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ABSTRACT
MEDIATING AND MODERATING PROCESSES IN THE RELATIONSHIP
BETWEEN SOCIOCULTURAL STRESS AND MENTAL HEALTH FOR LATINA/O
STUDENTS AT A PREDOMINATELY WHITE UNIVERSITY
By
Duranda Cosette Orellana

This study examined a culture-specific adaptation of Taylor and Aspinwall’s (1996)
model of Mediating and Moderating Processes in Psychosocial Stress with Latina/o
undergraduate students at a predominantly White university. The adapted model
included concepts of previous researchers who have tested the relationships between
stressors, mediators, moderators, and mental health outcomes. Appraisal of sociocultural
stress (i.e., acculturative stress, minority status stress), individual cultural characteristics
(i.e., ethnic identity, acculturation level), perceived social support (i.e., perceived
informal support, perceived formal support), and coping (i.e., direct and indirect coping)
were hypothesized to predict mental health (i.e., wellbeing, distress) among Latina/o
undergraduates. In addition several relationships among these constructs were
hypothesized.

The sample consisted of 201 Latina/o/Hispanic undergraduate students at Michigan
State University. Students completed a questionnaire packet which included self-report
measures of the various constructs in the model. Structural equation modeling (SEM)
was conducted to test moderators and the hypothesized relationships in the adapted
model. Post hoc analyses were conducted to improve the overall fit of the adapted
model. The modified adapted model produced a good overall fit [5* (df 167, N=201) =

241.67, p > 0.001, GFI = 0.90, AGFI = 0.86, RMSEA = 0.05, CFI = 0.94, NNFI = 0.93,
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PNFI = 0.68, PGFI = 0.65]. Direct significant positive and negative relationships were
demonstrated. Statistically significant indirect relationships were also demonstrated.

Result revealed that neither gender nor SES moderated the relationships specified
in the model. However, several relationships among the constructs in the model
significantly differed for heritage groups (i.e., mono-ethnic, bi-ethnic). For mono-ethnic
participants, the relationship between individual cultural characteristics and wellbeing
was found to be mediated only by appraisal of sociocultural stress, indirect coping, and
distress. Perceived social support was found to promote both high and low levels of
wellbeing for bi-ethnic participants but not for mono-ethnic participants. Analyses also
revealed that there were group mean differences on several of the latent variables of the
final model.

This study focused on dimensions found to be salient for Latina/o ethnicity and
culture as it expanded the literature on stress-mental health by being the first to
empirically test the mediational processes by which individual cultural characteristics and
perceived social support facilitate coping with sociocultural stress and consequently
mental health. Findings suggest that university service providers consider and integrate
contextual and ethnically relevant constructs into their service delivery. Furthermore,
results indicate that for bi-mono-ethnic and bi-ethnic Latina/o individuals attending

predominantly White universities identity development is a lifelong process.
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INTRODUCTION

According to the U. S. Census, the Hispanic or Latina/o population for 2000 was
estimated at approximately 35 million or 12.5% of the total U.S. population, a 57.9%
percent increase from 1990 estimates. In the state of Michigan, approximately 324,000
of the total population of 10 million reported being of Hispanic or Latina/o descent, with
the majority, 68%, indicating that they were of Mexican heritage (U. S. Bureau of the
Census, 2000). According to census reports, Latinos constitute one of the fastest growing
minority groups in this country (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000). However, the
American Council on Education (ACE; 2001) has reported that Latinos continue to be
underrepresented in higher education. According to ACE (2001), although the
educational gap between Latinos and non-Latina/o Whites has narrowed in recent years,
significant discrepancies continue to exist. For example, the college completion rates for
Latinos are disproportional when compared to non-Latina/o Whites. In 1998, 28 percent
of non-Latina/o Whites ages 25-29 had earned a bachelor's degree while only 10 percent
of Latinos had done so. Previous research indicates that the low rate of Latinos
graduating from four-year colleges can in part be accounted by cultural incongruencies
(Cabrera & Nora, 1994; Gloria & Robinson-Kurpius, 1996), nonsupportive university
environments (Cabrera & Nora, 1994; Cervantes, 1988; Ponterotto, 1990), and
educational stereotypes (Retish & Kavanaugh, 1992).

For many students the transition into a university environment involves challenge
and adjustment to the college atmosphere. However, findings of several studies indicate
that Latina/o college students experience higher levels of stress in comparison to non-

Latina/o White students (Bourassa, 1991; Cervantes, 1988; McCormack, 1995;
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Ponterotto, 1990; Quintana, Vogel, & Ybrarra, 1991; Smedley, Myers, & Harrell, 1993).
In addition to the adjustments that must be made by all college students, Latina/o students
face issues that many ethnic minority individuals living in the U.S. must contend with.
These issues include: (a) experiencing racism and discrimination owing to their
immigrant and/or minority status, (b) relating to the dominant culture, (c) retaining their
ethnic or cultural heritage, and (c) experiencing stress as a result of these experiences
(Phinney, 1991; Smith 1991; Roysircar-Sodowsky, & Maestas, 2000).

Within the university environment, Latina/o students may experience conflict
regarding their cultural orientation (e.g., ethnic loyalty and cultural awareness) as a result
of cultural incongruencies (Baron & Constantine, 1997). For example, Latina/o students
who grew up in predominantly Latino neighborhoods for the first time must interact with
others of mainstream culture on a consistent basis (Shibazaki, 1999). Conversely,
Latina/o students who are raised in highly acculturated families and environments for the
first time may question their orientation as they encounter Latina/o students who are less
acculturated and hold different values and attitudes (Gloria & Rodriguez, 2000). Latina/o
students must also negotiate an unwelcoming university environment (Cervantes, 1988;
Gloria & Robinson-Kurpius, 1996). In particular, Latina/o students may experience
interpersonal tensions between themselves and non-Latina/o White students and faculty
(Smedley et al., 1993), negative events related to their minority status (e.g., prejudice,
discrimination, multicultural insensitivity; Cabrera & Nora, 1994; McCormack, 1995),
and internalization of these events (Retish & Kavanaugh, 1992). Thus, the differences in
cultural orientations as well as experiences of negative events because of their minority

status may be sources of stress for Latina/o students.
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Despite studies (e.g., Bourassa, 1991; Cabrera & Nora, 1994; Cervantes, 1988,
McCormack, 1995; Ponterotto, 1990; Quintana et al., 1991; Smedley et al., 1993)
indicating that Latina/o students who attend predominantly White universities report
greater discrimination and social and cultural alienation than non-Latina/o White
students, experience adjustment difficulties, and have higher dropout rates, few
researchers (e.g., Najera, 1990) have attempted to identify the relationship between
stressors and mental health outcomes with Latinos attending Midwestern universities
where the Latina/o population has low enroliments. Most of the research (e.g., Aspinwall
& Taylor, 1992; Morris, 1997, Padilla, Alvarez, & Lindholm, 1986; Quinones, 1996;
Rodriguez, Myers, Morris, & Cardoza, 2000; Saldana, 1994; Shibazaki, 1999; Solberg &
Villarreal, 1997; Suarez, Fowers, Garwood, & Szapocznik, 1997) that has examined this
relationships among Latina/o college students has been conducted in states where there is
a significant concentration of the Latina/o population: mainly in the West Coast,
Southwest, New York, and Florida. Clearly, there is a need to research and understand
the issues experienced by Latina/o college students at predominately White universities
in the Midwest and the impact of these experiences on their mental health. Therefore, the
present study will focus on Latina/o undergraduate students at Michigan State University
where Latina/o/Hispanic enrollment was reported as 2% (N=859) of the total student
population (N = 42,407) for the 2001/2002 school year (Office of Planning and Budgets,
Michigan State University, 2002).

Research investigating Latina/o students’ adjustment to college has not typically
been the object of systematic study (Hurtado, Carter, & Spuler, 1996). Furthermore,

these studies have not relied on a single definition of college adjustment. For example,



some have defined adjustment as institutional commitment, good academic performance,
and the absence of psychological distress (Chartrand, 1992). Others have conceptualized
adjustment as students’ positive responses to unfamiliar norms, values, and expectations
that predominate on campus (Bennet & Okinaka, 1990). Finally, some (Hurtado et al.,
1996) have conceptualized adjustment as a multifaceted phenomenon characterized by
resolution of psychological distress and transitional trauma. Studies specifically
examining psychological functioning as a measure of Latina/o students’ adjustment to
stressful experiences in college (e.g., Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Morris, 1997; Najera,
1990; Padilla et al., 1986; Quinones, 1996; Rodriguez et al., 2000, Saldana, 1994;
Shibazaki, 1999; Solberg & Villarreal, 1997; Suarez et al., 1997) have found that various
individual characteristics, social resources, cultural characteristics, and/or appraisal and
coping processes are related to psychological functioning. For example, individual
variables such as: self-efficacy (Solberg & Villarreal, 1997) self-esteem (Aspinwall &
Taylor, 1992; Najera, 1990; Padilla et al., 1986), locus of control (Aspinwall & Taylor,
1992; Padilla et al., 1986), introversion/extroversion (Padilla et al., 1986), and optimism
(Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992); external variables such as social support (Morris, 1997,
Shibazaki, 1999; Solberg & Villarreal, 1997, Riggio, Watring, & Throckmorton, 1993)
and community involvement (Riggio et al., 1993); cultural characteristics such as ethnic
identity (Quinones, 1996, Shibazaki, 1999), acculturation level (Morris, 1997; Quinones,
1996; Saldana, 1994; Rodriguez et al., 2000), biculturalism (Suarez et al., 1997),
generational status (Padilla et al., 1986), and gender role socialization (Quinones, 1996);,
and process variables such as appraisal and coping strategies (Aspinwall & Taylor , 1992)

have all been found to be related to psychological outcomes for Latina/o students.



\rhough none
results uggest
sipport. cultur

rlzzionship to




Although none of the above studies have tested all these variables simultaneously, the
results suggest that for Latina/o college students, individual characteristics, social
support, cultural characteristics, appraisal, and coping responses have a complex

relationship to each other that in turn affect mental health.
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Chapter 1
LITERATURE REVIEW

The relationship between stress and mental health has been of research interest to
scientists for some time. Investigators from a wide range of disciplines have attempted to
identify the processes by which stressors produce harmful effects on the mental well-
being of individuals (Warheit, 1979). Early research on stress focused on the simple
relationship between stressful life events and various physical and psychiatric health
outcomes (Martin, 1989). Thus, researchers originally conceptualized the impact of
stress on mental health as a simple univariate process (Cervantes & Castro, 1985; Groag,
1996). This research had limited explanatory power, indicating that the relationship
between stress and mental health outcomes was relatively weak (Cohen, Hettler, & Park,
1997). These results led researchers to attempt to account for greater proportions of
variance in outcomes by examining models that focused increasingly on mediators
(variables that influence both the predictor and criterion by accounting for the relations
between the two; Lonner & Adamopoulos, 1997) and moderators (variables that control
and potentially alter the strength or direction of the relationship between a predictor and
criterion variable; Cohen et al., 1997; Groag, 1996, Holahan, Moos, & Bonin, 1997).
Stress moderators and mediators examined included qualitative (i.e., gender, race) or
quantitative (i.e., social support, personality) variables that are related to the extent to
which a person will be affected by stress (Groag, 1996).

Some researchers (e.g., Billings & Moos, 1982a, 1982b; Lazarus & Folkman,
1984) became interested in the process that takes place between the experience and

outcome of a stressor. According to these researchers, too many of the stress-outcome



models emphasized stable, structural properties of the person and environment rather than
examining the changes that occur as the process of stress unfolded (Martin, 1989). Thus,
in an attempt to outline the dynamics of the stress-mental health relationships, they began
studying models that included not only stable factors but also changing processes that
impacted mental health (Billings & Moos, 1982a, 1982b; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984;
Miranda & Castro, 1985). These researchers were known as the transactional model
theorists.
Review of Stress-Iliness Models

The following section presents models of stress from which the proposed model
was developed for this study. The models presented below were developed by theorists
interested in refining early stress-illness models which did not provide a theoretical
understanding of the dynamic interactions among personal, environmental, and/or
process variables. These investigators argued that most stress-illness models
conceptualized these variables as “static” and “occurring within a closed system”
(Warheit, 1979).

Life Events: Sources, Adaptations, and Qutcomes. Warheit’s (1979) Life Events,

Sources, Adaptations, and Outcomes Model (Figure 1) posits that stressful life events
arise from three sources: the individual’s psychological and biological constitution,
culture, and social environment. Thus, psychosocial stress is conceptualized as being
different from the stressful events that precipitate it. The adaptive-nonadaptive screens
are the coping resources available to individuals to meet stressful demands. These may
include an individual’s personality, cultural beliefs, and social support networks.

According to Warheit (1979), stress in this model is an altered state that occurs when the



demands on an individual exceed his or her capabilities to respond. The outcomes of
stress in Warheit’s model are viewed as individual symptoms, cultural syndromes and/or
social dysfunction. According to Warheit (1979), his theory reflects the systemic nature
of life events, coping resources, stress, and stress outcomes as they occur in a temporal
context. Warheit (1979) hypothesized that when individuals face a stressful event, they
will first rely on their individual characteristics to handle stress. Individuals will then
rely on support from others. If both of these are found to be inadequate, they may then
turn to their culturally provided beliefs and values. However, in practice, most
individuals will seek to maximize on all available resources in a complementary manner.
The importance of Warheit’s (1979) model to the present study lies in its
consideration of culture in the stress-mental health process. According to Cuellar (2000),
culture has been viewed as having a potential impact on numerous aspects of health,
illness, and adaptation. More specifically, culture influences perceptions of illness,
manifestations of illness, prevalence rates, susceptibility, acceptance of illness, reactions
to illness, adjustment to illness, and its assessment and treatment (Cuellar & Gonzalez,
1999; Cuellar, 2000). Thus, culture is critical to the present study because it allows for
the inclusion of culture-specific beliefs and values which are believed to influence the
experience of stress. Culture is believed to give “individuals sources of explanation for
events that cannot be accounted for by a society’s logic or science. Culture also provides
symbolic definitions that attach meaning to events.” (Parsons, 1951; as cited by Warheit,
1979, p. 503). Also important to the present study is Warheit’s acknowledgment of the

impact of personal, cultural, and social resources on stress and his conceptualization of
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stress as an altered state that is distinct from the stressful event (stressor) and stress
outcome (distress).

Although Warheit’s (1979) model incorporates personal, cultural, and the social
environment as important factors in the relationship between stress and stress outcomes,
it does not include process variables (i.e., appraisal, coping). Consequently, the model
does not account for individual differences in the perception of stress and coping
methods. In addition, Warheit conceptualizes culture as existing outside of the
individual. Thus, he fails to recognize that culture is also a system of ideals within an
individual (Geertz, 1984) that can cause considerable within group differences
(Sodowsky, Lai, & Plake, 1991) and provides a better understanding of the person
(Cuellar, 2000).

Integrative Stress and Coping Model. Billings and Moos (1982a) proposed the

Integrative Stress and Coping Model (Figure 2) which posits that the stress-mental health
relationship is not only mediated by personal characteristics (i.e., self-confidence, self-
esteem, optimism) and environmental resources (i.e., emotional support; guidance and
assistance from one’s broader social network) but also by cognitive appraisal, coping
responses and the interrelationships among these domains. According to Billings and
Moos (1982a), personal characteristics and environmental resources are also directly
related to subsequent functioning. Furthermore, the personal system, environmental
system, and characteristics of the stressors, directly influence the appraisal of and coping
responses to stress which ultimately determine one’s health and functioning. In this
model there is also a bi-directional relationship between personal and environmental

resources.

10



The importance of the Integrative Stress and Coping Model to this study is that like
Warheit (1979), Billings and Moos (1982a) emphasize a relationship between personal
resources and social resources. Also like Warheit (1979), Billings and Moos (1982a)
examine the impact of personal and social resources on the stressors. However, unlike
Warheit (1979), Billings and Moos (1982a) include appraisal and coping processes in
their model. Thus, they consider the impact of personal and social resources on appraisal
and coping responses.

Although Billings and Moos (1982a) include process variables in their model, they
conceptualize appraisal and coping as one component, reflecting an inseparable
relationship. The implicit assumption is that a single assessment of coping provides a
representative sample of both appraisal and coping and that this is sufficient for
evaluating the relationship of these processes to mental health outcomes (Folkman &
Lazarus, 1986). Billings and Moos (1982a) also use the term “environmental resources”
to refer to “social resources” (i.e., social support). Although the use of one term for the
other is subtle, scientists are increasingly recognizing that social support is only one
component of environmental resources, a much broader term that also encompasses
variables such as income, neighborhood cohesion, job opportunities, etc. Furthermore, it
is increasingly recognized that there are individual differences in the appraisal of social
support and ability to extract needed support (Taylor & Aspinwall, 1996). These
differences in appraisal of social support are likely to be affected by an individual’s
cultural characteristics such as worldview. However, using Billings and Moos’ (1982a)
model this relationship would be difficult to assess since they do not include the construct

of culture in their model.

11
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The Stress-Mediation-Outcome Model. The model proposed by Miranda and Castro

(1985) consists of seven interactive components: (1) Life change events or stressors; (2)
structural factors (i.e., SES, acculturation level, gender) specific to the individual
experiencing the life events change; (3) individually perceived stress which influences
personal resources, coping responses, and support networks; (4) coping responses which
are seen as being precipitated into action by individually perceived stress; (5) personal
resources that mediate the effect of coping responses on mental health status; (6) support
networks which mediate the impact of individually perceived stress on mental health; and
(7) the outcome, mental health. See Figure 3. According to Miranda and Castro (1985)
there is a bidirectional relationship between the level of individually perceived stress and
mental health status. This relationship can also be mediated by coping responses,
personal resources and social support networks. Although coping responses and personal
resources are characterized as functioning independent of social support systems, all three
have an effect on mental health status. The final component of Miranda and Castro’s
(1985) model is the relationship between life events change and individual perceived
stress. This relationship is believed to be mediated by structural components (e.g., SES,
Age).

Miranda and Castro’s (1985) model is important to this study because they
attempt to define what specific events, under what conditions, are linked with what sorts
of mental health outcomes, for what people. The authors’ argue that relating
undifferentiated life change to an undifferentiated psychological outcome forms an overly

simplistic model. Moreover, a simple model suggests a simple intervention.

13
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Like Warheit (1979), Miranda and Castro (1985) consider culture in their model by
including structural factors (i.e., acculturation) in their model. Unlike Billings and Moos
(1982a), Miranda and Castro (1985) clearly delineate appraisal and coping as separate
events because each is believed to serve different functions. For example, the appraisal
of an event is believed to involve an evaluation of costs. The appraisal process then
determines what type of coping response is necessary.

Unlike Warheit (1979) and Billings and Moos (1982a), Miranda and Castro
(1985) do not delineate pathways indicating the direct impact of personal and social
resources on either the stressor or the appraisal of the stressor(s). Although, they posit a
bi-directional relationship between coping responses and personal resources, they do not
consider a direct relationship between support networks and coping responses. Miranda
and Castro (1985) like Warheit (1979) acknowledge the role of culture in their model by
including structural factors specific to the individual, but they combine demographic (i.e.,
gender, SES) and cultural variables (i.e., acculturation level) into one component (i.e.,
structural factors). Thus, they fail to recognize that cultural variables involve a dynamic
process, whereas as demographic variables are merely descriptive (Saldana, 1994).
Finally, like Warheit (1979) Miranda and Castro (1985) conceptualize culture as existing
outside the individual or separate from an individual’s characteristics.

Stress-Mediation-Depression Model. Leyva (1990) proposed an adaptation of

Billings and Moos’ (1982a) model specifically for Mexican/Mexican-American women
(Figure 4). Leyva was interested in examining the impact of acute stressors (i.e., death of
a loved one, marriage, divorce) and chronic stressors (i.e., cultural conflict, marital

conflict, occupational/economic conflict) on mental health. She included acculturation
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and socioeconomic status as personal mediators, neighborhood cohesion and perceived
social support as environmental mediators, method of coping and focus coping as coping
processes, and depressed mood as the outcome variable. Leyva hypothesized a bi-
directional relationship between personal and environmental mediators. In addition, she
hypothesized that these mediators each directly influenced stressors, appraisal of
stressors, coping strategies, and depression. Furthermore, she hypothesized direct
relationships from stressors to appraisal of stressors, appraisal of stressors to coping
strategies, and coping strategies to depression.

Leyva’s (1990) model is important to this study because it cénsiders the impact of
personal and social resources on stress (Warheit, 1979; Billings & Moos, 1982a),
appraisal of stress, and coping responses (Billings & Moos, 1982a). Furthermore, like
Miranda and Castro (1985), Leyva (1990) conceptualizes appraisal of stress and coping
strategies as two distinct processes. Like Warheit (1979) and Miranda and Castro (1985),
Leyva (1990) includes culture in her model by incorporating cultural conflict as a chronic
stressor and acculturation level as a personal resource, both prominent components in the
stress-mental health relationship for Mexican American women. However, unlike
Warheit (1979) and Miranda and Castro (1985), Leyva (1990) acknowledges that culture
cannot be separated from the individual and includes acculturation level as a personal
resource.

Leyva (1990) fails to distinguish between social resources and environmental
resources when she includes social support and neighborhood cohesion as environmental

mediators, Furthermore, by including SES and acculturation level as personal resources,
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Figure 4. Stress-Mediation-Depression Model (Leyva, 1990)
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she also fails to distinguish between demographic and dynamic cultural variables. In
addition, similar to Warheit (1979), Leyva (1990) conceptualizes stress as “the appraisal
of acute and chronic stressors and the evaluation of whether or not these stressors exceed
or tax the individual’s ability to cope” (p. 28). Therefore, by including the variable,
appraisal of chronic and acute stressors, she introduces a redundant variable in her model.
Finally, although this model has been adapted and tested specifically with Mexican
American women its generalizability to other Latino groups such as Latina/o students is
limited.

Model of Minority Status and Distress. Saldana (1994) presented a model that

provides an understanding of the relationship between stressors faced by Latina/o
students at predominantly Anglo universities and psychological distress (Figure 5).
Saldana (1994) hypothesized that for Latina/o students, the relationship between
precursor variables (i.e., social class, gender, ethnicity) and psychological distress was
mediated by personal resources (i.e., acculturation level), college-related stress common
to all university students (e.g., role strains; stress resulting from tension or conflict
between the obligations and expectations associated with one role versus another), and
stresses more relevant to Latina/o students (e.g., minority status stresses).

Saldana’s (1994) model is important to this study because it is one of a few stress-
illness models designed specifically for Latina/o college students. In addition, Saldana
(1994) distinguishes between precursor variables and acculturation so that the
relationship between ethnicity (i.e., ethnic group membership) and acculturation could be

examined. “For Latinos, this implies the relevance of acculturation level as a dynamic
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variable separate from purely descriptive variables such as ethnicity or social class.” (p.
125). Like Warheit (1979), Miranda and Castro (1985), and Leyva (1990), Saldana
(1994) considers culture in her model by focusing on acculturation level as a personal
resource and minority status stress and acculturative stress as stressors faced by Latina/o
students within the university environment. By including acculturation level as a
personal resource as does Leyva (1990), she does not separate culture from the individual
as do Warheit (1979) and Miranda and Castro (1985). In addition, like Warheit (1979),
Billings and Moos (1982a) and Leyva (1990) she considers the impact of personal
resources on chronic stressors.

Although Saldana’s (1994) model was designed for Latinos at predominantly
Anglo universities, it was tested at a university in the West coast. In addition, Saldana
(1994) does not directly measure ethnic identity or acculturative stress as does Leyva
(1990). Rather, she assesses ethnic identity from a combination of items of an
acculturation scale and infers acculturative stress from pathways connecting demographic
variables, level of acculturation, college stresses, minority stresses, and psychological
distress (Rodriguez et al., 2000). Furthermore, her model does not include variables that
the other models reviewed include such as social resources (Warheit, 1979, Billings &
Moos, 1982a; Miranda & Castro, 1985; Leyva, 1990) and process variables like appraisal
and coping processes (Billings & Moos, 1982a; Miranda & Castro, 1985; Leyva, 1990).

Model of Latino College Student Adjustment. Rodriguez et al. (2000), unlike

Saldana (1994), proposed a model that distinguishes the impact of stress as a result of
level of acculturation, the process of acculturation, and minority-status stress. The

purpose of the model was to explain the impact of generic college stresses, minority-
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status stresses and acculturative stresses on psychological well-being and psychological
distress, beyond that attributable to gender, socioeconomic status, ethnicity, level of
acculturation, and academic self-confidence. See Figure 6. More specifically, Rodriguez
et al. (2000) distinguished between the impact of minority-status stress and generic
college-student stresses on psychological outcome. They also distinguished among the
impact of stresses as a result of acculturation (i.e., stresses that originate in the process of
acculturation; perceived cultural incompatibilities, cultural self-consciousness), those
attributable to level of acculturation (stresses impacted by and individual’s level of
acculturation; psychological and somatic stress), and minority-status stress (i.e.,
experiencing discrimination on the basis of being minority).

The importance of Rodriguez et al.’s (2000) model to this study is that like
Warheit (1979), Miranda and Castro (1985), Leyva (1990), and Saldana (1994), the
researchers include the concept of culture by considering acculturation level,
acculturative stress, and minority status stress. Like Saldana (1994), Rodriguez and
colleagues distinguish between demographic or precursor variables and acculturation.
However, unlike Saldana (1994), the researches distinguish and separately measure
acculturative stress and minority status stress.

Like Saldana (1994), this model does not contain variables included in the above
models such as social resources (Warheit, 1979; Billings & Moos, 1982a; Miranda &
Castro, 1985; Leyva, 1990) and appraisal and coping processes (Billings & Moos, 1982a;
Miranda & Castro, 1985, Leyva, 1990). In addition, unlike Saldana’s (1994) model, this

model was created to examine the relationship between stress and psychological
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adjustment of Latinos attending colleges where the student body is primarily non-White
and Latinos constitute the largest group.

Model of Mediating and Moderating Process in Psychosocial Stress. Taylor and

Aspinwall (1996) proposed a model described as a set of nested models that draws on
comprehensive approaches (e.g., Ensel & Lin, 1991; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Billings
& Moos, 1982a). See Figure 7. The model depicts personal resources, external
resources, social support, appraisals, as mediators of the relationships between stress and
coping. They suggest a bi-directional relationship between personal and external
resources. Personal and external resources are hypothesized to directly affect the stressor
itself, appraisals of the stressor, and coping. Personal resources are believed to directly
influence the availability, mobilization, and maintenance of social support. Social
support in turn is hypothesized to be directly related to appraisals and coping. Finally,
direct relationships from stressors to appraisal, appraisals to coping and coping to
psychosocial outcomes as hypothesized.

The importance of Taylor and Aspinwall’s (1996) model to this study is that unlike
any of the previous models reviewed, they distinguish between external resources and
social support. They describe external resources as aspects of the individual’s
environment that shape the demands and the situation (e.g., time, money, environmental
conditions). In doing so, they recognize that social support is in part an internal resource
since there are individual differences in how one perceives and extracts social support.
Therefore, they consider the direct effect of differences in personal characteristics on
social support. Like Billings and Moos (1982a), they consider process variables in their

model but distinguish between appraisal and coping as do Miranda and Castro (1985) and
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Leyva (1990). Like Billings and Moos (1982a) and Leyva (1990) they consider the
direct effect of social, external, and personal resources on the stressor, appraisal of the
stressor, and coping responses. However, unlike Warheit (1979), Miranda and Castro
(1985), Leyva (1990), Saldana (1995) and Rodriguez et al (2000), Taylor and Aspinwall
(1996) do not consider the concept of culture as part of their model. Furthermore, the
model in its present form has not been tested with any population.

The Adapted Model. The model tested in this study was an adaptation of Taylor

and Aspinwall’s (1996) Model of Mediating and Moderating Processes in Psychosocial
Stress (see Figure 8) that incorporated concepts from Warheit’s (1979) Life Events,
Sources, Adaptations, and Outcomes Model, Billings and Moos’ (1982a) Integrative
Stress and Coping Model, Miranda and Castro’s (1985) Stress-Mediation-Outcome
Model, Leyva’s (1990) Stress-Mediation-Depression Model, and two models developed
specifically for Latina/o college students; Saldana’s (1994) Model of Minority Status and
Distress, and Rodriguez et al.’s (2000) Model of Latino College Student Adjustment. See
Figure 9.

Slavin, Rainer, McCreary, and Gowda (1991) indicated that any theoretical model
that adds additional detail to existing models runs the risk of being too complex, too
difficult, less feasible, and less understandable. Thus, they suggested creating specific
culture-relevant dimensions of each component of an existing model without adding
whole new components. In light of this suggestion, the adapted model was an attempt to
incorporate aspects of Latino culture into each dimension of Taylor and Aspinwall’s

(1996) model. However, for practical and conceptual reasons, this study examined only a
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portion of Taylor and Aspinwall’s (1996) model. Slavin et al (1991) also recommended
that culturally relevant dimensions focus on measurement issues, particularly questions of
content validity. Thus, some of the most salient stressful events for people in a given
cultural group should be included in the assessment of stressors. To address this
recommendation, this study focused on minority status stress and acculturative stress, two
stressors that are prominent in the lives of many members of oppressed groups including
Latinos.

As stated above, Taylor and Aspinwall (1996) conceptualized social support as
distinct from external resources (i.e., income level, education, opportunities, etc.). More
specifically, they viewed social support as an external resource that is in part affected by
an individual’s personal characteristics. For example, how one perceives and extracts
social support may be influenced by factors such as one’s self-esteem or locus of control.
Because this study is concerned with social support, only the direct effect of personal
characteristics on social support was examined. Thus, the bidirectional relationship
between other external resources and personal resources was not included. Finally, in
this study only the appraisal of the stressors and not the stressors themselves were
examined. Similar to Warheit (1979) and Leyva (1990), stress in this model was
conceptualized as an altered state that occurs when an individual appraises the stressors
as exceeding his or her capabilities to respond. Thus, stress was assumed to be present
only if it was appraised as a negative event. For example, although two students may
experience the same event (e.g., cultural self-consciousness, discrimination) one may find

it very stressful while the other dismisses it. Therefore, in theory, the event is likely to
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have a negative impact only on the individual who appraises the event as stressful
(Landrine & Klonoff, 1996)

Taylor and Aspinwall’s (1996) model was adapted to Latina/o students at a
Midwestern university where the student body is predominantly White. Like Billings and
Moos’ (1982a), Miranda and Castro’s (1985), and Leyva’s (1990) models, this adaptation
of Taylor and Aspinwall’s (1996) model is dynamic in nature because it included process
variables such as appraisal and coping. Thus, the indirect effects of individual cultural
characteristics (e.g., acculturation level, ethnic identity) and perceived social support
(e.g., perceived formal and informal support) on mental health (e.g., wellbeing, distress),
the direct effect of individual cultural characteristics and perceived social support on the
appraisal of cultural stress (e.g., acculturative stress, minority status stress) and coping
strategies (e.g., direct and indirect coping), and the direct effect of individual cultural
characteristics on perceived social support were examined (Taylor & Aspinwall, 1996).
The adapted model also examined two chronic stressors that Saldana (1994) and
Rodriguez et al. (2000) reported as salient for many Latina/o college students;
acculturative stress and minority status stress. In addition, like Rodriguez et al. (2000)
the adapted model distinguished between the impact of stresses that originate in the
process of acculturation and stresses that result from a student’s minority-status. Like
Warheit (1979), Miranda and Castro (1985), Leyva (1990), Saldana (1994), and
Rodriguez et al. (2000), this model examined the role of culture in the relationship
between stress and mental health by including aspects of Latino ethnicity such as: (a)
acculturation level (i.e., cultural values, attitudes, and behaviors); (b) ethnic identity (i.e.,

the subjective sense of ethnic group membership); (c) acculturative stress (i.e., stresses
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that originate in the process of acculturation and include perceived cultural
incompatibilities and social self-consciousness); and (d) minority status stress (i.e., the
experiences associated with minority status that include powerlessness, discrimination,
and prejudice).

Review of the Constructs in the Adapted Model

Appraisal of sociocultural stress. Stress is a concept that has been defined in

many ways. Some regard stress as a stimulus or condition that produces a change of
some sort. Others define stress as a turbulent reaction or response (Lazarus & Launier,
1978). Finally, there are those who believe that there is limited explanatory power in
these two definitions of stress for they do not describe the interaction of the person-
environment which can mediate the impact of stressful experiences. Thus, researchers
such as Lazarus and Folkman (1984) defined stress as a person-environment encounter
that is appraised as relating to one’s well-being, and taxes or exceeds the person’s
resources to cope with the situation. They conceptualized stress as existing not just in the
environment but also within the person. Furthermore, the appraisal of stress determined
how a person reacts. For example, if environmental demands are appraised as exceeding
a person’s resources, the result is distress or feeling vulnerable and/or fearing that one’s
well-being is endangered (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Lazarus & Launier, 1978).
Folkman and colleagues (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Lazarus & Launier, 1978) thus
make a distinction between stressful events (stressors) and the appraisal of those

Stressors.
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Stressors have been conceptualized as discreet or acute events resulting in a short-
run response that is highly contained and situation bounded or as chronic (i.e.,
accumulation of negative events) resulting in a response pattern that emerges slowly over
time that can develop into a prevailing state (Cohen et al., 1997, Pearlin 1993). Pearlin,
Lieberman, Menaghan, and Mullan (1981) and Kessler, Price, and Wortman (1985)
defined acute or discrete stressors as acute life events and focused on the role of major
life events on mental health outcomes. Major life events (i.e., graduation, marriage,
divorce) were considered acute events because they were time-limited and required some
type of change on the part of the individual. Conversely, chronic stressors were
considered life events which persisted continuously over time (e.g., marital discord,
financial difficulties) and were not initiated by a discreet event (Cohen et al., 1982).

Past research indicates that there is empirically weak evidence to support a direct
association between discrete stressors and psychological well-being (Pearlin, 1993). Due
to this fact, some researchers (e.g., Lazarus and colleagues, Pearlin and colleagues) began
to concentrate on chronic stressors. Their work demonstrated that chronic stressors were
better predictors of psychological distress (Billings & Moos, 1984; Lazarus, 1984,
Pearlin et al., 1981). However, each of the researchers defined chronic stressors
differently. For example, Lazarus and colleagues defined chronic stressors as daily
hassles or irritating, frustrating, distressing demands (e.g., trouble relaxing, losing things,
not enough time for family) that to some degree characterize everyday transactions with
the environment (Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer, & Lazarus, 1981). Pearlin and colleagues

conceptualized chronic stressors as role strains or chronic strains or stressors that arise
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from the social roles (e.g., spouse, parent, and worker) that people adopt (Pearlin &
Schooler, 1978).

Early stress-outcome researchers were not only interested in assessing the
relationship between discreet stressors and mental health but also in examining the effect
of the number of stressors on stress outcomes. However, this produced confounds
between the predictor, mediator variables, and criterion (Martin, 1989). Thus,
researchers began to examine the relationship between specific chronic stressors,
personality variables, social support, coping style, and stress outcomes (Martin, 1989).
Although the examination of specific chronic stressors and psychological outcomes
proved to be more promising (Vega, Warheit, & Meinhardt, 1985) in recent years, this
research has been overshadowed by a growing interest in the effect of cumulative discreet
stressors on stress outcomes (Pearlin, 1993).

The various conceptualizations of stress and stressors have affected the
measurement of these constructs and ultimately research results. For example, certain
stress-outcome researchers (e.g., Saldana, 1994; Rodriguez et al., 2000; Warheit, 1979)
have tested models that only examine stressors or the number of stressful events which
people experience. However, other researchers (e.g., Billings & Moos, 1982a; Miranda
& Castro, 1985; Leyva, 1990) have examined models that include individuals’ appraisals
(evaluations) of events and situations as stressful. Several researchers have found that
even when stressors and the appraisal of these stressors have been included in stress-
mental health models, the latter has been found to be a better predictor of distress (i.e.,

depression, physical symptoms) (Cohen, 1986; Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983).
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In light of past research indicating that the appraisal of stress is a better predictor
of stress outcomes, in this study stress was conceptualized as an individual’s appraisal of
a stressor as stressful. Thus, like Lazarus and Folkman (1984), a distinction between the
stressor itself and the appraisal of the stressor is implied. Naturally, the implication is
that the frequency of the stressor is assessed, however, only the appraisal of the stressor is
included in the model as a predictor. Furthermore, because the study of specific chronic
stressors is more promising, this study focused on the appraisal of two chronic stressors
that have been found to be stressful for many Latinos living in the United States: minority
status stress and acculturative stress. Research has shown that Latina/o students differ in
their experience of racist events and the acculturative process (Rodriguez et al., 2000;
Saldana, 1994). These appraisal differences are expected to have varying impact on
stress outcomes.

Acculturative stress and minority status stress are ongoing, culturally, specific
stressors or “chronic role strains” in the life of many Latinos (Morris, 1997) that are
above and beyond the generic stressors (e.g., financial difficulties, academic problems)
experienced by all college students (Smedley et al., 1993). Past research indicates that
the process of acculturation can be a source of stress that can lead to negative
psychological outcomes or psychological distress (Cuellar, 2000). More recently,
researches have begun to demonstrate that the experience of minority status and events
that are directly related to the unique customs, values, and beliefs of ones culture are also
sources of stress (Slavin et al., 1991; Utsey, 1998). Despite these findings, few studies
(e.g., Rodriguez et al., 2000; Saldana, 1994) have attempted to understand the impact of

sociocultural stress (stress resulting from the process of acculturation and from minority
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status or cultural group affiliation) on the mental health of Latinos. Clearly, there is a
need to research and understand this relationship.

Appraisal of Minority Status Stress. All groups are subject to experience negative

stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination. However, ethnic minority groups or groups
with less power and/or status are more likely to experience these negative events (Fiske,
1993) on a consistent basis. Landrine and Klonoff (1996) have conceptualized the
experience of negative stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination as minority status
stress. According to the authors, minority status stress is culturally specific stress or the
experience of negative events that happen to minorities because they are minorities.
Thus, they contend that theoretical models and lines of investigation from generic stress
research can be applied to the study of minority status stress.

The impact of minority status stress on individuals has been documented in
various ways. For example, negative experiences related to one’s minority status have
been implicated in the development of several psychiatric disorders (i.e., substance abuse
and depression [Burke, 1984; Pillay, 1984, as cited in Utsey, 1998]), low self-esteem
(Simpson & Yinger, 1985; Smith, 1985; as cited in Utsey, 1998), and lower levels of life
satisfaction (Broman, 1997, as cited in Utsey, 1998). However, despite these findings,
the research indicates that the relationship between minority status stress and
psychological outcomes is not simple, direct, or absolute, but rather, it varies along a
number of dimensions (Chavira & Phinney, 1991). Thus, how minority individuals
appraise minority status stress varies and its impact on psychological health is moderated
by various factors such as social support and individual characteristics, (Landrine &

Klonoff, 1996; Phinney, 1996; Sarason & Sarason, 1984). Nevertheless, even when the
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impact of these factors is considered, minority status stress has been found to have a
greater negative impact than life events or daily hassles do on the physical and mental
health of minorities (Landrine & Klonoff, 1996).

Several researchers have found that students of color enrolled at predominantly
White universities often experience minority status stress due to stereotyping, prejudice,
and discrimination in either blatant or subtle forms (Balenger, Hoffman, & Sedlacek,
1992; McClelland & Auster, 1990; Pascarella, Edison, Nora, Hagedorn, & Terenzini,
1996; Schwitzer, Griffin, Ancis, & Thomas, 1999; Stone & Archer, 1990). On these
university campuses, minority status stress has been reported as the result of academic
stereotyping, pressure to conform to stereotypes, and/or prejudice in the form of limited
respect and unfair treatment by faculty, teaching assistants, and students (Ancis,
Sedlacek, & Mohr, 2000). Characteristics which have been found to increase the
likelihood that minority students experience actual or perceived prejudice, stereotyping
and/or discrimination include: minority group membership, time spent at the university,
residence status (McCormack, 1995), psychological sensitivity, vulnerability to the
campus social climate, and interpersonal tensions with White students and faculty
(Smedley et al., 1993).

Most of the research that has examined students’ experiences of prejudice,
stereotyping, and discrimination has investigated differences between White students and
racially-ethnically heterogeneous groups of students (Ancis et al., 2000). These studies
have consistently shown that minority status stress is greater for African American
students than it is for Whites and other minorities (Ancis et al., 2000; Cabrera & Nora;

1994; Hurtado, 1992; McCormack, 1995; Smedley et al., 1993). Few researchers (e.g.,
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Morris, 1997; Rodriguez et al., 2000; Saldana, 1994) have examined within group
differences in the relationship between minority status stress and psychological outcomes
with Latina/o students. However, these studies indicate that this relationship varies as a
function of Latina/o students’ acculturation level, ethnic identity (Morris, 1997,
Rodriguez et al., 2000; Saldana, 1994), comfort with their own cultural values, unique
historical background, comfort with individuals who are culturally different, adjustment
experiences (Ancis, et al., 2000; Hurtado et al., 1996), and coping styles (Phinney &
Chavira, 1995; Schmader, Major, & Gramzow, 2001).

Appraisal of Acculturative Stress. In the past, the concept of acculturative stress

has been confounded with minority status stress. However, stresses originating from
one’s minority status (i.e., experiencing discrimination on the basis of being minority) are
different from stresses resulting from the process of acculturation (i.e., stresses associated
with negotiating between two or more cultural groups) (Rodriquez et al., 2000).
Acculturative stress for many Latinos involves language difficulties, perceived cultural
incompatibilities, cultural self-consciousness (Gil, Vega, & Dimas, 1994; Padilla,
Cervantes, Maldonado, & Garcia, 1988) and commitment or lack of commitment to
culturally prescribed values/behaviors (i.e., familism, cultural pride) (Vega, Zimmerman,
Gil, Warheit, & Apospori, 1993). Although acculturative stress and minority status stress
are significantly correlated (Sanchez & Fernandez, 1993), one is not inherently part of the
other. They are theoretically and empirically distinct with acculturative stress making an
independent contribution to psychological distress (Rodriguez et al., 2000). However,
like minority status stress, acculturative stress can also result in an increased risk for

mental health-related problems (Roysircar-Sodowsky & Maestas, 2000). Furthermore, its
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impact is mediated by a number of variables such as social support, cognitive attributes
such as appraisals and attitudes toward acculturation, and the degree of tolerance for and
acceptance of cultural diversity (Berry & Kim, 1988; Williams & Berry, 1991).

Although acculturative stress is a common experience for first-generation
immigrants, U.S.-born, second and later generation ethnic minorities can also experience
acculturative stress in response to pressure to maintain ethnic ties or conflicts that arise
out of bicultural socialization (Roysircar-Sodowsky & Maestas, 2000). For example,
within the university environment, peer group influences, along with the constant
bombardment of White societal values and standards, are likely to erode retention of ones
culture (Sue & Sue, 1990). The problem becomes one of conflict in knowing how to
balance participation in two different cultures with different values, beliefs, and
expectations for behaviors (Cervantes, 1988; Fiske, 1988). The outcome of one holding
values highly divergent from those of the majority culture may result in feelings of
malintergration (Loo & Rolinson, 1986) or bicultural conflict experienced in the form of
sociocultural alienation (i.e., sense of personal discontinuity that occurs as a result of
disruption in cultural patterns), cultural confusion (i.e., inability to identify and associate
with a definite norm within a given context when confronted with multiple norms), and
cultural conflict (i.e., perceiving one’s values and beliefs as incompatible with a given
social interaction) (Kiefer, 1974).

The educational system is a vehicle for the acculturation process and serves as a
source of acculturative stress (Cuellar, 2000) for many Latina/o college students. Like
most students, Latina/o students face challenging academic and social conditions in

higher education (Fuertes & Westbrook, 1996; Mena, Padilla, & Maldonado, 1987).
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However, for many Latina/o students, college is a time when they must examine and
modify some of their long-held beliefs and attitudes, particularly with regard to
interacting with culturally different individuals (Constantine & Baron, 1997).
Furthermore, they may encounter numerous and simultaneous changes in their
relationships, routines, and/or ideas about self, work, family, health, and/or economics
(Schlosser, 1990). These environmental and internal demands can tax or exceed Latina/o
students’ adaptive resources (Monat & Lazarus, 1991). As a result, they may experience
acculturative stress or sociocultural alienation and their sense of well-being may be
challenged (Albrecth & Adelman, 1987; Loo & Rolison, 1986). Indeed, researchers have
found that for many minority students, experiences of sociocultural alienation or
acculturative stress may result in temporary academic difficulties, personality
disintegration, emotional uncertainty, anxiety, depression, psychosomatic symptoms,
suicidal ideation, and dropping out of school (Allen, Amason, & Holmes, 1998; Fuertes
& Westbrook, 1996; Hovey & King, 1996; Kim, 1995; Loo & Rolison, 1986; Rodriguez
et al., 2000; Williams & Berry, 1991). However, researchers have also found that the
relationship between acculturative stress and mental health for Latina/o undergraduates
varies as a function of factors such as perceived social support (Hovey & King, 1996) and
individual characteristics such as acculturation level (Saldana, 1994; Sanchez &
Fernandez, 1993, Szapocznik, Santisteban, Kurtines, Perez-Vidal, & Hervis, 1984; Zane
& Mak, 2000).

Mediating and Moderating Variables. Although early stress researchers obtained
reliable correlations between stressors and mental health, these associations were

disappointingly modest in magnitude, on average accounting for less than 10% of the
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variation in distress (Turner & Roszell, 1994). Thus, researchers (e.g., Warheit, 1979)
began to search for factors that might better explain this relationship and account for
more of the variation in stress. Mediator and moderator variables or variables that affect
the experience of stress and what its effects (Taylor & Aspinwall, 1996) were introduced
into stress research to account for more of the variance in outcomes. Researchers found
that individuals’ mental health outcomes typically depended upon two broad classes of
variables: environmental resources and personal characteristics (Dean, 1986).

Some researchers (e.g., Billings & Moos, 1982a, 1982b; Lazarus & Folkman,
1984; Pearlin & Schooler, 1978) emphasized “process” and not just “static,”
unidirectional models of stress. Thus, they included process (e.g., coping) and static
(e.g., individual characteristics, environmental resources) variables in their models. They
hypothesized that what an individual does (e.g., coping responses) could be important in
mediating or moderating the impact of stress. They also believed that a process oriented
or transactional approach to the study of stress and outcomes yielded more information
regarding useful intervention strategies as it is easier for people to change what they do
then to change their personality traits or social environments (Martin, 1989).

The inclusion of process and static variables in the same model has been essential
in understanding the relationship between stress and mental health. For example,
researchers have found that personal and environmental resources not only have a direct
influence on one’s mental or physical health (Billings & Moos, 1982a, 1982b), but they
also directly influence the stressor itself (Ensel & Lin, 1991), the appraisal of stress, and
one’s reliance on specific coping strategies (Cohen & Edwards, 1989; Taylor &

Aspinwall, 1996). Although no single study can incorporate every potential interaction
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between process and static variables or foresee every confounding factor (Vega et al.,
1985), the more we know about how these variables and how their interactions affect the
stress-mental illness process, the more accurately we will be able to target interventions
and the more effectively we will be able to design intervention strategies (Hough, 1985).
This study incorporated various static and process variables in order to understand the
relationship between sociocultural stress and mental health for Latina/os undergraduate
students at a predominantly White university. Below is a review of the various mediating
and/or moderating variables that were included in the adapted model.

Individual cultural characteristics. In the past, the literature has been inherently

concerned with the effects of individual personality characteristics on the relationship
between stress and mental health. Researchers interested in understanding the impact of
individual characteristics on mental health have investigated various personality
characteristics including: negative affectivity (Watson & Clark, 1984), pessimistic
explanatory style (Peterson, Seligman, & Vaillant, 1988), hardiness, (Kobasa, 1979),
optimism (Scheier & Carver, 1985), psychological control (Bandura, 1977), self-esteem
(Whisman & Kwon, 1993), self-confidence (Holahan & Moos, 1987, 1991), and ego
strength (Worden & Sobel, 1978). These personality characteristics have been found not
just to contribute to psychological well-being but also to the occurrence of a stressor
(Farne, Sebellico, Gnugnoli, & Corallo, 1992; Rhodewalt & Zone, 1989) provision of
social support (Cohen, Sherrod, & Clark, 1986; Dunkel-Schetter, Folkman, & Lazarus,
1987) appraisal of stressors (Campbell, Chew, & Scratchley, 1991; Jerusalem, 1993;
Rhodewalt & Zone, 1989) and coping responses (Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Holahan &

Moos, 1987, Jerusalem, 1993)
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Despite the fact that individual cultural characteristics (i.e., worldview, values,
beliefs) provide an understanding of the person (Cuellar, 2000) and like personality
characteristics cause considerable within group differences on mental health outcomes
(Sodowsky et al., 1991), few have paid explicit attention to their role in the relationship
between stress and mental health status (Miranda & Castro, 1985; Slavin et al.,1991).
Thus, most researchers have failed to acknowledge that one’s personality and culture are
inextricably intertwined (Lonner & Adamopoulos, 1997). That is, they do not recognize
that culture does not simply exist at the macro level, but also exists at the micro level or
as a conceptual structure or system of ideals within an individual (Geertz, 1984). Thus,
the concern in this study was with two individual cultural characteristics that have been
found to influence the relationships between stress and mental health; acculturation and
ethnic identity (Rodriguez et al., 2000; Saldana, 1994, Sarason, Sarason, & Gurung,
2001; Taylor & Aspinwall, 1996).

Acculturation level. Acculturation is generally viewed as an ecological,
transactional process of cognitive, emotional, behavioral, perceptual, and ideological
change that occurs as a consequence of a continuous, first-hand contact of two or more
distinct cultural groups (Cuellar, 2000; Roysircar-Sodowsky & Maestas, 2000).
Acculturation is a multifaceted construct that is composed of multiple factors in which
people demonstrate varying degrees of strengths/weaknesses, capacities, and abilities.
Acculturation is not only an exogenous process it also involves cultural changes at the
individual psychological level (Cuellar, Siles, & Bracamontes, 2002; Marin, 1992).

Acculturation has been considered by theorists as either a unidimensional or

multidimensional process (Szapocznik et al., 1984). Unidimensional theorists assume
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that change in cultural identity takes place along a single continuum over the course of
time. More specifically, acculturating individuals are seen as being in a process of
relinquishing the attitudes, values, and behaviors of their culture of origin while
simultaneously adopting those of the new society (Marin, 1992; Ryder, Alden, &
Paulhus, 2000). Multidimensional theorists assume that acculturation involves
assimilation to the majority culture and retention of the minority culture (Marin, 1992;
Rogler, Cortes & Malgady, 1991). Theorists who adopt a multidimensional perspective
argue that acculturation can be more completely understood when heritage and
mainstream cultural identities are seen as being relatively independent of one another.
Thus, individuals may adopt many of the values and behaviors of the mainstream culture
without giving up their self-identity developed in their culture of origin (Ryder et al.,
2000). Furthermore, acculturation may involve a degree of assimilation to a total cultural
context comprised of various cultural groups (Szapocznik et al., 1984). Although each of
these models has its own assumptions concerning what happens to a person as he or she
undergoes the process of acculturation, the models are not mutually exclusive. Each one
of them may represent an adequate explanation for a person’s experience as he or she
acquires competency in a new culture. However, they emphasize different aspects of the
process of acculturation (LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993).

Unfortunately, acculturation’s multidimensional nature has precluded ever having
one measure capable of adequately and sufficiently capturing it (Negy & Woods, 1992).
Currently, most measures assess one or two facets of acculturation at a time in either
Mexican Americans or Cubans (Marin, 1992). Furthermore, there are acculturation

measures that assess superficial changes brought about by contact with different culture
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or experience with cultural objects, measures that assess more significant changes in an
individual’s behavior (e.g., language use), and very few measures that attempt to assess
changes in values and norms (Marin, 1992). Acculturation has also been difficult to
assess because it occurs at different rates and along different developmental pathways for
each individual, due to such factors as age at time of immigration, generational status,
geographical location, personal motivations for assimilating into the dominant culture,
schooling experience, and degree of contact with members of the majority group, other
groups, and/or more acculturated members of their same ethnic group (Baron, 1991,
Cuellar, Arnold, & Maldonado, 1995, Cuellar, Nyberg, Maldonado & Roberts, 1997,
Perez & Padilla, 2000; Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1980). Nevertheless, researchers have
consistently found that ethnic behaviors and practices of immigrants tend to decline over
time (Perez & Padilla, 2000; Sodowsky et al., 1991).

Because it has been empirically demonstrated that Latina/os born in the United
States ar