all previous studies on 

PCD and acculturation included ethnically heterogeneous samples, and predominantly considered 

differences in PCD between ethnic groups following the systemic view of culture.   

As noted in the state-of-the-art section, apart from issues related to the conceptualization, another 

point of criticism in the debate about acculturation relates to the inconclusive nature of findings 

obtained in acculturation studies. The area of special interest to me concerns the consequences of 

acculturation for health, and more specifically well-being. The question I became interested in 

consists of how the discrepancies in the results of research concerning the relationship between 

acculturation and well-being can be explained. In this regard, I have focused my attention particularly 

on the socio-economic status (SES), as it has been shown in previous research to be an important 

variable predicting immigrants’ health and well-being along acculturation variables. Also, due to 

these findings, in the last decade SES has increasingly been included as a control variable in studies 

on acculturation and well-being. However, the empirical results of such studies remain unequivocal, 

as I described in the state-of-the-art section. Therefore, my goal has been to inquire more closely at 

the relationship between socio-economic status and acculturation by carefully examining the 

relationships between different indicators of those two constructs, as well as their role for 

immigrants’ well-being. I have aimed at examining not only the direct, but also indirect relationships 

between indicators of acculturation, SES and well-being, in order to help explain the discrepant 

results.  

 

 

❖ Chosen research approach, theoretical foundations and methods  

 

John Berry’s acculturation framework and acculturation model (Berry, 1980; Berry, 2005; Berry et al., 

1989) constitute the main theoretical foundation of this dissertation project. As mentioned in the 

state-of-the-art section, Berry’s conceptualization of acculturation process, and the model he 

proposed, have become the dominant approach to study acculturation. In contrast to earlier 

acculturation and assimilation theories, he rejected the understanding of acculturation based on the 

modernization paradigm, in favour of a bidimensional approach free of normative assumptions. In 

accordance with the early definitions of acculturation, he defines it as a process of change resulting 

from contact with a new culture. However, in his framework, change can unfold in different 

directions. Furthermore, he conceptualized assimilation as one of four acculturation strategies, and 

distinguished individual- and group-level acculturation. Although Berry’s approach was revolutionary 

at the time, recently it has faced increasing criticism (see the state-of-the-art section). The first paper 

is centred on Berry’s acculturation model. In addition to existing criticism, I provide further criticism 

of the model and propose a modification. The two remaining papers refer to the understanding of 

acculturation developed by Berry as a starting point for empirical investigations.  

Another significant theoretical framework relates to the concept of culture. As previously mentioned, 

an outdated understanding of culture has been one of the main points of criticism of acculturation 

research.  Particularly in the first paper I address this criticism, discuss the concept of culture, and 
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choose to base my conceptual proposition on the constructivist understanding of culture (Abu-

Lughod, 1991; Barth, 1969; Barth, 1994; Bauman, 1999). Thereafter, culture is viewed as 

heterogeneous and constantly changing, and cultural knowledge as idiosyncratic. Cultural boundaries 

are difficult to define, and the notion of cultural groups is problematized. Furthermore, in the second 

empirical paper, constructivist understanding of culture provides the basis for the research questions 

and research design. When considering the concept of culture, I further refer to the practice 

approach, and regard practices as the smallest unit of social and cultural analysis (Cetina et al., 2005; 

Reckwitz, 2003; Schatzki, 1996). In this approach, culture is conceived as a process, and the focus lies 

on the carrying out of practices, on “doing culture” (Hörning & Reuter, 2004). This approach also 

allows the conceptualization of acculturative change, in this case changes in practices, as a result of 

coping with new situations, as pragmatic adjustments (Reckwitz, 2003).  Practice approach is 

especially relevant in the first paper, which focuses on the nature of acculturation process.  

One of the domains of acculturation where change can be expected are values (Schwartz et al., 

2010). In the second paper, which includes analysis of value change, I refer to the theory of the 

content and structure of personal values developed by Schwartz (1992). He distinguishes ten basic 

values, defined as beliefs about desirable goals. He further proposes a circular structure of the 

values, reflecting the degree of their compatibility. The assumption of the universal structure and 

content of the proposed values has been supported by empirical findings from diverse societies 

around the globe (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2022). The Schwartz’s catalogue of value has been extensively 

used in cross-cultural studies to compare countries. It is currently the most widely applied value 

theory in this kind of research (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2022).  

This dissertation includes a conceptual, as well as empirical contributions. The conceptual 

contribution is based on an extensive literature review of the acculturation literature, which have 

encompassed publications in the field of psychology, sociology and anthropology. The focus of the 

review lies on the understanding and conceptualization of acculturation, particularly on acculturation 

models and frameworks proposed within these research fields. The review covers the historical 

models, beginning with the works of the Chicago School of Sociology, until the most recent 

propositions. I have placed a special emphasis on the aspects of proposed dimensionality of the 

models, and the understanding of culture embedded in them. I have also reviewed empirical 

publications reporting findings related to such forms of acculturation as exceeding the bidimensional 

model. Due to the length limits in the journal where the conceptual contribution was published, the 

literature review was presented there in a very limited form. As per the reviewers’ suggestions, I 

have focused predominantly on the description of the proposed model, the rationale for it, and its 

implications.  

The dissertation includes two empirical contributions. For the purpose of this dissertation I have 

collected data from the first-generation Polish immigrants living in Vienna. The choice of Polish 

immigrants as the research sample resulted from my good access to this group and language 

competences, allowing me to contact potential participants in their native language, as well as 

construct a questionnaire in this language. Furthermore, within migration studies, many of the 

analyses concerning acculturation tend to focus on the experiences of refugees and third country 

nationals, as well as ‘guest workers’. In contrast, less is known about the acculturation and its 

consequences for people migrating within the EU (Collett, 2013; Ryan, 2018). People born in Poland 

constitute the fourth largest immigrant group in the city of Vienna, and apart from German 
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immigrants, who have the benefit of sharing the same language, they form the largest immigrant 

group from within the European Union (Statistik Austria, 2022).  A total of 307 persons participated in 

this dissertation research. They have been recruited through diverse methods. These included 

recruiting through online forums and Facebook groups, Polish formal and informal associations in 

Vienna, institutions such as the Polish Culture Institute in Vienna, during events for Polish 

immigrants, as well as through informal contacts and snow-ball sampling. The full sample has been 

included in the analysis described in the third paper of this dissertation. The analyses in the second 

paper are based on a smaller sample of 286 persons. Because this part of the research has focused 

on acculturative change in practices and values, and not, for example, on preferences or 

identification with home and host country, such a design has required participants who had migrated 

after their practices and values have been, at least to some degree, learned or internalized, so that 

an actual change can take place. Therefore, following Rudnev (2014) and the formative period 

hypothesis, those participants who were born in Poland, and lived there during their childhood and 

adolescence (until the age of 15 at least), were included in the analysis.  

For the data collection I composed a questionnaire in the Polish language, which participants could 

complete in paper and pencil form, as well as online. It comprises of items and questions which I 

developed for the purpose of this research, as well as already established scales. I have used two 

published instruments for measuring such aspects of well-being as life satisfaction and happiness (for 

more information see the third paper included in this dissertation). The main acculturation measure 

(a battery of items), I have developed in reference to my conceptualization of acculturation and 

acculturation model I have proposed in the first paper included in this dissertation. The items for 

measuring acculturation reflect the three dimensions proposed in my model. They are supplemented 

by items measuring perceived cultural distance in all measured acculturation domains. Additionally, I 

included several single-item measures, as well as popular proxy measures of acculturation. In order 

to measure value acculturation, I partially adapted an established scale, partly supplementing it with 

additional questions (for more information see the second paper included in this dissertation). 

Throughout the questionnaire I applied a city scale as opposed to country scale with regard to the 

acculturation variables. This means that I did not refer to home and host country, or Austria and 

Poland, but to the region or city where the participants lived before migration and to the city of 

Vienna. This approach allowed me to depart from methodological nationalism for which migration 

studies have been strongly criticized (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002), and take into account regional 

cultural differences. Therefore, the sample was restricted to Polish immigrants living in the city of 

Vienna. The participants needed approximately 40 minutes to complete the questionnaire.  

The choice of the quantitative approach was based on the research questions structuring the two 

empirical papers. Particularly in the case of the research question posed in the third paper, it was 

necessary to rely on quantitative data in order to test a specific proposed pattern of relationships 

between variables through the use of path modelling.  

 

❖ Discussion of the central research findings   

One goal of this dissertation has been to reconsider the understanding of acculturation. I have 

particularly taken into consideration the issues of how people acculturate, or how might 

acculturation unfold, as well as what changes during acculturation. The last issue relates to the 
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understanding of culture, which builds a necessary foundation for any acculturation model. I focused 

on the acculturation framework and model proposed by John Berry (Berry, 1980; Berry, 2005; Berry 

et al., 1989). I have provided criticism regarding the proposed dimensionality of the model, and the 

understanding of culture implicit in the framework and the model. Referring to empirical research 

findings, as well as other conceptualizations of acculturation in the literature, I have argued that 

acculturation process can sometimes take on a creative form, and that this form of acculturation 

cannot be accommodated within the two dimensions of John Berry’s acculturation model and similar 

models. This creative form refers to instances when individuals develop new ways of acting and 

living, which are neither adopted from other people, nor maintained from before the contact with a 

new culture. Findings illustrating this type of creative acculturation come mostly from research on 

multi/biculturalism (e.g Stuart & Ward, 2011; Vietze et al., 2018) which often rely on Berry’s 

acculturation model. I have argued that such practices pose logical and methodological problems. 

Furthermore, I have argued that Berry’s acculturation model implicitly relies on a systemic view of 

culture, and reifies cultural groups. Following the criticism, I have proposed a new acculturation 

model, the Tridimensional Process-oriented Acculturation Model TDPOM, which extends and 

modifies the model proposed by John Berry. The model consists of three dimensions and integrates 

the constructivist understanding of culture. Following the practice approach, practices are conceived 

to constitute the smallest unit of cultural analysis, and therefore also the object of acculturative 

change (Reckwitz, 2008). Furthermore, the model departs from using cultural groups as reference 

points of acculturation dimensions in favour of a process-oriented approach. This means that the 

focus of the analysis is not upon members of which groups people become similar or dissimilar to in 

the course of acculturation, but what people do, and how they respond to the situation of contact 

with a new culture.  The first dimension of the proposed model refers to the process of maintaining 

familiar practices, the second to the process of adopting unfamiliar practices, and the third to the 

process of creating novel practices. I have also discussed the potential mechanisms responsible for 

the creation of novelty within the acculturation process in the context of two theoretical approaches: 

the creative cognition approach (Ward et al., 1998) and the practice approach (Cetina et al., 2005; 

Reckwitz, 2003). Both approaches share some assumptions which provide further arguments for 

postulating that acculturation can take on a creative form. Firstly, both approaches share the view 

that each person has the potential to be creative, and therefore creativity can be perceived as an 

ordinary occurrence which does not require any qualitatively different set of skills than what is used 

in everyday life. Secondly, both approaches assume that new experiences which challenge habitual 

ways of acting and thinking, and therefore require adjustment, can facilitate creativity. I have further 

discussed the methodological implications of the proposed model.  

This dissertation also aims to explore the boundary conditions of acculturation. Based on the 

definition of acculturation (Berry et al., 2016) as well as the proposed Tridimensional Process-

oriented Acculturation model, I have identified the perceived cultural distance (PCD) as such a 

condition, and examined its role for acculturation. I have applied the newly proposed model in this 

research. In accordance with the contemporary understanding of culture as homogeneous and 

unevenly distributed, the results demonstrated that even within a single immigrant group, significant 

variations in the PCD, regarding different domains of practice and values, can occur. Regarding the 

relationship between PCD and acculturation, the findings showed that PCD is significantly associated 

with the extent of acculturative change. Extending findings from the previous studies (e.g Galchenko 

& van de Vijver, 2007; Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2009), which focused on comparisons between 
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different ethno-cultural groups, I have shown that this relationship is also significant when 

considering a single ethnic group living in one city. The acculturative change was measured regarding 

nine behavioural practice domains and ten values. The change in behavioural practices was 

measured on three dimensions, according to the Tridimensional Process-oriented Acculturation 

Model. Furthermore, based on the model, the first step of the measurement was examining PCD 

between Vienna and the place of origin in all the domains of practices and values. Subsequently, 

acculturative change was measured for participants who indicated that they do perceive at least 

some cultural differences between the contexts of interest.  

In general, larger PCD was associated with greater changes in practices. This was especially true for 

the dimensions of adopting and creating. In most of the domains, the more differences participants 

perceived, the more they adopted practices from the place of settlement, and the more they 

developed novel practices. Regarding the dimension of maintaining, in several domains, larger PCD 

was associated with less maintenance of home practices, and in others with more maintenance of 

home practices. The results showed that the nature of acculturative change associated with the PCD 

varied across different practice domains, and suggest the importance of fine analysis differentiating 

between them.  

The measurement of changes in values concentrated on their importance in Vienna and in the place 

of origin as perceived by study participants. Participants also indicated whether at all, and in which 

direction they have changed. This change was therefore operationalized as unidimensional. Similarly, 

as in case of practices, the larger PCD was generally associated with greater changes in value 

importance, regardless of the direction of this change. Nonetheless, the most prevalent participants’ 

answer was that a given value importance had not changed for them, which corroborates the 

assumption that values are relatively stable personality aspects (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2022). The 

direction and/or strength of change in value importance varied across measured values. The findings 

suggest that, on one hand, some of the values may be more prone to environmental cues, as the 

changes in their importance are of assimilative nature, and follow their perceived importance in the 

place of settlement. On the other hand, the direction of changes in the importance of other values 

was dependant on where they are perceived to be more important (place of settlement or of origin), 

and could unfold in both directions, suggesting their greater immunity to influence from their 

immediate surroundings. The reason for this immunity could potentially be their universally high 

desirability across the countries (comp. Borg, 2021; Schwartz & Bardi, 2001). 

Within this dissertation I have also considered the consequences of acculturation for immigrants’ 

mental health, particularly well-being, and in this context the relationship between the concept of 

acculturation and the concept of socio-economic status (SES). In an attempt to provide further 

possible explanation for the discrepant results regarding acculturation consequences for immigrants’ 

well-being, I proposed and empirically tested a model specifying a pattern of direct and indirect 

relations between acculturation, socio-economic status and well-being. For this purpose, I have 

measured acculturation through several commonly used indicators: language proficiency, length of 

stay, social contacts and sense of belonging. The results demonstrated that SES, measured as 

subjective economic situation, is at least partially predicted by the two most popular indicators of 

acculturation: language proficiency and length of stay. Furthermore, both indicators, referring to 

structural and social aspects of acculturation, also predicted sense of belonging to the new place of 

settlement, a subjective indicator of acculturation. In turn, when controlling for their common 

predictors, both SES and belonging were independently associated with immigrants’ well-being. This 
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result suggests that acculturation can be associated with immigrants well-being directly, as well as 

indirectly through SES. It is possible that not considering and including this relationship in tested 

models may contribute to inconsistent research findings.   

 

 

❖ Contribution of the research to the academic debate in the relevant disciplines  

 

This dissertation is centred around the concept of acculturation, and aims to re-examine this concept 

from different angles. It contributes to the academic debate on acculturation in several ways.  

Firstly, it responds to the longstanding, as well as recent criticism of the conceptualization of 

acculturation by proposing a new acculturation model. The tridimensional process-oriented 

acculturation model provides an alternative approach to conceptualizing acculturation by implicitly 

integrating the contemporary understanding of culture, and shifting the focus from cultural groups to 

the processes involved. The model responds to the main interdisciplinary point of criticism of 

acculturation research (the outdated understanding of culture and groupism), as well as to the 

challenge of studying acculturation in diverse contemporary societies. Furthermore, by including the 

third dimension, which refers to the creative form of acculturation, the model provides a new 

analytical dimension which can be used in empirical research, and allows the integration of some of 

the existing findings on biculturals and multiculturals in a more systematic way. The proposed 

conceptualization of acculturation further allows acculturation to be considered more broadly, and 

to reorient the unit of analysis from the migrant population to the whole population. In doing so, it 

responds to the plea for de-migranticization of research on migration and integration (Dahinden, 

2016).  

Secondly, the dissertation extends knowledge about the boundary conditions of acculturation, 

specifically about the role of PCD for acculturation. Although PCD is considered an important factor 

in cross-cultural adaptation (Bierwiaczonek & Waldzus, 2016) research regarding its role for 

acculturation is scarce. Moreover, to the best of my knowledge, none of the existing studies have 

focused on the relationship between PCD and the extent of acculturative change in behavioural 

practices and values. This dissertation provides empirical findings which allow to fill this gap. 

Furthermore, the results indicate the benefits of fine analysis on item level, instead of using only an 

aggregated acculturation score, and to the value of using matching items for measuring PCD and 

acculturation in order to analyse potential moderators. Another related point is the use of subjective 

versus objective acculturation standards. Significant differences between participants regrading 

perception of cultural differences can suggest the benefits of using subjective acculturation 

standards in acculturation studies. They refer to what participants perceive to be common practices 

and beliefs in a given context/place, rather than to what can be considered as such, based on data 

from the population in question. Considering acculturative changes in value importance among 

participants, such an approach has allowed to more accurately interpret their answers. Knowing 

where participants perceive a given value to be more important (in the place where they come from 

or in Vienna) made it possible to observe that becoming more similar to people living in Vienna in 

practice could be related to opposite changes in value importance. And further, that for some 

participants assimilation and separation (becoming more similar to people from the homeplace and 

not new place of settlement) could be related to the same changes in value importance.  
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Thirdly, the empirical research unpacks the relationship between acculturation and socioeconomic 

status, and in doing so, it proposes a possible explanation for discrepant results concerning the 

relationship between acculturation and immigrant’s mental health. Considering that failure to 

control for relevant variables such as SES, as well as variations in how acculturation is measured, 

have been named as potential sources of these inconsistent results, I have proposed and tested a 

structural model addressing those issues. The findings suggest that it is important to differentiate 

between different indicators of acculturation in order to accurately represent its relationship with 

SES, and point to the benefits of using single acculturation indicators instead of composite scores 

derived from multi-item scales. Furthermore, based on these findings, future studies can benefit 

from including the mutual relationship between SES and acculturation in tested models, rather than 

juxtaposing these two constructs. Careful consideration of the chosen indicators of acculturation and 

SES, and attention to their potential relationships in the empirically tested models, may help achieve 

more accurate and consistent results regarding the acculturation consequences for mental health. 

The dissertation also contributes to the debate about factors important for immigrants’ well-being, 

particularly in case of intra-EU migration. The findings suggest that financial situation plays a crucial 

role for the assessment of one’s life satisfaction, and is still important, but less so for one’s level of 

happiness. Furthermore, social contacts with the native population appear to strengthen the sense 

of belonging to the new place of settlement, which further contributes to immigrants’ well-being. 

The level of proficiency in the language of the immigration country is another important factor, 

which is associated with well-being indirectly. Lastly, corroborating previous findings, the results 

point to the significant detrimental effect of perceived discrimination for well-being.  

 

Another contribution of this dissertation relates to its interdisciplinary character. As already 

mentioned in the state-of-the-art section, and the discussion of the research questions, the concept 

of acculturation has a considerable history, which spans several academic disciplines. However, the 

different developmental trajectories within these disciplines resulted in significant disciplinary 

divisions in the current approach to this topic, as well as diverse terminology. A regrettable 

consequence of this situation is the limited knowledge transfer between scientific disciplines 

concerned with the adaptation of migrants (Zick, 2010, Chirkov, 2009). As previously discussed, it can 

be largely attributed to the differences regarding the understanding of culture, as well as 

terminological differences. While social sciences’ growing awareness of the issues associated with 

the systemic view of culture, groupism and methodological nationalism resulted in shifting the 

attention away from the cultural dimension of immigrant adaptation, and the adoption of new 

terminology, the limited reflection on these issues in the field of psychology has resulted in further 

development of acculturation research and continuous acknowledgement of the importance of the 

cultural dimension in immigrants’ experiences. However, acculturation research in the field of 

psychology has increasingly struggled with shortcomings of the established models in the face of 

highly diverse modern societies, and not easily categorized individuals with multicultural 

experiences. With the papers included in this dissertation, and particularly the proposed 

acculturation model, I have attempted to build a bridge between these disciplinary divisions, and 

bring together the best of both worlds. It is not an easy task, as such attempts can easily be rejected 

from both sides of this division for not committing enough to one approach. I can only hope that by 

integrating the contemporary understanding of culture into the model, and utilizing social theory 

such as practice theory as its theoretical foundation, I can make the acculturation concept more fit 

23



 

 

for use again in social sciences, and solve some problems within the current acculturation research. It 

is, however, my experience that sometimes terminological issues can, at the outset, already hamper 

interdisciplinary exchange, and prevent closer analysis of the given arguments. The terms 

acculturation and also assimilation bring different associations depending on the scientific discipline, 

with its political and normative dimensions much more acutely present in the awareness of people 

with basic training in sociology or anthropology, contrasted with more neutral and benign 

associations with these terms of those trained in psychology. This has, at least, been my experience. 

Another example is the integration term, which is one of the key terms in the current sociological 

literature on migration, but can be considered only as a minor term in psychology, where its 

understanding has been mostly shaped by the acculturation model of Berry, where the term refers to 

one of four acculturation strategies.  As the field of migration research, of which acculturation 

research is a part, constitutes an important and vivid area of research, it was of surprise to me during 

the work on this dissertation, to observe how difficult it is to “talk across disciplines” on this topic. I 

have also discovered that the level of integration of findings in this research area was lower than I 

would expect, especially considering cross-referencing between the social science disciplines and 

psychology. With this dissertation, for which I have utilized knowledge from several disciplines, I 

hope to contribute to a more intense interdisciplinary knowledge transfer.  

 

❖ Presentation of the papers included as well as the doctoral candidate’s contribution to each 
paper  

 

This dissertation includes three papers. The first paper constitutes a conceptual contribution. It has 

been published as a review article in the International Journal of Intercultural Relations under the 

title: Breaking the chains of two dimensions:  the Tridimensional Process-Oriented Acculturation 

Model TDPOM. In this paper I discuss the acculturation concept and acculturation models and 

propose my own acculturation model. My focus in reviewing previous acculturation models, as well 

as describing my model, lies on the dimensionality of the acculturation process, as well as on the 

understanding of culture, which builds the theoretical foundation of the model.  I am the sole author 

of this publication.  

The second paper constitutes an empirical contribution. It is based on the data collected for this 

dissertation research. It focuses on the role of perceived cultural distance for the acculturation of 

Polish immigrants living in Vienna. It builds on the previous paper by applying the model I have 

developed, therefore it was important that the first paper would be published before I submit it to a 

journal. I have designed the research, collected and analysed the data, and written the manuscript.  

The third paper constitutes another empirical contribution. It has been published in the Journal of 

International Migration and Integration as a research article under the title: Examining the 

Relationship Between Acculturation and Socioeconomic Status and Their Role for the First 

Generation Polish Immigrants’ Well-Being. In this paper I use path modelling to test an empirical 

model, specifying a pattern of direct and indirect relationships between indicators of acculturation, 

socioeconomic status and well-being. The analyses are based on the data collected for this 

dissertation research. I am the sole author of this publication.  
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process-oriented acculturation model TDPOM 

Ina Teresa Wilczewska 
Department of Sociology, University of Vienna, Rooseveltplatz 2, A-1090 Vienna, Austria   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Acculturation model 
Acculturation dimensions 
Culture concept 
Creativity 
Practice theory 
Culture change 

A B S T R A C T   

This paper considers the acculturation process and the ways in which it can unfold. The main 
focus is directed towards the possibility of creating novel ways of acting and living as a form of 
acculturation. Although this possibility has been acknowledged by researchers, it has been mostly 
integrated into typologies of biculturalism based on John Berry’s bidimensional acculturation 
model, and considered to belong to integration strategy. It is argued that such an approach poses 
logical and methodological problems, and that the form of acculturation, where something novel 
is created, goes beyond the bidimensional conceptualization of acculturation. A new model 
extending Berry’s model is proposed. It includes a third dimension which refers to the possibility 
of creating new ways of acting and living to the process which will be subsequently referred to as 
cultural creation. Distinctions and relationships with other tridimensional models and/or models 
including cultural creation process are discussed. Subsequently, another layer to the model is 
introduced which relates to the understanding of culture providing foundation for the model. 
Familiarity, unfamiliarity and novelty are proposed as reference points for the model’s di
mensions, enabling the model to move away from the systemic conception of culture and inte
grate the constructivist understanding of culture. The potential mechanisms responsible for the 
creation of novelty within the acculturation process are discussed in context of two theoretical 
approaches: the creative cognition approach and the practice approach.   

Introduction 

Paraphrasing Berry’s introductory question on the topic of acculturation (cf. Berry, 1997; Sam & Berry, 2010), it is reasonable to 
consider how individuals act when they move from a cultural context where they have been living for a longer period of time, perhaps 
even since they were born, to another, unfamiliar cultural context. This fundamental question of acculturation research is often 
answered by referring to two possible options, building the bidimensional model of acculturation based on the work of John Berry: 
people can “continue to act in the new setting as they did in the previous one” (Berry, 1997, p. 6) or they can adopt the way of living 
encountered at the new location. There can also be different patterns of combining these two possibilities, which John Berry called 
acculturation strategies. However, are these really all the options that individuals have, or is there possibly also a third way of how they 
can respond to cultural context change, besides continuing to act the same and adopting the way others act? In this paper I would like 
to draw attention to such a third possibility, which refers to creating new ways of acting and living as a part of the acculturation 
process. It has been noted that bi/multicultural people can develop their own ways of living which go beyond boundaries of concrete 
cultures (e.g. Kim, 2015; Stuart & Ward, 2011) However, it has been difficult to place such findings within existing theoretical 
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frameworks for studying acculturation, a situation which has prompted some scholars to look for new conceptual solutions (e.g. West 
et al., 2017). The present contribution belongs to this stream of thought, and constitutes an attempt to modify the acculturation model 
as to be able to better integrate this third possibility. 

Acculturation can be defined as the process of cultural and psychological change, resulting from contact between groups and 
individuals of different cultural backgrounds (Berry & Sam, 2016, p.11). Change is considered to be the key component of the 
acculturation concept. The other crucial component is that this change has a specific and necessary trigger, namely continuous contact 
with a new culture. In the present theoretical account I intend to argue that people can respond to contact with a new culture by 
developing new ways of thinking, feeling and acting, and that this process should be considered as one of the ways in which accul
turation may take place. Therefore, I propose to extend the bidimensional acculturation model developed by John Berry by adding to it 
a third dimension that refers to this form of acculturation. 

Another aspect I intend to discuss in the present paper is the understanding of culture, which builds a necessary foundation for 
every acculturation model. The concept of culture in social sciences has undergone a radical change, with the previous systemic view of 
culture being replaced by the constructivist view (Bauman, 1999; Wimmer, 2009). However, the dominant framework in acculturation 
research proposed by John Berry (2005) still implicitly relies on the systemic view. The present theoretical account is an attempt to 
build an acculturation model which is compatible with the current understanding of culture. The proposed solution is to focus on the 
processes involved in acculturative change, and not cultural groups. The process orientation of the proposed model means that the 
focus of the analysis is not upon members of which groups people become similar or dissimilar in the course of acculturation, but on 
what they do and how they respond to the situation of contact with a new culture in terms of practices 

The first part of this theoretical contribution focuses on John Berry’s bidimensional acculturation model, and on why and how it 
could be extended in order to better accommodate the form of acculturation when individuals develop new ways of living. The second 
part focuses on the understanding of culture, and introduces another layer to the model proposed prior. The last section presents a 
discussion of potential mechanisms making possible the creation of novelty within the acculturation process in the context of two 
theoretical approaches: the creative cognition approach and the practice approach. 

John Berry’s bidimensional acculturation model 

In 1974, John Berry published a paper pleading for “the recognition of the psychological and cultural value of pluralism in a nation” 
(s. 1) and stressing the importance of ethnic identity (Berry, 1974). He outlined a taxonomy of modes of group relations in complex 
society, which have been later called acculturation strategies. The revolutionary aspect of the model lay in its integrating both modes 
of immigrants’ functioning (assimilation into the mainstream and maintenance of distinct ethnic characteristics) into one framework, 
and treating them as parts of a broader, more general taxonomy of patterns of group relations. Four strategies corresponding to the 
extreme positioning on two dimensions (based on answers to the questions: (1) whether the ethnic identity and characteristic cultural 
features of a given group are retained; (2) whether positive intergroup relations, including positive attitudes and frequent contact are 
maintained) were defined and empirically verified (Berry et al., 1989): assimilation (low cultural maintenance, high contact), inte
gration (high cultural maintenance, high contact), separation (high cultural maintenance, low contact) and marginalization (low 
cultural maintenance, low contact). This model, with its subsequent refinements, became one of the most widely utilized approaches to 
measure acculturation in psychological research (Berry, 1997) and is considered to represent the bidimensional approach to accul
turation. The salient aspect of this approach is the assumption that the two dimensions are independent of one another. This contrasts 
with the earlier unidimensional approach, which assumed that, while adopting the host culture, immigrants simultaneously lose their 
heritage culture. Empirical analysis comparing the two approaches brought evidence in favour of bidimensional operationalization of 
acculturation compared to unidimensional operationalization as a more valid solution (Ryder et al., 2000). 

Subsequently, other acculturation models retaining the bidimensional conceptualization of acculturation have been proposed (e.g. 
Bourhis et al., 1997; Chirkov, 2023; Navas et al., 2005; Schwartz et al., 2010). In their proposition, Bourhis et al. (1997) reformulated 
the question pertaining to the second dimension from Berry’s model in order to better correspond to the attitudes measured on the first 
dimension. The new question referred to the adoption of the cultural identity of the host community instead of the maintenance of 
relationships and contact with other groups. This reformulation has also been later adopted by other researchers (see Ward & Kus 
(2012) for a comparison of different formulations). 

The model proposed in this paper builds on the bidimensional model developed by John Berry and extends it, adding a third 
dimension which refers to the possibility of creating new ways of acting and living, which will be subsequently named cultural 
creation. 

Cultural creation in acculturation literature and research 

The idea that acculturation process can take on a creative form can be found already in early acculturation literature, as well as 
more recent studies, particularly in the field of bicultural research. In 1953, the Social Science Research Council (Barnett, 1954) 
published a paper in which cultural creativity was acknowledged as one form of acculturation: 

Acculturation is, however, neither a passive nor a colorless absorption. It is a culture-producing as well as a culture-receiving 
process. Acculturation, particularly when not forced, is essentially creative. It is a productive process even though in consequence 
there may be a decrease in the number and variety of pre-existent elements. (p. 985). 

The authors further specified reorganization, reinterpretation and syncretism as examples of the creative processes, and urged 
researchers to focus on the “generation of new and qualitatively different patterns” (p. 985). Anthropologists indeed have been 
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studying these kinds of processes, producing extensive literature, based primarily on qualitative data, related to key terms such as 
hybridity, creolization and syncretism (cf. Canclini, 2015), however, for the most part, without linking them to any acculturation 
models. 

Furthermore, the possibility of cultural creation as a form of acculturation has been present in the earliest conception of accul
turation, namely the idea of American society as a melting pot. It was an alternative way of envisioning the formation of the American 
nation to that of assimilation into Anglo-Saxon culture (Gordon, 1964). The idea was that, given time, and through interaction and 
shared experience, all the various ethnic groups living in America would eventually blend and melt together creating a new culture for 
everyone involved. A century later, LaFromboise et al. (1993) returned to this conception and named it the Fusion Model, positing that 
cultures sharing space “will fuse together until they are indistinguishable to form a new culture” (LaFromboise et al., 1993, p. 401). 
Hitherto, the idea of cultural creation was considered from the group-level perspective. However, in a subsequent publication, Hardin 
Coleman (1995) translated it into the individual-level phenomenon as one of the strategies for coping with cultural diversity and 
labelled it the fusion strategy. This strategy is described as consisting of engagement in activities that provide the opportunity “to 
develop new standards of behaviour that are appropriate for a particular context” and creating “new cultural structures and beliefs” 
and “new ways of interaction” (Coleman, 1995, p. 732). Although Coleman focused on the behaviour of individuals in his analysis, he 
still envisioned the outcome of the fusion strategy from the group-level perspective, with the development of the urban gay and lesbian 
culture provided as examples. 

The individual-level perspective was initially conceptualized in reference to marginalization. Similar to Berry’s marginalization 
strategy, migrants were portrayed as caught between cultures, and not truly belonging to any of them (Park, 1928; Stonequist, 1935). 
The possible way of coping with this experience hinted again towards potential cultural creation: constructing a unique identity that 
goes beyond a single culture (Adler, 1977; Bennett, 1993; Yoshikawa; 1987, Wilson, 2018). 

Empirical research focusing on bi/multicultural individuals provided further evidence that acculturation can be experienced as a 
process through which novelty is created. Arends-Tóth and van de Vijver (2004) conducted a study investigating which of the 
theoretical acculturation models present in the literature is most reflected in the implicit theories held by migrants about how they 
integrate multiple cultures. They considered three models in the analysis: the unidimensional, the bidimensional and the fusion model, 
the latter defined as picking and mixing elements from two cultures and/or creating entirely new cultural forms. The results showed 
that, 41 % of the participants indicated that combining cultures resulted in a mixture of them, where unique contributions of each 
culture was not easily determinable. Additional 8 % of the participants explicitly mentioned in interviews that this mixture amounted 
to creating something new, an “intercreation” (Arends-Tóth & van de Vijver, 2004, p. 29), as in the baking process when adding 
separate ingredients produces “something very new, what you have never had before” (Arends-Tóth & van de Vijver, 2004, p. 29). 
Stuart and Ward (2011) interviewed young Muslims in New Zealand and concluded that “Individuals who choose to blend their 
orientations effectively create a new set of ways of thinking, feeling and acting that did not belong discretely within any one of their 
orientations on its own” (p.261). Another example comes from the qualitative study by Vietze et al. (2018), who identified within the 
modes of combining cultural identities an integrated mode, in which participants “felt like they had fully merged different cultures into 
one complete hybrid” (p.66). One interviewee, referring to the cultures she identifies with through the metaphor of chairs, said “With 
me, this all became one entity, this third chair. I’m not between chairs. I have a third chair and that encompasses everything. It’s 
something new” (Vietze et al., 2018, p. 66). 

Cultural creation versus integration strategy 

The above examples show that cases of cultural creation can be found in the personal narrations of acculturation experiences in 
empirical research.1 However, these types of findings and considerations have been mostly integrated into theoretical constructs and 
typologies of biculturalism within the bidimensional model of acculturation. One example is the construct of Bicultural Identity 
Integration (BII; Benet-Martínez & Haritatos, 2005). One of the two dimensions of BII is cultural blendedness. Blendedness refers to 
seeing oneself as part of a combined culture, which is a blend of different cultures or even a “third emerging culture” (Benet-Martinez & 
Haritatos, 2005, p.1019). Furthermore, the dimensions of BII have also been described as representing “an original and creative way of 
combining and synthesizing one’s two cultural backgrounds so that they are experienced as a single, individualized culture” (Schwartz 
et al., 2019, p. 28). Another example is the recently proposed typology of multicultural identity styles with hybrid and alternating 
identity styles (Ward et al., 2018). The hybrid identity style “entails picking and choosing desirable elements of two or more cultures 
and blending them in a way that suits the acculturating individual” (p.1405). The authors further emphasize that hybrid identities 
reflect dynamism, flexibility and a “degree of novelty in the integration process” (p.1405). Both of these typologies explicitly include 
elements referring to cultural novelty, but are also based on Berry’s bidimensional acculturation model, which I consider to be 
problematic. In these cases, as well as others, bi/multiculturalism is conceived as an integration strategy from Berry’s model at the 
personal identity level (cf. Schwartz et al., 2016). It is a strategy derived from two dimensions involving strong orientation towards the 
heritage culture, as well as towards the host culture. The proposed typologies are an elaboration on or unpacking of this strategy, and 
they do not challenge the bidimensional conceptualization of acculturation. Berry (2012) also included the merging (hybrid) variant as 

1 Apart from psychological studies on combining identities, as mentioned earlier, there exists a vast literature within anthropology and other 
social science disciplines, related foremost to the concept of hybridity, where the theme of cultural creation can also be found. However, a review of 
the entirety of this literature exceeds the scope of this article. For an overview of the theorization of hybridity see: Werbner and Modood (1997); 
Anthias (2001); Hutnyk (2005); Burke (2009). 
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one of the two forms of the integration strategy. However, I find that it is worth considering that this form of acculturation, wherein 
something novel is created, goes beyond the bidimensional conceptualization of acculturation process. I intend to further consider this 
point from two perspectives: logical and methodological. 

When considering the logical perspective, since the integration strategy is a derivative of the two dimensions: cultural maintenance 
and cultural contact/adoption, what it represents should also be reducible to these two dimensions. Yet, exactly the opposite is visible 
in the research findings, where interviewees refer to something new, a point maybe best illustrated by the popular baking analogy.2 

Furthermore, translations of such findings into descriptions of concepts, as recounted above, refer to a third emerging culture (Ben
et-Martinez & Haritatos, 2005), intercultural transformation (Kim, 2015), creative combining and synthesizing, individualized culture 
(Schwartz et al., 2019, p. 28) novelty as a defining quality (e.g., Ward et al., 2018), or creative synthesis (e.g. Arends-Tóth & van de 
Vijver, 2004), to notions which, per definition, are not reducible to other, potentially preceding elements. Sometimes, hybrid iden
tifications or practices are portrayed through the process of picking and choosing from two cultures. Through this lens, the bidi
mensional model can appear sufficient to account for them, but as soon as the creative aspect is included in this process – with regard to 
how exactly the chosen elements of each culture come together or are blended – the bidimensional approach is not sufficient any more. 
For example, they can come together as seen through the synergy model, in which an added, new value arises through the combination 
of elements, or the transformation model, according to which the initial structure is changed. The outcomes of neither the synergy 
process nor the transformation process, both of which can start with a range of pre-existing elements, can be reduced back to those 
elements. Similar views have been voiced by Doucerain et al. (2013), who conducted a study in Montreal where they found that, when 
given such a possibility, participants reported a variety of hybrid identities, and in the conclusion of their study wrote: “The findings 
suggest that hybrid cultural identification is distinct from heritage or mainstream identifications and that it might represent a qual
itatively different phenomenon rather than a mere mid-point between heritage and mainstream poles” (p.697). If what is created 
through the process of dealing with two or more cultures is a new value, then it cannot be reduced back to the two dimensions of 
maintaining heritage culture and adopting host culture. And should it reach beyond these two dimensions then it cannot be accurately 
represented by them. 

This reasoning further leads to an important issue when looking from the methodological perspective. The use of bilinear scales, 
where two dimensions are measured separately, is a popular and recommended method to measure acculturation (Rudmin, 2009). 
Many scales, based on the bidimensional model, are constructed in this way (e.g. Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999). However, since the form 
of acculturation, where novel ways of life and novel identities develop, goes beyond the two dimensions, it also cannot be derived from 
them. Combining data on the two dimensions in order to obtain scores on integration cannot produce anything beyond what was 
measured on these two dimensions. Therefore, when researchers apply scales measuring solely home and host orientations, they are 
blind to any potential forms of cultural creation. 

Both groups of scholars who developed the afore discussed typologies of biculturalism also developed scales to asses it. These scales 
(Bicultural Identity Integration Scale BIIS and Multicultural Identity Scale MISS) measure integration/biculturalism directly, however, 
they are restricted to the identity domain. They include a variety of items which refer to ways of combining and managing multiple 
cultural identities, with some of them referring to novel and creative solutions (e.g. item from the MISS: “For me being (Chinese) and 
being (New Zealand) come together in a culturally novel way”). Such scales are well suited to capturing and measuring the creative 
aspect of acculturation. What I consider problematic, however, is that they still refer to Jon Berry’s bidimensional acculturation model 
as the underlying model, and to biculturalism as an integration strategy defined within this model. Due to the reasons detailed above, I 
am led to the conclusion that such conceptualized and measured biculturalism, as in BIIS and MISS, should not be equaled with the 
integration strategy from John Berry’s model. What these scales attempt to capture goes beyond what can be derived from the 
maintenance and contact/adoption dimensions. 

The tridimensional process-oriented model of acculturation 

As discussed in the previous paragraphs, acculturation process can sometimes take on a creative form, and individuals living in a 
diverse cultural environment can develop novel ways of living and identifying. This form of acculturation, however, cannot be 
accommodated within the two dimensions of John Berry’s acculturation model and other similar models. Therefore, I propose to 
extend the bidimensional model and add to it a third dimension, which refers to such instances. I furthermore propose shifting the 
focus from cultural groups a person has contact with to the underlying processes that can occur in the context of acculturation, and 
regard the acculturation dimensions as corresponding to those processes. Moreover, instead of commonly used heritage versus host 
culture as reference points for the first two dimensions, I propose to refer to familiarity versus unfamiliarity of cultural practices. These 
changes allow the model to accommodate the contemporary understanding of culture and avoid groupism (cf. Brubaker, 2002). The 
topic of culture concept and reference points for acculturation dimensions will be discussed later in more detail. 

In the proposed tridimensional process-oriented acculturation model TDPOM (Fig. 1), the first dimension refers to the process of 

2 An analogy also used by one interviewee in the Yampolsky et al. (2013) study, and further as a quote utilized by West et al. (2017) to make the 
same point as in the present paper. 
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maintaining cultural practices as it was already proposed by John Berry. The second dimension refers to the process of adopting 
cultural practices. It deviates from the original proposition by Berry, and relies on the reformulation proposed by Bourhis et al. (1997). 
The third dimension refers to the process of creating cultural practices.3 The defining aspect of this process is the emergence of novelty. 
However, this novelty is subjective to a given individual. A practice is conceived as being created by a given individual if he or she has 
not encountered this practice in such a form earlier. Therefore, it may well be that he or she, in the course of living, encounters people 
who perform very similar or even identical practices, but the crucial point is that this person developed the practice more or less 
independently from others, that he or she created it as opposed to adopting it. Adoption of practices refers to instances of including 
practices encountered as a result of contact with a new culture, into one’s repertoire of performed practices. Maintenance of practices 
refers to instances when practices that have been performed earlier are still being performed or are being performed again. It can 
represent a lack of acculturative change, or a change in the direction of practices from the heritage culture, in the sense that their 
performance can be reinforced, or that the practices learned and performed earlier can be reintroduced into the repertoire of per
formed practices. 

In contrast to the discussed bi/multicultural models, the model proposed here sees cultural creation as a separate type of process 
present in acculturation, qualitatively different from the other two processes: maintenance and adoption, and not reducible to them. 
Referring to the definition of acculturation discussed at the beginning of this paper, it can be said that first, by creating novel practices 
and including them in the repertoire of performed practices a person changes, and second, if this cultural creation takes place as a 
result of contact with a new culture, as in triggered by it, then it is reasonable to view cultural creation as a type of acculturation 
process. Furthermore, I also think that it can be more accurate to consider the creation of novel practices more as a coping strategy than 
as an expression of creativity (cf. Coleman, 1995, who writes about strategies for coping with cultural diversity). This point will be 
elaborated further in the section of the paper regarding the mechanism behind cultural creation. 

These three processes are conceived to be conceptually independent and applying potentially to all people in a situation of pro
longed contact with a new culture. What can, predictably, strongly differ between groups and individuals, is the content to which they 
refer, meaning what exact practices are being maintained, adopted, and/or created. 

As noted earlier in footnote 3, I use the term practice in a very broad sense as understood in the practice theory, meaning the 
smallest unit of cultural/social analysis (Reckwitz, 2010). However, I would like to consider the question of content to which the 
proposed processes can refer more carefully. Schwartz et al. (2010) distinguished three acculturation domains in which acculturative 
change can take place: practices, identifications, and values. Here, the term practice is used in a more narrow sense, meaning practice 
as behaviour. The three described processes can be potentially attributed to all those three domains. Considering the cultural creation 
process, in the domain of practices, it can lead to novel ways of doing things, for example, novel ways of celebrating holidays, novel 
eating habits, or a novel clothing style. Regarding the domain of identifications, the aforementioned studies already show how in
dividuals can create novel identities by transcending their home and host identities. Cultural creation in the domain of values is 
probably the most challenging to imagine. And as difficult as it could be to create a completely new value for an individual, the more 
likely scenario would refer to a unique value profile of a person, spanning, for example, potentially contradicting value orientations (cf. 
Greenholtz & Kim, 2009). With that in mind, going forward I will be using the term practice in its broad theoretical meaning, assuming 
that it encompasses all those acculturation domains. 

Distinctions and relationships between the process-oriented model and other tridimensional models 

In recent years, researchers have begun proposing acculturation models which directly address the dimensionality of acculturation, 
offering extended versions, often called tridimensional (e.g., Ferguson et al., 2012; Taušová et al., 2019) At their core, these models 
include another cultural group, the characteristics of which immigrants can maintain or adopt, conceptualizing it as the third 
dimension of the model. Examples include: Jamaican immigrants orienting towards Jamaican, European-American mainstream and 

Fig. 1. The Tridimensional process-oriented Model of Acculturation.  

3 Within the current understanding of culture, several theoretical positions exist as to what constitutes culture and the smallest unit of social/ 
cultural analysis (cf. Reckwitz, 2010). I adopt the practice theory position, which places cultural practices at the centre of analysis and treats them as 
the smallest unit, as opposed to, for example, signs or ideas. The assumptions of the practice theory will be discussed in more detail later in the 
article. 
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African-American cultures (Ferguson et al., 2012, Ferguson et al., 2014), Jewish immigrants from the former Soviet Union orienting 
towards Russian, Jewish and mainstream American culture (Birman et al., 2010), ethnic minority immigrants orienting towards 
French and English-Canadian culture besides their ethnic cultures (Doucerain et al., 2013) or international students orienting towards 
the heritage, host and expatriate culture (Taušová et al., 2019). The important difference between such tridimensional models and the 
TDPOM is their focus on the cultural groups as reference points, versus the focus on underlying processes. Although these models are 
called tri- or multidimensional, if we consider the processes entailed in the dimensions they include, and not the reference groups, then 
from this point of view such models can be still be considered bidimensional. As in the segmented acculturation by Portes and Zhou 
(1993), what they propose is to subdivide the culture adoption and/or maintenance dimension according to the different reference 
groups. Though they acknowledge the multiplicity of cultural reference groups, they do not postulate any processes that go beyond the 
bidimensional model. Even if orientation toward the ethnic or heritage culture is conceptualized not only as the degree of mainte
nance, but also as the possible degree of change, as a rule there is an already existing group or culture “out there,” which is being 
adopted or maintained by the given individual. No new cultural creation is specifically theorized within these models, so the process 
underlying the newly postulated dimension(s) is not qualitatively different from maintenance or adoption. 

However, it is possible to find affinity between the third dimensions of those models, which relate this dimension to a new or hybrid 
cultural group, and the cultural creation dimension in the TDPOM, when looking at the creation process from the group-level 
perspective. For example, within research already mentioned, Taušová et al. (2019) studied expatriates, and included three accul
turation orientations in the tested model: the heritage, host and expatriate orientation. The method of measuring acculturation towards 
the expatriate group suggests that it was assumed that a specific and distinct way of acting and thinking characterize it, and that an 
expatriate culture indeed exists. When viewed from the perspective of this group, the processes underlying the dimension of expatriate 
orientation can be cultural creation, in a sense that the expatriate culture has been created by expatriates, and the study participants 
belonged also to this group. However, firstly, Taušová et al. (2019) focused their research on individuals, and secondly, they focused on 
participants’ level of similarity to the reference groups (people in my homeland, people in Netherlands and other expatriates) and not 
on the processes involved. Another example can be found within a study by Kim and Hou (2016), who included Chinese American 
orientation as a third dimension in their study. They provided further evidence that Chinese American culture can be considered to be 
unique and distinct from Chinese and mainstream American cultures (cf. Flannery et al., 2001). Assuming that Chinese American 
culture has been created by Chinese immigrants living in the U.S., the process of cultural creation lies at the foundation of this 
acculturation orientation. However, again, the way it was measured in the study focuses on participants’ relation to already existing 
elements of Chinese American culture and not on the process of (co)creating them. The authors themselves refer to “adapting to 
Chinese American culture” (p.12). 

Cultural creation at the group-level and individual-level of analysis 

On a group level, the process of cultural creation could manifest in the emergence of a new culture. This is also the context in which 
cultural creation appears in early acculturation literature. In order to study this process, ethnographic research would likely be best 
suited (cf. Berry, 2005). On the individual level, the process of cultural creation can manifest in the development of new practices 
which can potentially, at some point, become building blocks for a wider and shared new culture. An example of such a practice can be 
“tiger parenting”, which, according to some scholars, can be perceived as a part of Chinese American culture (Kim & Hou, 2016). It can 
also be an example of a practice developed in the context of acculturation. This parenting style is characterized by high levels of both 
positive parenting (e.g. warmth and democratic parenting) and negative parenting (e.g. hostility, shaming and punitive parenting). It 
includes elements typically attributed to Chinese culture, such as strong emphasis on academic achievement, as well as to American 
culture, such as granting children autonomy (Kim et al., 2013), but it constitutes a distinct style compared to the classic parental styles 
used to described practices of European American parents. It is also a modification of typical Chinese parenting style (Cheah et al., 
2013). Thus, although tiger parenting entails some elements from both heritage and host culture, it is a unique practice, constituting a 
new quality. For Chinese immigrants who developed this parenting style as a result of their experiences in a new cultural environment, 
the underlying process would be cultural creation. However, it is also possible that later, some individuals were able to observe this 
parenting style in other families, and then began to apply it themselves. In this case, the underlying process would be adoption. 

Other models including cultural creation process and its relation to TDPOM 

Other conceptual frameworks including creation process in the context of acculturation exist. Among them is the transformative 
theory of biculturalism introduced by West et al. (2017), which is explicitly positioned as going beyond the previous unidimensional 
and bidimensional models of acculturation. The theory focuses on the processes individuals use to negotiate cultural identities, and 
describes three such processes: hybridizing, integrating and frame switching. The hybridizing process understood as the mixing of 
cultures, which results in a novel product, is the one that corresponds to the cultural creation process represented in the third 
dimension of the TDPOM. However, the next process, frame switching, would not constitute a separate acculturation process in the 
logic of the proposed model. Frame switching refers to using different practices in different situations, typically practices from two or 
more cultures. But frame switching involves practices which a person already has in his/her repertoire because he or she kept them, 
adopted them or developed them. In this sense, frame switching would be a secondary process to the three processes in the proposed 
model. The final theorized process, integration, seems to be the most diffused. It seems to refer to reflecting on a meta-level about one’s 
cultures, and is defined as “the process of bridging the different aspects of one’s cultures together” (p. 974). Here, the relation to the 
TDPOM is more complex. Although the authors distinguish this process from the hybridizing process, if such integration amounts to a 
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unique and novel way of bridging differences for a given person, then the underlying process would be cultural creation. The person 
would be creating a new practice of dealing with his or her cultures. This shows that the process of hybridizing, although referring to 
cultural creation, is still conceptualized more narrowly in the transformative theory than the process of cultural creation in the 
proposed model. Furthermore, the transformative theory focuses on understanding the specific characteristics of bicultural people, 
differentiating them from monoculturals, and predicting the consequences of being bicultural and not as such on the process of 
acculturation. 

Another theoretical proposition, which explicitly includes the process of cultural creation, is Gamsakhurdia’s (2019) proculturation 
model. He proposes a new conceptualization of the acculturation process, based on a definition of culture as a “multi-self-centered 
semiotic field, which is populated by signs and meanings” (p. 161) and introduces a new term – ‘proculturation’ – as an alternative to 
acculturation. Only one dimension of acculturation/proculturation is postulated, and it is described as the “continuous transformation 
of a person’s meaning system” (Gamsakhurdia, 2019, p.170) through the process of creative synthesis, where mixing of various el
ements produces a new element/sign that is qualitatively different from the previously existing parts. The process of creative synthesis 
corresponds to the cultural creation process, however, the important difference with TDPOM is that Gamsakhurdia constricts accul
turation to solely one process, thereby rejecting other processes. 

The acculturation model closest to the one proposed in this paper is notably that conceptualized by Flannery et al. (2001). In an 
attempt to explain correlation between the host and home dimensions in the sample of first and second generation Asian students in the 
U.S, the authors referred to the process of ethnogenesis – the creation of a new ethnicity – and postulated that Asian American 
acculturation transgresses the home and host orientation and cannot be reduced to it. They proposed a tridirectional model of 
acculturation, including home and host dimensions from the bidirectional model, as well as a third dimension, representing the 
development of a “unique, ethnic identity” (Flannery et al., 2001, p.1042). The examples given to support this new dimension of 
ethnogenesis illustrate the group-level perspective taken by the authors. The reasoning is that a group of acculturating individuals 
creates a new ethnicity, which they all share to an extent, such as in the case of the Mexican-Americans in Los Angeles, who identify as 
Chicanos. The process of ethnogenesis would therefore correspond to the cultural creation process at the group-level. 

Understanding of culture and acculturation 

So far I have focused on the dimensions of acculturation, and used the notion of culture more or less uncritically and without 
defining it. At this point, I would like to add another layer to the proposed model, and discuss the understanding of culture laying at its 
foundation, as well as the consequences of this understanding for the construction of the model. 

Each acculturation model necessarily needs to rely on some conception of culture. The postmodern, constructivist understanding of 
culture, as opposed to the modern, systemic view of culture, is proposed as the foundation for the presented model. According to the 
systemic view, culture is a “self-enclosed, system-style totality” (Bauman, 1999, p. XXI), consisting of cultural elements, such as values 
and behaviours, which are highly patterned and interconnected, and exist within clear boundaries. These boundaries separate distinct 
cultures from one another. A culture within boundaries is thought of as homogenous and shared among its members. Consequently, 
members of a cultural or ethnic group are perceived as similar in their essence to each other, and distinct from people belonging to 
other cultural groups. Therefore, dividing people into cultural groups that can be meaningfully compared appears natural and sensible. 
This way of understanding culture is apparent in early definitions of acculturation (Barnett, 1954; Redfield et al.,1936) referring to the 
group level of analysis. It is also implicit in John Berry’s acculturation framework, where he refers to two original cultural groups 
whose characteristics may change during the acculturation process and which can pursue different acculturation strategies according 
to their preferences and the goals they want to achieve (Berry, 2005, p. 702). Groups are treated here as substantial entities with 
common purposes and agency (cf. Brubaker, 2002, p. 164). 

The systemic understanding of culture has been heavily criticized, especially since the 1980s, and by anthropologists in particular 
(e.g., Abu-Lughod, 1991; Barth, 1969, 1994; Appadurai, 1996; Clifford, 1988) and with it also the notion of cultural or ethnic groups. 
The tendency to treat internally homogeneous and clearly differentiated groups as essential elements of social life and units of social 
analysis to which common interest and agency can be attributed has been criticised under the term groupism (Brubaker, 2002, p.164). 
The newer perspective highlights the constructed character of ethnic boundaries, the heterogeneity and fluidity of cultural forms, and 
their uneven distribution among group members that makes cultural analysis on a group level problematic. Rather than focusing on 
particular characteristics of ethnic groups, the focus has been shifted to universally shared human experience, as well as to unique 
individual experiences (Hannerz, 1996). Within the last strain, anthropologists have emphasized that cultural knowledge and be
haviors are nonuniformly distributed among individuals and subsets of individuals occupying different positions in the social field. 
Some of the main sites of intracultural diversity can be age, gender, occupation or social status (Benkirane & Doucerain, 2022; Romney 
et al., 1986). Barth (1996) pointed out that the heterogeneity and continuous transformation of culture result from the way it is 
reproduced. Although people learn it predominantly from others through interactions, each person carries a unique version of culture 
being the outcome of his/her own experiences. Consequently, the assumption of discrete, natural cultural groups has been questioned 
by many scholars. The dismissal of acculturation research in anthropology (Waldram, 2009) and the enduring criticism of assimilation 
studies in sociology (e.g., Wimmer, 2009) can also be attributed to this changed understanding of culture and problematization of the 
group-level analysis. 

Since the postmodern approach to culture provides the foundation for the proposed tridimensional acculturation model, it seems 
reasonable to consider the processes represented in the model first and foremost from the individual-level perspective. Furthermore, in 
light of the postmodern view of culture, using cultural groups as reference points for acculturation dimensions (even at the individual- 
level of analysis) becomes problematic. This is because if participants are asked how similar they are to [.], or if they think the way the 
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[…] and insert in this place the name of a culture or ethnic group, then we suggest again that this culture or ethnic group is externally 
bounded, i.e. that we can distinguish people and cultural elements that belong and not belong to it, and that it is internally homo
geneous, i.e. people belonging to one group do the same things in the same way. The same logic can be attributed to asking about 
maintenance of heritage culture practices and adoption of host culture practices, as I have previously proposed for TDPOM. An 
example of when group references remain valid is when inquiring about identity understood as sense of belonging to a particular 
group. Recognizing that cultural diversity in many places is rapidly growing, that distribution of cultural practices is complex, uneven 
and renders unique combinations, that individuals have unique and idiosyncratic (cultural) knowledge, experiences etc., one could ask 
what heritage culture or host culture really stands for in an interconnected, globalized and superdiverse world. Upon reflection of this 
question, I propose to anchor the dimensions of acculturation to subjective perceptions of familiarity, unfamiliarity and novelty of 
cultural practices, as experienced by individuals during the acculturation process. The dimension of familiarity and unfamiliarity is 
derived from Zygmunt Bauman’s considerations as to the origins and meaning of the distinction between one’s own and others’ 
cultural communities and the perception of difference between them. In attempting to unpack this phenomenon, Bauman (1999) 
referred to “the degree of taming, domestication and familiarity of various (human as much as non-human) fragments of the sur
rounding world” as its underlying dimension (p. XXIII). At the root of the perceived cultural divisions, he saw the significant 
geographical distance between groups of people and, throughout much of history, the resulting slow and scarce communication be
tween them. One’s own cultural community, the “inside,” concerned “humans and things seen, met, dealt or interacted with daily, 
intertwined with habitual routine and day-to-day activities.” It was a space “where one seldom, if at all, finds oneself at a loss, feels lost 
for words or uncertain how to act.” (Bauman, p. XXIII) The space “outside,” i.e. all other communities, was the opposite of the “inside” 
space, related to feelings of uncertainty, hesitation and failing comprehension. It was everything unfamiliar. Bauman concludes that 
“whatever has come to be retrospectively dubbed as ‘community’ used to be brought into being by this opposition between ‘right here’ 
and ‘out there,’ ‘inside’ and ‘outside’” (p. XXIII). Furthermore, nowadays, because of the possibilities of instantaneous communication, 
independent of or much less dependent on geographical distance, these oppositions have lost much of their once apparent meaning. 

In the proposed tridimensional acculturation model, this opposition between familiar and unfamiliar is mapped into the first two 
dimensions of the acculturation process, maintenance and adoption. While the somewhat abstract inside-outside dichotomy cannot be 
any more easily comprehended in reference to the shape of the outer world, the familiar-unfamiliar distinction stands out as the 
clearer, more tangible and more meaningful description of the inner landscape of experience, when faced with modern reality. 
Moreover, the focus on the opposition between familiar and unfamiliar as perceived/experienced by an individual person allows to go 
beyond thinking in terms of heritage culture/s and host culture/s. From this perspective, what can be maintained by the individual are 
all those cultural practices that he or she perceives as familiar. Similarly, what can be adopted are all the cultural practices with which 
the person has come into contact following a defined period, event or point in time, for example after migration into another country, 
and that he/she perceives as new and unfamiliar. Hence, instead of the category “heritage culture” we now have a set of familiar 
practices, and instead of the category “host culture”, a set of newly encountered unfamiliar practices.4 The third dimension of the 
model, the cultural creation dimension, reaches in some ways beyond this dichotomization. It encompasses all the practices developed 
by a person, all significant innovations implemented to the familiar and/or newly encountered practices by the acculturating indi
vidual. In this sense, it brings to the set of practices known to a person as novel practice, which is created by this person herself/himself 
and thus is not adopted from elsewhere. 

Returning to the group level analysis, the question can be posed if it is at all possible to talk about group level acculturation and how 
a sense of commonality and community can be achieved in light of the postmodern view of culture. The idiosyncratic character of 
cultural knowledge does not preclude the possibility of people finding similarities in their experiences. People can still share similar 
experiences related to the process of acculturation, regarding what they find familiar or unfamiliar, and how they cope with these 
experiences, possibly leading to a sense of community. The important point, however, is that it should not be assumed that these 
similar experiences and sense of community go necessarily along the lines of national or ethnic cultures. In this sense, postmodern 
understanding of culture leads to the acknowledgment that groups cannot be taken for granted, and that they should not be pre
supposed (Brubaker, 2002). Instead, theoretical models and empirical research should be open to the possibility that other charac
teristics than country of birth or mother tongue, or a combination of them, may also form a base to identify common experiences and to 
distinguish groups (cf. Wimmer, 2009), and that common experiences can be restricted to specific domains. Therefore, it is also 
possible to consider the proposed acculturation model and its dimensions from the group-level perspective, however it remains open to 
analysis whether such perspectives would indeed fit a given situation, and along which lines groups’ boundaries could be drawn. 

Mechanisms behind the third (Creation) dimension of acculturation 

Since the cultural creation dimension of acculturation constitutes the new proposition, and extends the bidimensional model, it is of 
interest to consider the potential mechanisms behind it. Why and how can novelty be produced within the acculturation process? In the 
following section, potential explanations within two theoretical approaches will be presented. The first will refer to the creative 
cognition approach, a popular approach within the discipline of psychology, used for studying creativity resulting from multicultural 
experience. The second explanation will be based on the practice theory, a type of social theory which has gained increasing attention 
since the end of the 20th century in many social science disciplines including sociology. The second account will be broader than the 

4 Since there can potentially be multiple degrees of familiarity, familiar and unfamiliar is not a clear-cut distinction, but rather a continuum. 
Criteria for establishing a boundary thus need to be specifically defined for purposes of concrete empirical inquiries. 
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first, since practice theory is preferred as the basis for the proposed model. 

The creative cognition approach 

The cognitive view of creativity assumes that creative thinking is based on ordinary thinking processes and knowledge of the 
relevant domain, and that no qualitative differences in thinking exist between highly creative and non-creative people, so that 
everyone is capable of being creative (Weisberg, 2010). Furthermore, mundane and extraordinary creative performance are parts of 
one continuum of cognitive functioning. Individual differences in creativity can be understood “in terms of variations in the use” of 
concrete cognitive processes (Ward et al., 1999, p. 191). Such processes encompass e.g. associations, transformations, syntheses or 
extensions of existing cognitive schemes (Ward et al., 1999). Moreover, the creative cognition approach acknowledges that external or 
internal factors can influence the likelihood of any individual generating something novel. The emphasis on the ordinary character of 
creative processes and the possible effect of external factors makes this approach suitable for analysing acculturating individuals. The 
situation of context change and increased exposure to a range of new, unfamiliar stimuli can be considered as potentially affecting the 
cognitive processes of individuals in a way that results in generating novelty. So, the answer to the first question, why is novelty 
produced, would be that the new external factors stimulate people’s cognitive processes in such a way that it enhances their natural 
predisposition for generative thinking. Furthermore, people make use of this type of thinking while adjusting to the new environment. 
With time, utilising generative thinking skills can become a chronically accessible strategy for an individual. Consistent with this 
perspective, Chang et alimmigrants (Chang et al., 2014; Falavarjani & Yeh C. J., 2018; Lee & Kim, 2011; Simonton, 1997, 1999; Tadmor 
et al., 2012). 

Researchers have proposed and tested several mechanisms, such as conceptual expansion (Leung et al., 2008), ideational fluency 
(Saad et al., 2012), integrative complexity (Tadmor et al., 2012) and cognitive flexibility (Aytug et al., 2018), through which expe
rience with multiple cultures can foster creative performance. In the case of cognitive flexibility, interacting with people from different 
cultures who respond differently to similar situations can make individuals aware of having many options when choosing how to 
behave (Aytug et al., 2018). Subsequently, individuals can challenge their internalized culture-specific assumptions, and their 
routinized responses to situations can be destabilized. They can integrate and combine new ideas into existing cognitive structures and 
make novel connections between them (Maddux et al., 2010). Besides the effect of knowledge expansion, the differences in general 
cognitive processing of information can also account for higher domain-general creativity among bicultural people. The relatively 
more complex and integrative information processing style of biculturals, resulting from the constant comparing, integrating and 
negotiating between two or more cultural contexts, can become a common way of interacting with the world (Tadmor et al., 2012, p. 
523). The above-mentioned examples provide the answer to the second question as to how novelty could be produced. 

Practice theory5 

The notion of creativity lies at the core of creative cognition approach. However, as mentioned earlier, developing novel practices, 
especially in the context of acculturation, could also be considered as a form of coping with new situations caused by the contact with a 
new culture. Practice theory provides a base for such understanding. 

Practice theory places all that is cultural and social (since the two elements can’t be separated) into everyday life practices. This 
goes together with the understanding of culture as a process. The notion of ‘doing culture’, often used in studies utilizing the practice 
approach, assumes the literal meaning, that the focus of (cultural) analysis lies on the practices carried out by the members of the group 
under study (and not on these members per se) (Hörning & Reuter, 2004). In this sense, culture is defined as a practice (in general) or as 
a set of (some concrete) practices (Swidler, 2001). Furthermore, cultural identity is understood as an “unfinished, bricolage-shaped 
combination of various, complexes of practices” (Reuter, 2004, p. 239, my translation). What is a practice? Practice is an organized 
nexus of activities, a set of actions (Schatzki, 2001b). 

Practice theorists distinguish between practice as a coordinated entity or a block, and practice as a performance. In the first case, a 
practice is seen as a pattern consisting of several components linked in certain ways, such as: forms of bodily activities, forms of mental 
activities, things and their use, and background knowledge, for example, a way of cooking or consuming (Reckwitz, 2002). In the 
second case, practice as performance “refers to carrying out of practices” (Warde, 2005, p. 134). This could be, for example, a concrete 
act of consumption or a concrete act of cooking which represents this certain way of consuming goods or cooking. 

Although practices can be understood as routines (Reckwitz, 2002) learned through participation in shared practices from 
childhood onward, and can be very stable throughout the lifespan of an individual, practices can also be changed and transformed, if 
they, for example, do not fit a given situation (Alkemeyer & Buschmann, 2017). The newer theoretical contributions to practice theory 
emphasize that practice should be conceived of as a contingent accomplishment. One major source of this contingency is the con
textuality of practices (Reckwitz, 2003). While performing a practice, participants need to adjust to situational necessities and pos
sibilities. The context in which a practice is performed includes constraints, as well as possibilities for the “transformative interventions 
of participants” (Alkemeyer & Buschmann, 2017, p. 10). Therefore, according to practice approach, the novelty produced by in
dividuals within the acculturation process would occur as a response to the new, unfamiliar situations they face, and the challenges 
these situations pose to their typical practices. Novelty would be the result of the “everyday crisis of routines, [.] constellations of 

5 This term doesn’t designate a unified theory, but a family of conceptions sharing some basic assumptions (cf. Schatzki, 2001a). 
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interpretative interdeterminacy and of the inadequacy of knowledge with which the agent, carrying out a practice is confronted in the 
face of a ‘situation’” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 255). Furthermore, the novelty inherent in the response takes the form of a “pragmatic 
innovation” (Reckwitz, 2002, p. 256). Practice theory does not see the source of innovativeness in the individual features of the person, 
nor in the deliberate action of an individual to be creative. The source of inventive action rests in the logic of practice itself, which 
allows and forces a person to change his or her behaviour to break the routine, in order to adjust when confronted with a challenging 
situation. This mechanism can be likened to a coping strategy, more than to being creative. Moreover, innovativeness (creation) is seen 
as something inherent to the practice itself, and not as the property of the individual, insofar as novelty can be produced by anyone 
participating in the practice. 

Shove et al. (2012) proposed a model of how practices emerge, persist and disappear. Their main assumption is that this happens as 
links between elements defining a practice are constantly being established, sustained and broken. In this sense, a practice persists 
when similar elements are linked together in the same way over and over again (Shove et al., 2012). When existing or new elements are 
combined in a novel way, a new practice emerges. These novel combinations are made while a practice is carried out, i.e. through 
performance. Maller and Strengers (2013) used this model to analyse the changes in everyday practices of immigrants from Vietnam, 
Sri Lanka and Italy living in Australia, related to the use of energy and water. Several examples provided by the authors show how 
elements from existing practices performed in the country of origin become integrated with the local form encountered in Australian 
context, creating what they call a hybrid entity. Those entities were neither the replication of practices performed by them before the 
migration, nor the complete adoption of practices observed in the place of settlement. Through adjustment to the local conditions, such 
as the availability of dishwashers and washing machines, their earlier practices were transformed, yielding novel practices. 

Because a practice is always performed in a specific space and time, “when understandings, materials, practitioners and activities 
come together in a particular way” (Hui, 2017, p. 55) it can never be carried out in exactly the same way. Hence, any practice is 
necessarily characterized by continuous internal variation (Hui, 2017), and each performance includes some amount of change and 
transformation. In this sense, Hörning (2004) defines the repetition of a practice as the re-creation of the same state in a different 
context. However, depending on the expected level of similarity, one can conceive of two performances as the same thing, or not 
(Hörning, 2004). Therefore, in the definition of the cultural creation dimension of the proposed acculturation model, the expression 
“significant innovation,” used in reference to a practice, indicates a form of a (necessarily fuzzy) boundary between the re-creation of 
the same state and the creation of a new state/practice. 

The two presented approaches, creative cognition and practice theory, differ in their theoretical position as to what constitutes the 
smallest unit of analysis and where they locate “the site of the cultural”. For creative cognition it is in the cognitive processes, while for 
practice theory it is in the practices (cf. Reckwitz, 2003). However, they also converge on at least two points. Firstly, both conceive of 
creativity as something ordinary, not requiring any qualitatively special set of skills apart from what is utilised in everyday life, just the 
use of common cognitive processes or the pragmatic readjustment of actions, correspondingly. Secondly, both approaches view the 
situation of migration, or more general context change, as the trigger for processes resulting in the potential creation of new cognitive 
structures or new practices respectively. This trigger comes in the form of new experiences, challenging previous cognitive scheme
s/practices, and encouraging or requiring adjustment and change in the functioning of the individual. This is why it is reasonable to 
view cultural creation as a type of acculturation process, as well as one of the dimensions of acculturation. 

Conclusions and implications for future research 

I have argued that apart from adopting unfamiliar or maintaining familiar ways of living, people can develop new ways as a result 
of contact with a new culture, which are neither adopted nor maintained. I also argued that Berry’s bidimensional acculturation model 
cannot account for such eventualities, and that research tools based on the model are blind to such a possibility. I proposed to extend 
the bidimensional acculturation model by adding to it a third dimension, and called this proposition the tridimensional process- 
oriented acculturation model. I further proposed to base this extended model on a postmodern understanding of culture, and to 
focus on the underlying process in the context of acculturation instead of on the involved cultural groups. In conclusion, I would like to 
discuss the implications of the proposed model for acculturation research. 

Firstly, the model provides a new analytical dimension which can be used in empirical research in order to study the acculturation 
process more comprehensively. As discussed earlier, research and measures based on the bidimensional acculturation model are at risk 
of being blind to the possibility of individuals creating new cultural practices, a “third value”, during the acculturation process. The 
proposed model provides a conceptual base for acculturation measures, including such options and a category for analysing gathered 
data. Conceiving of cultural creation as a distinct dimension of acculturation allows the integration of some of the existing research 
findings on biculturals or multiculturals in the acculturation model in a more systematic way. Secondly, redefining the reference points 
of the acculturation dimensions allows conceptualizing acculturation in a way that fits contemporary societies. Considering that so
cieties become increasingly diverse, with people from multiple cultural backgrounds living together (van der Zee & van Oudenhoven, 
2022; Vertovec, 2007) as well as that high mobility and growing interconnectedness facilitate regular contact with diverse practices for 
increasing number of people, making their cultural makeup more idiosyncratic (Hannerz, 1996), applying categories of unfamiliar and 
familiar practices may be more useful than defining a mainstream or heritage cultural group (e.g. Doucerain et al., 2013). Thirdly, the 
present theoretical account allows the consideration of acculturation concept more broadly, and to potentially reorient the unit of 
analysis from the migrant population to the whole population (cf. Dahinden, 2017). The acculturation model presented here, with 
dimensions defined through familiarity, unfamiliarity and novelty of cultural practices, takes on a very generic character. The 
advantage of abandoning cultural groups as reference points and focusing on the processes, apart from adhering to the contemporary 
anthropological views on culture, allows the model to be flexibly applied to various scales of analysis and contexts. The three types of 
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acculturation processes postulated here: maintenance, adoption and creation, can potentially be observed not only in the case of 
individuals moving to a new country, but also to a new city, neighbourhood, school or company. This theoretical perspective makes it 
possible to discuss acculturation not only in the context of international migration or ethnic minorities. The precondition to study the 
acculturation process conceptualized in such a way is limited to the individual’s subjective perception of differences in terms of fa
miliarity versus unfamiliarity between contexts where he or she moves. Consequently, this means that even migration between 
continents wouldn’t in itself provide enough reason to discuss acculturation if the new and old context of living wouldn’t differ (on 
dimensions/domains of interest) in the perception/experience of the people in question. Furthermore, there would be nothing inherent 
in the move itself to trigger an acculturative change, and any observed change would necessarily have a different source than the 
acculturation. On the other hand, moving from the countryside to a city, different neighbourhood, or having a new employer could all 
be reasons to study acculturation if an individual notices significant differences in practices in the old and the new place of settlement 
or place of work, which could trigger a change in his or her way of living (repertoire of performed practices). 

One methodological implication of this reasoning is that the first step in an acculturation research should be to examine partici
pants’ subjective perception of differences in different domains between the contexts of interest. Furthermore, any analysis of the 
acculturation process should be then restricted to those domains in which differences are perceived. Another implication relates to the 
process focus of the model. The researchers should inquire how individuals have changed as a result of contact with a new culture, and 
not solely to which groups they are more similar to, or practices of which groups they perform. This change could be further analysed 
along the three dimensions of the proposed model, focusing on what practices individuals have maintained, adopted, or created in the 
course of acculturation. As noted earlier, when studying identity, group references may be inevitable, but even in this case, it is possible 
to focus on the processes involved in negotiating multiple and/or novel identities rather than on group labels. 

The operationalization of the proposed dimensions, especially the cultural creation dimension, would necessarily be dependent on 
the investigated domain. As previously mentioned, some questionnaires on multicultural identity already entail items referring to 
cultural creation in this domain (e.g. Ward et al., 2018). Regarding practices understood as behaviors, the items would need to refer to 
novel ways of acting individuals developed as a result of contact with a new culture. Qualitative research focusing on individuals’ lived 
experience of acculturation would be especially well suited to provide more in-depth knowledge about the nature of the cultural 
creation process. Through quantitative research, the relative prevalence of the proposed cultural creation process and its relationship 
with other processes and constructs could be tested. 

One criticism that could be raised is that the generic character of the model makes it less useful in explaining typically migratory 
experiences. However, redefining migratory phenomena in more generic terms, by going back to the underlying process and the 
meaning behind distinguishing one’s own and other’s cultural community, does not limit the explanatory capacities of the model. The 
model can still be applied to studies focusing on international migration or ethnic minorities, but it can also be applied to studies 
investigating people without such backgrounds. In this sense, the present theoretical proposition responds to the plea for de- 
migranticization of research on migration and integration, and attempts to escape the “nation-state- and ethnicity-centered episte
mology” which naturalizes migration- and ethnicity-related differences (Dahinden, 2017). Consequently, applying the proposed model 
in research allows to gather data in an open manner, which doesn’t require presupposing culture-based lines of differences and 
focusing on a concrete population segment. 
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The role of perceived cultural distance in the acculturation of Polish immigrants in Vienna 

Ina Teresa Wilczewska  

 

Abstract 

So far, the role of perceived cultural distance (PCD) for acculturation has been examined 

predominantly in studies comparing immigrants from different ethnic groups. However, since the 

contemporary understanding of culture stresses the heterogeneous and idiosyncratic character of 

cultural knowledge it seems reasonable to expect also immigrants from the same ethnic group and 

living in the same place to differ regarding PCD between home and host country. The present study 

examines the links between PCD and acculturation of first-generation Polish immigrants living in 

Vienna (N=286) using the tridimensional process-oriented acculturation model (Wilczewska, 2023). 

Acculturation was measured through changes in behavioural practices and values. Changes in value 

importance were examined using SSVS with a modified rating scale. PCD was measured for each 

practice and each value. Findings showed that PCD varied strongly between participants as well as 

within participants regarding different practices and different values. PCD had a different effect on 

acculturative change in different domains of practice. In some domains larger PCD was associated 

with more adoption (especially leisure activities, communication style, work relations) in others with 

more maintenance (hospitality, family life). In general, larger PCD was associated with more changes 

in value importance. However, the direction of those changes differed for different values. For some 

values the change was towards greater similarity with the host society, for others change was 

diverging towards greater similarity to host or home society depending on where the value was 

perceived to be more important. Findings show the importance of PCD for individual acculturation. 

The effect of PCD on acculturative change interacts with the measured behavioural domains and 

values, suggesting the importance of detailed analysis on item level. 

 

 

Introduction 

Cultural distance (CD) and perceived cultural distance (PCD), meaning to what extent individuals 

perceive the home and host cultural environment to be different, has been analysed as a factor in 

cross-cultural adaptation (Bierwiaczonek & Waldzus, 2016). It has been most frequently investigated 

for expatriates and international students, and much less for first-generation migrants 

(Bierwiaczonek & Waldzus, 2016). Studies focusing on CD usually refer to broad classifications of 

cultures or countries on cultural dimensions such as proposed by Hofstede (2001), or objective 

measures such as GNP (e.g. Polek et al., 2009), which can be used on a group level. It is assumed that 

those measures reflect the amount of differences with which participants have to deal while 

adjusting to a new place of settlement. PCD, on the other hand, brings the focus to individual and 

subjective perception of differences and has a different value for each participant. Interestingly, it 

has been shown that such “objective” measures of CD and PCD do not necessarily correlate with 

each other (Bierwiaczonek & Waldzus, 2016; Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2009). Furthermore, PCD is a 

unifactorial construct in contrast to most country-level CD measures, which are typically 

multifactorial (Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2009), and is related to personality measures such as 

emotional stability, suggesting fundamental differences between those two constructs.  
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Although PCD is an individual-level variable, studies applying measures of PCD still tend to focus on 

comparing different ethnic groups, and to the best of my knowledge, no study so far has investigated 

associations between adaptation and PCD in an ethnically homogeneous immigrant group. Apart 

from the established subjective character of PCD, which suggests the possibility of meaningful 

differences in PCD also between members of one ethnic group, another argument for this line of 

thought provides the contemporary understanding of culture. Since the 1980s it has been 

increasingly recognized that cultural boundaries can be blurry, and that people belonging to the 

same ethno-cultural group can substantially differ regarding their cultural knowledge and cultural 

practices (e.g Abu-Lughod, 1991; Barth, 1969; Clifford, 1988). These individual differences result from 

the way culture is reproduced. The cultural made up of a given person is a function of his or her 

unique experiences and life circumstances, rendering her/his cultural knowledge idiosyncratic (Barth, 

1994). This is why it seems reasonable to expect that people belonging to the same ethnic group and 

moving to the same new place can nonetheless differ regarding cultural differences they perceive. 

Furthermore, immigrants not only come with different cultural “baggage”, but in the new place they 

are exposed to, diverse cultural experiences, dependent on such factors as, for example, the position 

they occupy in the new social field they enter, age, gender or the society segment they are most in 

contact with (Portes & Zhou, 1993; Romney et al., 1986).  

 

The present study examines the links between PCD and acculturation in an ethnically homogeneous 

first-generation immigrant group living in one city. It aims at contributing to the scarce research on 

first-generation migrants in this field and to further deepen the understanding of PCD for 

acculturation by focusing on different acculturation domains. The focus lies on acculturative change 

regarding different behavioural practices and values. Furthermore, PCD is considered to be a 

precondition to study acculturation, and therefore applied as a filter for the measurement of 

acculturative change. 

 
Perceived cultural distance and acculturation 

Acculturation can be defined as the process of cultural and psychological change, resulting from 

contact between groups and individuals of different cultural backgrounds (Berry and Sam, 2016, 

p.11). Change is considered to be the key component of the acculturation concept, and individual 

change constitutes the core interest of an acculturation measurement (cf. Graves, 1967; Guo, Suarez-

Morales, Schwartz, & Szapocznik, 2009; Miller, 2007; Stephenson, 2000.) The other crucial 

acculturation component is the specific and necessary trigger of this change, namely continuous 

contact with a new culture. In the case of immigrants, it means that the host culture with which they 

come into contact needs to be perceived as different from the home culture in order to trigger 

change in a person, because only then adaptation will be required (Demes & Geeraert, 2014). If a 

person does not see any cultural differences between her or his home and host culture or places of 

settlement then any change in practices or values will necessarily be a result of a different process 

than acculturation (Wilczewska, 2023). It is also reasonable to expect that the larger the cultural 

differences individuals perceive/experience, the more they can potentially change in a response to 

them, and in an effort to adapt to the new place of living (Demes & Geeraert, 2014). This is why PCD 

and acculturation are interrelated. Furthermore, research proves that PCD is an important 

antecedent variable in immigrant adaptation (Bierwiaczonek & Waldzus, 2016; Suanet & Van de 

Vijver, 2009). However, based on the above reasoning, perception of cultural differences can be 

47



 

considered not only an antecedent, but also a precondition for acculturative change, and should 

therefore be included in acculturation measurement.  

 
PCD has been predominantly examined as a broad construct enclosing a large set of cultural 

differences. For example, (Galchenko & van de Vijver, 2007) used 22 items, and (Suanet & Van de 

Vijver, 2009) used 16 items referring to varies aspect of life. In those studies participants indicated 

how similar or different a given two countries are, regarding those aspects. (Cheng & Leung, 2012) 

adopted items (14 in total) from the acculturation index of (Ward & Kennedy, 1994) to measure PCD. 

In all those studies item scores were summarized into one general score, indicating PCD without 

differentiating between specific aspects of culture. Because of this, although the perceived 

differences encompass typically diverse domains such as language, social contacts, food preferences, 

religion, and values, it is unclear what the importance of PCD is in those specific domains for 

acculturation. A more fine approach was used by (Albada et al., 2021) regarding PCD in different 

values. They demonstrated that considering attitudes towards migrants, only PCD in some values and 

not others was a relevant predictor. (Demes & Geeraert, 2013, p. 93) argued that scales measuring 

PCD and adaptation should include matching dimensions and items in order for researchers to be 

able to better understand the relationship between those constructs. Such an approach allows for a 

detailed analysis on an item level, and may bring further insights into the role of PCD for 

acculturation.  

 

Previous studies demonstrated that, in general, larger PCD is associated with poorer adaptation. 

Adaptation can be understood as a consequence, often a long-term outcome, of the acculturation 

process (Sam & Berry, 2010). Changes in behavioural practices, and in values occurring as a response 

to contact with a new culture, can be understood as a means of adapting to a new place of 

settlement. Few studies analysed PCD and adaptation relating to behavioural practices. (Suanet & 

Van de Vijver, 2009) examined the association between PCD and behaviours in home and host 

domain, such as asking for advice from other students from their home or host country, use of home 

and host language, or food preferences. They found that larger PCD was associated with more 

behaviour in home domain and less behaviour in host domain. Similarly, (Nesdale & Mak, 2003) 

found that larger cultural distance was associated with stronger ethnic identity, which was measured 

by preferences for ethnic practices such as raising children in a traditionally ethnic way. (Demes & 

Geeraert, 2013) developed a brief scale measuring sociocultural adaptation, referring to practices in 

several domains, and used matching items to measure PCD. They asked participants how easy or 

difficult it is to adapt in those different domains. The results showed that larger PCD was associated 

with more difficult adaptation. It is noteworthy that none of those studies measured how much 

people changed their behavioural practices in an effort to adapt, but focused mainly on cultural 

preferences or on the extent of difficulties in adaptation.  

 
Values and acculturation  

Values as properties of individuals and societies have been extensively utilised to compare countries 

and analyse cross-cultural differences. Schwartz’s theory of the content and structure of personal 

values (Schwartz, 1992) is currently the most widely applied in cross-cultural research (Sagiv & 

Schwartz, 2022). Schwartz distinguished ten basic values, defined as beliefs about desirable goals, 

forming a circular structure. The more compatible any two values are, the closer they are going 

around the circle, whereas the more in conflict, the further away they are. The ten values can be 
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grouped according to two dimensions. The first dimension captures the conflict between openness to 

change versus conservation, expressed by self-direction, stimulation and hedonism values versus 

conformity, tradition and security values. The second dimension captures the conflict between self-

enhancement versus self-transcendence, expressed by power and achievement values versus, 

universalism and benevolence values. Values are generally regarded as stable personality 

characteristics, however, major life events may cause significant changes in people’s values (Sagiv & 

Schwartz, 2022). Migration can be considered such an event. So far there has been just a handful of 

studies analysing value change in relation to migration and acculturation. (Rudnev, 2014) 

demonstrated that migrants’ values were associated stronger with their country of residence than 

with their country of birth, suggesting assimilative change in value importance following migration. 

(Bardi et al., 2014) used longitudinal data to analyse changes in value importance of Polish migrants 

in Britain. The findings showed that the importance of two values have changed significantly. 

Specifically, the importance of self-direction and power value significantly increased during 1,5 years 

of living in Britain. Similarly, a longitudinal study analysing value change in Ingrain-Finnish migrants 

(Lönnqvist et al., 2011) found out that 19 months after migration, the importance of several values 

for participants had changed compared to before migration. Furthermore, the importance of both 

universalism and security values increased, whereas the importance of achievement and power 

values decreased after migration. However, in a follow up study (Lönnqvist et al., 2013) conducted 

one year later, the importance of the values, which had previously changed, appeared to be 

returning to their baseline level, suggesting lack of a permanent change in value importance. To the 

best of my knowledge, no studies have so far analysed the relationship between PCD and value 

change. Since research findings suggest that the greater the life change, the more people’s value 

change (Bardi et al., 2014), it seems reasonable to expect that the greater the PCD, the greater the 

change in value importance. However, because of the scarce research and heterogeneous findings, it 

is not possible to formulate a more precise hypothesis as to how the value importance of different 

values will change.  

 

The current research  

The present research investigates the role of PCD for acculturation. It is the first study to consider 

PCD among members of a homogeneous immigrant group living in one place, and to focus on the 

extent of acculturative change in everyday practices and not on cultural preferences or adjustment 

difficulties. The research applies the tridimensional process-oriented acculturation model (TDPOM) 

proposed by Wilczewska (2023). The model is grounded in the constructivist understanding of 

culture. It stresses the idiosyncratic nature of cultural knowledge, and resulting from it, the 

subjectivity of acculturation experiences. It postulates that the examination of perceived cultural 

differences between places of settlement in different acculturation domains should constitute the 

first step in measuring acculturation, and that any further analysis of the acculturation process 

should be restricted to those domains in which differences are perceived, since acculturative change 

can be triggered only by contact with new/different culture. Therefore, PCD can be considered as a 

precondition of any acculturative change. The model further specifies three dimensions of 

acculturative change: maintenance of heritage-familiar practices, adoption of host-unfamiliar 

practices and creation of novel practices.  

In order to gain more precise understanding of the relationship between PCD and acculturation, the 

present research analyses the relationship between acculturative change in different cultural 
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domains, such as different practices and different values, and PCD in those domains. Referring to 

TDOPM (Wilczewska, 2023) changes in practices were examined regarding three acculturation 

dimensions: adoption of host practices, maintenance of home practices and creation of novel 

practices. Change in value importance have been considered to be unidimensional, ranging from 

becoming much more similar to the home culture to becoming much more similar to the host 

culture. The reasoning was that all places of settlement/locations can be placed on one dimension 

according to the level of importance of a given value in such place. This further means that, if a 

person perceives differences regarding the importance of a given value between place “a” and “b”, it 

implies that in one place, the value is more important than in the other. Therefore, she or he can 

move on the importance dimension either towards becoming more similar to the place “a” or place 

“b”. As per logic, it would not be possible to become simultaneously more (or also less) similar to 

both places. 

The current research utilises a city scale instead of country scale for measuring perceived cultural 

distance and acculturation. This approach allows to depart from methodological nationalism, for 

which migration studies have been strongly criticized (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002) and to take 

into account regional cultural differences. Furthermore, scaling down to a city scale also allows to 

test the hypothesis about individual differences in PCD derived from contemporary understanding of 

culture in an even more conservative way. 

Austria is comprised of nine federal states with diverse historical, cultural and linguistic backgrounds 

(Vocelka, 2011) The city of Vienna constitutes one such federal state. It is the largest and most 

culturally diverse city in Austria, along with having its own dialect. At the beginning of 2020, foreign 

born individuals accounted for 36,7% of the city’s population (Statistik Austria, 2020). First 

generation Polish immigrants living permanently in the city of Vienna, Austria (as opposed to circular 

or seasonal immigrants) participated in the study. People born in Poland constitute the fourth largest 

immigrant group in the city with 49,152 persons. As EU citizens, they can freely reside and work in 

Austria, and are entitled to social security benefits. They are also some of the best educated 

immigrants among the large immigrant groups in Austria (OECD, 2008). 

 

Because the research focuses on acculturative change in practices and values, and not, for example, 

on preferences or identification with home and host country, such design requires participants who 

had migrated after their practices and values have been, at least to some degree, learned or 

internalized, so that an actual change can take place. Therefore, following (Rudnev, 2014) and the 

formative period hypothesis, those participants who were born in Poland, and lived there during 

their childhood and adolescence (until the age of 15 at least), were selected for the study. 

 
 
Method 
 
Sample and procedure  

This cross-sectional study targeted first generation Polish immigrants living in Vienna, who 

lived in Poland until at least the age of 15. As immigrants can be considered a ‘hidden’ or ‘hard-to-

reach’ population (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997), it was not possible to base the sampling on any official 

register, nor any readily-available database. Therefore, the participants were recruited in diverse 

ways in order to increase the likelihood of gaining access to the widest range possible. These 
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included recruiting through online forums and Facebook groups, Polish formal and informal 

associations in Vienna, institutions such as the Polish Culture Institute in Vienna, during events for 

Polish immigrants, as well as through informal contacts and snow-ball sampling. 

 A total of 286 were included in the analysis. Approximately 69% of the participants identified 

as female, and 31% as male. The mean sample age was 41.72 (SD = 14.09), the youngest participant 

was 18 and the oldest 92 years old. The average length of stay in Austria was 15.46 years (SD = 12.02) 

and in Vienna 15.23 years (SD = 12.01). The mean age at migration was 26.33 (SD = 7,74). The 

questionnaire was available in the Polish language, both in an online, as well as paper and pencil 

version. The majority of participants completed the questionnaire online (72%). The participants 

needed approximately 40 minutes to complete it.  

 
 
 
Measures 

Acculturation was measured through changes in behavioural practices and changes in value 

importance. Matching items were used to measure acculturation and PCD. Nine domains of 

behavioural practice were used in the measurement. They are listed in the following tables. Firstly, 

the PCD in a given domain was measured. PCD was measured by the question: Have you noticed any 

differences between the place where you come from and Vienna, regarding [here the given 

behavioural domain was inserted]. The expression “place where you come from” was chosen 

because more specific reference to a city or region in Poland was not possible, since the participants 

came from diverse cities, as well as rural areas in Poland. The answers were given on a 7-point scale 

ranging from 0 - no differences at all to 6 - tremendous differences. Secondly, participants who 

selected a number other than 0 were asked 3 questions referring to acculturation dimensions. The 

first referred to the dimension of adopting: To what extend have you adopted the [..] observed in 

Vienna in your current life?. The second question to the dimension of maintaining: To what extent 

have you remained by the [..] from the place where you come from? Finally, the third question 

referred to the dimension of creating: To what extent have you developed your own different […] 

inspired by the places where you lived, including Vienna? The answers were given on a 7-point scale 

ranging from not at all to entirely. 

Changes in value importance were examined applying the Short Schwartz’s Value Survey (SSVS) with 

a modified rating scale. Following the German version of SSVS, the definitions of the values as 

provided by Schwartz were used, rather than the keywords in brackets as is the case in the original 

SSVS. The validation of German SSVS provided evidence for validity and reliability of such an 

approach (Boer, 2014). The Polish translation of value definitions was obtained by the use of the 

back-translation method, and compared with translations already available in the Polish academic 

literature on this topic (e.g Cieciuch, 2013). Furthermore, the obtained translations were cognitively 

tested for their understanding. As a result, a change was made regarding the definition of hedonism, 

and the keywords from the original SSV were used instead of the definition due to being more 

informative and easier to understand. Firstly, a name of a given value and its definition was provided 

in a bold font. Subsequently, three questions regarding a given value were asked. As with 

behavioural practices, the first question referred to PCD in each value, and was formulated as 

follows: Have you noticed any differences between the place where you come from and Vienna, 

regarding the importance of [name of the value] for people? The same rating scale as with practices 
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was used. Only participants who selected a number other than 0 were asked the next two questions. 

The second question referred to where participants perceive a given value to be more important, in 

Vienna or where they come from. The third question measured the acculturative change. Participants 

were asked: To what extent has the importance of […] for you personally changed as a result of your 

time spent in Vienna, and in what direction? Following that, only after the first value additional 

explanation was provided: Have you become, to some extent, more similar to other people living in 

Vienna in this regard, or maybe more similar to people where you come from? Or maybe you haven’t 

changed at all while living in Vienna, or the change happened in a different direction? The answer 

was given on a 13-point scale, with the middle point (0) marked as no change, and two opposite 

poles signifying increasing change ether to Vienna (1 to 6), with 6 on the right, and marked as much 

more similar to Vienna, or to place of origin (1 to 6), with 6 on the left, and marked as much more 

similar to where I come from. Additionally, the option change in different direction was provided 

laterally.  

 

 

Results  

Individual differences in PCD were examined through descriptive statistics, particularly measures of 

variation. The descriptive statistics are presented in Table 1. The PCD in practices and values varies 

strongly between participants. For each practice, domain, as well as for each value, the range of 

participants’ answers amounted to the maximum, meaning that for each practice, as well as each 

value, some participants indicated that they don’t see any differences at all, and some indicated that 

they see tremendous differences. The highest variability in PCD, measured by standard deviation 

from the mean, was found in the relational domains, such as work relations, friendship and family 

life, and in values such as security and power. The lowest variability was found in the domain of 

eating habits and the universalism value.   
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for PCD in measured domains 

Perceived cultural 

distance in: 

Mean SD Range % no difference % tremendous 
differences 

Hospitality  4,61 1,633 7 5,3% 11,6% 

Eating habits 4,88 1,593 7 4,2% 17,2% 

Clothing 4,54 1,869 7 11,2% 14,4% 

Leisure activities 5,22 1,788 7 8,1% 25,6% 

Communication style 4,66 1,829 7 10,2% 14,4% 

Family life  4,93 1,993 7 11,9% 23,5% 

Friendships 4,27 1,977 7 15,8% 11,2% 

Work relations 4,56 2,120 7 13,7% 16,5% 

Gender roles 4,58 1,955 7 12,6% 15,4% 

Power 4,04 2,044 7 19,3% 9,5% 

Achievement 4,44 1,928 7 13,3% 13,0% 

Hedonism 4,94 1,967 7 13,0% 24,9% 

Stimulation 4,65 1,859 7 10,9% 14,0% 

Self-direction 4,52 2,027 7 15,8% 15,1% 

Universalism 5,27 1,726 7 6,0% 29,5% 

Benevolence 4,43 1,938 7 12,3% 15,8% 

Tradition 5,11 1,857 7 8,8% 27,4% 

Conformity 3,89 2,407 7 12,6% 15,1% 

Security 4,21 2,161 7 21,1% 15,1% 

 
Note. N = 286 

 

To assess the variation in perception of each individual, regarding PCD across domains, the range for 

PCD scores on the 9 practice domains, as well as the range for PCD scores on the 10 values, has been 

calculated for each person. Since the 7-point scale was used for PCD measurement, the range could 

vary from 0 to 6, with 0 meaning that the PCD was consistent across all domains, and 6 meaning that 

PCD regarding at least one domain amounted to 0 (no differences at all), and regarding at least one 

domain amounted to 6 (tremendous differences). In most cases (25%) the range amounted to 3 

points, and in 21% of cases the range amounted to maximum. Regarding values, in most cases the 

range amounted to maximum (24%), 3 points was the second most frequent range value (20%).  For 

only 1% and 3% of participants the PCD was consistent across practices, domains and values 

respectively (with the range amounting to 0).   
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The relationship between PCD and the acculturative change in practices was analysed by means of 

correlations. In accordance with the assumptions of the TDPOM, participants who indicated that they 

don’t see any cultural differences were excluded from the analysis. The correlation coefficients 

between perceived cultural distance in a given domain and changes in behavioural practices in a 

matching domain on three acculturation dimensions are presented in Figure 1. Regarding the 

adoption dimension, for all but two domains, the relationship is positive and statistically significant, 

meaning that the larger the PCD, the more people in this domain adopt the behaviour observed in 

Vienna. However, the strength of this relationship varies for different domains. Only for the domains 

of family life and hospitality does there appear to be no relationship between adoption and PCD. 

Regarding the maintenance dimension, for all but two domains, the relationship between PCD and 

the acculturative change is either negative, meaning that the larger the PCD, the less people maintain 

the behaviour from the place where they come from, or close to zero. Only for the domains of family 

life and hospitality is the relationship positive, meaning that, in these two domains, the larger the 

PCD, the more people maintain the behaviour from their place of origin. Regarding the cultural 

creation dimension for all domains, there is a positive association between PCD and developing new 

behaviours. In the case of one domain, this relationship does not reach statistical significance.   
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Figure 1. Relationship between the perception of cultural differences and acculturation processes by 

domain on three acculturation dimensions 

 

 
Note: The figure depicts correlation coefficients with error bars of 95% confidence intervals. The 
domains are sorted according to the size of the corr. coefficient on the adoption dimension.  
 

 

In order to analyse the relationship between PCD and the amount of change in values by means of 

correlation, the answers on the 13-point scale regarding changes in the value importance had been 

recoded, so that the scale had only 7 points, with 0 coding no change and values 1 to 6 coding 

increasing change regardless of whether the change was in the direction of Vienna or place where 

participants came from. Participants who indicated change in a different direction than these two, as 
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well as participants who indicated that they don’t see any differences in the importance of a given 

value between the two places, were excluded from the analysis. For all but one value a significant 

correlation between PCD in a given value and the amount of change in the importance of this value 

was found (Figure 2). The one value where no significant correlation was found, that being power 

value, was also the value with the highest percentage of participants indicating no change. It is 

noteworthy that for each value, the most prevalent answer was no change (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Relationship between PCD and changes in value importance by value  

 

 
Note. The figure depicts correlation coefficients with error bars of 95% confidence intervals. The 

domains are sorted according to the size of the corr. coefficient.  

 

The one value where no significant correlation was found, that being power value, was also the value 

with the highest percentage of participants indicating no change. It is noteworthy that for each value, 

the most prevalent answer was no change (Table 2).  

 

  

56



 

Table 2. Percentage of answers “no change" regarding changes in value importance  

Values 
%  “no change” 
answers 

N 

Self-direction 23,5 190 

Universalism 21,8 239 

Conformity 35,9 215 

Benevolence 36,2 226 

Stimulation 21,3 206 

Security 31,6 201 

Tradition 37,6 233 

Hedonism 20,2 224 

Achievement 31 193 

Power 46 177 

 

To determine whether participants who perceive a given value to be more important in Vienna differ 

from those who perceive a given value to be more important in the place where they come from, 

regarding changes in value importance, a series of tests for group comparisons were performed, and 

a series of box-plots was analysed. Because of a non-normal distribution of the variables, as well as 

large differences in the size of the compared groups, a non-parametrical Mann-Whitney U Test was 

utilized. The test revealed significant differences between groups regarding all but one value (Table 

3). The results indicated that the scores of participants who perceived the values to be more 

important in Vienna were significantly higher than the scores of participants who perceived the 

values to be more important in their place of origin. However, because of the bipolar nature of the 

utilized scale, it doesn’t necessarily mean that the second group changed less than the first one, but 

it could also mean that the groups changed in disparate directions. To determine the nature of the 

group differences, a visual analysis of box plots pairs showing the amount of changes for each value 

per group was performed (Figure 3.). To facilitate the visual analysis, variables measuring the amount 

of change in value importance have been recoded, with 0 coding no change, values -1 to -6 coding 

increasing change in the direction of participants’ place of origin. and values 1 to 6 coding increasing 

change in the direction of Vienna. The analysis revealed that, in the case of some values, group 

differences resulted from the different extent of change, but in the case of other values, the 

differences were due to a different direction of change. In the case of the values: power, 

achievement, hedonism, stimulation and conformity, the box plot analysis indicated that, in majority, 

both groups have changed in the direction of Vienna or not at all. Whereas for participants who 

perceived these values to be more important in Vienna, the change was even greater, with the 

exception of power value, where the difference wasn’t statistically significant. In the case of values: 

self-direction, universalism, benevolence, tradition and security, the box plot analysis indicated that 

the majority of groups changed in disparate directions. The majority of those who perceived these 

values to be more important in Vienna also changed in this direction or not at all, and the majority of 
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those who perceived these values to be more important in the place where they came from changed 

in this direction or not at all.  

 

 

 

Table 3. Results of group comparisons regarding changes in value importance per value 

 

Value more important in the 

place of origin 

Value more important in the  
place of settlement 

   

 Md N Md N  U z p Cohen’s r Power 

Power 0 86 0 93  3645.5 -1.087 .277 .081 .18 

Achievement 0 73 2 124  2875.5 -4.375 .000 .312 .99 

Hedonism 3 19 3 199  1110.5 -3.002 .003 .203 .39 

Stimulation 0 36 3 161  1275.5 -5.312 .000 .379 .99 

Self-direction 0 44 3 141  920.0 -7.124 .000 .524 .99 

Universalism 0 23 3 212  785.5 -5.404 .000 .352 .92 

Benevolence 0 86 3 133  1744.0 -8.938 .000 .604 1.00 

Tradition 0 195 0 32  1956.5 -3.499 .000 .233 .68 

Conformity 0 66 2 141  3070.0 -4.058 .000 .282 .97 

Security 0 59 3 138  1360.5 -7.556 .000 .539 1.00 
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Discussion  

This research investigated the role of PCD for immigrants’ acculturation, and focused on 

acculturative change in behavioural practices and values. Extending findings from the previous 

research, the results of the study show that PCD is also associated with acculturation when 

considering a single ethnic group living in one place. The findings confirmed that, even within a single 

immigrant group, a significant variation in the PCD regarding different domain of practice and 

different values exists. Moreover, this variation occurs not only when comparing different 

participants, but also when comparing PCD by a single participant in different domains of practices 

and in different values. These findings corroborate the understanding of culture as heterogeneous, 

and cultural knowledge as idiosyncratic.  

For most of the practice domains, larger PCD was associated with more adoption, suggesting that the 

more differences participants perceive, the more they adopt practices from the new place of 

settlement. Fewer statistically significant associations with maintenance were found, and for most 

domains, they tended to be negative, suggesting that the more differences participants perceive, the 

less they maintain practices from the place where they come from. However, in the case of two 

domains, hospitality and family life, the relationship was different. Larger PCD was not associated 

with adoption, and was associated with more maintenance. This means that the larger the 

differences participants perceived in these domains, the more they wanted to preserve the practices 

from their place of origin. This may be related to the high value attributed to strong family ties and 

hospitality in Polish society, as it can be considered more traditional and collectivistic than Austrian 

society (Inglehart, 2023; Piurko et al., 2011). It is possible that, because of this valuation, participants 

consider practices in these domains as worth preserving also in a new place of settlement, and that 

larger PCD further reinforces the need to do so. Furthermore, in all but one practice domain larger 

PCD was associated with more creation. Suggesting that, the larger the PCD, the more people tend to 

develop their own ways of doing things, and that developing new practices may be another way, 

apart from adopting host practices, of adjusting and coping with those perceived differences (c.f. 

Wilczewska, 2023). This finding further corresponds to studies demonstrating that multicultural 

experiences, particularly perception and consideration of cultural differences, facilitates creativity 

(Maddux, Adam, & Galinsky, 2010; Cheng, Leung, 2013).  

In general, and as predicted, larger PCD was associated with more changes in value importance. 

However, among participants who indicated perceiving cultural difference, the most prevalent 

answer was still no change, which corresponds to the assumption that values are a relatively stable 

personality aspect (Sagiv & Schwartz, 2022). Furthermore, the strength and/or direction of changes 

in value importance depended on where the given value was perceived to be more important. In the 

case of half of the measured values (universalism, benevolence, self-direction, security and 

tradition), the direction of the change differed depending on where the value was perceived to be 

more important. The majority of participants became more similar to the place where they perceived 

these values to be more important. For the other half of the values (stimulation, hedonism, 

achievement, power and conformity), the dominant direction of change was towards becoming more 

similar to people living in Vienna, with the difference that people who perceived these values to be 

more important in Vienna changed even more in this direction that the ones who perceived these 

values to be more important in the homeplace. These findings suggest that the values belonging to 
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the second group are more prone to environmental cues than the values belonging to the first group. 

A possible explanation of these differences can be related to the general level of importance of the 

ten values for people across the globe, and to the changes in value importance due to age.  

 
Considering all ten values, benevolence, self-direction, universalism and security are the top 4 most 

important values in societies across the globe, including European societies (Schwartz and Bardi, 

2001; Borg, 2021). This indicates that they are almost universally strongly desirable, and may explain 

why, if the importance of these values has changed for the participants, it has changed for the 

majority of them towards becoming more and not less important. This may be because, even if a 

person perceives differences regarding these values’ importance between the place where they 

come from and Vienna, people in both places consider them desirable, and they are being promoted 

in both societies. Furthermore, this means that even those participants who indicated changing 

towards the place where they come from, and not Vienna, due to this being where they perceive 

these values to be more important, they may still expect to be appraised for their values, and not 

rejected by the host society. It is realistic to imagine that immigrants who are, on average, more 

benevolent or universalistic than those native to the country, are still going to be welcomed by them. 

Tradition is another value belonging to the group of values which predominantly became more 

important. However, tradition does not occupy such a high place in the value hierarchy across the 

globe. It is but a value where the importance increases very strongly with age, in contrast to the 

other four values where the importance changes very little, or not at all with age (Borg, 2021). 

Therefore, it is possible that, as participants in the time between migration and survey necessarily 

grew older (and the average length of stay for this sample was over 15 years), they become more 

traditional due to age.  

 
Stimulation, hedonism, achievement, power and conformity are values which are considered less 

important in societies across the globe (Schwartz and Bardi, 2001). Furthermore, in the case of the 

first four values, their importance significantly diminishes with age (Borg, 2021), with a sharp decline 

in their importance already being indicated in the 20s. (Borg, 2021). It is noteworthy that the average 

age of participants in this study was over 40 years. The lower general desirability of these values, and 

their lessening importance with age, can possibly render them less central aspects of the self, and 

therefore more prone to environmental cues and cultural priming (Bardi & Goodwin, 2011). It also 

appears that, in the case of these values, the acculturation effect is stronger than the effect of 

ageing, since the majority of participants who perceived these values to be more important in Vienna 

changed as to these values becoming more important to them.  

 
This research has used a subjective indicator of acculturation and assimilation by asking participants 

if they have changed at all, and in which place they perceive a given value to be more important. This 

information offered the opportunity to compare the direction of a participant’s change in value 

importance with their own (subjective) assimilation standard. The findings revealed that assimilation 

and separation strategies, understood as conceptualized in Berry’s acculturation model (Berry, 2005), 

when judged by the subjective standard, can be related to different, but also the same type of 

changes. For some participants, becoming more similar to people living in Vienna (direction of 

change corresponding to the assimilation strategy by Berry), meant that a given value became more 

important to them, but for some participants it meant that a given value became less important to 

them, depending on where they perceived a given value to be more important in the first place. 
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Analogically, for some participants becoming more similar to people from the place where they come 

from (direction of change corresponding to the separation strategy by Berry), could also mean both, 

that a given value become more, but also less important to them, depending on where they 

perceived a given value to be more important.  

 

Study limitations 

There are several limitations of the current study that should be considered. The most important is 

its cross-sectional design, and use of exclusively subjective measures. Because the data on the 

amount of change were based on participants' subjective perception of this change, they are more 

prone to bias. The data regarding the  changes in value importance could suggest a potential bias in 

participants’ responses. Taken altogether, it appears that in the case of all values, the tendency was 

that, if their importance has changed at all, then they tend to become more important for the 

majority of participants, suggesting that it was somehow easier for participants to endorse values 

than to reject them. These results contradict the theoretical assumption and research findings of 

compatibility and conflict between values, posing that, when some values become more important, 

other (opposite values) should become less important (e.g Bardi et al., 2009). One possible 

explanation could refer to the social desirability bias. However, this would imply that participants 

consider all values as socially desirable, and researchers suggest that especially the self-enhancement 

values (power, achievement, hedonism) but also other values are generally not consider desirable 

from societal perspective (Schwartz & Bardi, 2001). Longitudinal design would allow to gather data 

on acculturative change regarding value importance based on score differences instead of subjective 

perception, which would be a more objective and less bias prone measure. However, the use of 

subjective measures corresponds better with the constructivist understanding of culture, and takes 

into consideration the idiosyncratic nature of cultural knowledge and experiences, as well as that 

people can assimilate to different segments of society (c.f. Portes & Zhou, 1993).  

Further, to the best of my knowledge, as discussed earlier, this study is unique in its focus. Due to 

this uniqueness, all conclusions are necessarily tentative. Future studies can explore the 

generalizability of the obtained findings to other migrant groups and different places of settlement. 

Also, the use of perception of differences as a filter for measuring acculturation, while supported 

through theoretical considerations and the applied acculturation model, poses restrictions on 

possible statistical analysis through generation of non-random missing data.  

  

  

Conclusions 

To conclude, to the best of my knowledge, it was the first study to examine the role of PCD for 

acculturation within single migrant groups. Therefore, the presented analysis had largely explorative 

character. The findings suggest that PCD plays an important role for acculturative change, even when 

considering ethnically homogeneous group. Overall, the study results support the assumption that 

larger PCD leads to more acculturative changes. This appears to be true regarding behavioural 

practices as well as values. Furthermore, the nature of this relationship is not uniform across 

different practice domains and different values. In some practice domains, PCD was associated with 

more adoption of host practices, and in others, with more maintenance of home practices. For some 

values, change was predominantly assimilative, and for others, diverging towards greater similarity 
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with the home or host society, depending on where the value was perceived to be more important. 

These findings suggest the relevance of fine analysis for better understanding the relationship 

between PCD and acculturation. Therefore, future studies could benefit from using matching items 

for measuring PCD and acculturation, and considering not only associations between overall scores 

on the measurement instruments, but also looking separately on different domains.   

Significant differences between participants in the perception of cultural differences can further 

suggest the benefits of using subjective acculturation indicators and subjective acculturation 

standards in future studies, referring to what participants perceive to be the common practices or 

values in a given place, instead of more objective standards such as derived from testing the native 

population.  
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Abstract
Studies investigating the relationship between acculturation, socioeconomic status 
(SES), and well-being in migrant populations have brought discrepant results. 
This paper offers a possible explanation of such discrepancies by focusing on the 
relationship between different indicators of acculturation and SES, in addition to 
their effects on well-being. Language proficiency, length of stay, social contacts, 
and sense of belonging were the acculturation indicators included in the analysis. 
SES was measured through subjective financial situation. A proposed path model 
specified a pattern of direct and indirect relationships between variables. The 
data was collected from first generation Polish immigrants living in the city of 
Vienna (N = 307). Both fitted models, of life satisfaction and happiness, achieved 
a good fit to the data (χ2 (7) = 6.02, p = .537, SRMR = .022; χ2 (7) = 7.45, p = .384, 
SRMR = .026, respectively). The results demonstrated that SES, measured as 
subjective economic situation, is at least partially predicted by the two most popular 
indicators of acculturation: language proficiency and length of stay. Furthermore, 
both belonging and subjective financial situation were directly and positively 
associated with immigrants’ well-being. Acculturation, therefore, can be associated 
with immigrant’s well-being directly as well as indirectly through SES. These 
findings suggest that distinguishing between different indicators of acculturation is 
crucial for understanding the complex relationship between acculturation and SES, 
and that it can be beneficial for future studies to include their mutual relationships 
in the tested models rather than juxtaposing SES and acculturation while trying to 
predict well-being.
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Introduction

Acculturation refers to the process of change that takes place as a result of contact 
between two or more cultural groups and their individual members (Berry, 2005, 
p. 698). At the individual level, it involves changes experienced by a given person 
as a result of this contact, also called psychological acculturation (Graves, 1967). 
The term acculturation, in relation to immigrants, is currently used predominantly 
in psychological studies, with sociologists and other social scientists preferring 
the term integration. The concept of and subsequent research on acculturation and 
integration have been criticized on numerous grounds, such as for masking power 
asymmetries and strengthening the image of the ill-fitting immigrant (Meissner & 
Heil, 2021). Although the present study employs the term acculturation as one of 
its main concepts, it still recognizes its disputed nature and shortcomings.

Migrants’ health in general, and mental health in particular (including well-
being considered as a form of mental health) have often been studied in relation to 
acculturation (Broesch & Hadley, 2012). However, several reviews have concluded 
that the findings of such studies brought, in general, inconclusive and contradict-
ing results (e.g., Koneru et al., 2007; Lopez-Class et al., 2011; Sam et al., 2016).

Failure to include or control for relevant variables which can influence the 
relationship between mental health and acculturation such as socio-economic 
status (SES) has been named as one potential source of these inconsistent findings 
(Rudmin, 2009; Shen & Takeuchi, 2001). Research has shown that low SES is a 
crucial predictor of low health among minorities, often stronger than acculturation 
variables (Rudmin, 2009). However, when SES is not measured, its effect can be 
confounded with the effects of acculturation on variables of interest (Moyerman & 
Forman, 1992).

In the last decade, more studies have examined multivariate models including 
both SES as well as acculturation measures as predictors of immigrants’ well-being. 
However, the results are still equivocal. Whereas some studies demonstrated that 
both SES and acculturation variables are significantly associated with immigrants’ 
well-being (Angelini et al., 2015; Wiking et al., 2004), in others, only acculturation 
(Bak-Klimek et al., 2018) or only SES variables (Bak-Klimek et al., 2015; Lönnqvist 
et al., 2015) had a significant effect on well-being.

The variations in how acculturation is measured, as well as inadequate measurement, 
have been named as other potential reasons for the discrepancies in research findings 
on acculturation consequences. The majority of the numerous acculturation scales 
include multiple items and cover multiple domains of acculturation. Nevertheless, a 
substantial variation exists regarding the areas covered by the different scales, with 
some of them having no content overlap at all, which raises questions regarding the 
content validity (Schumann et al., 2020; Zane & Mak, 2003). In a systematic review of 
the measurement of acculturation in epidemiological research, Schumann et al. (2020) 
recommended the use of single migration-specific items as opposed to multi-item 
acculturation scales for studying relations between acculturation and health. They also 
questioned the credibility of using a single acculturation score for research analysis, 
calculated as a function of the answers to scale items as overly reductionistic.
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In the present paper, I would like to bring attention to one further possible expla-
nation for the discrepant results. Due to acculturation being a broad concept, with 
multiple possible indicators, it is possible that a pattern of relationships between 
some indicators of acculturation and indicators of SES exist in addition to their 
associations with well-being. In that case, not including such relationships in tested 
models could confound the results of analysis. Therefore, I propose that, in addition 
to including both constructs in empirical studies, their mutual relationship should 
also be considered.

The aforementioned studies with multivariate models mostly used regression 
models for their analysis, where a measure of well-being was regressed on indica-
tors of acculturation and SES. This method prevents the specification of patterns 
of more complex relationships between predictors and between predictors and crit-
erium. However, some studies utilizing structural equation modeling and including 
both constructs similarly did not take such patterns into consideration (e.g., Raij-
man & Geffen, 2018; Shen & Takeuchi, 2001). A few studies exist that included 
direct and indirect relationships between acculturation and SES, and between dif-
ferent indicators of acculturation in its models (e.g., Goodwin et al., 2012; Jasin-
skaja-Lahti & Liebkind, 2007).

The objective of the present paper is to further examine the association between 
acculturation, SES, and immigrant well-being by specifying and testing a pattern of 
direct and indirect relationships between indicators of acculturation, SES, and well-
being. Furthermore, following the recommendations of Schumann et al. (2020), the 
paper focuses on several single indicators of acculturation, in order to clearly dis-
tinguish the unique effects of different aspects of acculturation on well-being, as 
well as their mutual relationships, and its associations with SES. Language profi-
ciency, length of stay, social contacts, and sense of belonging are the acculturation 
variables included in the analysis. The first three variables are considered to refer 
to the structural and social aspects of immigrants’ life, and the latter variable to 
feelings, as will be discussed further in the text. A path model is proposed. Polish 
migrants living in Vienna are used as a case study. It is hypothesized that the struc-
tural and social acculturation indicators can be simultaneously associated with both 
SES indicators and sense of belonging. Furthermore, belonging and SES can be 
simultaneously but independently associated with immigrant’s well-being.

Sense of Belonging and the Well‑Being of Immigrants

Many acculturation studies have focused on ethnic identity of immigrants as 
an aspect of acculturation, which can be defined as a sense of belonging to a 
particular ethnic group (Liebkind et  al., 2016). However, some recent studies 
have turned their attention to the concept of sense of belonging as such, instead 
of the notion of identity (e.g., Amit, 2012; Hou et  al., 2018; Wu et  al., 2012). 
Feelings of belonging to the home country and the country of immigration have 
also been identified as one of the proxies used in empirical research on health and 
acculturation (Schumann et al., 2020). In this paper, sense of belonging constitutes 
the central, subjective measure of acculturation.
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Belonging can be defined as a “personal, intimate feeling of being “at home” in 
a place” (Antonsich, 2010, p. 645). In this context, “home” stands for a “symbolic 
place of familiarity, comfort, security, and emotional attachment” (Antonsich, 
2010: 646). Belonging has also been defined as a sense of ease with oneself and 
one’s surroundings (May, 2011) and as a dynamic emotional attachment possible 
at a range of different spatial scales and forms (based, for example, on ethnicity, 
religious affiliation, gender, and sexual orientation) (Wood & Waite, 2011). 
People’s need to belong is so strong that it is considered to be a fundamental 
human motivation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). A lack of belongingness is 
associated with a negative effect, and considered a severe deprivation which 
might cause a variety of ill effects (Baumeister & Leary, 1995, p. 497). In the 
case of immigrants, upon moving to a new place, belonging becomes uncertain 
(Lewin, 1997). Therefore, it seems likely that whether immigrants will be able 
to gain sense of belonging or not, and to what degree in the context of a new 
settlement, would have consequences for their subjective well-being.

Empirical studies focusing on immigrants found evidence of the relationship 
between sense of belonging and well-being (Amit & Bar-Lev, 2015; Kitchen 
et  al., 2015; Raijman & Geffen, 2018). However, they differed regarding the 
postulated causality. In their study, Amit and Bar-Lev (2015) showed a strong 
positive association between these two constructs when testing a model 
where life satisfaction was a predictor of sense of belonging to the country of 
immigration. Later, Raijman et  al. (2018), aiming to unpack the relationship 
between belonging and life satisfaction, provided evidence that sense of 
belonging is, in fact, a predictor of life satisfaction, and not the opposite. The 
results indicate the crucial role of sense of belonging to the host society for 
immigrants’ life satisfaction.

Although acculturation in general and also belonging more specifically have 
been most often analyzed at a countrywide scale, from a theoretical as well as 
empirical perspective, it is very well possible to utilize a city or neighborhood 
scale for the analysis (comp. Antonsich, 2010; Askins, 2015; Hernández et  al., 
2007). The present study focuses on a city scale and analyzes immigrants’ sense 
of belonging to Vienna. This approach allows a departure from methodological 
nationalism, for which migration studies have been strongly criticized (Wimmer 
& Glick Schiller, 2002). A city scale seems adequate for measuring place-belong-
ingness, for it avoids the abstractness and often assumed synonymity of sense of 
belonging with national identity, often associated with the country scale. Scholars 
argued that migrants’ adaptation trajectories are both shaped by, and contribute, 
to the way of life in, and development of, differently positioned cities (Schiller 
& Çağlar, 2009). Hernández et  al. (2007) demonstrated that a city is a relevant 
scale of analysis of belonging for immigrants and that it can be charged with a 
symbolic meaning, making it possible for immigrants to form a strong attachment 
to it.

In light of these findings, the following hypothesis was tested: sense of belong-
ing to Vienna will be positively associated with immigrants’ well-being (H1).
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Social Contacts, Language Proficiency, and Years Since Migration and Their 
Relation to the Sense of Belonging

Based on literature review, Antonsich (2010) distinguished factors that can contrib-
ute to generating feelings of belonging to a place. Among them are personal and 
social ties, language, and length of residence in a given place. Empirical research 
specifically focused on immigrants further corroborates these findings. Several qual-
itative, as well as quantitative studies, demonstrated the importance of social con-
tacts with the native population for sense of belonging to the country of settlement 
and to mainstream society (Chow, 2007; George & Selimos, 2019; Valenta, 2009).

For example, in a study on the social integration of first-generation immigrants 
in Norway, Valenta (2009) found that having Norwegian friends and acquaintances 
was central in achieving a sense of recognition and belonging to mainstream soci-
ety. Relations with native Norwegians was interpreted by immigrants as concrete 
evidence of belonging and acceptance (p.186) even in cases involving rather weak 
ties and not a deep friendship. In contrast, this symbolic meaning of acceptance and 
belonging was not attributed to the relationships with compatriots and immigrants 
from other ethnic groups. Another qualitative study (Askins, 2015) demonstrated 
how new immigrants fulfill the desire to belong to their new place of settlement by 
engaging in the local community and forming friendships with locals, stressing the 
importance of social ties on a local level for a feeling of belonging.

In a quantitative study of first-generation Hong Kong immigrants in Canada, 
Chow (2007) found that a positive experience in making friends with Canadians was 
one of the strongest predictors of sense of belonging to Canada, as well as life satis-
faction of immigrants.

Language proficiency and/or language use has been the most often included 
indicator of acculturation in acculturation scales (Rudmin, 2009) and one of the most 
popular proxies of acculturation used as a single indicator (Schumann et  al., 2020). 
Furthermore, it has been shown that immigrants themselves also perceive the ability 
to speak the language of the immigration country as a very important factor in settling 
in (Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2018; Kutor et  al., 2021). Grzymala-Kazlowska (2018) 
interviewed Polish immigrants living in the UK and concluded that having learnt 
English was very important in anchoring, a concept developed by her and akin to 
belonging, and finding their place in Britain. Furthermore, both prior mentioned studies 
(Amit & Bar-Lev, 2015; Raijman & Geffen, 2018) analyzing several predictors of 
belonging found a positive relationship between proficiency in the immigration country 
language and sense of belonging to the immigration country. Furthermore, language 
proficiency was also positively related to life satisfaction in these studies.

Length of stay in the host country has been another often utilized proxy of accul-
turation (Schumann et al., 2020). It is assumed that the more time immigrants spend 
in the new place, the more they become familiar with and adjust to it, and therefore, 
the more they change. Studies have also shown that immigrants’ sense of belonging to 
the country of settlement and to the local community in the country of settlement can 
increase with time lived there (Hou et al., 2018; Kitchen et al., 2015). However, the 
effect sizes are rather small, especially when controlling for other acculturation indica-
tors, and sometimes, do not reach statistical significance (e.g., Amit & Bar-Lev, 2015).
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Based on these findings, it is expected that sense of belonging will be stronger 
for immigrants who have more social contacts with natives (H2). Furthermore, it is 
expected that sense of belonging will increase with the level of German language 
proficiency (H3) and length of stay (years since migration) in Vienna (H4).

Socioeconomic Status and the Well‑Being of Immigrants

“SES represents individuals’ possession of normatively valued social and eco-
nomic resources” (Antonoplis, 2022, p. 5) and can be further conceptualized as “set 
of structural features that guide the decisions and behaviors people take” (p. 10), 
with education and income being the features most commonly studied in empirical 
research (Antonoplis, 2022). Multiple studies have demonstrated the importance of 
SES for the health and well-being of immigrants. For example, a study focusing on 
Turkish immigrant mothers in Germany (Fassbender & Leyendecker, 2018) found 
that mothers’ higher SES, measured by the household income and education level, 
was associated with higher life satisfaction, fewer daily hassles and less depres-
sion. This relationship was further confirmed as stable in a 1-year follow-up study. 
Goodwin et  al. (2012) conducted a longitudinal study on factors which influence 
perceived changes in health among Polish immigrants in the UK. They tested a path-
way model integrating socio-demographic and acculturation variables in the exami-
nation of health outcomes. Their findings highlight the importance of SES obtained 
in the receiving country, since it was the only variable directly predicting perceived 
mental health. Raijman and Geffen (2018) showed that immigrants’ SES, measured 
by household income per capita, was positively correlated with life satisfaction, but 
not with sense of belonging to the immigration country, when both were assessed 
simultaneously. Therefore, although some studies found no relation between SES 
and well-being, as previously mentioned (e.g., Bak-Klimek et al., 2018), the major-
ity of studies on non-migrant (see Clark et  al., 2008; Dolan et  al., 2008; Siman-
dan, 2018 for review) as well as migrant population (see Bak-Klimek et al., 2015 for 
review) provide evidence in favor of hypothesizing a positive relationship between 
these two constructs. Therefore, it is expected that SES will be positively associated 
with immigrants’ well-being (H5).

Social Contacts, Language Proficiency, and Years Since Migration and Their 
Relation to SES

Empirical literature provides evidence that all three acculturation indicators, social 
contacts, language proficiency, and years since migration described earlier as pre-
dictors of sense of belonging, are also associated with SES. In the case of social 
contacts, previous studies have indicated that contact with natives can be more 
beneficial for immigrants’ SES than co-ethnic contacts, by providing practical 
knowledge relevant to the place of immigration’s labor market, as well as better 
access to it and culturally competent assistance in the process of searching for a 
job. Kanas et al. (2012) used longitudinal data from the German Socio-Economic 
Panel to test the causal effect of social contacts on immigrants’ occupational 
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status and income. The results confirmed that having more contact with Germans 
increased the occupational status and income of immigrants. This effect was valid 
even after controlling for numerous other variables. Likewise, research has shown 
that better proficiency in the country of immigration’s language significantly 
improves economic opportunities and income of immigrants (Chiswick & Miller, 
2002; Shields & Price, 2002) and that length of stay is positively associated with 
immigrants’ SES (Jasinskaja-Lahti & Liebkind, 2007). Based on these findings, it 
is expected that immigrants’ SES will be positively associated with having social 
contact with natives (H6), with German language proficiency (H7) and with length 
of stay (years since migration) in Vienna (H8).

Discrimination

Numerous studies have shown that perceived discrimination can have a profound 
impact on immigrants’ well-being, often stronger than acculturation (Sam et  al., 
2016). Therefore, in the proposed model, perceived discrimination is included as a 
control variable.

The Context of the Study

Within migration studies, many of the analyses concerning acculturation, 
belonging, and settlement tend to focus on the experiences of refugees and third 
country nationals, as well as “guest workers.” In contrast, less is known about the 
acculturation and its consequences for people migrating within the EU (Collett, 
2013; Ryan, 2018). The proposed model was tested among first generation Polish 
immigrants (i.e., born in Poland) living in the city of Vienna. Vienna, as the capital 
and largest city of Austria, has by far the highest rate of foreign born population in 
the country. At the beginning of 2020, foreign born individuals accounted for 36.7% 
of the city’s population (Österreichischer Integrationsfonds, 2020). People born in 
Poland constitute the fourth largest immigrant group in the city with 49,152 persons, 
and apart from German immigrants, who have the benefit of the same language, they 
form the largest immigrant group from within the European Union. As EU citizens, 
they can freely reside and work in Austria and are entitled to social security benefits. 
However, it is important to note that many Poles came to Austria before Poland 
joined the EU, during the 1980s as refugees fleeing from the communist regime 
(estimated 46,000) (Potkansky, 2011). In many European immigration countries, 
Poles form the largest workers’ group among immigrants originating from the 
new EU member states (Frelak, 2009). Polish immigrants appear to be fairly well 
integrated in Austrian society. A large study analyzing the integration of immigrants 
from former Yugoslavia, Turkey, Macedonia, Bulgaria, Romania, Russia, and Poland 
found that Polish migrants rate their subjective feeling of integration the highest 
among all the prior mentioned groups (Ulram, 2009). They are also some of the best 
educated immigrants among the large immigrant groups in Austria (OECD, 2008). 
Regarding the economic integration of Polish immigrants, the 2019 unemployment 
rate for Polish citizens in Vienna amounted to 13.4%, which is lower than the average 
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for foreigners in general (16.8%) but still higher than that of Austrian citizens (11.7%) 
and German citizens (6.7%) (Österreichischer Integrationsfonds, 2020).

Method

Sample and Procedure

This cross-sectional study targeted first generation Polish immigrants (i.e., born in 
Poland) living permanently in the city of Vienna (as opposed to circular or seasonal 
immigrants). As Polish immigrants can be considered a “hidden” or “hard-to-reach” 
population (Faugier & Sargeant, 1997), it was not possible to apply a random sam-
pling, because no official register, nor any other broad database for generating ran-
dom samples was available. Therefore, a convenience sample was recruited through 
diverse methods. These included recruiting through online forums and Facebook 
groups, Polish formal and informal associations in Vienna, institutions such as the 
Polish Culture Institute in Vienna, during events for Polish immigrants, as well as 
through informal contacts and snow-ball sampling. A total of 307 persons com-
pleted a questionnaire for this study and were subsequently included in the analysis. 
Approximately 68% of the participants identified as women and 32% as man. The 
mean sample age was 41.39 (SD = 13.89). Information about participants’ education 
level and length of stay in Austria are provided in Table 1. The questionnaire was 
available in the Polish language, in an online, as well as paper and pencil version. 
The majority of participants completed the questionnaire online (72%). The partici-
pants needed approximately 40 min to complete it.

Table 1   Descriptive statistics of study variables

Variables % Min Max M SD Skew Kurtosis

Belonging to Vienna 1 7 5.01 1.60  − 0.59  − 0.33
Social contacts with natives 1 7 3.75 1.90 0.17  − 1.02
German language proficiency 1 7 5.56 1.50  − 0.86 0.05
Length of stay in Austria 0.5 56 15.26 12.08 0.77  − 0.42
Length of stay in Vienna 0.5 56 15.05 12.06 0.77  − 0.37
Education
  Elementary 0.7
  Vocational 7.5
  General secondary 24.1
  Post-secondary 9.1
  Bachelor degree 10.4
  Master or higher degree 47.9

Subjective economic situation 1 7 4.74 1.28  − 0.19  − 0.05
Life satisfaction 1 7 4.70 1.28  − 0.50  − 0.20
Happiness 1.5 7 5.113 1.08  − 0.69 0.40
Perceived discrimination 1 5 2.20 0.97 0.47  − 0.35
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Measures

Sense of belonging to Vienna was measured by the question: Do you feel rather 
alien or rather home in Vienna? The answer was rated on a 7-point scale from I feel 
very alien to I feel really at home.

Social contacts were measured regarding three groups: native Austrians, compa-
triots, and immigrants from other ethnic groups and two dimensions: social contacts 
in leisure time and work related social contacts. In summary, six questions were 
asked regarding how many people from each of the three groups the respondents 
spend their leisure and work-related time with. Regarding their social contacts in 
leisure time, participants were asked: How many people you spend your leisure time 
with originally come from … or have … background? Furthermore, the three groups 
were listed next to a rating scale. An analog question was posed regarding work 
related time. The answers were given on a 7-point scale ranging from almost no 
one to really a lot. Again, as indicated in the hypotheses, based on findings from 
previous studies, only social contacts with natives in leisure time were included in 
the model. Length of stay in Austria and length of stay in Vienna were measured 
in years. Due to the choice of city scale for this study, length of stay in Vienna was 
included in the estimated model and not the length of stay in Austria. However, sta-
tistical characteristics of these two variables are almost identical (Table 1). Only 7% 
of the sample have not lived in the city of Vienna from the beginning of their stay in 
Austria. For this group, the average time between migrating to Austria and moving 
to Vienna amounts to 3 years (SD = 2.3). German language proficiency was meas-
ured by the question: How well do you speak German? The answer was rated on a 
7-point scale from not at all to fluent.

SES was assessed by measuring the education level and financial situation of par-
ticipants. Education was measured in six categories, ranging from primary school 
through to Master or higher degree. Previous studies indicated that subjective meas-
ures of the financial situation have stronger predictive power for well-being than 
actual income (see Dolan et al., 2008 for a review). Therefore, income was measured 
by a subjective assessment of one’s current economic situation. The answer was 
given on a 7-point scale from very bad to very good. For the estimated model, only 
subjective economic situation and not education was included as a measure of SES. 
Subjective economic situation was chosen because of a stronger empirical base for 
predicting its association with well-being than in the case of education (Bak-Klimek 
et al., 2015), as well as due to a low variation in the level of participants’ education.

As a measure of well-being, two previously established scales concerning life 
satisfaction and happiness were used. Satisfaction with life was assessed using a 
measure developed by Diener et al. (1985) consisting of five items. It measures the 
judgmental component of subjective well-being and assesses satisfaction with the 
respondent’s life as a whole. One example item is “In most ways my life is close to 
my ideal”. A 7-point answer scale was applied, ranging from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree. Cronbach’s alpha, as well as McDonald’s Omega, for this measure in 
the present study was 0.87. Happiness was assessed using the Subjective Happiness 
Scale developed by Lyubomirsky and Lepper (1999) which measures the emotional 
component of subjective well-being. It consists of four items which are answered on 
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a 7-point scale. The poles of the rating scale are labeled differently for each item as 
to correspond to its content. An example item is ‘In general, I consider myself:’ with 
the rating scale ranging from not a very happy person to a happy person. Cronbach’s 
alpha for this measure in the present study was 0.78, and McDonald’s Omega was 
0.57. Both measures were translated to Polish language by professional translators 
and Polish native speakers using the backtranslation method.

Perceived discrimination was measured by asking how often a person has experi-
enced discrimination as a foreigner since living in Vienna. The 5-point answer scale 
ranged from never to very often.

Results

The descriptive statistics of the study variables are shown in Table 1. The Pearson’s 
correlations among variables used in the models are presented in Table 2.

Path analysis was conducted to test the hypotheses that the structural and social 
acculturation indicators (language proficiency, social contacts with natives, and 
length of stay) will simultaneously predict immigrants’ SES as well as their sense 
of belonging to Vienna. Furthermore, SES and sense of belonging to Vienna will 
directly predict the immigrants’ level of well-being. These associations were 
tested in a single path model. The model was estimated with AMOS 28, the 
maximum likelihood estimator. All variables were screened for normality prior 
to analysis (Table 1). In order to test the robustness of the proposed model, two 
models were fitted, one in which well-being was measured as life satisfaction 
and a second in which well-being was measured as happiness. The multivariate 
kurtosis for the present sample for variables included in the first model equals 
4.220 and in the second model equals 2.609 and does not exceed the suggested 
cut off value of 10.0 (Kline, 2016). The first fitted model is depicted in Fig. 1. The 
global fit statistics for the present model show that the path model (Fig. 1) fits the 
data very well, χ2 (df = 7; N = 307) = 6.02; p = 0.537, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = 0.000, 
90% CI [0.000, 0.064], SRMR = 0.022.

Table 2   Zero-order correlations among variables in the path models

* p < 0.05; **p < 0.01

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

1. Belonging to Vienna
2. Social contacts with natives 0.44**

3. German language proficiency 0.37** 0.42**

4. Length of stay in Vienna 0.26** 0.20** 0.39**

5. Economic situation 0.18** 0.14* 0.24** 0.19**

6. Life satisfaction 0.31** 0.24** 0.22** 0.12* 0.53**

7. Happiness 0.24** 0.15* 0.15* 0.01 0.36** 0.63**

8. Perceived discrimination  − 0.32**  − 0.04 0.03 0.04  − 0.09  − 0.19**  − 0.23**
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As predicted (H1), the stronger the sense of belonging to Vienna, the higher 
the life satisfaction of immigrants. Furthermore, consistent with previous research 
findings and posed hypotheses (H2, H3, and H4), social contacts with natives, 
language proficiency, as well as length of stay predicted sense of belonging 
to Vienna. Social contacts with natives seemed to be the strongest predictor, 
followed by the knowledge of German language and the length of stay.

Immigrants’ SES, measured by subjective economic situation, significantly 
predicted the level of life satisfaction as assumed (H5). It has been hypothesized 
that the same set of acculturation indicators which predicts immigrants’ sense of 
belonging will also predict their SES. This appears to be true for language proficiency 
(H7) and length of stay (H8), but not for social contacts with natives (H6). The last 
association was very weak and did not reach statistical significance. The controlled 
variable included in the model, perceived discrimination, and seemed to be 
significantly associated with one endogenous variable, sense of belonging to Vienna.

A second fitted model, where the endogenous variable life satisfaction was 
substituted by the measure of happiness, is depicted in the Fig. 2. This path model 
fits the data almost equally well, χ2 (df = 7; N = 307) = 7.45, p = 0.384, CFI = 0.99, 
RMSEA = 0.015, 90% CI [0.000, 0.073], SRMR = 0.026. Both, sense of belonging 
and SES, significantly predicted the level of happiness. However, the associations 
were weaker than in the case of life satisfaction. Table 3 presents the unstandardized 
estimates for all estimated parameters.

Due to the imbalance of the obtained sample in terms of participants’ gender, 
both models were additionally tested while controlling for gender. Inclusion of the 
gender variable did not alter the pattern nor the strength of relationships between 
other variables (Online Resource 1).
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Fig. 1   Estimated path-analytic model of relationships between acculturation, SES, and well-being meas-
ured as life satisfaction for immigrants. The parameter values shown are standardized regression weights. 
The dashed arrow depicts nonsignificant pathways
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Discussion

The objective of this study was to investigate the association between acculturation, 
SES, and immigrant well-being, including a pattern of direct and indirect relation-
ships between variables.

Acculturation, understood as changes at the individual level following contact 
with a new culture (Berry et al., 2016), was operationalized through several indica-
tors. A model was proposed in which social contact with natives, proficiency in the 
language of the immigration country, and length of stay would predict immigrants’ 
sense of belonging, as well as their SES, which in turn would predict immigrants’ 
well-being. SES was assessed through subjective financial situation. This feature of 
SES was selected as the most relevant for the proposed model (comp. Antonoplis, 
2022). Perceived discrimination was included as a control variable in the model. 
Results provide support for all but one of the hypothesized associations between 
these variables and in the predicted direction.

It was important to examine the associations between several single indicators of 
acculturation, SES, and well-being in order to better understand the complex nature 
of this relationship. It was found that two out of three acculturation indicators, refer-
ring to structural and social aspects, namely, proficiency in the language of the 
immigration country and length of stay, were positively associated with both SES 
and sense of belonging. Contrastingly, social contact with natives was positively 
associated only with sense of belonging. No association was found between this 
variable and the SES. These results indicate that sense of belonging to a new place 
of settlement, in this case, to the city where immigrants live, which can be consid-
ered a subjective indicator of acculturation, is at least partially derived from changes 
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Fig. 2   Estimated path-analytic model of relationships between acculturation, SES, and well-being meas-
ured as happiness for immigrants. The parameter values shown are standardized regression weights. The 
dashed arrow depicts nonsignificant pathways
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in other acculturative domains referring to structural and social aspects of immi-
grants’ adaptation. The strongest predictor of belonging appears to derive from the 
social affiliation domain. This result provides further evidence for the importance of 
contact with the native population for immigrants’ feelings of being at home within 
their new place of residence. It is well may be that, as previously suggested (Valenta, 
2009), having native friends or acquaintances gives the assurance of acceptance by 
the people who originally belong to the country in question. However, such contact 
does not appear to be associated with the economic situation of immigrants. It may 
be the case that, due to the study participants being generally well educated, they did 
not require as much assistance on the labor market as may be the case for less edu-
cated immigrants (comp. Drever & Hoffmeister, 2008). The second most important 
predictor of belonging was fluency in the German language. It also predicted, with 
similar strength, the SES of immigrants. This suggests that the ability to communi-
cate freely in the language of the immigration country can help foster a feeling of 

Table 3   Unstandardized regression weights, standard errors (in brackets), and p values for direct effects 
as well as unstandardized regression weights (first) and p values and standardized regression weights 
(second) for indirect effects of estimated parameters for both fitted models

p values for indirect effects were obtained by using Bootstrap; a total of 500 bootstrap samples were gen-
erated in Amos

Paths Direct effects Indirect effects

Models 1 and 2
  Fluency in German → belonging 0.203 (0.058); p = 0.000
  Social contacts → belonging 0.268 (0.043); p = 0.000
  Length of stay → belonging 0.018 (0.007); p = 0.007
  Perceived discrimination → belonging -0.533 (0.076); p = 0.000
  Fluency in German → SES 0.149 (0.055); p = 0.007
  Social contacts → SES 0.025 (0.041); p = 0.541
  Length of stay → SES 0.013 (0.006); p = 0.046
  Perceived discrimination → SES  − 0.130 (0.072); p = 0.072

Model 1 (life satisfaction)
  Belonging → life satisfaction 0.155 (0.039); p = 0.000
  SES → life satisfaction 0.474 (0.046); p = 0.000
  Perceived discrimination → life satisfaction  − 0.105 (0.064); p = 0.099  − 0.144; p = 0.004; − 0.112
  Fluency in German → life satisfaction 0.102; p = 0.003; 0.123
  Social contacts → life satisfaction 0.053; p = 0.012; 0.081
  Length of stay → life satisfaction 0.009; p = 005; 0.085

Model 2 (happiness)
  Belonging → happiness 0.083 (0.037); p = 0.025
  SES → happiness 0.273 (0.044); p = 000
  Perceived discrimination → happiness  − 0.183 (0.061); p = 003  − 0.080; p = 0.005; − 0.072
  Fluency in German → happiness 0.058; p = 0.004; 0.080
  Social contacts → happiness 0.029; p = 0.038; 0.051
  Length of stay → happiness 0.005; p = 0.004; 0.056
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belonging, as well as facilitate the economic success of immigrants. Furthermore, 
the mere length of residence in a place strengthens the sense of belonging to it, as 
already suggested in the literature. Length of stay in the new place of settlement is 
also similarly strongly associated with immigrants’ SES. It seems possible that, as 
immigrants gain more experience in the immigration country’s labor market, they 
can move up the ladder and improve their financial situation.

The results of the study also support H1 and H5. Significant associations were 
found between a stronger sense of belonging and better well-being of immigrants, 
as well as between higher SES and better well-being. Both belonging and SES 
are significantly predicting the level of immigrants’ well-being. However, the 
strength of these associations is more than twice as high for SES than belonging 
in cases where well-being is operationalized as life satisfaction, as well as when 
it is operationalized as happiness. These results show that both aspects, subjective 
acculturation and SES, are important for immigrants’ well-being. However, SES is 
still more important. Furthermore, both SES and belonging, when controlling for 
their common predictors, can be seen as independently associated with well-being.

It is noteworthy that, although both fitted models (for life satisfaction and for 
happiness) confirmed the postulated structure of associations, there were some 
differences in the strength of these associations. The findings indicate that life satisfaction 
is more dependent on SES and acculturation levels than happiness, and in turn, level 
of happiness is more sensitive to the experiences of discrimination. This observation 
further corroborates the notion that, although life satisfaction and happiness are both 
considered the constituting and correlated components of subjective well-being, they can 
nevertheless be considered as distinct (Selim, 2008; Tsou & Liu, 2001).

There are several limitations of the current study that should be considered. 
A larger sample than the one obtained for this study would have improved the 
statistical power of the model fit tests, so one must be cautious when interpreting 
the results. Secondly, the obtained sample is a convenience sample and imbalanced 
in terms of participants’ gender and education level, which again suggests caution 
when interpreting study estimates. However, a very similar educational profile 
has been found in previous studies sampling first generation Polish immigrants 
in Austria (Czakon, 2014). It corresponds with the generally high percentage of 
people with higher education among the general population in Poland (Eurostat, 
2022). Furthermore, neither the additionally conducted statistical analysis nor the 
previous research suggest that the obtained results may be gender specific. Future 
studies can explore the generalizability of these findings to other migrant groups, 
including some who are characterized by lower education level. When pondering 
whether results would generalize, one should also consider the geographical setting 
of the study, in this case in Vienna and among Polish immigrants. Although the 
proposed model includes a set of popular acculturation and SES indicators, which 
have been investigated in studies conducted in diverse settings (with different 
immigrant groups and in different locations) the proposed structure of relationships 
between variables should be further tested in other contexts in order to determine 
its generalizability. Thirdly, the cross-sectional design of the study diminishes the 
capacity to draw causal inferences from the obtained results. In order to make such 
inferences, a longitudinal study would be needed. Furthermore, in order to test the 
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postulated pattern of relationships between acculturation, SES, and well-being, the 
study necessarily relied on quantitative data. However, to gain deeper understanding 
of immigrants’ experiences in relation to their well-being, as well as better 
contextualize the findings, future studies may consider applying a mixed-methods 
design, thereby combining quantitative with qualitative data.

Conclusions

Generally, the findings of this study support those previous studies, which found 
that both acculturation and SES are significant predictors of immigrants’ well-being 
(Angelini et al., 2015; e.g., Wiking et al., 2004). However, due to the use of structural 
equation modeling and breaking the broad concept of acculturation into several 
distinct indicators, it was possible to analyze the relationships between acculturation, 
SES, and well-being in more detail. The results demonstrate that SES, measured as 
subjective economic situation, is at least partially predicted by the two most popular 
indicators of acculturation: language proficiency and length of stay. Acculturation, 
therefore, can be associated with immigrants’ well-being directly as well as indirectly 
through SES. Based on these findings, it can be beneficial for future studies to, rather 
than juxtaposing SES and acculturation when trying to predict well-being, include 
their mutual relationships in the tested models.

Several practical conclusions can be drawn from the findings of this study, as they 
indicate the conditions of immigrants achieving high levels of well-being. Firstly, 
the possibility to build their material wealth appears to be a crucial condition. This 
possibility can be fostered directly by providing immigrants free access to the labor 
market, assuring fair wages in the immigration country and by recognizing school 
certificates and work experience from the emigration country. The results also suggest 
an indirect way for helping immigrants improve their financial situation, namely, 
through facilitating better knowledge of the language of the immigration country. In this 
case, easily accessible and free language courses for immigrants appears to be of high 
value. It seems plausible that immigrants with higher language competences would 
have better chances for finding better paid employment. This could be especially true 
for the Austrian labor market where good German knowledge is a common condition 
for most skilled jobs. Secondly, in order to develop a sense of belonging that impacts 
well-being, again, good knowledge of the language of the immigration country appears 
to be important, but even more so social contact with the native population. Therefore, 
creating opportunities for immigrants to come into more intense and frequent contact 
with the native population could help them feel more at home in the new place of 
settlement. This suggests that such initiatives as volunteers’ programs and networks 
where locals can support new immigrants, such as, for example, the befriending 
scheme (comp. Askins, 2015) or events promoting intercultural encounters and 
community building could significantly contribute to immigrants’ well-being. Thirdly, 
the absence of discrimination against foreigners is another important condition. The 
relationship between discrimination and well-being is well-established in the empirical 
literature (Rudmin, 2009). A hostile and discriminating host environment can make it 
impossible for immigrants to thrive in the new place of settlement (Kutor et al., 2021). 
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And although discrimination was measured only as a control variable in this study, its 
direct and indirect association with well-being and sense of belonging to the new place 
of settlement is still visible in the model and further corroborates previous findings. 
These findings assert the importance of promoting an atmosphere of openness and a 
welcoming attitude towards immigrants, as well as anti-discriminatory practices.
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Appendix 

Abstract (English) 

This dissertation is centred around the concept of acculturation. Considering the ongoing use of this 

concept in research regarding migration, together with its disputed nature and disciplinary divisions 

regarding its understanding and application, this dissertation aims to reexamine the concept of 

acculturation by reconsidering its understanding, boundary conditions, and relationship with other 

related concepts. The dissertation comprises conceptual as well as empirical contributions in the 

form of three papers. The first paper includes a review and discussion of existing conceptualizations 

and models of acculturation. It focuses on the ways in which the acculturation process can unfold as 

well as on the understanding of culture in relation to acculturation. Further, a new model extending 

John Berry’s acculturation model is proposed: the Tridimensional Process-Oriented Acculturation 

Model TDPOM. It includes a third dimension which refers to the process of creating new cultural 

practices. Familiarity, unfamiliarity and novelty are proposed as reference points for the model’s 

dimensions, enabling the model to move away from the systemic conception of culture implicit in 

Berry’s model. The second and third papers are based on empirical data, collected for the purpose of 

this dissertation from the first-generation Polish immigrants living in Vienna (N = 307). The second 

paper focuses on the role of perceived cultural distance for acculturation. It applies the newly 

developed acculturation model. The third paper examines the relationship between acculturation, 

socioeconomic status and immigrants’ well-being by using path modelling to test a pattern of direct 

and indirect relations between the constructs. The dissertation is characterized by an 

interdisciplinary approach, drawing on knowledge from several academic disciplines concerned with 

immigrant research and the acculturation concept such as sociology, psychology and social and 

cultural anthropology.  
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Kurzfassung (Deutsch) 

Im Mittelpunkt dieser Dissertation steht das Konzept der Akkulturation. Angesichts der anhaltenden 

Verwendung dieses Konzepts in der Migrationsforschung sowie seiner umstrittenen Natur und 

disziplinären Unterschiede hinsichtlich seines Verständnisses und seiner Anwendung, zielt diese 

Dissertation darauf ab, das Konzept der Akkulturation erneut zu untersuchen, indem die 

Konzeptualisierung, die Randbedingungen und die Beziehung zu anderen verwandten Konzepten neu 

überdacht werden. Die Dissertation umfasst konzeptuelle sowie empirische Beiträge in Form von drei 

Artikeln. Der erste Beitrag beinhaltet einen Überblick und eine Diskussion bestehender 

Konzeptualisierungen und Modelle der Akkulturation. Er konzentriert sich auf die Art und Weise, wie 

sich der Akkulturationsprozess entfalten kann, sowie auf das Verständnis von Kultur in Bezug auf 

Akkulturation. Darüber hinaus wird ein neues Modell vorgeschlagen, welches das 

Akkulturationsmodell von John Berry erweitert: das dreidimensionale prozessorientierte 

Akkulturationsmodell TDPOM. Es umfasst eine dritte Dimension, die sich auf den Prozess der 

Kreation neuer kultureller Praktiken bezieht. Bekanntheit, Unbekanntheit und Neuheit werden als 

Bezugspunkte für die Dimensionen des Modells vorgeschlagen und ermöglichen es dem Modell, die 

systemische Konzeption der Kultur zu überwinden, die in Berrys Modell implizit ist. Die zweite und 

dritte Arbeit basieren auf empirischen Daten, die für die Zwecke dieser Dissertation von in Wien 

lebenden polnischen Einwanderern der ersten Generation (N = 307) gesammelt wurden. Der zweite 

Artikel konzentriert sich auf die Rolle der wahrgenommenen kulturellen Distanz für die 

Akkulturation. Dabei wird das neu entwickelte Akkulturationsmodell angewandt. Der dritte Artikel 

untersucht die Beziehung zwischen Akkulturation, sozioökonomischem Status und dem 

Wohlbefinden von Einwanderern, indem er mit Hilfe der Pfadmodellierung ein Muster direkter und 

indirekter Beziehungen zwischen den Konstrukten testet. Die Dissertation zeichnet sich durch einen 

interdisziplinären Ansatz aus und stützt sich auf Erkenntnisse aus mehreren sich mit 

Einwanderungsforschung und dem Akkulturationskonzept befassenden Disziplinen, nämlich 

Soziologie, Psychologie sowie Sozial- und Kulturanthropologie. 

 

86



Supplementary file for paper 2  

 

 

The two models presented in the main article text, have been supplemented by the gender variable. These 

additional models are presented in figure 1 and 2.  

The models’ fit statistics and parameter values are presented below.   

Inclusion of the gender variable did not change the pattern of relationships between other variables. The 

strength of the relationships between other variables changed marginally and only for few variable pairs.  

 

  

Figure 1.  Estimated path-analytic model of relationships between acculturation, SES and well-being 

measured as life satisfaction for immigrants with included gender variable. The parameter values shown 

are standardized regression weights. The dashed arrow depicts nonsignificant pathways. 

 

The global fit statistics for model (Figure 1): χ2 (df = 7; N = 307) = 6.37, p = .497, CFI = 1.00, RMSEA = 

.000, 90% CI [.000, .066], SRMR = .020. 

 

Table 2. Unstandardized regression weights, standard errors (in brackets) and p-values for direct effects 

as well as covariances, standard errors (in brackets) and p-values for life satisfaction model depicted in 

Figure 1.  
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Paths Direct effects and 

covariances 

Fluency in German          → Belonging .196 (.059) p = .000 

Social contacts                 → Belonging  .268 (.043) p = .000 

Length of stay                  → Belonging .019 (.007) p = .005 

Perceived discrimination → Belonging -.533 (.076) p = .000 

Fluency in German          → SES .149 (.056) p = .007 

Social contacts                 → SES .025 (.041) p = .535 

Length of stay                  → SES .013 (.006) p = .049 

Perceived discrimination → SES -.130 (.072) p = .072 

Belonging                        → Life 

satisfaction  

.158(.039) p = .000 

SES                                  → Life 

satisfaction 

.475 (.046) p = .000 

Perceived discrimination → Life 

satisfaction 

-.104 (.063) p = .102 

Gender                             → Belonging .133 (.164) p = .418 

Gender                             → SES  .027 (.156) p = .861 

Gender                            → Life 

satisfaction 

-.125 (.127) p = .324 

Gender  ↔ Fluency in German .089 (.040) p = .025 

Gender  ↔ Social contacts .052 (.050) p = .300 

Gender  ↔ Length of stay -.548 (.317) p = .084 

Gender  ↔ Perceived discrimination .000 (.025) p = .991 

88



Figure 2.  Estimated path-analytic model of relationships between acculturation, SES and well-being 

measured as happiness for immigrants. The parameter values shown are standardized regression weights. 

The dashed arrow depicts nonsignificant pathways. 

The global fit statistics for the model (Figure 2): χ2 (df = 7; N = 307) = 6,82, p = .448, CFI = 1.00, 

RMSEA = .000, 90% CI [.000, .072], SRMR = .022. 

Table 2. Unstandardized regression weights, standard errors (in brackets) and p-values for direct effects 

as well as covariances, standard errors (in brackets) and p-values for happiness model depicted in Figure 

2.  

Paths Direct effects and covariances 

Fluency in German          → Belonging .203 (.061) p = .000 

Social contacts                 → Belonging .272 (.045) p = .000 

Length of stay                  → Belonging .020 (.007) p = .005 

Perceived discrimination → Belonging -.516 (.080) p = .000 

Fluency in German          → SES .151 (.058) p = .009 

Social contacts                 → SES .012 (.042) p = .775 

Length of stay                  → SES .015 (.007) p = .026 

Perceived discrimination → SES -.181 (.075) p = .016 
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Belonging                        → Happiness  .094 (.038) p = .013 

SES                                  → Happiness .262 (.045) p = 000 

Perceived discrimination → Happiness -.200 (.063) p = 001 

Gender                             → Belonging .145 (.174) p = .404 

Gender                             → SES  .047 (.164) p = .777 

Gender                            → Happiness -.218 (.128) p = .089 

Gender  ↔ Fluency in German .088 (.040) p = .029 

Gender  ↔ Social contacts .034 (.050) p = .500 

Gender  ↔ Length of stay -.288 (.319) p = .367 

Gender  ↔ Perceived discrimination -.003 (.025) p = .899 
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