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Bicultural Stress and Internalizing Symptoms among U.S. Latinx
Youth: The Moderating Role of Peer and Parent Support
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luniversity of Texas Health Science Center at San Antonio

2The University of Nebraska-Lincoln
3Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
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Abstract

Objective: U.S. Latinx youth are at increased risk for internalizing problems, perhaps due to
high levels of bicultural stress. Taking a resilience perspective, this study examined peer and
parent support as potential protective factors that might buffer the effects of bicultural stress on
depression and anxiety symptoms among U.S. Latinx youth.

Methods: Participants were 306 Midwestern U.S. Latinx adolescents (Mage=15.50, 46.2% girls)
and their primary caregivers who completed individual interviews. Measures included two types of
cultural stress (acculturative and enculturative stress) and, for each type, distinguished the extent
of exposure to stressors from the subjective intensity of stress reported.

Results: Results indicated that acculturative and enculturative stress were positively associated
with internalizing symptoms, while social support from peers and parents was negatively
associated with symptoms. Evidence regarding a stress-buffering effect of social support was
mixed. Whereas higher levels of peer support mitigated the effects of subjective acculturative
stress on depression and anxiety symptoms, parental support did not show a buffering effect.
Moreover, in some cases, cultural stress appeared to attenuate the beneficial effect of social
support.

Conclusions: Although there was some support for the stress-buffering hypothesis, the impact
of bicultural stressors depended on the type of stress considered and whether the focus was on

exposure to stressors or subjective stress, as well as the source of social support. The findings
highlight the complex effects of bicultural stress on U.S. Latinx youth mental health.

Keywords
stress-buffering; bicultural stress; internalizing behavior; Latinx adolescents

Latinx youth currently comprise 25% of U.S. children under age 18 (Lopez et al., 2018).
These youth also experience relatively high levels of internalizing problems. Based on data
from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey, 34% of Latinx adolescents reported experiencing
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depressive symptoms compared to 30% of Caucasian and 29% of African American
adolescents (Kann et al., 2018); moreover, U.S. Latinx youth are at higher risk of anxiety
disorders compared to their non-Latinx peers (Georgiades et al., 2018). Given the high
prevalence and serious costs of internalizing symptoms (e.g., high school drop-out, adult
unemployment, teenage pregnancy; Clayborne et al., 2019), understanding the factors
contributing to depressive and anxiety symptoms among U.S. Latinx adolescents is critical.

Bicultural stress refers to the challenges and demands on persons navigating two cultural
worlds (McCord et al., 2019). More specifically, bicultural stress includes negative
experiences associated with confronting a new cultural setting as a result of immigration
(acculturative stress; Berry, 2006), as well as enculturative stress, which stems from the
pressure to retain one’s heritage culture (Rodriguez et al., 2002). Bicultural stressors are
thought to contribute to mental health problems (Romero & Roberts, 2003; Torres, 2010)
and have been linked to the development of internalizing symptoms in U.S. Latinx youth
(Cano et al., 2015; Cervantes et al., 2015; Suarez-Morales & Lopez, 2009; Stein, et al.,
2012). Such stressors may be especially influential during adolescence, when ethnic-racial
identity is developing (Umafa-Taylor & Fine, 2004) and peers are especially salient (Ellis &
Zarbatany; 2017, Somerville, 2013). From a resilience perspective, it is important to move
beyond documenting the effects of bicultural stress to identifying resources or processes that
may counteract these detrimental effects. In addition to contributing to a sense of well-being
directly, social support is theorized to protect individuals from the negative effects of stress
(Cohen & Wills, 1985). Regarding mental health, the stress-buffering model posits that
social support reduces the detrimental impact of stressful experiences on psychological
well-being. Although some studies have provided evidence of a stress-buffering effect of
social support on child and adolescent internalizing symptoms, other studies have not, and
the findings vary by source of support and other factors (Rueger et al., 2016). In this study,
we examined the role of social support in mitigating the effects of bicultural stress on
depression and anxiety symptoms among Latinx adolescents living in the U.S. The primary
goal was to test the potential buffering role of social support from peers and parents as well
as the general effects of bicultural stress and social support on internalizing symptoms. A
second goal was to distinguish the impact of exposure to high levels of stressful experiences
(number of bicultural stressors) from the impact of subjective stress experienced in response
to reported stressors.

Resiliency Theory and the Stress-Buffering Hypothesis

Although studies of stressful events and adverse conditions often focus on the negative
outcomes associated with these experiences, stress and coping models (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984) and stress-buffering models (Cohen & Wills, 1995) propose that effective coping
strategies and social support can diminish the negative sequelae of adverse experiences.
Similarly, resilience models (e.g., Masten, 2014) acknowledge that some individuals
exposed to adversity do surprisingly well due to protective factors that support adaptive
functioning. However, studies of stress and resilience tend to examine general adverse
experiences such as poverty or maltreatment and rarely adopt a cultural perspective in which
adverse experiences are due to one’s ethnic minority status (for exceptions, see Gaylord-
Harden et al., 2018; Murry, 2019). More broadly, scholars have called for conceptual
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models that incorporate culturally relevant variables to understand development among
Latinx children and youth (e.g., Raffaelli et al., 2005). In this study, we adopted a cultural
resilience approach by examining the potential role of social support in mitigating the effects
of bicultural stress on internalizing symptoms among U.S. Latinx adolescents.

Bicultural Stress and Internalizing Symptoms

Exposure to bicultural stress is associated with psychological problems among U.S.

Latinx youth, including internalizing symptoms (e.g., Hovey & King, 1996; Umana-Taylor,
Updegraff, & Gonzales-Backen, 2011). Compared to studies of other adverse culture-
related events such as discrimination and family cultural conflict, relatively few studies
have examined the role of bicultural stress in Latinx youth’s internalizing symptoms.

In a systematic review, McCord and colleagues (2019) identified only six studies of
bicultural stress; however, all six showed a positive association between bicultural stress and
depressive symptoms. Furthermore, the association between bicultural stress and depression
persists even when controlling for other kinds of stressors (Stein et al., 2012) and has been
found longitudinally as well (Cano et al., 2015). Thus, although research with adolescent
Latinx samples in the U.S. is relatively sparse, the association between bicultural stress and
depressive symptoms appears to be robust.

In contrast, few, if any, studies have examined associations between bicultural stress and
anxiety symptoms among U.S. Latinx adolescents. Bicultural stress may contribute to
anxiety among U.S. Latinx adolescents owing to the salience of peers at this age, a
heightened sensitivity to peer evaluation, and a desire to fit in (Somerville, 2013). U.S.
Latinx youth, especially those in Latinx-minority schools and communities, need to interact
competently with both Latinx and non-Latinx peers and may feel anxious about their
acceptance by members of their own or other cultural groups as well as pressure to conform
to multiple sets of cultural norms. Studies with older youth and adults indicate that higher
levels of perceived bicultural stress are related to more anxiety symptoms in college students
(Crockett et al., 2007; Jardin et al., 2018; Maldonado et al., 2018; Mayorga et al., 2018) and
adult U.S. Mexican immigrants (Hovey & Magafia, 2002).

Types of Bicultural Stress

Bicultural stress incorporates two kinds of stressors: pressure to adopt the values and
behaviors of the host society (i.e., “acculturative stress”) and pressure to remain true to the
norms of one’s heritage culture (i.e., “enculturative stress”; Rodriguez et al., 2002; Schwartz
et al., 2010). For example, immigrant U.S. Latinx youth may experience acculturative stress
when they encounter pressure from White non-Hispanic peers and adults to speak English
and learn “American” ways. At the same time, they may experience enculturative stress

if their parents and other family members expect them to know Spanish and adhere to
Latinx cultural values and practices. Both acculturative and enculturative pressures may

be experienced as stressful and demanding, resulting in increased levels of physiological,
psychological, and behavioral changes (Zeiders et al., 2014). Furthermore, given the known
effects of neighborhood and school ethnic composition on adjustment among U.S. Latinx
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youth (e.g., White et al., 2018), levels of bicultural stress might be especially high among
Latinx adolescents residing in predominantly White, European American communities.

Dimensions of Bicultural Stress

Stress can be defined in terms of either the level of exposure to particular stressors or

the subjective stress an individual experiences as a result of exposure (Holmes & Rahe,
1967; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Grant and colleagues (2003) recommended distinguishing
between the events or situations themselves (“stressors”) and the individual’s subjective
appraisal of those situations. However, measures of bicultural stress (e.g., Mena, Padilla, &
Maldonado, 1987; Rodriguez et al., 2002) often merge exposure to stressors and subjective
stress. Although both aspects of bicultural stress can be taxing, they are distinct (Romero

et al., 2007), and it may be useful to distinguish their effects. Thus, one aim of the present
study was to examine the respective effects of stress exposure and subjective appraisal.

The Moderating Role of Social Support

Social support is a key resource believed to reduce the impact of adverse stressors on
psychological well-being. Support from others is thought to reduce the perception that
stressors are overwhelming and may also help individuals cope with stressors that they

feel they cannot manage alone (Cohen & Wills, 1995). In line with this expectation,
substantial research underscores the positive association between social support and

child and adolescent well-being (Rueger et al., 2016). However, findings regarding stress-
buffering effects are less consistent and may depend on the source of support. A recent
meta-analysis documented buffering effects of both peer and family support on various kinds
of stress among children and adolescents (Rueger et al., 2016). Similarly, among Latinx and
Mexican youth, there is growing evidence that family support is beneficial for young adult
well-being (Guntzviller et al., 2020) and buffers the effect of general stress on adolescent
and young adult depression (Raffaelli et al., 2013; Rivera, 2007). In contrast, findings
regarding the buffering role of peers among U.S. Latinx youth have been mixed, with some
studies of college-age youth showing buffering effects (Crockett et al., 2007; Gonzalez, et
al., 2014; Solberg, & Viliarreal, 1997) and others failing to find them (Juang et al., 2016;
Rodriguez et al., 2003).

The Present Study

Extending previous theory and research to incorporate a cultural perspective on stress and
coping, this study examined the relations of bicultural stress to internalizing symptoms
among U.S. Latinx adolescents as well as the potential moderating role of peer and parent
support. Consistent with risk and resilience perspectives, we tested the stress-buffering
hypothesis by examining whether social support mitigated the detrimental effects of
bicultural stress. Furthermore, two types of bicultural stress (acculturative and enculturative)
were examined, and the effect of stress exposure was distinguished from the effect of
subjective stress. It was hypothesized that both aspects of bicultural stress would be
positively associated with internalizing symptoms. Moreover, peer and parent support were
expected to serve as buffers against the harmful effects of bicultural stress. The study
contributes to the literature on stress and internalizing symptoms among U.S. Latinx
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adolescents in at least three synergistic ways. First, it adds to the sparse literature on

the association between bicultural stress and internalizing symptoms, especially anxiety
symptoms among U.S. Latinx youth. Second, it brings a cultural resilience perspective to the
study of stress and stress-buffering effects by examining bicultural stress among U.S. Latinx
youth. Third, it examines the unique effects of stress exposure and subjective stress.

Participants and Procedure

Measures

Participants were 306 Midwestern Latinx adolescents (M age=15.50, 46.2% female) and
their primary caregivers (hereafter “parents”) residing in four communities across Nebraska.
Most youth identified as Mexican heritage (79.9%). Over half of the youth (57.3%)

lived with both parents (either biological or adoptive), and 67.1% were born in the U.S.
Participating parents were mostly mothers (89.1%), and most (90.1%) were born outside
the U.S. Most families lived in communities where the population was predominantly
non-Hispanic White and of European heritage. The majority of families (59%) reported a
median household income of $30,000 or less annually.

Families were recruited through local public high schools and community settings using
parent recruitment letters (in schools) and community flyers. Data were collected at
participants’ homes or a convenient community location. Once parental consent and youth
assent were obtained, parents and adolescents were interviewed separately by trained
interviewers. Families received monetary compensation ($50) for their participation. The
Latino Youth Care Project was approved by the Institutional Review Board of the University
of Nebraska, #20100611041FB.

Bicultural Stress—Participants responded to two subscales from the Multidimensional
Acculturative Stress Inventory (MASI; Rodriguez et al., 2002). Acculturative stress was
measured with the “Pressure to Acculturate” subscale, which consists of seven items

(e.g., “it bothers me when people pressure me to assimilate to the American ways of
doing things”). Enculturative stress was measured with the “Pressure against Acculturation”
subscale, which consisted of four items (e.g., “I have had conflicts with others because |
prefer American customs over Mexican/Latino ones™). Participants were asked to report if
each event had occurred to them in the past 12 months and, if so, how stressful the event
was. Responses of “does not apply” indicated that the event had not occurred and were
coded as 0, as recommended by Rodriguez et al. (2002). The degree of stressfulness could
range from not at all stressful (1) to extremely stressful (5). Typically, items are averaged
to create subscale scores, with higher scores indicating more perceived pressure. However,
in this study, a different approach was used to distinguish between stress exposure and the
subjective appraisal, as described in the Analysis Plan.

Peer Support—~Participants completed the 12-item peer attachment subscale of the
Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA-R; Gullone & Robinson, 2005). Adolescents
indicated how well each statement described their relationships with their friends (e.g., “my
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friends accept me as | am”; a = .76). Response options ranged from never (1) to always (5).
Factor scores were extracted from confirmatory factor analyses (see supplemental materials
for details). Higher scores reflected more perceived peer support.

Parent Support—~Participants completed the parental support subscale of the Children’s
Report of Parent Behavior Inventory (CRPBI; Barber et al., 2005). Adolescents responded to
ten items to indicate how well each statement describes the parent to whom they felt closest
(e.g., “is able to make you feel better when you are upset”; a = .89). Response options
ranged from not like her/him (1) to a lot like her/him (3). Higher factor scores reflected more
perceived parental support.

Depression—~Participants responded to the Center for Epidemiological Studies —
Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). Adolescents indicated how often they
experienced 20 symptoms within the past week (e.g., “I had crying spells”; a = .86).
Response options ranged from rarely — less than 1 day (1) to most of the time — 5-7 days (4).
Higher factor scores reflected more depressive symptoms. This measure has been validated
in Latinx samples (Crockett et al., 2005; Roberts, 1980). The item “/ felt that everything

1 did was an effort’ was removed because it had a low standardized factor loading (.13),
which resulted in model misfit (see supplemental materials for details).

Anxiety—Participants responded to a shortened version of the Depression Anxiety Stress
Scales (DASS; Crawford & Henry, 2003). Adolescents indicated how seven statements
applied to them over the past week (e.g., “I felt I was close to panic”; a = .83). Response
options ranged from did not apply to me at all (0) to applied to me most of the time (3).
Higher factor scores reflected more anxiety.

Analysis Plan

The analytic plan for the present study included the following steps: 1) first, descriptive
analyses (means, standard deviations, bivariate correlations) were conducted to report the
relationships among the study variables using observed scores; 2) measurement models were
then conducted for the study constructs separately to empirically test for unidimensionality
and to extract factor scores for use in the main analyses; and 3) factor scores were used in
multivariate regression analyses to test the study hypotheses.

Analyses were conducted in Mplus 8.1 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017) with the full-information
maximum likelihood (i.e., MLR) estimator to produce robust standard errors and less biased
model results. Details regarding the measurement models are provided in the supplemental
material. Notably, for both acculturative and enculturative stress, a two-part measurement
model was estimated for semi-ordered data (Huggins-Manley et al., 2018). This was done
to distinguish between exposure to bicultural stressors and the subjective appraisal of

the stressor (Grant, 2003). Specifically, one factor reflects whether or not the adolescent
experienced the stressor (no/yes), whereas the other factor reflects the subjective appraisal
of the stressor rated on a scale from 1 = not at all stressfulto 5 = extremely stressful and
coded as missing if the adolescent reported not experiencing the stressor. Thus, there were
two factors each for acculturative and enculturative stress corresponding to the number of
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stressors and level of subjective stress. This factor structure for bicultural stress was found to
be largely invariant between youth born in the U.S. compared to youth born outside the U.S.
(see supplemental material for details).

Multivariate regression analyses tested the hypotheses regarding the effects of bicultural
stress and social support on internalizing symptoms. Separate models were estimated for
acculturative and enculturative stressl. Gender was included as a covariate in each model
because girls tend to report higher levels of internalizing behaviors during adolescence
compared to boys (Telzer & Fuligni, 2013). Model fit was examined using the comparative
fit index (CFI) and the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA). A CFI of >

.90 or .95 and a RMSEA of <.10 or .05 were considered to be indicators of acceptable and
excellent model fit, respectively (Barrett, 2007; Hu & Bentler, 1999).

Moderation was tested by including an interaction term between each dimension of
acculturative/enculturative stress (i.e., stress exposure and subjective stress, respectively)
and each source of social support (i.e., peer and parent support, respectively) for a total of
four interactions per model. Significant interactions were probed using the simple slopes
procedure outlined by Aiken and West (1991). Specifically, the relationships between stress
and internalizing symptoms were tested at three different values of peer/parent support: at
the mean, 1SD above the mean, and 1SD below the mean (i.e., average, high, and low levels,
respectively). If the effect of stress became non-significant at high levels of social support,
the results supported the stress-buffering hypothesis.

Results

Descriptive Analyses

Descriptive statistics for all study variables are provided in Table 1. Bolded values indicate a
significant bivariate correlation. As can be seen in the table, acculturative and enculturative
stress were positively correlated with each other and with depression and anxiety symptoms.
Peer and parent support were positively related to each other and negatively related

to depression and anxiety symptoms. Depression and anxiety symptoms were positively
intercorrelated. Regarding gender, girls reported higher levels acculturative and enculturative
stress, peer support, and depression and anxiety symptoms than boys did.

Models Linking Bicultural Stress and Social Support to Internalizing Symptoms

Two multivariate regression models were estimated to examine the effects bicultural stress
on depression and anxiety symptoms: one that included both components of acculturative
stress (number of stressors, subjective stress) and another that included both components

of enculturative stress (number of stressors, subjective stress). As illustrated in Figure 1,
each model included peer and parent support as well as their respective interactions with the

LAcculturative and enculturative stress were not included in the same model due to multicollinearity, likely the result of the strong
correlation between the number of acculturative and enculturative stressors (7= .84) and between subjective acculturative and
enculturative stress (r=.70). When including all four bicultural stress measures in the same model, the variance inflation factor (VIF)
for the number of acculturative stressors, number of enculturative stressors, subjective acculturative stress, and subjective enculturative
stress predictors was 25.5, 14.4, 12.8, and 5.3, respectively. When acculturative and enculturative stress were examined in separate
models, all VIF were < 1.5.
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stress variables (four interaction terms total in each model) to determine if social support
buffered against the negative effects of bicultural stress. Gender was included as a control.

Model Examining the Effect of Acculturative Stress—Results for the model that
examined the effects of acculturative stress are summarized in the upper panel of Table 1.
The model had acceptable overall fit y= = 35.59, df= 20, p=.03; CFI = .93; RMSEA
=.05. Subjective stress (but not the number of stressors) was positively associated with
depression and anxiety symptoms. Peer and parent support were both negatively associated
with depression symptoms but not with anxiety symptoms. There were three significant
interactions: between subjective stress and peer support on (1) depression and (2) anxiety,
and (3) between the number of stressors and peer support on depression symptoms. For
the interactions between subjective stress and peer support (illustrated in Figures 2a and
2b) simple slope analyses indicated that subjective stress from acculturation was positively
related to depression and anxiety symptoms at average and low levels of peer support, but
not at high levels of peer support. Thus, when peer support was high, subjective stress

was no longer associated with either depression or anxiety symptoms, consistent with the
stress-buffering hypothesis. For the interaction between the number of stressors and peer
support in relation to depression symptoms (see Figure 2c), the number of stressors was
positively related to depression symptoms at high levels of peer support and unrelated

to depression symptoms at low and average levels of peer support, contrary to the stress-
buffering hypothesis. The model explained 24% and 14% of the variance for depression and
anxiety symptoms, respectively.

Model Examining the Effect of Enculturative Stress—Results for the model that
examined the effects of enculturative stress are summarized in the lower panel of Table 1.
The model had excellent overall fit 2 = 30.14, df= 20, p=.07; CFI = .95; RMSEA = .04.
In this model, both subjective stress and the number of stressors were positively associated
with depression and anxiety symptoms. Peer and parent support were both inversely related
to depression symptoms but only parent support was inversely related to anxiety symptoms.
There was a significant interaction between the number of stressors and peer support. As
shown in Figure 3a, the number of stressors was positively associated with depression
symptoms at high levels of peer support but unrelated to the outcome at low and average
levels of peer support. There was a similar interaction between subjective stress and parent
support in relation to anxiety symptoms (depicted in Figure 3b). As can be seen in the
figure, subjective stress was positively related to depression symptoms at all levels of family
support, but the relationship was strongest at high levels of parent support and weakest at
low levels of parent support. Neither interaction supported the stress-buffering hypothesis.
The model explained 27% and 17% of the variance for depression and anxiety symptoms,
respectively.

Discussion

The goal of this study was to test the stress-buffering hypothesis from a cultural perspective
by focusing on the role of social support in mitigating the effects of bicultural stress on
internalizing symptoms among U.S. Latinx youth. Extending prior research, the analysis
examined the moderating role of peer and parent support on the relations of two types
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of bicultural stress—acculturative and enculturative—to depression and anxiety symptoms.
Furthermore, we distinguished exposure to bicultural stressors (number of stressors) from
the degree of stress experienced from those events (level of subjective stress). Importantly,
the study was conducted in communities with populations comprised primarily of non-
Hispanic Whites of European heritage, a setting in which levels of bicultural stress might be
high and have implications for adolescent adjustment.

In line with previous research (Cano et al., 2015; Crockett et al., 2007; Suarez-Morales

& Lopez, 2009; Stein, et al., 2012), we found that bicultural stress was positively

related to depression and anxiety symptoms, though our findings were more consistent

for enculturative stress than acculturative stress. Similarly, we found that both peer and
parent support were related to fewer depression symptoms, consistent with prior research
on youth in the general population (Rueger et al., 2016), but only parent support was
related to fewer anxiety symptoms. Regarding the stress-buffering hypothesis, our findings
were mixed. Consistent with the hypothesis, we found that peer support served as a buffer
against the negative effects of subjective acculturative stress on depression and anxiety
symptoms. However, contrary to the hypothesis, social support did not mitigate the effect
of acculturative stress exposure on internalizing symptoms or the effect of either aspect of
enculturative stress on internalizing symptoms. Instead, the relation between acculturative
stress exposure and depression symptoms was positive at high levels of peer support.
Likewise, the relationship between subjective enculturative stress and anxiety symptoms
was strongest at high levels of parent support. This pattern was unexpected and does not
support the stress-buffering hypothesis; however, we offer an explanation based on previous
research in the next section of the discussion.

It is interesting that peer support mitigated the effects of acculturative stress whereas parent
support did not. Previous research has often found support for a buffering role of parent
support among Latinx youth (Raffaelli et al, 2013) whereas findings regarding a buffering
role of peer support is mixed, with some research demonstrating an effect (Crockett et al.,
2007; Gonzalez, et al., 2014; Solberg, & Viliarreal, 1997) and others showing no effect
(Juang et al., 2016; Rodriguez et al., 2003). Peer support may have served as a buffer against
acculturative stress because Latinx youth are most likely to experience pressure to conform
to the norms of the host culture when with peers (Hillekens et al., 2019). Friends are more
likely to be aware of this acculturative pressure than parents are and hence more likely to
offer effective support.

Regarding parent support, perhaps there was no buffering effect because the effectiveness of
parental support is weakened when the family experiences adverse circumstances, especially
when residing in predominantly White, non-diverse communities. Conceivably, the quality
of parental support may be diminished if parents are trying to manage the difficulties

of the family as a whole (e.g., economic strain, absent family members, or immigrant

status in the U.S.) and their own emotional reactions (Rueger et al., 2016). It may also be
that in U.S. Latinx families, parents are the primary source of enculturative pressure on
youth which may decrease their capacity to counteract the effects of this kind of stress.
Another possible explanation relates to the differences in acculturation status between
parents and adolescents in the present sample: two-thirds of the adolescents were born
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in the U.S. whereas most (90%) of the parents were foreign-born, potentially contributing
to parent—child acculturation strain, which could have undermined any beneficial effects of
parental support. Lastly, the finding might differ for other types of cultural stressors (e.qg.,
discrimination) and we encourage other studies to incorporate multiple types of cultural
stressors to provide a more complete assessment of the stress-buffering hypothesis. In
general, our findings support a buffering effect of peers, but not parents, in reducing the
impact of subjective acculturative stress, which is particularly relevant given that peers
become a central developmental context during adolescence.

Reconsidering the Interactive Relations between Bicultural Stress and Social Support

In the present study, three interaction effects indicated that social support appeared to
increase the association between bicultural stress and internalizing behaviors rather than
reduce it. Such counterintuitive findings have been reported in previous studies of other
types of stressors, and some scholars have interpreted such findings as indicating that social
support and other protective factors that are beneficial when stress is low may be insufficient
when stress levels are high (Rueger et al., 2016). This re-interpretation of the interaction
between bicultural stress and social support stipulates that the effect of social support varies
as a function of stress, contrary to the stress-buffering hypothesis in which the effect of
stress varies as a function of social support (Rueger et al., 2016). To illustrate this alternative
pattern, we conducted a follow-up set of simple slope tests, treating support as the main
predictor and stress as the moderator.

The results of the follow-up analysis provide evidence that high levels of bicultural

stress can undermine the beneficial effects of social support (see Figures S1a-S1c in the
supplemental material). As shown in Figures S1la and S1b, peer support was negatively
related to depression symptoms at low and average numbers of stressors (suggesting that
support is beneficial) but unrelated to depression symptoms at a high number of stressors
(suggesting that the beneficial effect of support is attenuated). Similarly, as can be seen in
Figure Slc, parent support was negatively associated with anxiety symptoms at low and
average levels of enculturative subjective stress but unrelated at high levels of subjective
stress. While such results may seem counterintuitive, other researchers have reported similar
findings for interactions between stressful events and coping strategies among ethnically
diverse inner-city adolescents (Gonzales et al., 2001), between acculturative stress and
ethnic identity among Mexican American college students (Iturbide et al., 2009), and
between discrimination and familism values among Mexican-origin youth in the Southwest
(Umana-Taylor et al., 2011). Taken together, the past and present findings indicate that the
effectiveness of social support and other coping strategies has limits and may be insufficient
when exposure to stressors or the impact of the stressor (including bicultural stressors)
increases. Characteristics of the receiving community may be relevant here, as we might
expect levels of bicultural stress to be higher among Latinx youth residing in predominantly
White, European-heritage communities. If so, it is more likely that the level of stress might
be sufficient to undermine the benefits of social support.
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Disaggregating Dimensions of Bicultural Stress

Another aim of the present study was to disentangle the effects of exposure to bicultural
stressors from the effects of subjective stress. We took a novel latent variable approach and
found that stress exposure was distinguishable from youths’ subjective experience of stress.
These findings are consistent with Grant et al.’s (2003) view that environmental exposure to
a stressor is distinct from the subsequent emotional appraisal of the stressor. These findings
also demonstrate that stress exposure and subjective stress showed different relationships
with the outcomes in two important ways. First, subjective stress was more consistently
related to internalizing behaviors than stress exposure. These results imply that, perhaps
owing to their personality traits or past history, some individuals react more strongly to
bicultural stressors (e.g., appraise them as more stressful), which leads to higher levels of
internalizing behaviors. Second, distinguishing between stress exposure and subjective stress
may help explain the inconsistent findings in the literature regarding the stress-buffering
role of peer support (Rueger et al., 2016). As discussed earlier, the effects of subjective
acculturative stress were buffered by peer support whereas the effects of peer support were
attenuated as exposure to bicultural stressors increased. Given this difference, perhaps the
inconsistent findings in past research are due in part to the tendency to combine stress
exposure and stress appraisal into a single measure. Notably, this also implies that the
stress-buffering effects of peer support and the support-undermining effects of stress are not
mutually exclusive and may co-occur.

Implications

The current study took a cultural resilience perspective on U.S. Latinx youth mental

health, examining the potential protective role of social support in mitigating the effects of
bicultural stress. The findings have implications for both risk and resilience models and the
stress-buffering model. Regarding risk and resilience models, the results add to the growing
evidence that bicultural stress, whether due to acculturative or enculturative pressures, has
detrimental effects on U.S. Latinx youth. Regarding the stress-buffering model (and stress
and coping models more broadly) they indicate that supportive relationships with peers and
parents, although generally beneficial for adolescent well-being, may not be sufficient to
maintain mental health under some circumstances; more broadly, also highlight the value
of a nuanced conceptualization of stress that considers different kinds of cultural pressures
and the distinction between exposure to stressors and subjective stress. These findings must
also be considered in the context of U.S. Latinx youth residing in predominantly non-diverse
communities, which might have modified the effects of peer and parent support. Given

that most prior studies of U.S. Latinx youth are in relatively diverse communities, the
present findings suggest the need for future research of Latinx youth residing in relatively
non-diverse communities in the U.S.

The findings also have important implications for research and practice. In terms of
measurement, our results suggest that stress is a multifaceted construct and that its
components need to be disaggregated to provide an accurate understanding of its influence
on maladjustment. Specifically, it appears that there is a qualitative difference between stress
exposure and the subjective appraisal of the stressor (see Huggins-Manley et al., 2018),
which measures such as the MASI and SAFE do not distinguish. Given our findings, we
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would encourage researchers who utilize these measures to consider the need to separate the
two components of stress.

Regarding implications for practice, the findings suggest that a combination of increasing
social support and reducing bicultural stressors may be the most effective strategy for
reducing internalizing symptoms among U.S. Latinx youth. Our results showed that

peer support reduced the negative impact of subjective stress on internalizing symptoms.
However, as exposure to stressors and its subjective appraisal increased, social support
ceased to protect youth from internalizing problems. Therefore, prevention efforts may need
to increase social support and limit exposure to bicultural stressors to most effectively
reduce the higher rates of internalizing problems observed among U.S. Latinx youth.

Limitations and Future Directions

While the findings from the present study are notable, they are not without limitations. First,
the data collected in the present study were cross-sectional; as such, we cannot ascertain

the effects of bicultural stress and social support on internalizing behaviors over time or
establish temporal precedence. We cannot amend this limitation; however, it is conceivable
that social support needs to occur contemporaneously with the bicultural stressor to provide
a buffering effect. Second, the study variables were all based on youth report, which may
have inflated relations among the study variables. Future work using multiple methods (e.g.,
observations, multiple reporters) can reduce concerns about shared method variance. Third,
although a strength of the present study is that it is one of the few studies focused on U.S.
Latinx youth residing in predominantly non-Latinx, White communities, more research on
this population of youth is needed to replicate the present findings and validate existing
measures for Latinx youth. On the other hand, greater attention to Latinx youth growing

up in such communities highlights the importance of receiving community characteristics,
which could inform our understanding of U.S. Latinx adjustment

Conclusions

Our findings extend beyond the prior literature by providing a novel approach to the study

of bicultural stress, social support, and internalizing symptoms among U.S. Latinx youth.
Our study is unique in that we distinguished between the type of bicultural stressor (i.e.,
acculturation, enculturation), the dimension of the stressor (i.e., exposure, stress appraisal),
and source of support (i.e., peers, parents), which had implications for the substantive
results. Moreover, the study focused on an understudied population—U.S. Latinx youth
residing in predominantly non-diverse communities in the Midwest. In support of the stress-
buffering hypothesis, the impact of subjective acculturative stress on internalizing symptoms
was reduced by high levels of peer support. However, we also found that the beneficial effect
of parent support on internalizing symptoms was attenuated as the subjective appraisal of
enculturative stressors increased. The present findings have implications for the development
of interventions that consider the nuanced effects of stress exposure and subjective stress
and the distinct roles of parent and peer support for U.S. Latinx residing in predominantly
non-diverse communities.
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Public Significance Statement

U.S. Latinx youth are at greater risk for developing depression and anxiety, partly
because they are exposed to stressors related to conforming to “American” ways and
retaining their Latinx values. While these stressors may adversely affect Latinx youth,
our study demonstrated that resiliency is possible such that support from peers can lessen
the negative influence of cultural stressors on mental well-being.

Cultur Divers Ethnic Minor Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 October 01.



1duosnuepy Joyiny 1duosnuely Joyiny 1duosnue Joyiny

1duosnue Joyiny

Wasserman et al. Page 18

Social Support
* Peer Support
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Bicultural Stress

Nlul_lber of Acculturative Stressors v Internalizing Behaviors
Subjective Acculturative Stress >+ Depression Symptoms
Number of Enculturative Stressors * Anxiety Symptoms

Subjective Enculturative Stress

Figure 1. Schematic of Hypothetical Model
Note. Theoretical model showing that social support moderates the association between

bicultural stress and internalizing behaviors. The effects of acculturative and enculturative
stress were examined in separate models.
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a. Plot of Depression Symptoms as a Function of Subjective Acculturative Stress and Peer

Support

b. Plot of Anxiety Symptoms as a Function of Subjective Acculturative Stress and Peer

Support

c. Plot of Depression Symptoms as a Function of the Number Acculturative Stressors and

Peer Support
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Note. Solid lines indicate a significant simple slope, dashed lines indicate a non- significant
simple slope
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a. Plot of Depression Symptoms as a Function of the Number of Enculturative Stressors and
Peer Support

b. Plot of Anxiety Symptoms as a Function of Subjective Enculturative Stress and Parent
Support

Note. Solid lines indicate a significant simple slope, dashed lines indicate a non- significant
simple slope.
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