How Can the Process of Acculturation Affect the Lives of Migrants Within the Host Culture? 

The acculturation of migrants is not a straightforward process, although migrants may often move in order to improve their life, they may face exposure to a number of negative experiences during the process. Migrants are often exposed to racism, culture shock and stress which can lead to loss of identity, poorer quality of life or even mental health issues. However, some migrants may also have positive experiences that improve their lives; exposing them to new cultures and ways of life that may benefit them greatly. This essay focuses on the experience that migrants may have with acculturation and how it may affect their lives, how negatively this might affect them, or on the contrary how positively. 

The term ‘migrant’ is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) as “a person who moves from one place to another, especially in order to find work or better living conditions.” (OED, 1991). Migrants are often compiled together under the umbrella term rather than being considered as individuals; it is important to consider that each migrant has their own story, their own reason for migrating and will almost certainly all have completely different experiences to each other. The term ‘migrant’ also has predominantly negative labels attached to it which may be the reasoning behind why migrants may be left feeling alone in the new host culture. The number of migrants around the world is significantly large and seemingly ever growing,  “In 2019, the number of migrants globally reached an estimated 272 million” (un.org, n.d.) which demonstrates just how often migration occurs.

Additionally, migration has contributed hugely to cultural diversity throughout the years and all over the world, it has introduced new foods, clothing and much more to create a more diverse world. Multiculturalism is expanding and we are now exposed to diverse social norms and ethics, but migration and multiculturalism can also bring about the production of a “greater variety of goods and services” (Bove and Elia, 2016) which make the world a more complex, diverse and interesting place.

Migrants are at higher risk of experiencing ‘culture shock’, coming into contact with ‘rich points’ (Agar, 2008) that can be particularly overwhelming and disorientating, especially upon moving for the first time, this can have a number of effects on the individual; potentially making them confused or causing a feeling of isolation. One major thing that can be a result of this is identity loss. Culture can often be perceived as a vital part of a person’s identity, certain pieces of culture such as beliefs and behaviours may feel important to somebody in constructing their own identity and may even feel protective over it. However, it is possible to adopt more than one culture at one time. Developing bi-culture during migration may create interpersonal conflict about identity, leaving migrants confused and unable to effectively thrive in their new environment. On speaking about culture shock, Michael Winkelman claims that it can be the cause of “loss of accustomed cultural cues and social rules” (Winkelman, 1994) and can cause anxiety for the person experiencing this. This could easily lead to confusion about self-identity as the host culture becomes more and more prominent and the heritage culture is rejected or hidden.

Winkelman also says that if a person desires to be an effectively functioning member of a particular culture, “it is necessary to adjust and adapt” (Winkelman, 1994) which suggests that it is not acceptable to retain only the home culture, adapting may also be particularly difficult as migrants may “realise they do not have a rich enough understanding of how the system works to thrive” (Heine, 2016), resulting in further stress and anxiety, perhaps feeling pushed into adopting the host culture in order to be successful or simply to live an easy life.

Henri Tajfel’s ‘Social Identity Theory’ (SIT) is useful for evaluating the concept of identity in this context. In summary, his theory is that a person’s sense of who they are is based on their membership of a group or groups; this could be anything from football clubs to social class. Tajfel suggested that belonging to these groups is “an important source of pride and self-esteem” (Mcleod, 2019) and that they also provide us with a sense of belonging. There is a lot of emphasis on identity being closely related to belonging and so if a migrant were to feel out of place in the host culture, they may therefore experience a loss of identity to a higher degree. Tajfel also discussed social categorisation and how “we [have] divided the world into ‘them’ and ‘us’” (Mcleod, 2019) which only adds to the alienation of ‘outsiders’ such as migrants. They are generalised and stereotyped, a process which tends to exaggerate the differences between one group or culture and another and therefore greater creates alienation and isolation. There is, of course, also awareness of similarities between two or more groups, however, we tend to focus much more specifically on the differences- which are quite often considered bad.

However, Tajfel’s theory assumes that a person’s identity comes solely from the feeling of belonging, specifically to a social group. This is not necessarily true, there are a number of factors that combine to make up a person’s identity such as the way a person chooses to dress or their individual personality, expressions and so on. Additionally, SIT generally categorises people which could in fact cause a loss of identity as it creates boundaries such as the previously mentioned ‘them’ and ‘us’, implying that in order to have an identity, a person must belong to a social group of some degree, this would mean that without belonging to a group, it is not possible to have an self-identity. Consequently, in the context of migrants, this could cause confusion about the self and lead to a feeling of isolation and in turn, reducing the quality of life.

Quite often, migrants are subjected to discrimination from people belonging to the host culture, often in the form of racism. They may therefore choose to adopt elements of the host culture alongside their own in order to avoid standing out and therefore opening themselves up to discrimination. This can be applied to John Berry’s ‘Acculturation Model’; the developing of bi-culture would fall under ‘integration’ in which the person accepts both host culture whilst still retaining their home culture, this may result in the host culture being more accepting of the migrant. The level at which the migrant chooses to assimilate themselves into society will likely affect their life in varying ways; if they choose to retain only their home culture and reject the host, problems may arise. Realistically, this is likely to cause the migrant to face prejudice and discrimination which would strongly affect the experience. Berry himself states that acculturation is “the dual process of cultural and psychological change” (Berry, 2005), demonstrating that there is also a psychological change in the process of migration which may likely result from the extent to which a person assimilates to the host culture.

An important consideration is that Berry’s model does not consider rejection by the host culture. The model suggests that there are four options in acculturation (assimilation, integration, marginalisation and separation) and does not consider that the migrant may be forced into separation due to the host culture refusing to allow them to fully integrate into their culture; they may wish to integrate but receive pushbacks from the host culture, ultimately stopping them from integrating effectively. Additionally, Berry does not consider that a migrant may move to a country with similar culture to the home culture. In this case, there would be “less learning to do and fewer difficulties” (Heine, 2016) which would greatly reduce stress and make assimilation much easier, it is also more likely the host culture would then accept the migrant as they are less likely to be portrayed as the ‘outsider’ due to the similarities. The migrant may also find it easier to adapt to the host culture as it is not dissimilar to their heritage, meaning they make less changes and ultimately lead a happier life.

Although acculturation can have a negative effect on the life of a migrant, the element of bi-culture can also be particularly positive, as is demonstrated by Sandhya Fuchs’ article ‘The Gift of a bi-cultural Upbringing’. Fuchs, a daughter of two anthropologists, spent much of her young life in India but also lived in Germany and so experienced a bi-cultural upbringing. Although she describes it as a ‘gift’, Fuchs also discusses the negative behaviour directed towards her as a young child in Germany during a school outbreak of lice when a friend’s mother isolated her and claimed Indian people “are very unhygienic [and] don’t have the same standards” (Fuchs, 2010). This is a clear example of the negative treatment that migrants may experience, racism and prejudice sadly being relatively common. Fuchs goes on to say she felt “slightly ashamed, and out of place” (Fuchs, 2010) which may represent the way migrants may be made to feel, whether it be due to culture shock or just the way they are treated. This can cause a decrease in quality of life and or a feeling of being ashamed of their own identity, possibly resulting in them embracing the host culture more in order to avoid this treatment and ultimately losing their own identity. 

Despite her negative experiences, ultimately Fuchs portrays bi-culture as a gift, claiming that she felt a sense of belonging both in Germany and in India because to her, belonging means family- wherever her family are, she belongs. Therefore, by experiencing bi-culture, she is able to feel as if she belongs to more than one culture and can experience two almost separate worlds without feeling like an ‘outsider’ in either of them. Furthermore, she claims that a bi-cultural upbringing “can teach you countless valuable lessons” (Fuchs, 2010) and that by embracing a multifaceted concept of identity, a person is able to refrain from drawing a line between cultures and is able to embrace both without necessarily being concerned about having to belong to just the one. Additionally, migrating to another country may give migrants access to better health care, more job opportunities and generally a better life. This demonstrates the difficulties in assessing the effects of acculturation as each person has their own individual reasons for migration and in turn has their own individual experiences, negative or positive but also shows that migration does not always have to be a negative experience; it can be extremely beneficial and can easily improve lives.

Xenophobia is something that migrants may face during their relocating, the term is entangled with racism and “denotes a hostility towards the stranger perceived as a threat” (Sanchez-Mazas and Licata, 2015). Members of the host culture may perceive migrants as a threat to themselves or to the host culture which in turn creates an aggression towards the ‘outsider’ and creates tension, ultimately creating a divide between migrant and non-migrant. The protectiveness of culture and identity may also be a contributing factor to the poor treatment of migrants as the host culture may feel protective of their culture, leading to xenophobia or generally poor treatment, “classical xenophobic themes [involve] notions of foreign invasion” (Sanchez-Mazas and Licata, 2015), creating tension and often discrimination. This tension can also have a domino effect in which the first generation migrant struggles to settle, having the same effect on future generations, leading to further loss of culture as cultural heritage may not be passed down. Of course, this would negatively affect a migrant’s life- making them an ‘outsider’ and likely very uncomfortable. This may affect them more greatly if they migrated due to a traumatic or negative environment back home. Whereas migrating should improve their life, acculturation may mean their life is also negative and or traumatic in the host culture depending on the extent of the damaging treatment.

The process of acculturation for migrants may also have a significant effect on mental health. Research shows that refugees and asylum seekers are “more likely to experience poor mental health than the local population” (Mental Health Foundation, 2016), this is also applicable to migrants who may have simply chosen to move. It is also worth reminding ourselves that many migrants move to another country in order to escape from an already tense or potentially dangerous environment- they move in order to have better lives for themselves and or their families, potentially from “war-torn countries such as Syria [or] Afghanistan” (Bove and Elia, 2016). Moving from this type of environment is a process that is likely already very stressful and so to then enter a foreign environment and experience culture shock and or face discriminatory behaviour adds to this stress, in turn causing a depletion in mental health.

Another reason that may cause mental health issues with migrants is “low social economic support and lack of language skills in the host country” (Rousseau and Frounfelker, 2019). Having a lack of understanding of the host culture’s language may be particularly stressful as it impedes on day to day life, a migrant may not be able to conduct simple tasks such as buying food or asking for directions. Of course, learning a new language is difficult and not being able to effectively communicate could easily cause huge amounts of stress. In reference to quality of life, this could also have an effect. Due to the deep-rooted societal stereotypes of migrants, somebody may face discrimination for not knowing the dominant host language, this can take place in the form of racism and create isolation in which the migrant may feel uncomfortable in their new home. They may even feel unsafe.

There are other studies which evaluate the mental health status of asylum seekers and migrants, showing that they tend to have a higher percentage of people with mental health issues. One study implies that “the stress associated with migration may lead to increased suicide” (Rousseau and Frounfelker, 2019), this is demonstrative of the strength of the effects of migration, that the stress can lead to real mental health problems. One of the most commonly identified psychological issues is depression; it is possible that the mental health statistics are so high in migrants because the home country may be less frequent in diagnosing said illness. In the West, depression is fairly commonly diagnosed whereas Steven Heine states that “depression is less commonly diagnosed … in China” (Heine, 2016). Using this as an example, if a Chinese person were to express symptoms of depression to their doctor in China, they may not receive a diagnosis- they may then migrate to another country such as the UK, present the same symptoms and be diagnosed with depression. This data could then be used to imply that migrants are more likely to be depressed, where this is not necessarily the case. Especially if they have a particularly positive migration experience. Additionally, migrants may even experience greater mental health due to escaping from a traumatic environment and moving to somewhere that they feel safe.

Overall, it is evident that the process of acculturation can have a significant effect on the life of a migrant. They may experience a loss of identity, lower quality of life and experience negative mental health issues. It is easy to assume that migrants have an overwhelmingly negative experiences due to society’s often portraying of them as a collectively bad group of people- which, of course, does happen as they are often exposed to racism, culture shock and the general stress of entering a culture that works differently to their heritage culture. However, it is important to consider each migrant individually, they are all their own people who have their own stories and reasons for migrating and so all have different experiences. As evidenced, migrating and or developing bi-culture can be particularly positive, opening the mind and preventing creating a barrier between different cultures- a person is able to experience more than one culture whilst maintaining their own identity and experiencing multiculturalism. Something that is likely to improve their quality of life.
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