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What factors explain the extent to which members of cultural minorities maintain their her-
itage cultural engagement? Although this process, called heritage acculturation, has signif-
icant implications for adjustment, we know little about its antecedents. The present work
sought to address two shortcomings of acculturation research: (a) the need to characterize
antecedents of acculturation orientations and (b) the need to consider acculturation as a con-
textual phenomenon. Some studies have documented associations between acculturation and
specific contextual variables (e.g., family socialization), but an important feature of this re-
search was to examine the unique contribution of factors at multiple levels of proximity si-
multaneously. Specifically, this study considered intraindividual, home, social network, and
neighborhood-level contextual correlates of heritage acculturation. The overarching hypothe-
sis tested among multicultural university students in Canada (n = 271) was that people whose
life contexts are more strongly imbued with heritage cultural influences would report greater
heritage acculturation. Results fully supported this hypothesis. Greater heritage language com-
petence, “parental” living arrangements, a more extensive heritage social network, and living
in an ethnically denser neighborhood were all related to greater heritage cultural maintenance.
Further, only heritage network extensiveness was negatively related to mainstream cultural
engagement—attesting to the cultural specificity of these associations. These results suggest
that none of the four contextual levels considered here was sufficient on its own to understand
participants’ heritage acculturation and that we need a holistic view of the person in her or his
multiple contexts when studying acculturation.

Keywords: acculturation, immigration/migration, family/child rearing,
environmental/population, group processes

Introduction

Hamid and Basir are both Iranian immigrants to Canada,
now in their early 20s. Hamid volunteers at the local Ira-
nian Saturday school, celebrates Nowruz (Persian new year),
and generally has a strong sense of being Iranian. Basir, on
the contrary, tends to see his Iranian cultural heritage as a
burden and to resent being considered Iranian. What fac-
tors can explain the differences in how these two young men
position themselves with respect to their heritage culture?
Although this positioning, called heritage acculturation, has
significant positive implications for adjustment (Nguyen &
Benet-Martínez, 2013), we know little about its antecedents
(Sam & Berry, 2010).

Only a few studies have examined the predictors of ac-
culturation orientations, and they have mostly focused on
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intrapersonal influences, such as personality (Kosic, 2006).
Yet, recent theories of acculturation adopt an ecological per-
spective (Ward & Geeraert, 2016) and stress that accultur-
ation is shaped by contextual influences at different levels,
ranging from intrapersonal dispositions to family character-
istics, to features of the larger society (Lopez-Class, Castro,
& Ramirez, 2011; Schachner, van de Vijver, & Noack, 2017).
Accordingly, this article considers the associations between
heritage acculturation and variables indexing how strongly
people’s life contexts are imbued with their heritage culture.

Conceptualizing Acculturation

Psychological acculturation refers to changes in peo-
ple’s “cultural ways”—cultural behaviors, identities, and val-
ues—as a result of prolonged exposure to a cultural environ-
ment. In the dominant bidimensional framework of accul-
turation (Berry, 2005; Ryder, Alden, & Paulhus, 2000), peo-
ple like Hamid and Basir must negotiate in parallel issues of
Iranian cultural engagement (heritage acculturation) and of
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2 DOUCERAIN

Canadian cultural engagement (mainstream acculturation).1

Some researchers cross these two independent orientations
to form four categories (integration, separation, assimila-
tion, and marginalization; Berry, 1980, 1997), but measure-
ment issues associated with this typological approach make
dimensional approaches that consider heritage and main-
stream acculturation separately preferable (Demes & Geer-
aert, 2014; Rudmin & Ahmadzadeh, 2001; Ward & Kus,
2012).

Acculturation has important adjustment implications for
people who juggle several cultures. A recent meta-analysis
showed that greater maintenance of one’s heritage culture
and greater adoption of the mainstream culture are both asso-
ciated with better sociocultural and psychological adjustment
(Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013). Specifically, whereas
mainstream acculturation may be more beneficial for socio-
cultural adjustment, heritage acculturation may be particu-
larly crucial for psychological adjustment (Ward & Kennedy,
1994; but see Ryder et al., 2000 for diverging results), espe-
cially in the face of discrimination (Branscombe, Schmitt, &
Harvey, 1999).

Despite the practical significance of heritage and main-
stream acculturation, their antecedents have been relatively
unexplored, as highlighted by Sam and Berry (2010) in a
comprehensive review of acculturation research. In addition,
much of acculturation research has focused on individual-
level variables, without taking into account the context
within which this phenomenon takes place (Jurcik et al.,
2014). As a step toward filling these gaps, this study focused
on the contextual correlates of heritage acculturation, which
typically receives less attention than mainstream accultura-
tion, among multicultural university students.

University years typically correspond to young adulthood
and to a transition to life outside of the parental home, a
period that is particularly important for heritage accultura-
tion. Indeed, ethnic identity development, whereby young
people develop an attachment to their ethnic/heritage group
and come to identify with it, occurs during those years (Phin-
ney, 1990). As social life transitions more fully outside of
the home, young people also increasingly need to negotiate
their position with respect to their heritage culture on their
own, with diminishing parental influences. These circum-
stances make university students an ideal population to ex-
amine connections between contextual factors and heritage
acculturation.

An Ecological Framework of Acculturation

Researchers now widely acknowledge that acculturation
is strongly tie to its multifaceted ecological context (Arends-
Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2006; Bourhis, Moïse, Perreault, &
Senécal, 1997; Knight, Bernal, Garza, Cota, & Ocampo,
1993; Lopez-Class et al., 2011; Motti-Stefanidi, Berry,
Chryssochoou, Sam, & Phinney, 2012; Ward, Fox, Wilson,

Stuart, & Kus, 2010; Ward & Geeraert, 2016). Beyond
intraindividual characteristics (e.g., language proficiency or
personality characteristics), contextual factors at different
levels of analysis contribute to people’s engagement with
their cultural contexts. For example, Hamid’s higher heritage
acculturation, compared with Basir’s, may be due not only to
better proficiency in Farsi (intraindividual factor) but also to
a tightly knit family that emphasizes Iranian traditions and to
living in a neighborhood with a vibrant Iranian immigrant
community (contextual factors). Different ecological per-
spectives emphasize different contexts. As Motti-Stefanidi
and colleagues (2012) point out, whereas developmental psy-
chologists tend to underscore the role of more microlevel
contexts such as the family, social psychologists tend to fo-
cus on intergroup contexts and acculturation researchers on
the influence of the broader cultural environment. Neverthe-
less, analogous to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems the-
ory, these ecological perspectives all picture the acculturat-
ing individual at the center of concentric circles represent-
ing more proximal (e.g., the family) to more distal (e.g., the
larger society) contexts. Factors at four levels of proxim-
ity (described in more detail below) are considered here: in-
traindividual, home, social network, and neighborhood. The
extant literature has documented associations between each
contextual factor and heritage acculturation separately, but
simultaneous examinations of these multifaceted factors are
still scarce (Syed, Juang, & Svensson, 2018). The present
work seeks to address this gap. As a notable example of re-
cent research in that direction, Schachner, van de Vijver, and
Noack (2018) found that school, family, and ethnic group
characteristics were all related to acculturation. In line with
this research, the overarching hypothesis tested here is that
navigating life contexts more strongly imbued with heritage
cultural influences will be associated with greater heritage
acculturation.

Intraindividual Level

Heritage language competence is one of the most cru-
cial intraindividual factors contributing to the maintenance of
one’s heritage cultural engagement (LaFromboise, Coleman,
& Gerton, 1993). This factor serves important sociocultural
functions, allowing people to communicate with members of
their heritage cultural group and to have access to cultural
representations and resources (He, 2010). Heritage language
competence is also an essential marker of heritage identity,
allowing a person to be considered as “one of us” by mem-
bers of the heritage group (Kvernmo & Heyerdahl, 1996;

1Heritage versus mainstream is a simplistic dichotomy that does
not just do justice to the cultural complexity of many migrants’ and
members of cultural minorities’ lives, which are characterized by
cultural hybridity and plurality. However, given that the present
study does not focus on these issues, heritage versus mainstream
labels are used as convenient proxies and are recognized as such.
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Nystad, Spein, Balto, & Ingstad, 2017). For example, mem-
bers of the Iranian–Canadian community might not consider
Basir as a “real Iranian” because of his poor Farsi proficiency,
which in turn would negatively impact his ability to maintain
his heritage cultural engagement. Accordingly, in a sample
of Asian Americans, greater heritage acculturation was as-
sociated with greater heritage language competence (Kang,
2006). These results echo other studies that established a
positive association between heritage language competence
and how people position themselves with respect to their
heritage culture (Gibbons, 2004; Noels, Pon, & Clément,
1996; Tse, 2000). For example, Clément’s sociocontextual
model, which has received a fair bit of empirical support over
the years (Clément, Baker, & MacIntyre, 2003; Noels et al.,
1996), posits that language confidence predicts identification
with the associated ethnolinguistic group (Clément, 1980).
This model is also consistent with the present conceptual-
ization of heritage language competence as an antecedent of
heritage acculturation. Thus, at the intraindividual level, it is
expected that greater heritage language competence will be
associated with greater heritage acculturation (Hypothesis 1
[H1]).

Home Level

Young immigrants and members of cultural minorities ac-
quire their heritage cultural knowledge primarily in the fa-
milial context, in contrast to mainstream youth who have ac-
cess to mainstream cultural representations and practices in
the larger society (Kim Park, 2007). Family socialization is
key to the transmission of heritage cultural values (Knight et
al., 2011) and youth identification with their heritage cultural
group (Kim Park, 2007; Knight et al., 1993). Indeed, youth
report greater heritage acculturation when living in familial
contexts where the heritage culture is more predominant or
promoted (Schachner, Van de Vijver, & Noack, 2014, 2018;
Umaña-Taylor, Alfaro, Bámaca, & Guimond, 2009), and im-
migrant parents and older adults typically emphasize heritage
cultural maintenance longer and more intensely than their
children (Birman, 2006; Telzer, 2010). Accordingly, this
study considers the role of living with one’s parents (includ-
ing extended family such as grandparents) versus living on
one’s own (including romantic partner and/or roommates),
as an index of the extent to which heritage cultural influ-
ences permeate the home. It is expected that parental living
arrangements, reflecting greater heritage influences, will be
associated with greater heritage acculturation (Hypothesis 2
[H2]).

Social Network Level

Outside of the family, an immigrant’s heritage social net-
work is an essential agent of heritage socialization (Knight et
al., 1993; Miller et al., 2006), as cultural knowledge is trans-
mitted and maintained through social connections with other

members of the heritage group (Wan & Chew, 2013). These
social connections can also foster cultural maintenance by
encouraging identification with the heritage cultural group
(Wan & Chew, 2013). Several studies have shown that a
more extensive heritage social network is associated with
greater heritage acculturation. Among Croatian immigrants
to Italy, participants who were embedded in a more predomi-
nantly Croatian (rather than Italian) social group at arrival re-
ported greater Croatian cultural maintenance (Kosic, 2004).
People who had more numerous conational ties and interac-
tions (as a proxy for heritage social network size) also re-
ported greater heritage acculturation and identification (Cao,
Zhu, & Meng, 2017; Neto, 2002; Ward & Kennedy, 1993).
In line with these results, it is expected that a larger heritage
network will be positively associated with heritage accultur-
ation (Hypothesis 3 [H3]).

Neighborhood Level

Beyond one’s family and immediate social network, the
cultural features of one’s neighborhood can be tied to her-
itage acculturation (Lopez-Class et al., 2011). Although the
relevant literature is limited, ethnic density —for example,
the percentage of Iranian–Canadians in Hamid’s or Basir’s
neighborhood —has emerged as a particularly promising
community characteristic involved in acculturation processes
(Jurcik, Ahmed, Yakobov, Solopieieva-Jurcikova, & Ryder,
2013). As an index of heritage culture predominance in a
person’s local community, ethnic density can make heritage
cultural products, practices, and knowledge more accessible
and more salient in one’s daily life, which may, in turn, sup-
port heritage acculturation. Indeed, Birman, Trickett, and
Buchanan (2005) found that Russian adolescent immigrants
to the United States who lived in an area with a higher con-
centration of Russian Americans reported greater Russian
behavioral acculturation. A similar positive association be-
tween ethnic density and heritage acculturation was found
among women from the former Soviet Union living in the
United States (Miller et al., 2009). Accordingly, it is ex-
pected that greater ethnic density in one’s neighborhood will
be associated with greater heritage acculturation (Hypothe-
sis 4 [H4]).

The Present Study

This study considers four different types of contextual cor-
relates of heritage acculturation among multicultural univer-
sity students in Canada: intraindividual, home, social net-
work, and neighborhood levels. The overarching hypothe-
sis tested here is that people whose life contexts are perme-
ated more predominantly by heritage cultural influences (H1:
greater heritage language competence, H2: parental living
arrangements, H3: broader heritage social network, and H4:
greater ethnic density in neighborhood) will report greater
heritage acculturation. To further establish their culturally



4 DOUCERAIN

specific relation to acculturation processes, it is expected that
none of these contextual variables will be associated with
mainstream acculturation (Hypothesis 5 [H5]; adoption of
mainstream cultural characteristics). In addition, given that
this study was conducted in a multicultural sample and that
heritage cultural maintenance differs across ethnic and cul-
tural groups (Schachner et al., 2018), an index of cultural
distance between mainstream and heritage cultural streams
was included as a covariate.

Several studies have documented associations between ac-
culturation and contextual influences at specific levels (e.g.,
family socialization), but the current work contributes to a
minimal body of work that examines contextual factors at
different levels of proximity simultaneously (e.g., Schachner
et al., 2018). This approach allows us to take into account
overlaps among contextual factors, and to test the hypothe-
sis that they are each independently and uniquely associated
with heritage acculturation. Following ecological theoretical
perspectives on acculturation, contextual variables are con-
ceptualized here as antecedents of cultural orientations (Mot-
tiStefanidi et al., 2012; Schachner et al., 2017), but it is im-
portant to note that the cross-sectional nature of the present
research precludes any conclusions about causality.

Method

Participants and Procedure

Multicultural students attending an English-speaking uni-
versity in Montreal, Quebec, Canada, were recruited to take
part in a larger project on acculturation and adjustment (ini-
tial N = 313). Given the language focus of some predic-
tors considered here, only the 271 participants who reported
a heritage language other than English or French (Mon-
treal’s two mainstream languages) were included (228 fe-
males, Mage = 22.46; SDage = 3.35). Participants who were
first-generation immigrants (69% of the sample born out-
side of Canada) had lived in Canada for 10.11 years (SD =

7.64) on average. Seventeen percent of those first-generation
participants were international or exchange students. Par-
ticipants reported a large variety of heritage cultural back-
grounds, with none representing more than 15% of the sam-
ple. More specifically, 40% indicated a cultural background
from Europe, 24% from the Middle East or greater Ara-
bia, 19% from Asia, 15% from Central or South America,
and 2% from Sub-Saharan Africa. “Italian” was the most
frequently nominated cultural background among second-
generation participants, and “Colombian” and “Romanian”
the most common ones among first-generation participants.
Interested students signed up for the study through a partic-
ipant pool platform. They answered questionnaires online
and received course credit as compensation for their time.
The study took about 90 min to complete was approved by
the university’s ethical review board.

Measures

Heritage and Mainstream Acculturation

The Quebec version of the Vancouver Index of Accul-
turation (VIA; Ryder et al., 2000) includes 30 items on a
Likert-type scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 9 =

strongly agree. Ten triplets of items with mirror wording
form three subscales assessing heritage acculturation (VIA-
H; α = .92), English–Canadian acculturation (α = .87), and
French–Canadian acculturation (α = .88). Following us-
age in past research (e.g., Jurcik et al., 2015) and recom-
mendation by the scale’s first author, mainstream accultur-
ation (VIA-M) was operationalized as the highest score be-
tween English–Canadian and French–Canadian scores (e.g.,
if a participant obtains a score of 7.5 for English–Canadian
acculturation and 6 for French– Canadian acculturation, his
VIA-M score will be 7.5). An example item is “I am comfort-
able working with people from my heritage cultural group.”
Past research has shown the VIA to be a valid and reliable
acculturation self-report measure (Huynh, Howell, & Benet-
Martínez, 2009; Kang, 2006; Ryder et al., 2000).

Heritage Language Competence

A six-item self-report measure (Doucerain, 2017) as-
sessed participants’ comfort in using their heritage language
in linguistically demanding situations on a 7-point rating
scale, ranging from 1 = not comfortable at all to 7 = as
comfortable as a native speaker (α = .96). A sample situ-
ation was, “telling jokes to a group of [heritage language] -
speaking friends/colleagues.”

Living Arrangements

Participants indicated with whom they live at home by
selecting all applicable cohabitants among different options.
Living with parents or extended family such as grandparents
was recoded as “Parental,” and living with romantic partner,
children, roommates, siblings only, or alone was recoded as
“Own.” This variable served as an index of heritage culture
predominance at the home level.

Heritage Social Network Size

Participants listed in how many different social contexts
they routinely use their heritage language by answering the
open-ended question “In what context(s) is [heritage lan-
guage] the main language you use?” The number of social
contexts nominated served as a proxy for the extensiveness
of participants’ heritage social network.

Neighborhood Heritage Density

Participants indicated what percentage of people in their
neighborhood, in their estimation, are of the same heritage
cultural background than themselves, using the following
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four levels: less than 10%, between 11% and 50%, between
51% and 75% , and more than 75% . Perceived heritage den-
sity has been found to be positively associated with objec-
tive density based on census data (Jurcik et al., 2015). This
variable was dichotomized into less than 10% and more than
10% bins, to form reasonably even categories. It served as an
index of heritage culture predominance at the neighborhood
level.

Cultural Distance

Kogut and Singh’s (1988) index served as a proxy for the
distance between participants’ heritage cultural background
and the mainstream Canadian context. This index is based
on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions at the country level (Hof-
stede, Hofstede, & Minkov, 2010), using the following for-
mula:

where Iij represents the index for the i th cultural dimen-
sion (power distance, individualism, etc.) in jth nation, V i
is the variance of scores on the ith dimension, and CDj is the
cultural distance between jth country and Canada. When cul-
tural dimension scores were not available for a participant’s
heritage background, scores for the closest available country
were used (e.g., West Africa for Mauritius or Arab countries
for Oman).

Analyses

The hypotheses were tested using multiple regressions.
Univariate outliers were winsorized, whereby extreme values
outside three median absolute deviations around the median
we brought within that interval (Leys, Klein, Bernard, & Li-
cata, 2013). No multivariate outliers (evaluated at a stringent
level of p < .001) were detected. Regarding missing data,
data on age and on years lived in Canada were missing for
1% of the sample, and 10% of participants did not provide
information for heritage language comfort. The assumption
that data are missing completely at random (MCAR) was not
met, χ2(36) = 126.50, p < .001 for Little’s test, but further
analyses using logistic regressions on missing versus non-
missing values showed that data could be considered missing
at random (MAR). Given that one variable had more than
5% missing values, missing data were imputed with multi-
ple imputation (with 30 imputations; Graham, Olchowski, &
Gilreath, 2007), using the R package Amelia (Honaker, King,
& Blackwell, 2011). Analyses then proceeded as planned.
Results were pooled with the Barnard–Rubin adjusted de-
grees of freedom method (Barnard & Rubin, 1999), using
the R package mice (Buuren & van Groothuis- Oudshoorn,

2011). Regression diagnostics showed that statistical as-
sumptions of linearity, normality, and homoscedasticity were
respected and that multicollinearity was not an issue (vari-
ance inflation factor < 2.50 for all variables).

Results

Descriptive Results

On average, participants reported fairly high levels of her-
itage (M = 7.13, SD = 1.63) and mainstream acculturation (M
= 7.25, SD = 1.22), as indexed by VIA-H and VIA-M scores,
respectively. They felt quite comfortable using their heritage
language (M = 5.37, SD = 1.74), which they routinely used
in 1.58 social contexts on average (SD = 1.01). Concerning
living arrangements, 60% of participants lived in a “parental”
home environment. A similar proportion (62%) reported liv-
ing in an area where less than 10% of people were of the
same heritage cultural background as themselves. Finally,
cultural distance ranged between 0.26 and 5.12, with an av-
erage value of 2.02 (SD = 0.98). Table 1 presents zero-order
correlations among the numerical study variables. As pre-
liminary support for our hypotheses, heritage language com-
fort and social network were positively associated with her-
itage cultural maintenance (VIA-H), but not with mainstream
cultural adoption (VIA-M). Heritage acculturation was also
negatively and significantly related to cultural distance, high-
lighting the importance of controlling for this variable.

Hypothesis Testing

As shown in Table 1, there was a statistically signifi-
cant positive association between heritage and mainstream
VIA scores. To take into account this significant amount of
shared variance, outcome variables were residualized: VIA-
H scores were residualized on VIA-M scores and vice versa
(see Doucerain, Varnaamkhaasti, Segalowitz, & Ryder, 2015
for a similar approach). This procedure ensures that regres-
sion results, presented in Table 2, reflect specific associations
between contextual variables and cultural orientations. Pre-
dictors were entered hierarchically, with covariates (age, sex,
generation, years lived in Canada, and cultural distance in-
dex) in a first step, and heritage contextual variables in a sec-
ond step.

Consistent with H1 to H4, variables indexing stronger her-
itage cultural influences in participants’ contexts were sta-
tistically significantly associated with greater heritage accul-
turation, as measured by VIA-H scores. Specifically, par-
ticipants who felt more comfortable using their heritage lan-
guage (H1: β = .31, p < .001, 95% confidence interval (CI)
= [0.18, 0.45]), who lived in a “parental” setup (H2: β = .30,
p = .03, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.56]), who had a more extensive
heritage social network (indexed by a proxy variable; H3: β
= .18, p = .004, 95% CI = [0.06, 0.29]), and who lived in
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neighborhoods with more people of the same heritage cul-
tural origin (H4: β = .25, p = .029, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.47])
reported statistically significantly greater heritage accultura-
tion. Together, the introduction of these contextual

variables accounted for 17% additional variance in VIA-H
scores (from R2 = .09 to R2 = .26), which was a substantial
and statistically significant improvement.

Conversely, and mostly supporting H5, only one of those
contextual variables was statistically significantly related to
mainstream acculturation (VIA-M scores). Specifically, par-
ticipants with a more extensive heritage social network also
reported less mainstream cultural adoption (β = −16, p = .01,
95% CI = [−0.28, −0.03]). The introduction of contextual
variables did not statistically significantly improve the pre-
diction of VIA-M scores. The total variance accounted for in
VIA-M scores was 19% (16% in the first step).

In terms of covariates, a larger number of years lived in
Canada was statistically associated with greater mainstream
cultural adoption (β = .46, p < .001, 95% CI = [0.29, 0.62])
and lower heritage cultural maintenance β = –.25, p = .002,
95% CI = [-0.41, -0.09]). However, second-generation im-
migrants reported greater heritage acculturation (β = .47, p
= .004, 95% CI = [0.15, 0.79]) and lower mainstream accul-
turation than first-generation immigrants (β = -.59, p = .001,
95% CI = [−0.92, −0.25]). Finally, greater cultural distance,
as measured by Kogut and Singh’s (1988) index, was related
to significantly lower heritage acculturation (β = −.17, p =

.003, 95% CI = [−0.28, −0.06]).

Discussion

The present study tested the overarching hypothesis that
living in contexts more strongly influenced by one’s her-
itage culture would be associated with greater heritage ac-
culturation. This hypothesis was fully supported: greater
heritage language competence, “parental” living arrange-
ments, a more extensive heritage social network, and liv-
ing in an ethnically denser neighborhood were all related
to greater heritage cultural maintenance. Furthermore, only
heritage social network extensiveness was associated (nega-
tively) with mainstream cultural engagement —attesting to
the cultural specificity of these associations.

The finding that “parental” living arrangements were pos-
itively associated with heritage acculturation is similar to
results from Schachner and colleagues (2014) and Umaña-
Taylor and colleagues (2009), obtained in Germany and the
United States, respectively. This suggests that for young peo-
ple, the family context may be closely tied to issues of her-
itage maintenance regardless of the wider sociopolitical im-
migration context, which is very different in all three coun-
tries. Another aspect is noteworthy. Whereas these two past
studies assessed specific characteristics of the family envi-
ronment (e.g., importance of religion at home or family so-
cialization scale), we measured the simple fact of living in

a parental home, rather than the family’s “heritage flavor.”
According to our results, the mere daily presence of parental
figures may be sufficient to foster young adults’ heritage ac-
culturation, independently of how actively these parental fig-
ures promote heritage cultural maintenance. Alternatively, it
is also possible that those seeking to minimize their heritage
cultural engagement prefer living on their own, or that par-
ents for whom heritage maintenance is a more central con-
cern are reluctant to see their adult children leave the family
home. This research did not allow us to disentangle these
competing explanations, but the results point to the impor-
tance of parental presence in issues of heritage cultural main-
tenance.

The positive association between perceived ethnic density
and heritage acculturation also complements the existing lit-
erature in interesting ways. Birman et al. (2005) and Miller
and colleagues (2009) both also found a positive association
in the United States, but they relied on an objective, census-
based measure of ethnic density. In contrast, Jurcik and col-
leagues (Jurcik et al., 2015; Jurcik et al., 2013) used a sub-
jective measure of ethnic density and did not detect any asso-
ciation with heritage acculturation in Canada (although their
subjective measure correlated with an objective indicator of
ethnic density). Instead, they found that subjective percep-
tions of ethnic density interacted with heritage acculturation
in the prediction of psychological adjustment. Our results
suggest that both objective and subjective ethnic density may
be associated with heritage acculturation, in line with Syed
and colleagues’ (2018) theoretical work. However, detecting
this association with subjective indices may depend on mea-
surement formats. Indeed, whereas Jurcik and colleagues
asked participants to estimate how many people from their
own ethnic group live in their neighborhood using a 5-point
scale ranging from 1 = none or hardly any to 5 = almost
all or all of the neighborhood , we provided categories with
specific percentages, such as less than 10% or between 51%
and 75% . The latter format is more closely aligned with
objective density metrics and may leave less room for in-
dividual interpretation regarding what constitutes “a lot” or
“a little.” On the contrary, a percentage format may be less
ideally suited to tap into migrants’ subjective perceptions of
relative group representation in their immediate environment
(Syed et al., 2018).

The extensiveness of one’s heritage language network was
positively associated with heritage acculturation, which is in
keeping with past research (Cao et al., 2017; Kosic, 2004;
Neto, 2002; Ward & Kennedy, 1993). Interestingly, it was
the only contextual variable that was also associated nega-
tively with mainstream acculturation. Two explanations may
account for these results. First, social network composition
may be more susceptible to zero-sum cultural effects than
other contextual variables, in the sense that interacting with
people from one’s heritage background in numerous and var-
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Table 1
Bivariate Correlations Among Numerical Study Variables.
Variables (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
(1) Age —
(2) Years in Canada .12
(3) Cultural distance index .04 −.18∗∗

(4) Heritage language comfort .10 −.40∗∗∗ .14∗

(5) Heritage language network −.01 −.19∗∗ .02 .42∗∗∗

(6) Heritage acculturation (VIA-H) −.12∗ −.06 −.16∗∗ .28∗∗∗ .24∗∗∗

(7) Mainstream acculturation (VIA-M) −.10 .27∗∗∗ −.07 −.06 −.10 .37∗∗∗

Note. VIA = Vancouver Index of Acculturation
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

ied settings may entail fewer interactions with people from
the mainstream cultural stream. In turn, fewer mainstream
interactions may be tied to lower mainstream acculturation.
A second explanation concerns social network dynamics.
Using one’s heritage language in many daily settings is likely
to index a tight heritage network structure, which, according
to social network theorists, constrains people’s social roles
and limits their opportunities to explore new ideas (Burt,
1995). As such, a tight heritage network may be associated
with less freedom to adopt mainstream cultural behaviors,
values, or identities.

Regarding covariates, past research documented a nega-
tive zero-order correlation between perceived cultural dis-
tance and heritage acculturation (Schachner et al., 2018).
The present results replicated this finding with a different in-
dex of cultural distance, based on country-level cultural di-
mension data, suggesting that this association holds across
a range of measurement formats. A possible explanation is
that maintaining cultural practices and traditions that are very
different from that of the mainstream cultural context is more
difficult than in the case of more similar heritage cultural
backgrounds. Over time, struggles resulting from negotiat-
ing these more massive cultural gaps may compel people to
gradually relinquish their cultural heritage.

The finding that more time lived in Canada was related
to greater mainstream acculturation and lower heritage ac-
culturation also replicated past results (Ryder et al., 2000).
The converse finding that compared with first-generation
participants, second-generation participants reported greater
heritage acculturation and lower mainstream acculturation
was more surprising and contradicted past research (Tonsing,
2014). The local context of the study may help explain these
results. Montreal is a highly multicultural city, where cul-
tural diversity is typically embraced and valued, especially
in the university where participants were recruited. In such a
context, maintaining one’s heritage cultural characteristics is
likely to be a source of positive self-differentiation. For first-
generation participants, heritage affiliation and characteris-
tics may be taken for granted, guaranteed by one’s foreign
birth. For second-generation participants, however, main-

taining one’s heritage distinctiveness may require more per-
sonal commitment and efforts, hence their higher heritage
acculturation scores on average. In other words, the posi-
tive cultural currency of being a hyphenated Canadian in the
context where the study took place may explain the current
findings.

In summary, the results were consistent with theoretical
arguments that acculturation is a contextual phenomenon,
tied to factors at many different levels (Kim Park, 2007; Ward
& Geeraert, 2016). Despite these theoretical arguments, the
studies that do consider contextual influences in accultura-
tion often focus on a single level, such family socialization
(Umaña-Taylor et al., 2009) or ethnic density (Birman et al.,
2005). Showing that all contextual levels act cumulatively
and that each account for unique variance in heritage accul-
turation was a strength of this study. In other words, none of
the four levels considered here was sufficient on its own to
understand participants’ heritage acculturation. The present
results suggest that to do so, we need a holistic view of the
person in her multiple contexts as a single dynamic multi-
level system: “an information network instantiated in neu-
ronal pathways, cognitive schemata, human relationships,
culturally-mediated tools, global telecommunications, cor-
porations, political actors, health care systems, and so on,”
where levels “cannot be understood in isolation from one
another” (Ryder, Ban, & Chentsova-Dutton, 2011, p. 965).
This holistic, contextual view is relevant and vital beyond
acculturation, and recent theoretical perspectives underscore
the need to consider the role of socioecological factors in all
psychological processes (Oishi & Graham, 2010).

Limitations and Future Directions

Considering the independent contribution of several con-
textual variables simultaneously was a strength of this study,
but several limitations should also be noted. First, the sam-
ple was clearly imbalanced in terms of participants’ sex. The
predominance of females may have affected average levels
of heritage maintenance, as women tend to relinquish her-
itage characteristics less than men (Ward, 2001), potentially
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because of traditional gender roles tied to cultural transmis-
sion among women. Another limitation concerns the lack of
information about cohabitants’ cultural background, in the
case of participants who lived outside of a parental home.
It is entirely possible that living with roommates from the
same heritage cultural background might be associated with
a more positive heritage orientation.

Furthermore, this study included more than one contex-
tual factor, but it still did not include the whole gamut of
contexts. Biological (micro end of the spectrum) and larger
sociocultural contextual influences (macro end of the spec-
trum) were unfortunately lacking. Past research suggests
that both of these levels may also be relevant in understand-
ing a person’s acculturation. At the micro end of the spec-
trum, international students who arrived in the country with
greater respiratory sinus arrhythmia (RSA)—a physiologi-
cal index of individual differences in social engagement ca-
pacities—adopted the mainstream culture faster than those
with lesser RSA (Doucerain, Deschênes, Aubé, Ryder, &
Gouin, 2016). At the macro end of the spectrum, the extent
to which second-generation Turkish immigrants maintained
their heritage religious engagement depended on in which
European city they lived, reflecting different levels of in-
stitutional accommodation of Islam (Fleischmann & Phalet,
2012). Building on the present conclusion that contextual
variables are necessary to understand heritage acculturation,
future research should attempt to consider the whole spec-
trum of microlevel to macrolevel contextual influences.

In the present research, each contextual level was unfor-
tunately characterized using a single—and fairly simplis-
tic—index. Syed and colleagues (2018) proposed that eth-
nic/racial settings can be characterized in terms of perspec-
tive (subjective vs. objective apprehension of setting), differ-
entiation (how groups are defined in setting), heterogeneity
(range of groups in setting), and proximity (closeness of set-
ting to person). All dimensions may be relevant for accul-
turation, and this theoretical framework could help inform
future characterizations of migrants’ cultural contexts.

The cross-sectional design of the current study was also
an explicit clear limitation of the current work. The con-
ceptualization of contextual variables as antecedents of her-
itage acculturation was grounded in ecological theoretical
perspectives of acculturation, but a reverse direction of ef-
fects cannot be ruled out. It is possible that participants
with a stronger heritage orientation decided to stay in the
parental home longer, actively worked toward developing
their heritage language network, or decided to live in an
ethnically denser neighborhood. Rather than unidirectional
links, it is more likely that person and context mutually in-
fluence one another (Motti- Stefanidi et al., 2012), through
feedback loops repeated over time (Doucerain, Deschênes,
Gouin, Amiot, & Ryder, 2017; Schachner et al., 2017). A
context imbued with heritage cultural influences may foster

a person’s heritage orientation, which may, in turn, compel
her to seek contexts with more heritage resources. Future
longitudinal research should test this idea, which was beyond
the scope of this study.

Adopting an ecological perspective, this study contributed
to a body of work that examines contextual aspects of accul-
turation. Research in that direction is growing and promis-
ing, but several questions still need to be answered. First,
what is the relative predictive ability of the different con-
textual factors? Knowing what contextual factors are most
closely tied to acculturation would be essential for the de-
sign of effective interventions aimed at supporting people’s
acculturation. One possibility is that contextual associations
decrease in strength as they become more distal: that is, in-
traindividual factors may be most essential and variables at
the larger sociocultural level least important (Schachner et
al., 2017).

A second question concerns the specific mechanisms un-
derlying contextual associations. For example, how ex-
actly is ethnic density related to heritage acculturation? By
strengthening local social norms to maintain heritage cultural
engagement? By providing greater cultural resources and
opportunities for social interactions with people of the same
cultural background? By making heritage cultural products
and artifacts more salient in the local built environment (e.g.,
ethnic shops, heritage language signs)? These questions
are closely related to efforts to understand the day-to-day
microlevel mechanisms of cultural transmission (Kashima,
2008), which could serve as starting points for research in
that direction.

A third question, also identified by Schachner and col-
leagues (2017; and discussed by Jurcik et al., 2015), concerns
interactions among contexts at different levels. Considering
the acculturating person in context as a single multilevel dy-
namic system (Ryder et al., 2011) suggests that contextual
factors may not act in a simply additive fashion. For exam-
ple, features of the broader sociocultural context such as im-
migration ideologies (Bourhis et al., 1997) may constrain the
type of social networks that a migrant can build in the new
country, in line with the suggestion that more macrolevel in-
fluences permeate more proximal contexts (Motti-Stefanidi
et al., 2012). Similarly, family ethnic socialization’s associa-
tion with heritage acculturation may be dampened by young
people’s social ties with members of the mainstream cultural
group. Understanding how contextual influences on accultur-
ation at different levels influence one another, and constrain
and afford one another, may benefit from borrowing concepts
and methods from the field of nonlinear dynamical systems,
as suggested by Vallacher, Read, and Nowak (2002) in the
case of social psychological phenomena.

A final question pertains to developmental aspects of ac-
culturation, given that associations between contextual fac-
tors and acculturation are likely to change across the lifes-
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pan. Existing theoretical frameworks address adolescence
(Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2012; Schachner et al., 2017), but
we know little about later life periods. For example, the
distinction between “parental” versus “non-parental” living
arrangements is relevant for university students, but likely
won’t be a decade later. Beyond university years, having a
first child may also represent a significant milestone for her-
itage acculturation. Decisions such as choosing, say, Azadeh
versus Allison as a baby name (or selecting a Farsi-speaking
versus English-speaking day care reflect parents’ heritage ac-
culturation preferences (Gerhards & Hans, 2009) and influ-
ence, in turn, the type of cultural environment that the fam-
ily will experience daily. Retirement may be another impor-
tant period, as immigrants negotiate whether to stay in their
country of adoption or to return to their country of origin
(Aguilera, 2004). Future work should map out trajectories of
associations between acculturation and contextual variables
across the lifespan.

Addressing these four sets of issues will help draw up a
comprehensive account of acculturation as a contextual phe-
nomenon across multiple levels and the lifespan. Given the
implications of heritage and mainstream acculturation for
people’s adjustment and well-being, such an account is nec-
essary if we want to support members of cultural minorities
through their acculturation process adequately and in a holis-
tic fashion. Meanwhile, this study contributed to an emerg-
ing body of work on contextual influences in acculturation
by examining the unique contribution of contextual factors
at four different levels of proximity (intraindividual, home,
social network, and neighborhood) and by showing that peo-
ple whose life contexts are more predominantly imbued by
heritage cultural influences report greater heritage accultura-
tion.
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