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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS 

Language Brokering in Adolescence: The Role of Racial-ethnic Discrimination and Cultural 

Mistrust on the Psychological Adjustment of Asian and Latino Language Brokers 

by 

Jenna Breanne Felkey 

Master of Arts in Education 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2020 

Professor Sandra Graham, Chair 

 

Past studies on language brokering have examined how various individual and contextual 

factors influence the association between language brokering and mental health, but few studies 

have assessed how racial/ethnic discrimination or perceptions of cultural mistrust affect mental 

health outcomes. The goal of this study was to examine how experiences of racial/ethnic 

discrimination and cultural mistrust influence mental health outcomes for Latino and Asian 

adolescent language brokers. Results indicated that brokering more frequently was associated 

with more depressive and social anxiety symptoms for youth who reported racial/ethnic 

discrimination from adults in school, and more depressive symptoms for youth who had 

moderate to high levels of cultural mistrust. Additionally, brokering more frequently was only 

associated with more depressive symptoms for Latino youth who reported discrimination.  

Overall, the findings suggest that racial/ethnic discrimination and perceptions of cultural mistrust 

may exacerbate psychological challenges among Latino and Asian adolescent language brokers 

and highlight the importance of further examining how interpersonal and systemic discrimination 

influence the development of brokering youth. 
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Language Brokering in Adolescence: The Role of Racial-ethnic Discrimination and Cultural 

Mistrust on the Psychological Adjustment of Asian and Latino Language Brokers 

Immigrant-origin youth are one of the fastest growing populations in the United States. In 

2017, 27 percent of all children under the age of 18 had at least one foreign-born parent (Child 

Trends, 2018). Children and adolescents in immigrant families often become familiar with the 

societally dominant language and culture quicker than their parents (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-

Orozco, 2001); therefore, they are often asked to employ their bilingual and bicultural skills to 

translate and interpret language and culture for others (McQuillan & Tse, 1995). This translation 

of language and culture done by youth in every day circumstances is known as language 

brokering (Tse, 1995).   

Prior research suggests that language brokering is associated with both positive and 

negative developmental outcomes (Morales & Hanson, 2005). For example, language brokering 

has been associated with positive developmental outcomes such as stronger ethnic identity 

(Weisskirch, 2005) and perspective-taking (Guan et al., 2014), but has also been related to 

negative outcomes such as depression (Lazarevic et al., 2018) and acculturative stress (Kam, 

2011). Considering that there is wide variability in the ways that youth feel about brokering 

(Weisskirch, 2007), it is important to understand how various contextual factors may affect how 

language brokering influences various psychosocial and adjustment outcomes in adolescence. It 

is well established that discrimination is related to poor wellbeing in adolescence, with numerous 

studies linking discrimination to worse mental health outcomes, poor academic achievement, and 

more risky behaviors (Benner et al., 2018). Given that many immigrant-origin youth act as 

language brokers for their parents (Tse, 1996), and that language brokering has been related to 

perceiving more discrimination (Benner & Graham, 2011; Dorner et al., 2008, Guan et al., 2016), 
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the purpose of this study is to understand how experiences of interpersonal racial-ethnic 

discrimination and perceptions of societal mistreatment based on one’s race-ethnicity is 

associated with mental health outcomes in Latino and Asian adolescent language brokering 

youth. 

Language Brokering in Context 

 Youth who broker translate in a variety of settings, including in the home, at school, and 

in the community. Youth translate a variety of texts such as letters from school, work and rental 

applications, and bank statements. They also translate in various conversational contexts such as 

parent-teacher conferences, phone calls, and doctor appointments (Orellana et al., 2003). 

Although youth primarily translate for family members, such as parents, siblings, and 

grandparents, they also broker for friends, teachers, and strangers (Orellana et al., 2003). 

  Given that many Asian and Latino adolescents place great value in respecting and 

supporting their families (Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999), it is important to recognize that 

language brokering is largely a family task (Dorner et al., 2008). As youth reach adolescence 

they are often tasked with more responsibilities, including in their language brokering 

responsibilities (Dorner et al., 2008). Since adolescence is often marked as a developmental 

period important that comes with an onset of mental health challenges (Kessler et al., 2007), it is 

important to understand the role that language brokering plays in the psychological adjustment of 

adolescents as youth navigate, manage, and mediate heritage and U.S. cultures. 

Positive Developmental Outcomes 

Immigrant-origin youth gain valuable and sophisticated linguistic, social, and cultural 

skills through their language brokering practices that have shown to be adaptive for 

development. For example, Latino youth who broker have a strong sense of ethnic identity 
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(Weisskirch, 2005), as language brokering may be a means for youth to feel a connection to their 

heritage culture (Guan et al., 2016). Additionally, language brokering may be a means for youth 

to gain and maintain proficiency in their heritage language, as heritage language proficiency is 

also related to a stronger ethnic identity (Oh & Fuligni, 2009). Language brokering may not be 

maladaptive for development when youth perceive that their peers are also brokering (Kam & 

Lazarevic, 2014), and in turn may instead serve as an indicator of group membership.    

 Individuals who broker describe having to mediate information for members of differing 

linguistic and cultural groups. Youth report that mediating information for members of different 

groups expands their consciousness of linguistic, cultural, and social practices (Guan et al., 

2016). In brokering situations, youth not only translate language, but they also make choices 

about how to convey linguistic and cultural messages that are socially appropriate in the 

language(s) they are translating. This frequent traversing between multiple linguistic and cultural 

realms has led brokers to have greater levels of empathy, enhanced general perspective-taking 

skills, as well as enhanced transcultural perspective-taking skills (Guan et al., 2014).  

 Additionally, language brokering has been associated with positive academic outcomes. 

Bailey and Orellana (2015) posit that as youth are translating various genres of text (e.g., 

applications, letters, etc.), they are developing important literacy skills. Abilities such as finding 

strategies for navigating and unpacking written texts, making meaning out of texts, and helping 

others understand the texts are all important skills that brokers do when translating that may 

translate over into other academic contexts (Bailey & Orellana, 2015). In fact, language 

brokering has been related to higher grade point averages (Buriel et al. , 1998). Moreover, 

language brokers also report having a greater sense of academic self-efficacy (Acoach & Webb, 
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2004). Taken together, these findings suggest that language brokering is associated with a 

multitude of positive developmental outcomes. 

Negative Developmental Outcomes  

As youth adjust to the demands of acculturation, they may be at an increased risk for 

negative psychosocial and adjustment outcomes. Youth who report having to broker frequently 

reported having more depressive symptoms (Love & Buriel, 2007), and youth who perceive a 

lack of parental support may view brokering as a burden (Weisskirch, 2013). Particularly as 

immigrant-origin youth perceive language brokering as a negative experience, they may be more 

likely to internalize negative feelings as depressive symptoms or acculturative stress (Kam & 

Lazarevic, 2014). Brokering may be particularly burdensome on youth who frequently 

experience discrimination while translating. As brokers traverse and mediate situations where 

individuals from different cultures come into contact, they may be more susceptible to 

experiences of discrimination (Benner & Graham, 2011; Guan et al., 2016). 

Language Brokering and Discrimination 

 Suárez-Orozco and colleagues’ (2018) adapted integrative risk and resilience model for 

immigrant-origin youth situates the developmental, psychological, and 

acculturative/enculturative tasks of these youth in the individual, microsystem, social-political, 

and global contexts that influence their development. This model suggests that experiences of 

discrimination can influence the development of immigrant-origin youth. Adolescents who 

broker often utilize their linguistic skills to help their parents navigate the interpersonal and 

structural barriers that they encounter. In doing so, they often navigate politically charged 

environments and social situations, which may make them more susceptible to experiences of 

discrimination. Since experiences of discrimination are associated with anxiety and depression in 
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Asian and Latino youth (Hwang & Goto, 2008), those who act as language brokers may be 

vulnerable to these negative psychological adjustment outcomes. 

Prior research shows that Latino adolescents who brokered frequently reported perceiving 

more discrimination over the first two years of high school compared to their Latino peers who 

brokered infrequently or never brokered (Benner & Graham, 2011). Additional qualitative 

research demonstrates that language brokers experience discrimination while brokering that 

reflects discrimination at both the interpersonal and societal levels (Dorner et al., 2008, Guan et 

al., 2016). For example, language brokers reported experiencing discrimination when translating 

in interpersonal contexts, such as translating between their parents and a car salesman to help 

their parents buy a car. Moreover, brokers reported having to translate in contexts that 

demonstrate discrimination at the societal level, such as translating stories from the news to their 

parents. While some language brokering studies have assessed how individual experiences with 

discrimination may influence adjustment in adolescence (Kim et al., 2018; Chen et al., 2020), 

less studied is whether brokers’ perceptions of how society at large treats their racial-ethnic 

group (i.e., cultural mistrust; Terrell & Terrell, 1981) influences mental health outcomes. Prior 

research suggests that perceiving more discrimination is associated with greater perceptions of 

cultural mistrust in adolescence (Benner & Graham, 2013). Studying language brokers’ 

perceptions of cultural mistrust is important considering that youth are often helping their parents 

navigate these structural barriers, which may make brokering youth more aware of the systemic 

inequalities that immigrant groups and racial-ethnic minoritized groups face in the U.S. context. 

The Current Study 

The purpose of the current study is to better understand the contexts in which language 

brokering acts as a risk factor for psychological functioning in Latino and Asian adolescents by 
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examining youths’ perceptions of racial-ethnic discrimination and cultural mistrust. The first aim 

of this study was to examine if adolescents’ perceptions of racial-ethnic discrimination 

moderated the associations between language brokering frequency and symptoms of depression 

and social anxiety. It was hypothesized that brokering more frequently would be associated with 

more symptoms of depression and social anxiety, particularly for youth who perceive being 

discriminated against for their race/ethnicity.  

The second goal of this study was to investigate if adolescents’ perceptions of how 

society treats their racial-ethnic group (i.e., cultural mistrust) moderated the relations between 

language brokering frequency and depressive and social anxiety symptoms. It was hypothesized 

that brokering more frequently would be related to more symptoms of depression and social 

anxiety, and this relation would be particularly strong for youth with higher reports of cultural 

mistrust.  

Past research suggests that Asian, but not Latino, adolescent brokers had greater levels of 

depression, anxiety, somatization, and withdrawal (Chao, 2006); therefore, the final aim of this 

study was to understand how language brokering may have differential effects on the 

psychological adjustment of Latino and Asian youth. There are various reasons why language 

brokering may influence these groups differently. First, there are important differences in the 

histories of immigration and social marginalization of Latino and Asian groups in the United 

States (Sánchez-Jankowski, 2002), and these qualitative differences in discriminatory 

experiences may result in differences of how discrimination affects the mental health of language 

brokering youth from these two groups. Additionally, there are socioeconomic differences in 

terms of income and education attainment between Latino and Asian families (National Center 

for Education Statistics, 2019), which may influence the demands of youth who broker. The 
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current study will also examine three-way interactions to examine if the moderating effects of 

racial/ethnic discrimination and cultural mistrust differ for Latino and Asian adolescent brokers.  

Method 

Participants 

Participants for the current study were drawn from the UCLA Middle School Diversity 

Project (see Juvonen, Kogachi, & Graham, 2018 for detailed sample description). Approximately 

6,000 students who attended 1 of 26 middle schools in northern and southern California were 

recruited to participate in a large, longitudinal study on school ethnic diversity and adolescent 

development. Schools were recruited to represent a variety of racial-ethnic compositions based 

on the numerical representation of each ethnic group in the school. Six schools were racially 

diverse such that no one ethnic group comprised a numerical majority and all four major ethnic 

groups (i.e., African American, Asian, Latino, and White) were represented. Nine schools had 

two large and equally represented ethnic groups (e.g., Latino and White) with few members from 

other ethnic groups represented. The remaining 11 schools had one ethnic group in the clear 

numerical majority and few members from the other racial-ethnic groups. Participation rates 

across the 26 middle schools ranged from 74% to 94% (M = 84%). To minimize confounds 

between race and socioeconomic status (SES), only schools that had 20-80% of students eligible 

for free or reduced lunch were recruited for the study. In the fall of sixth grade, the racial-ethnic 

breakdown of the students was comprised of 32% Latino/Mexican, 20% White, 14% 

East/Southeast Asian, 12% African American, 14% biracial/multiethnic, and 8% other (i.e., 

Native American, Middle Eastern, Pacific Islander, or South Asian).  

Data used in the current study were collected when students were in the ninth grade. 

Seventy-eight percent of the original sample was retained at the end of eighth grade, and 76% of 
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the sample retained at the end of eighth grade was retained across the middle to high school 

transition in ninth grade (n = 3,579). In total, 1,191 (33.3%) participants identified translating for 

their parents in ninth grade. Youth who reported brokering were 58% girls and 42% boys, which 

is consistent with prior research suggesting that language brokering may be a largely female 

activity (Buriel et al., 1998; Weisskirch, 2005). Additionally, the racial-ethnic breakdown of the 

brokering sample is 60% Latino or Mexican, 25% East or Southeast Asian, 4% White, 1% 

African American, and 10% Other (i.e., South Asian, Filipino/Pacific Islander, Middle Eastern, 

Native American, and Biracial/Multiethnic). Analyses for the current study were conducted with 

Latino (n = 716; 57.4% female) and Asian (n = 328; 57.6% female) subsamples due to the 

relatively small sample sizes of the remaining racial/ethnic groups, yielding a total sample size of 

1,044 (57.5% female, Mage = 15.12 years, SD = 0.41).  

Procedure 

The study was approved by relevant Institutional Review Boards and school districts, and 

parental consent and participant assent were obtained before participation.  Students completed 

surveys electronically on iPads during school in the spring of ninth grade.  Survey instructions 

were audio taped, and all participants completed surveys at their own pace which took roughly 

one hour.  All participants who completed the survey in ninth grade received a $20 honorarium. 

Measures 

Language Brokering Frequency 

Language brokering frequency was assessed using one item that asked participants “How 

often do you translate for your parents?”. Participants responded on a scale of 1 (“never”) to 4 

(“always”). Latino and Asian participants who indicated a response of 2 (“a little bit”), 3 (“a 
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lot”), or 4 (“always”) were included in analyses, and brokering was recoded to a 3-point 

frequency scale (1 = “a little bit” and 3 = “always”). 

Experiences of Racial/ethnic Discrimination 

Racial/ethnic discrimination was measured utilizing four items adapted from the 

Adolescent Discrimination Distress Index (ADDI; Fisher et al., 2000). For each item, 

participants indicated how frequently (1 = “never”, 5 = “a whole lot”) they had experienced 

racial-ethnic discrimination from adults in school since the beginning of the school year (e.g., 

“treated disrespectfully by adults in your school because of your race/ethnicity”). Due to the 

relatively low base rates for reporting discrimination (between 79.2-87.5% of the sample 

reported no discrimination across each of the four items), a dichotomous variable was created to 

indicate whether participants had reported experiencing no racial/ethnic discrimination (“0”) or 

at least some racial/ethnic discrimination (“1”) from adults in their school since the start of the 

school year.  

Cultural Mistrust 

Cultural mistrust, or the way in which participants perceive how society treats their ethnic 

group, was measured using 11 items adapted from the Cultural Mistrust Inventory (CMI; Terrell 

& Terrell, 1981). Participants indicated how much they agreed with various statements (e.g., 

“Even if people like me work hard to make a lot of money, others will just take it away from us”) 

on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“for sure yes!”) to 5 (“no way!”) (𝛼Latino = .81, 𝛼Asian 

= .78). A mean composite score was computed to create a single cultural mistrust score with 

higher values indicating more cultural mistrust. 

Depressive Symptoms 
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Symptoms of depression were measured using the Center for Epidemiological Studies 

Depression Scale (CES-D; Radloff, 1977). Participants responded to seven items from the CES-

D (e.g., “I was bothered by things that don’t usually bother me”) and were asked how frequently 

within the last week they felt that way on a scale of 1 (“rarely or none of the time”) to 4 (“almost 

all of the time”) (𝛼Latino = .89, 𝛼Asian = .88). A mean composite score was created with higher 

values indicating more symptoms of depression. 

Social Anxiety 

Social anxiety was measured using six items from the Social Anxiety Scale for 

Adolescents (SAS-A; La Greca & Lopez, 1998). Participants answered to items assessing fear of 

negative evaluations (e.g., “I worry what others think of me”) and social avoidance (e.g., “It’s 

hard for me to ask others to do things with me”) and were asked how frequently they thought 

each statement was true of them on a 5-point Likert scale of 1 (“not at all”) to 5 (“all of the 

time”) (𝛼Latino = .87, 𝛼Asian = .84).  A mean composite score was computed to create a single 

social anxiety score with higher values indicating more symptoms of social anxiety. 

Covariates 

All analyses controlled for participant sex, immigrant generation status, parent education, 

average parental English proficiency, and a dichotomous variable indicating whether English was 

spoken in the home. Participants self-reported their sex. Participants also indicated if themselves 

and their parents were born in the U.S. or another country. Participants who indicated they were 

born in another country were considered first generation, participants who were born in the U.S. 

and had at least one parent born in another country were considered second generation, and 

participants who themselves and their parents were born in the U.S. were considered third or 

later generation. Parents or guardians who completed a parent questionnaire indicated their 
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highest level of education on a 6-point scale (1 = “elementary/junior high school” to 6 = 

“graduate degree”). Participants indicated if their parents spoke English (1 = “no”, 2 = “some”, 3 

= “yes”) separately for their mother and father, and an average of these two scores was used to 

create an average parental English proficiency score. Lastly, participants indicated the 

language(s) spoken in the home, and a dichotomous variable was created to indicate if English 

was spoken in the home (“1”) or not (“0”). 

Analytic Strategy 

 To address the research questions under investigation, multiple linear regression analyses 

were conducted. Data were analyzed using Mplus Version 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). 

Full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation methods were used to handle missing 

data (Enders, 2010), and the CLUSTER function was employed to account for the inherent 

nested structure of the data (students nested within schools). Language brokering frequency and 

cultural mistrust were mean centered in order to facilitate the interpretations of the interaction 

terms. 

To examine if perceiving racial-ethnic discrimination moderated the associations between 

language brokering frequency and symptoms of depression and social anxiety, two multiple 

linear regression analyses were conducted. Two additional sets of analyses were conducted in 

order to assess if perceptions of cultural mistrust moderated the relations between language 

brokering frequency and depressive and social anxiety symptoms in Latino and Asian 

adolescents. To test if the moderating effects of racial-ethnic discrimination from adults in school 

and cultural mistrust on depressive and social anxiety symptoms varied by racial-ethnic group, 

three-way interaction terms were entered into each of the four models, in addition to the 
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additional required two-way interaction terms needed in order to test for three-way moderation 

effects.  

Results 

Descriptive Analyses 

Means, standard deviations, and results for independent samples t-tests are presented in 

Table 1 and bivariate correlations are presented in Table 2. First, independent samples t-tests 

were used to examine whether there were significant mean differences between the Latino and 

Asian subsamples on important covariates, predictor, and outcomes variables. Results indicated 

that Asian youth were more likely to have a more recent history of immigration (M = 1.70, SD = 

0.48) than Latino youth (M = 1.88, SD = .44), t(997) = –5.88, p < .001, and that Asian youth 

came from families with higher parental education backgrounds (M = 3.15, SD = 1.44) than 

Latino youth (M = 1.82, SD = 1.16), t(936) = 14.80, p < .001. Additionally, Latino youth were 

more likely to report that English was spoken in the home (M = .59, SD = .49) compared to 

Asian youth (M = .45, SD = .50), t(995) = –3.92, p < .05. There were no reported differences 

between Asian and Latino youth in the proportion of male and female participants in each 

subsample (t(1042) = 0.07, p = .894), reported average parent English proficiency (t(1019) = 

0.34, p = .630), or language brokering frequency (t(1042) = 1.93, p = .859).  

Regarding the moderating variables, Latino adolescents were more likely to report 

experiencing racial-ethnic discrimination from adults in school (M = .35, SD = .48) than Asian 

adolescents (M = .17, SD. = .37), t(1037) = –6.27, p < .001. Moreover, Latino youth reported 

significantly more cultural mistrust (M = 2.36, SD = 0.57) than Asian youth (M = 2.09, SD = 

0.49), t(1036) = –7.27, p < .05. Lastly, Asian adolescents reported higher levels of social anxiety 

(M = 2.67, SD = 0.77) than Latino adolescents (M = 2.32, SD = 0.80), t(1031) = 6.54, p < .001, 
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but there were no significant differences in depressive symptoms between Latino and Asian 

youth, t(1023) = 1.35, p = .953. 

Multiple Regression Analyses– Two-way Interactions 

Multiple linear regression analyses were conducted to investigate how experiences of 

racial-ethnic discrimination from adults may moderate the associations between brokering 

frequency and depressive and social anxiety symptoms among Latino and Asian adolescent 

language brokers (see Table 3). Analyses revealed that for youth who did not report experiencing 

racial/ethnic discrimination from adults in their school, brokering more frequently was not 

associated with more symptoms of depression (b = 0.04, p > .05) nor social anxiety (b = –0.003, 

p > .05). For youth who were at the average for brokering frequency, experiences of racial/ethnic 

discrimination from adults were related to more depressive symptoms (b = 0.31, p < .001), but 

were not associated with more social anxiety (b = 0.14, p > .05). Experiences of racial/ethnic 

discrimination from adults moderated the associations between language brokering frequency 

and symptoms of depressive (b = 0.13, p < .05) and social anxiety (b = 0.22, p < .01).  

Results from simple slope analyses are depicted in Figures 1 and 2. Simple slopes 

analyses revealed that for youth who reported experiencing racial/ethnic discrimination from 

adults in school, brokering more frequently was associated with significantly more symptoms of 

depression (b = 0.17, p < .01) and social anxiety (b = 0.22, p < .001). In contrast, language 

brokering frequency was not associated with depressive symptoms (b = .04, p > .05) nor social 

anxiety (b = -0.003, p > .05) for youth who did not report experiencing racial-ethnic 

discrimination from adults in school. In sum, brokering more frequently was associated with 

more symptoms of depression and social anxiety for youth who reported experiencing 

racial/ethnic discrimination from adults in school; however, when youth reported that they had 
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not experienced racial/ethnic discrimination from adults in school, brokering more frequently 

was not associated with depressive nor social anxiety symptoms.

 

Next multiple linear regression analyses were employed to examine if perceptions of 

cultural mistrust moderated the relations between language brokering frequency and symptoms 

of depression and social anxiety. For youth who were at the sample mean for cultural mistrust, 

brokering more frequently was associated with significantly more depressive symptoms (b = 

0.08, p < .001), but not symptoms of social anxiety (b = 0.06, p > .05). For youth who were at the 

average for language brokering frequency, cultural mistrust was related to both significantly 

more symptoms of depression (b = 0.34, p < .001) and social anxiety (b = 0.34, p < .001). 

Additionally, cultural mistrust moderated the association between language brokering frequency 

and depression (b = 0.14, p < .01), but did not moderate the association between brokering 

frequency and social anxiety (b = 0.08, p > .05).  

A simple slopes analysis revealed that language brokering frequency was related to more 

depressive symptoms for youth who were one standard deviation above the mean on cultural 

mistrust (b = 0.08, p < .001), but brokering more frequently was not significantly related to 

depressive symptoms for youth who were one standard deviation below the mean (b = 0.01, p 

> .05) for cultural mistrust (see Figure 3). Taken together, brokering more frequently was related 

to more symptoms of depression particularly when youth had average or above average cultural 

mistrust, but was not associated with depressive symptoms when youth had low perceptions of 

cultural mistrust. 

Multiple Regression Analyses– Three-way Interactions 
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 Lastly, three-way interaction terms and the additional necessary two-way interaction 

terms were entered into each of the models to examine if the moderation effects of reported 

experiences of racial-ethnic discrimination and perceptions of cultural mistrust on the relations 

between brokering and mental health outcomes varied by racial-ethnic group (see Table 4). 

Analyses revealed that there was a significant three-way interaction between brokering 

frequency, discrimination, and ethnicity on depressive symptoms (b = 0.33, p < .05). Results 

from a simple slopes analysis indicated that brokering more frequently was significantly 

associated with more depressive symptoms when Latino youth reported experiencing 

discrimination from adults in school (b = 0.24, p < .001), but not for Asian youth who reported 

experiencing discrimination in school (b = –0.15, p > .05). Additionally, brokering more 

frequently was not associated with depressive symptoms for Latino (b = 0.06, p > .05) or Asian 

(b = 0.001, p > .05) youth when they did not report experiencing discrimination from adults in 

school. 

Analyses did not support a significant three-way interaction between brokering 

frequency, discrimination, and ethnicity on social anxiety (b = 0.03, p > .05). Moreover, there 

was no significant support of three-way interaction between brokering frequency, cultural 

mistrust, and ethnicity on depressive symptoms (b = 0.16, p > .05) or social anxiety (b = –0.06, p 

> .05). Results from three-way interaction analyses examining ethnic group differences in the 

moderating effect of racial-ethnic discrimination on the associations between brokering 

frequency and depressive symptoms should be interpreted with caution since only one of the four 

three-way interaction effects was statistically significant, which could have resulted due to 

chance. 

Discussion 
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Language brokering has previously been associated with psychological maladjustment in 

adolescence, and most research on language brokering has examined how individual and familial 

factors influence various positive and negative developmental outcomes for language brokers. 

Few studies have examined how youth’s experiences with discrimination and their perceptions of 

how society views and treats their racial/ethnic group affect the psychological wellbeing of 

brokering youth. The goal of the current study was to examine how experiences of interpersonal 

discrimination and cultural mistrust influence the relation between language brokering frequency 

and mental health among Latino and Asian adolescents. Mostly consistent with our hypotheses, 

the current study found that brokering more frequently was associated with more depressive and 

social anxiety symptoms for youth who experienced racial-ethnic discrimination from adults in 

school, and more depressive symptoms for youth who had moderate to high levels of cultural 

mistrust. In contrast, brokering frequency was not related to more depressive or social anxiety 

symptoms when youth did not report experiencing racial/ethnic discrimination from adults in 

their school and when youth were low in cultural mistrust. These findings are in line with 

previous research that demonstrates the negative psychological consequences that discrimination 

can have on Latino and Asian youth (Benner et al., 2018), while extending these findings by 

examining language brokers, specifically. Findings from this study provide insight that can help 

us understand when brokering frequently for parents can be particularly detrimental for Latino 

and Asian youth and can help us begin to think about how influences beyond the individual and 

the family can influence language brokering processes. 

 Additional exploratory analyses were conducted to see if the moderating effect of 

discrimination or cultural mistrust on the relation between brokering and mental health differed 

for Latino and Asian adolescents, though only one of the analyses was significant. Although it 
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may be the case that experiences of racial-ethnic discrimination and perceptions of cultural 

mistrust may operate similarly in Latino and Asian youth when assessing mental health, 

discrimination and cultural mistrust may differentially affect Latino and Asian youth when 

examining different outcomes, such as academic achievement or risky behaviors. Nonetheless, it 

is evident that experiences of discrimination and perceptions of cultural mistrust pose risks for 

mental health challenges for Latino and Asian language brokers. 

Interestingly, when youth did not report feeling discriminated against based on their 

race/ethnicity and when they had low levels of cultural mistrust, language brokering was not 

associated with worse mental health outcomes. This may suggest that language brokering in and 

of itself is not a stressful activity that immigrant-origin youth partake in, but instead it may be the 

marginalization and stigmatization at the individual and structural levels of society that Latino 

and Asian brokers face as they help their parents navigate linguistic, cultural, and societal 

barriers (Hatzenbuehler et al., 2013). One area of research that may be able to provide insights 

on how to mitigate the potential harmful effects of racial-ethnic discrimination among brokering 

youth is the parental racial-ethnic socialization literature. Research has shown that Latino and 

Asian families often engage in racial-ethnic socialization practices (Ayón, 2019; Seol et al., 

2017; Simon, 2020; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2009), and some findings suggest that messages that 

provide youth with a sense of pride in their racial-ethnic group’s history, culture, and traditions, 

as well as messages that prepare youth for bias and provide coping strategies may be protective 

for youth of color. Previous studies on language brokering have found that positive relationships 

with parents can be protective for brokering youth (Kim et al., 2018), and future research could 

examine how the family’s racial-ethnic socialization practices may help mitigate negative mental 
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health outcomes for brokering youth when experiencing interpersonal or structural 

discrimination. 

Although the current study examined how experiences of racial-ethnic discrimination and 

cultural mistrust can pose challenges to brokering youths’ mental health, it is also important to 

consider how experiences of racial-ethnic discrimination and perceptions of societal 

mistreatment may influence the development of youth in other developmental domains. For 

example, previous research has shown that immigrant-origin young adults are often actively 

civically engaged in their communities (language brokering being one way of giving back to 

their communities), and they often cite social responsibility and social justice as motives for 

being civically engaged (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2015). Additional past research shows that 

brokering is related to increased empathy and perspective-taking (Guan et al., 2014). 

Considering that previous research suggests that experiences of discrimination are associated 

with civic engagement (Ballard, 2015), examining how discriminatory experiences may be 

related to civic engagement and the development of brokering youths’ critical consciousness 

(Watts et al., 2011) poses additional directions for future research. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Although this study has many strengths, there are also limitations. First, analyses were conducted 

at one timepoint, and therefore we cannot conclude anything about the directionality of these 

associations. For example, it may be the case that youth who are more socially anxious may be 

more likely to perceive discrimination rather than perceiving discrimination predicting social 

anxiety. Future research should examine how language brokering and experiences of 

interpersonal and institutional discrimination influence development over time to gain further 

insight into the impact of discrimination on the psychological development of language 
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brokering youth. Additionally, our language brokering frequency measure relies on one item 

which limits the scope to which we can examine language brokering experiences. Future 

research should examine how language brokering frequency across different contexts (e.g., 

translating documents, translating conversations) and for different people (e.g., parents, teachers, 

strangers) differentially influence psychosocial and adjustment outcomes (Roche, Lambert, 

Ghazarian, & Little, 2015). The current study examined racial-ethnic discrimination, but only 

from adults in the context of schools. Although youth spend much of their time in school and do 

report brokering in the school context (e.g., parent-teacher conferences; Orellana et al., 2003), 

we were only able to capture one context in which brokering youth may encounter racial-ethnic 

discrimination. Future research should examine how various discrimination experiences based on 

intersecting social identities (e.g., racial/ethnic, linguistic, immigrant-origin) across various 

brokering contexts (e.g., translating between individuals, translating written documents) are 

associated with differential developmental outcomes in a mixed-methods approach. Lastly, 

analyses were conducted including both Latino and Asian youth, though we recognize the 

heterogeneity both between and within these two panethnic groups. There are both within and 

between group cultural and historical factors not studied here that likely shape how experiences 

of interpersonal and institutional discrimination differentially influence mental health outcomes 

of Latino and Asian adolescent language brokers. Future research should uncover and explore 

these factors.  

Conclusion 

Latino and Asian adolescents are currently growing up in a U.S. context in which there 

has been an increase in racial discrimination (Pew Research Center, 2018) and anti-immigration 

sentiment (Almeida et al., 2016). It is well established that discrimination is related to poor 
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wellbeing, with studies linking discrimination to poorer mental health outcomes in Latino and 

Asian individuals (Benner et al., 2018; Hwang & Goto, 2008), and findings from this study 

highlight how racial-ethnic discrimination and cultural mistrust may exacerbate mental health 

challenges for youth who broker. In a time of heightened racial tensions and the challenges that 

come as our society copes with a pandemic, many immigrant-origin youth are being called upon 

to act as language brokers for their parents who must navigate a morass of bureaucratic entities 

to gain needed legal, social, medical, and employment services. As language brokers take on this 

critical role, it is imperative that researchers and youth workers understand the impact that 

interpersonal and systemic discrimination can have on their development and wellbeing.
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Table 1.  

Descriptive Statistics and t-tests for Predictors, Outcomes, and Covariates by Race-Ethnicity 

         

    Latino   Asian     

    M SD   M SD   t-test 

Sex  .57 .49  .58 .49  0.07 

Immigration generation status  1.88 0.44  1.70 0.48  
–5.88*** 

Parent education  1.82 1.16  3.15 1.44  
14.80*** 

Average parent english proficiency  2.19 0.54  2.20 0.53  
0.34 

English spoken at home  .59 .49  .45 .50  
–3.92* 

Brokering frequency  1.47 0.64  1.55 0.63  
1.93 

Experiences of racial/ethnic 

discrimination  
.35 .48  .17 .37  

–6.27*** 

Cultural mistrust  2.36 0.57  2.09 0.49  
–7.27* 

Depressive symptoms  1.66 0.69  1.72 0.68  
1.35 

Social anxiety  2.32 0.80  2.67 0.77  
6.54*** 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Note. M = Mean. SD = Standard Deviation. Latino = 1 for independent t-test analyses. Sex is a binary variable (0 = 

male, 1 = female). Parental Education ranges from 1 (less than high school) to 5 (graduate degree). English spoken at 

home is a binary variable (0 = not spoken at home, 1 = spoken at home). Experiences of discrimination is a binary 

variable (0 = no discrimination, 1 = at least some discrimination). 
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Table 2. 

Correlations for Predictors, Moderators, Covariates, and Outcomes by Racial-Ethnicity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Sex (1 = female) – -.10 .02 .03 -.14* -.02 .02 -.07 .03 .08 -.05 -.08 -.13* -.00 

2. Immigrant status (2nd gen) -.08* – -.14* .08 .09 .02 -.14* .22*** .16** -.25*** -.02 -.03 .02 .04 

3. Immigrant status (3rd gen) .05 -.43*** – -.05 -.06 .13* .02 .15** .04 -.03 -.04 -.04 -.02 -.05 

4. Parent education (less than high 

school) 
.03 -.03 -.06 – -.25*** -.24*** -.28*** -.18** -.09 .25*** -.00 .08 -.04 .03 

5. Parent education (some college) -.01 -.02 .08* -.45*** – -.25*** -.30*** .09 .02 -.10 .02 .03 -.03 .07 

6. Parent education (4-year degree) -.01 .02 .06 -.31*** -.10** – -.28*** .03 .10 -.18** .02 .06 .04 -.13* 

7. Parent education (graduate 

degree) 
-.04 -.02 .02 -.25*** -.08* -.06 – .16** .05 .03 .01 -.15* .06 .01 

8. Average parent english 

proficiency 
.02 .04 .18*** -.26*** .19*** .06 .08* – .25*** -.32*** -.04 -.01 .06 .05 

9. English spoken in the home .03 .03 .13** -.10* .10* -.02 .10** .31*** – -.25*** -.06 -.06 .07 .02 

10. Brokering frequency .08* -.04 -.08* .09* -.05 .00 -.05 -.22*** -.07 – .01 -.09 -.04 .05 

11. Experiences of racial/ethnic 

discrimination 
.01 -.06 .06 -.03 .07 -.02 -.00 .10*** .10** .05 – .30*** .11* .13* 

12. Cultural mistrust -.03 -.00 -.01 .05 .05 -.05 .01 -.02 .04 .09* .35*** – .16** .23*** 

13. Depressive symptoms .30*** -.01 .05 -.06 .07 .02 .01 .01 .10** .14*** .25*** .31*** – .46*** 

14. Social anxiety .19*** -.01 -.02 -.01 -.03 -.10 .06 -.07 .04 .08* .06 .23*** .41*** – 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 

Note. Bivariate correlations for Latino subsample are below the diagonal and bivariate correlations for Asian subsample are above the diagonal. 
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Table 3.  

Regression Coefficients and Standard Errors for Two-way Moderation Analyses 

 

     Models 1 and 2 (Discrimination)   Models 3 and 4 (Cultural Mistrust) 

  

 

Depressive 

Symptoms 
 Social Anxiety 

 

Depressive 

Symptoms 
 Social Anxiety 

  
 (N = 1,044)   (N = 1,044)   (N = 1,044)   (N = 1,044) 

      b SE    b SE    b SE    b SE  

Intercept   1.37*** 0.12  2.63*** 0.13  1.48*** 0.11  2.71*** 0.12 

Sex (1 = female)  0.33*** 0.04  0.20*** 0.06  0.34*** 0.05  0.22*** 0.06 

Ethnicity (1 = Latino)  -0.09 0.05  –0.37*** 0.06  –0.12* 0.05  –0.43*** 0.06 

Immigration generation status             

 2nd generation  0.07 0.06  
0.06 0.07  0.07 0.06  

0.07 0.07 

 3rd generation  0.10 0.12  0.01 0.14  0.12 0.13  0.04 0.14 

Parent education  
           

 Less than HS  –0.03 0.06  –0.04 0.06  –0.07 0.05  –0.08 0.06 

 Some college  0.09 0.07  –0.00 0.11  0.06 0.07  –0.03 0.10 

 4-year degree  0.09 0.08  –0.13 0.08  0.07 0.08  –0.15 0.07 

 Graduate degree  0.11 0.08  0.07 0.09  0.11 0.08  0.08 0.09 

Average parent english proficiency  –0.02 0.04  –0.06 0.04  –0.01 0.04  –0.06 0.04 

English spoken at home  0.10* 0.04  0.06 0.05  0.10* 0.04  0.05 0.05 

Language brokering frequency  0.04 0.03  –0.00 0.05  0.08*** 0.11  0.06 0.23 

Experiences of racial/ethnic discrimination  0.31*** 0.04  0.14 0.05  – –  – – 

Cultural mistrust  – –  – –  0.34*** 0.05  0.34*** 0.04 

Brokering frequency X discrimination  0.13* 0.06  0.22** 0.07  – –  – – 

Brokering frequency X cultural mistrust   – –   – –   0.14** 0.05   0.08 0.10 

R2     .12*** (.02)   .08*** (.02)   .16*** (.03)   .12*** (.02) 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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Table 4.  

Regression Coefficients and Standard Errors for Three-way Moderation Analyses  
 

     Models 5 and 6 (Discrimination)   Models 7 and 8 (Cultural Mistrust) 

  

 

Depressive 

Symptoms 
 Social Anxiety 

 

Depressive 

Symptoms 
 Social Anxiety 

  
 (N = 1,044)   (N = 1,044)   (N = 1,044)   (N = 1,044) 

      b SE    b SE    b SE    b SE  

Intercept   1.42*** 0.12  2.60*** 0.13  1.48*** 0.12  2.70*** 0.12 

Sex (1 = female)  0.33*** 0.04  0.20*** 0.06  0.34*** 0.05  0.22*** 0.06 

Ethnicity (1 = Latino)  –0.12* 0.06  –0.34*** 0.07  –0.11* 0.05  –0.44*** 0.06 

Immigration generation status             

 2nd generation  0.06 0.06  0.06 0.07  0.06 0.06  0.08 0.07 

 3rd generation  0.10 0.12  0.01 0.15  0.13 0.14  0.04 0.14 

Parent education  
           

 Less than HS  –0.03 0.06  –0.04 0.06  –0.07 0.05  –0.08 0.06 

 Some college  0.08 0.07  –0.00 0.11  0.05 0.06  –0.03 0.10 

 4-year degree  0.08 0.08  –0.13 0.08  0.06 0.08  –0.14 0.08 

 Graduate degree  0.12 0.08  0.06 0.09  0.11 0.08  0.10 0.09 

Average parent english proficiency  –0.03 0.04  –0.06 0.04  –0.01 0.04  –0.06 0.04 

English spoken at home  0.09* 0.04  0.06 0.05  0.09* 0.05  0.05 0.06 

Language brokering frequency  0.00 0.05  0.01 0.07  0.00 0.05  0.11 0.06 

Experiences of racial/ethnic discrimination  0.24** 0.25  0.26*** 0.08  – –  – – 

Cultural mistrust  – –  – –  0.28** 0.10  0.41*** 0.08 

Brokering frequency X ethnicity   0.06 0.07   –0.01 0.09   – –   – – 

Brokering frequency X discrimination  –0.15 0.15  0.20 0.12  – –  – – 

Ethnicity X discrimination  0.10 0.26  –0.16 0.11  – –  – – 

Brokering frequency X ethnicity X 

discrimination   
0.33* 0.16 

  
0.03 0.14 

  
– –  – – 

Brokering frequency X ethnicity   – –  – –   0.10 0.06   –0.06 0.07 

Brokering frequency X cultural mistrust  – –  – –  0.01 0.09  0.14 0.15 

Ethnicity X cultural mistrust  – –  – –  0.09 0.11  –0.09 0.10 

Brokering frequency X ethnicity X cultural 

mistrust   
– –   – –   0.16 0.10   –0.06 0.18 

R2     .13*** (.02)   .08*** (.02)   .17*** (0.03)   .12*** (.02) 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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Figure 1. 

Two-way interaction effect of experiencing racial/ethnic discrimination on the association 

between brokering frequency and depressive symptoms 

 
Note. ** p < .01. 
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Figure 2.  

Two-way interaction effect of experiencing racial/ethnic discrimination on the association 

between brokering frequency and social anxiety 

 
Note. *** p < .001. 
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Figure 3.  

Two-way interaction effect of perceptions of cultural mistrust on the association between 

brokering frequency and depressive symptoms 

 
Note. *** p < .001. 
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