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The Relationship between Acculturation Strategy and
Mental Health among Students Studying Abroad:
Moderation Effects of Social Environments

Congnan JIANG, Tomoko IKEGAMI, Yumika OSAWA

In psychology, the concept of acculturation has been defined as a set of changes in the mind and body
for adaptation within an individual who is placed in a foreign culture. Berry et al. (1989) conceptualized
four types of acculturation strategy in terms of the status of cultural identity: integration, assimilation,
separation, and marginalization. Integration means valuing both one’s own (traditional) and foreign
(new) cultural identities, assimilation means valuing only the latter, separation means valuing only the
former, and marginalization means valuing neither of them. Berry claimed that, among them, integration
would best benefit immigrants’ mental health and provided some empirical evidence in support of his
notion. However, findings have been mixed regarding which strategy is most beneficial. Some studies
have demonstrated the superiority of integration, in favor of Berry’s theory, while others have showed
that assimilation is most beneficial. We reasoned that this is due to the differences in nature of the social
surroundings where immigrants are living. Another limitation is that most of the previous studies have
focused on immigrants who have lived in a foreign culture for a long time, and it remains unclear whether

Berry’s theory is applicable for students studying abroad who stay in a foreign county for a limited time.
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Thus, we conducted a questionnaire study with a sample of Chinese students studying in Japan to inves-
tigate how acculturation strategy affects their mental health, and whether this relationship is moderated
by their social surroundings (i.e., enrolled in colleges vs. Japanese language schools). We predicted that
Chinese students enrolled in colleges, where they have many opportunities for contact with both Japanese
and Chinese individuals, tend to benefit from integration or assimilation. On the other hand, those en-
rolled in Japanese language schools tend to benefit from separation, because they are surrounded by
many Chinese students but have a very limited number of chances to contact with Japanese individuals.
The results provided partial support for our prediction. We discuss issues concerning the compatibility
between the status of cultural identity and the nature of social environments.

Keywords : acculturation, cultural identity, social environment, mental health, international students
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