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Abstract
The study examined whether there was an influence of region of origin, area, or
residence prior to migration, religion, and perceived discrimination on the acculturation
strategies of sub-Saharan African migrants in Australia. These factors have been found
to affect acculturation, given the multi-dimensionality of identify formation. Data were
obtained on 425 sub-Saharan African migrants and refugees living in Victoria and
South Australia. Acculturation was measured using the Vancouver Acculturation
Index. Compared to migrants from central Africa, those from eastern Africa (adjusted
odds ratio [AOR], 0.45; p < 0.01) were less likely to assimilate, while migrants who
lived in large towns or the city prior to migration (AOR, 0.54; p < 0.05) were less likely
to separate but more likely to assimilate (AOR, 2.26; p < 0.01) than those who came
from refugee camps. Compared to Muslims, Christians (AOR, 0.57; p < 0.05) were less
likely to integrate while those practising religions other than Islam or Christianity
(AOR, 3.54; p < 0.01) were more likely to separate. Migrants reporting not fitting in/
excluded were less likely to be in the culturally marginalised group (OR, 0.86; p <
0.01) but more likely to report being integrated (AOR, 1.14; p < 0.01), whereas those
reporting personal discrimination (AOR, 1.12; p < 0.01) and societal discrimination
(AOR, 1.13; p < 0.01) were more likely to separate or remain traditional. In order to
promote cultural pluralism and facilitate cultural adaptations among sub-Saharan
African migrants, educational programs, anti-racism policy, and legislative reforms
need to reposition multiculturalism in a way that promotes tolerance and acceptance of
ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity.

Keywords Religiousaffiliation .Discrimination.Cultural integration .Acculturation.sub-
SaharanAfricanmigrants

Introduction

International migration is a global phenomenon, with the number of people living
outside their countries of origin increasing from 173 million people in 2000 to 220
million in 2010 and 258 million or 3.4% of the world’s population in 2017 (United
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Nations, 2017). Australia is ranked 9th among the top 10 countries of destination
(United Nations, 2017), hosting 7.3 million (2.8%) of all international migrants since
the proactive migration policies of the post–WWII period (Australian Bureau of
Statistics, 2019). In terms of African migration, the number of African migrants
resettling within countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Devel-
opment (OECD) has been increasing significantly in the last two decades. By 2004,
there were 7.2 million African migrants in OECD member countries, equating to 13%
of immigrants from non-OECD-member countries (Bossard, 2009). In 2011, 10.4
million migrants in OECD countries, and 16–20% of recent migrants, were originating
from Africa (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development and United
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2014). Census data indicate that
there were 272,520 migrants from sub-Saharan African migrants living in Australia in
2011, a number which increased to 317,182 in 2016, representing 5.1% of Australia’s
overseas-born population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017).

People relocating to another country do inevitably go through acculturation process-
es regardless of their migration status. Acculturation refers to changes and adjustments
that occur when two cultural groups come into contact with each other, including
cultural, physical, and psychological changes (Berry, 1990b; Berry, 1997). The varying
pathways that individuals navigate when adapting to a new culture are known as
acculturation strategies (Berry, 1990b; Berry, 1997). Early research on acculturation
conceptualised it as changes occurring at a group level, with the whole group
experiencing structural, cultural, biological, psychological, economic, and political
changes, where mutual changes occur in both groups: the dominant group (host
society) and the acculturating groups (migrants or refugees) (Flannery et al., 2001).
Data emerging in the last three decades suggests that acculturation also occurs at the
individual level, with changes in both overt behaviours and covert traits occurring in
individuals going through the collective acculturation process (Berry, 1990a; Berry,
1997; Renzaho, 2009; Sam & Berry, 2010).

Regardless of country of origin and migration status, two theoretical models have
dominated the literature on migrants’ acculturation: the linear or unidirectional model
(UDM) and the bi-dimensional model (BDM). The primary assumption of the UDM is
that it is not possible to simultaneously be a fully integrated member of two cultures
with two differing sets of cultural values. As Flannery et al. (2001) explain: ‘the UDM
describes acculturation as the shedding off of an old culture and the taking on of a new
culture… [and] describes only one outcome of acculturation – assimilation’ (p. 1035).
The ultimate outcome of the UDM is assimilation, with an individual moving from
adopting cultural separation (i.e. home country oriented) to assimilating (i.e. host
country oriented). Therefore, the UDM model fails to recognise that it is possible for
individuals going through acculturation to become bicultural. In contrast, the BDM
considers two independent cultural orientations — migrants’ culture of origin and the
host culture which results in four possible acculturation orientations, also referred to as
acculturation strategies (Berry, 1990a; Berry, 1990b; Berry & Kim, 1988; Flannery
et al., 2001; MacLachlan, 1997; Renzaho, 2009; Renzaho et al., 2008): (1) traditional,
also known as separation (keeps loyalty to traditional culture and does not recognise the
host/dominant culture), (2) assimilation, also known as ‘cultural shift’ or the ‘melting
pot’ theory of acculturation (rejects traditional culture and fully embraces the
host/dominant culture), (3) integration, also known as bicultural orientation or cultural
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incorporation (retains cultural identity at the same time moving to join the dominant
society), and (4) marginalisation (rejects traditional culture and fails to connect with the
host/dominant culture by exclusion or withdrawal). The bi-dimensional approach
recognises that people may face a conflict in identity, between their home and host
environment (Ward et al., 2011). Conflicts in identify exist in range of situations, for
example, many working mothers also face conflicts between these two roles both
potentially conflicting for their time and energy (Cadsby et al., 2013). These conflicting
roles are linked to the intersectionality of identity.

There have been several studies on the acculturation strategies utilised by immi-
grants and factors associated with acculturation attitudes among migrant populations.
However, these studies have produced different patterns. Some studies suggest that
integration is the most adopted acculturation strategy, followed by separation, then
assimilation, and lastly marginalisation (Berry, 2005; Berry et al., 2006; Yu & Wang,
2011) This observed order of acculturation strategy is not supported by other studies
among sub-Saharan African (Renzaho et al., 2008; Renzaho & Polonsky, 2013),
Chinese (Lu et al., 2012) and Iranian (Delavari et al., 2015) migrants in Australia,
Chinese migrants in the USA (Tahseen & Cheah, 2012), Turkish and other migrants in
Germany (Ince et al., 2014; Zagefka & Brown, 2002), and internal migrants in China
(Han et al., 2016). For example, among sub-Saharan African migrants in Australia,
integration was consistently the most prevalent acculturation strategy, and in second,
third, and fourth places were, respectively, marginalisation, assimilation, and separation
among sub-Saharan African migrant adults (Renzaho & Polonsky, 2013) and
marginalisation, separation, and assimilation among sub-Saharan African migrant
children (Renzaho et al., 2008). Among Chinese migrants, the majority identified with
the separation category, followed by integration, assimilation, and marginalization (Lu
et al., 2012), while among Iranian migrants, marginalization represented the majority
approach, followed by integration, assimilation, and separation (Delavari et al., 2015).
Among migrants in Germany, integration was the most frequently adopted accultura-
tion strategy, and in second, third, and fourth places were assimilation, separation, and
marginalisation, respectively (Zagefka & Brown, 2002). These findings suggest that
acculturation strategies among migrant groups differ according to country of origin,
country of migration and its multicultural policy, as well as migration status.

The majority of studies examining factors associated with acculturation strategies
among migrant populations have predominantly focused on socio-demographic factors
with contradictory results. Socio-demographic factors found to be associated with
acculturation strategies include gender, age at migration, social support, length of
residency in the host country, education attainment in the host country, pre- and
post-migration employment status, and language acquisition and usage in the host
countries (Baek Choi & Thomas, 2009; Delavari et al., 2015; Güzel & Glazer, 2019;
Ho, 2006; Mahmud et al., 2008; Padilla & Perez, 2003; Shim & Schwartz, 2007; Yeh,
2003). For example, some studies have found no difference between gender and
acculturation strategies (Oh et al., 2002; Yeh, 2003), while others have found that
men are more likely to be classified in the separation grouping while women predom-
inantly are classified in the integration grouping (Yu & Wang, 2011). In a recent study
of Iranian migrants in Australia, Delavari et al. (2015) found that being in the
assimilation grouping was associated with the younger age of participants and
migration for work, whereas integration was associated with older age and migration
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to escape political upheaval in country of origin. Those who were in the marginalised
grouping were those migrating for educational attainment or family reunion. Lu et al.
(2010) reported falling into the assimilation grouping was associated with full time
employment status and longer length of residence in the host countries, and there was
no relationship between age at migration and acculturation strategy. These observations
are at odds with Lee et al. (2003)’s findings that the younger age at immigration and
greater length of residence are both associated with people falling into the integration
and assimilation categories, whereas Tahseen and Cheah (2012) found that younger age
at migration and longer length of residence were associated more with falling into the
integration grouping than the separation grouping. Finally higher educational attain-
ment has been found to be associated with falling into the integration grouping due to
their greater likelihood of integrating with the wider community (Garcia Coll et al.,
2002; Tahseen & Cheah, 2012).

Studies examining the influence of pre-migration factors such as region of origin and
religion, as well as post-migration community discrimination on acculturation strate-
gies, are scarce. The few studies that exist have focused on how acculturative stress and
discrimination (everyday, perceived, or experienced) relate to disease outcomes, sub-
stance use, and service utilisation (Bernstein et al., 2011; Bilal et al., 2019; Kulis et al.,
2009; Nakash et al., 2012; Noh & Kaspar, 2003; Renzaho & Polonsky, 2013), whether
the relationship between religion and discrimination is mediated by the acculturation or
whether religious affiliation predict perceived discrimination after controlling for
acculturation (Awad, 2010). Therefore, understanding how region of origin, religion,
and various forms of discrimination influence acculturation strategy outcomes should
constitute one of the steps required to design effective programs to address potential
acculturative stress, that is, the psychological, somatic, and social difficulties that
accompany the adaptation to a new culture. The aim of this study was to assess the
influence of region of origin, area, or residence prior to migration, religion, and
perceived discrimination on acculturation strategies among sub-Saharan African mi-
grants in Australia.

Various studies have found that a strong command of or proficiency in the main-
stream language of the migrant-receiving country and acculturation strategies are inter-
related (Lu et al., 2012; Lu et al., 2015; Waniek-Klimczak, 2011). These studies have
found that proficiency in the host country’s national language facilitates assimilation
and integration among migrants. Other studies suggest that media exposure increases
English proficiency in non-English-speaking countries (García Ortega, 2011). It is
possible that sub-Saharan African migrants from English speaking countries
colonialized by Britain (predominantly Eastern, Western, and Southern African re-
gions) are likely to assimilate and integrate better than those from countries colonised
by non-English-speaking countries. It is also possible that sub-Saharan African mi-
grants in Australia from big cities in their home countries are more likely to be exposed
to English television networks (i.e. cable news, BBC) and social media, hence more
likely to assimilate and integrate than those from rural areas. We hypothesised that

(i) Sub-Saharan Africans in the integration and assimilation groupings are more likely
to have come from urban areas and English-speaking Western, Eastern, and
Southern regions of Africa.
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Census data indicate that Christianity remains the most common religion in Australia
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2017). The relationship between religious identity and
acculturation is starting to emerge (Phalet et al., 2018). A recent study in Greece
hypothesised that religion is very important in the construction of national identity
and found that migrants who adopt the religion of the majority (mainstream) were more
likely to be accepted by Greeks and to assimilate (Grigoropoulou & Chryssochoou,
2011). In a study examining how religions and related acculturation tensions affect
consumption behaviour of Indian migrants in the UK, Lindridge (2009) found that, for
Hindu migrants, religious identity was only an aspect of their life as they engaged
selectively with the wider community, with religious-consumption limited to specific
festivals or family gathering. In contrast, for Sikhs, religion provided a strong sense of
identity regardless of whether or not they adhered to Sikh religious teachings. They
argue that religion’s role in acculturation is often oversimplified and understudied and
stressed that religion, when examined through acculturation lenses, represents a nor-
mative political ideology and an involvement within the local community. However,
religion is also a social framework that migrants use to negotiate their new environment
(Mansouri et al., 2015). We hypothesised that

(ii) Sun-Saharan African migrants who identified as Christians will be more likely to
be classified in the assimilation and integration groupings than those from other
religious denominations.

In terms of discrimination, Berry and Sabatier (2010) undertook a multi-country study
to examine the relationship between discrimination and acculturation strategies. The
study included France, a country that pursues assimilationist ideals and discourages
maintenance of home country culture as it is seen as an obstacle to equality of chance,
as well as also included Canada, a country that pursues cultural pluralism and multi-
cultural policies. The study found that, in France, discrimination was highest among
those who have fell into the separated and integrated categories and lowest among
migrants who have assimilated and marginalised. In contrast, in Canada, discrimination
was lowest for those in the integration group (while remaining high for those in the
separation grouping). These findings suggest that the relationship between accultura-
tion and perceived discrimination is context-specific and influenced by differences in
both public policy and public attitudes towards migrants of the host countries. Given
the similarity between Australian and Canada, we hypothesised that

(iii) Sub-Saharan African migrants classified in the integration and assimilation
groupings will experience less discrimination than those in the separation and
marginalisation groupings.

Methods

Data reported in this paper were part of a large study looking at blood donation
behaviours and patterns among sub-Saharan African migrants (excluding white mi-
grants from Zimbabwe and South Africa due to their pre-migration advantage and
cultural differences). The focus of the research was on issues around blood donation of
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both donors and non-donors. Donation status was not an inclusion or exclusion criteria,
and the sample was designed to cover a cross section of sub-Saharan African migrants
living in Australia. The study design and protocol have been reported elsewhere
(McQuilten et al., 2014; Polonsky, Brijnath, & Renzaho, 2011a; Polonsky, Renzaho,
& Brijnath, 2011b; Renzaho & Polonsky, 2013; Renzaho & Polonsky, 2013). Briefly,
participants were recruited using leaflets and posters in both English and Arabic
distributed through sub-Saharan African community associations, Migrant Resource
Centres, Community Health Organisations, and religious institutions. In some studies
in Africa identified significant cultural meaning of blood donation, including sharing
ones’ self or their soul with the recipient (Tagny et al., 2008). This was not identified as
an issue by the African migrants in Australia who assisted in the initial stages of the
research (Polonsky, Brijnath, & Renzaho, 2011a).

The distribution of leaflets and posters was done by bilingual workers to ensure
the materials could be communicated in collection, data quality, interview tech-
niques, and ethical considerations (confidentiality, data recording and storage, as
well as disclosure) and received a training manual documenting all aspects of the
data collection procedure as a reference. The training was complemented with two
supervised rounds of field interview practice to familiarise themselves with study
instruments and maximise the functional equivalence of the concepts across lan-
guages (Renzaho et al., 2013). All study instruments were administered in either
English or the participants’ most appropriate language. In total, data were obtained
on 483 sub-Saharan African migrants and refugees aged 16 years or older, with data
on 58 participants discarded from the analysis due to incomplete responses on more
than five per cent of the items. The total sample with complete data was 425
participants. Each participant received a $15 gift voucher for participating in the
study. The study was approved by the Australian Red Cross Blood Service and
Deakin University Human Research Ethics Committees.

Study Variables

Before we discuss the variables in this study, it is important to clarify that in line with
the orientations of the acculturation approach, this study views individual identities as
shifting, complex, and multi-layered that are highly context-sensitive. This reflects the
key assumptions underlying intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991) where multiple indi-
vidual characteristics such as religion, education, socio-economic status, gender, sex-
uality, and even location of rural and urban intersect and overlap simultaneously to
shape how individuals experience social systems and in particular cultural oppression
and institutional discrimination (Phillips, 2010).

Dependent Variable

Acculturation Strategies

Acculturation strategies were measured using the Vancouver Acculturation Index
(VAI) (Ryder et al., 2000). The scale is bi-dimensional and assesses 10 dimensions of
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culture, with each dimension having one item depicting home cultural orientation
(e.g. ‘I often participate in my home country cultural tradition’ or ‘If I were single I
would be willing to marry a person from my home country culture’) and another
depicting the host cultural orientation (e.g. ‘I often behave in ways that are Austra-
lian’ or ‘I am interested in having typical Australian friends’), scored using an
endorsement format. The 10 dimensions are traditions, marriage, social activities,
comfort with people in the workplace, enjoying entrainment, behaviour, importance
of cultural practices, beliefs in values, enjoyment of humour, and interest in friends.
Participants answered the questions on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7
= strongly agree). Using a media split of the two subscales (Home-African and Host-
Australian) (Renzaho, Swinburn et al. 2008), four cultural orientations were derived:
traditional (high African-low Australia), assimilated (high Australian-low African),
integrated (high on both), and marginalized (low on both) (Flannery et al., 2001).
Other scales also classify individuals into similar categories (Huynh et al., 2009).
Most importantly, it is recognised that individuals’ cultural orientations can in fact
change over time; however our data are from a cross-sectional study, and hence we
are only exploring these relationships at one point in time.

While there are a range of bi-cultural scales (Huynh et al., 2009), such as the
Stephenson Multigroup Acculturation Scale (Stephenson, 2000), we used the VIA.
The VIA was selected over other alternatives for three reasons. It has a strong
theoretical bi-dimensional structure and has shown good reliability and validity in
studies involving participants from different cultural groups across different countries,
including migrants from sub-Saharan Africa, Iran, Morocco, Lebanon, Palestine, Syria,
Korea, Turkey, as well as participants who are Russian-speakers (Doucerain et al.,
2017; Ryder et al., 2000; Testa et al., 2019). The psychometric properties of the scale
have been established and the two cultural dimensions had good internal consistency,
with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87 for Home-African orientation and 0.82 for Host-
Australian orientation (; Renzaho & Polonsky, 2013). Testa et al. (2019) identified
three advantages on the VIA and its superior properties when compared to other similar
scales: (1) it uses an endorsement format, rather than a frequency format, which likely
contributes to the orthogonality (conceptual independence) of its subscales, (2) it has a
relatively small number of items, and (3) has demonstrated strong psychometric
properties in studies involving participants from different cultural groups. Ryder et al.
(2000) evaluated the strength of unidimensional or bi-dimensional using the VAI and
concluded that ‘although the unidimensional measure showed a coherent pattern of
external correlates, the bi-dimensional measure revealed independent dimensions cor-
responding to heritage and mainstream culture identification’ (p. 49). Studies compar-
ing unidimensional and bi-dimensional models of acculturation have consistently
shown that the heritage and mainstream cultural orientations are orthogonal and
distinctly correlate with other key third variables, suggesting that a bi-dimensional
acculturation scale allows for a better depiction of migrants’ adaptation processes
(Navas et al., 2005; Ryder et al., 2000). These findings suggest that the bi-
dimensional acculturation scale provides a more valid and useful operationalisation
of cultural orientation. The robustness of the Vancouver Acculturation Index’s inde-
pendence has also been confirmed by Kang (2006).
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Principal Explanatory Variables

Religion

The literature is not conclusive on how to measure religion due to its complexity
(McAndrew & Voas, 2011). Two concepts have emerged related to the measurement of
religion: religiosity and religious affiliation. Religiosity is more about the degree of
religious commitment and encompasses belief, knowledge, experience, practice, and
consequences (Allum et al., 2014; McAndrew & Voas, 2011). In contrast, religious
affiliation or adherence is purely nominal and allows individuals within religious
groups to distinguish from each other (Allum et al., 2014; McAndrew & Voas,
2011). It has been suggested that religion should be measured along three dimensions:
affiliation, attendance at religious services, and beliefs (Allum et al., 2014). However,
data from industrialised countries suggest that religious affiliation ‘cannot of itself be
taken as an indication of strong religious commitment, as for some people it may be
simply an inherited category that has no substantial effect on their behaviour…’ p.7
(Allum et al., 2014). In sub-Saharan Africa, as it is among sub-Saharan African
migrants, religious affiliation may be closely related to culture, and therefore religiosity
is assumed in different cultural forms and shaped by cultural forces (Hefner, 1993). It is
not unusual for people from sub-Saharan African backgrounds to turn up to church on
Sunday to worship God while at the same time participating in cultural rituals (Falen,
2008). For example, Douglas (cited in Falen (2008) argues that marital choices in sub-
Saharan Africa cannot necessarily be predicted by a person’s religiosity but are more
about the cultural values, beliefs, and motives related to economics, prestige, and
competition for power. Given that culture is at the centre of religious beliefs and
practices and dictates religious affiliation in sub-Saharan African, measuring religiosity
or religious commitment is almost impossible to establish, and thus within this research
as in much of the literature religious affiliation becomes an adequate proxy of religi-
osity. This could explain why most studies and national surveys continue to measure
religion using nominal religious affiliation due to the complexities associated with
establishing religiosity as a results differing level of literacy and cultural beliefs
(McAndrew & Voas, 2011). For these reasons, religious affiliation was used in the
current study to examine the influence of religion on acculturation strategy. The
following question was used: ‘What is your religion?’ and participants had tick-box
options. Given that sub-Saharan African migrants are predominantly adherents of
Christianity (mainly Roman Catholic), Islam, and to a lesser extent Traditional
African religion, it was not possible to have a spread of religious affiliations; hence
religious affiliation was grouped into Christian, Muslim, and other religions.

Discrimination

A perceived discrimination scale was constructed from an integrated measure of scales
proposed by Phinney et al. (1998) and Verkuyten (1998). The scale consisted of 16-
items, which were answered on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 7 =
strongly agree). We have tested the psychometric properties of the scale in our study
population, and it was found to have strong construct validity and reliability (Renzaho
& Polonsky, 2013), with six items excluded due to cross loading in the exploratory
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factor analyses. The remaining 10 items were confirmed through confirmatory factor
analyses and found to have strong construct validity and reliability for personal
discrimination (4 items, loading > 0.65, α = 0.870), societal discrimination (3 items,
loading > 0.80, α = 0.827), and exclusion (3 items, loading > 0.80, α = 0.920).

Residence Prior to Migration and Region of Origin

Area lived in prior to migration was measured by one single question (0 = refugee camp;
1 = large city/town; 3 = village), while sub-Saharan African region of birth was based on
country of birth (0 = central; 1 = eastern; 2 = western; 3 = southern). sub-Saharan
African country of birth was used to define the region of birth based on the United
Nations’ classification of African regions and subregions in order to account for the
cultural, social, economic, and political aspects of each region and the diversity between
regions (UNSD, 2021). Within our sample of respondents, 18.9% lived in refugee
camps prior to migration, and this is thus of relevance to the Australian African Migrant
population. According to UNHCR, ‘60 percent of the refugee population live in cities
instead of refugee camps’, thus suggesting that up to 40% of refugees live in refugee
camps, making this an important area of residence prior to migration (UNHCR, 2021).

Control Variables

As demonstrated in the introduction, issues strongly related to acculturation have
sometimes been identified to include demographic characteristics. There are several
demographic factors that might influence the acculturation process, and the most
documented ones are age, gender, length of residence in the host country, migration
status, and level of education (Baek Choi & Thomas, 2009; Delavari et al., 2015; Güzel
& Glazer, 2019; Ho, 2006; Mahmud et al., 2008; Padilla & Perez, 2003; Shim &
Schwartz, 2007; Yeh, 2003). There are also several other studies that have shown that
there is no relationship between acculturation and demographics ((Oh et al., 2002; Yeh,
2003). Therefore, given the equivocal nature of results regarding demographics we
have included control variables included participant’s self-reported gender (0 = woman;
1 = man), age and length of stay in Australia in years, migration status (0 = refugees;
1 = family sponsored/reunion; 2 = others), and educational attainment (0 = secondary
or less; 1 = tertiary/TAFE).

Data Analysis

Data were analysed using Stata, version 12. As is reported in Table 1, the composition
of respondents across the acculturation strategies identified that integration was the
largest group (33.65), followed by marginalisation (24.24%), assimilation (22.35%),
and lastly traditional (19.76). Depending on country of origin, the participants were
categorized into the following four regions: Southern Africa, Central Africa, Eastern
Africa, and Western Africa. This was done to avoid small sample size for some
countries in the study participants’ demographics, which were presented as mean ±
SD or in percentages. Univariate and multiple logistic regressions analyses were used to
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examine the influence of areas of residence prior to migration, region or origin,
religious affiliation, and perceived discrimination on acculturation strategies. These
demographic and socio-economic factors are known to be associated with cultural
adjustment (Pasch et al., 2006).

Given that the relationship between acculturation and demographic characteristics of
participants has varied across studies, with contradictory findings (Baek Choi &
Thomas, 2009; Delavari et al., 2015; Güzel & Glazer, 2019; Ho, 2006; Mahmud
et al., 2008; Padilla & Perez, 2003; Shim & Schwartz, 2007; Yeh, 2003); the first
logistic regression model assessed the association between socio-demographic factors
and acculturation strategies to determine which potential covariates to account for in the
final model. A variable with a p value of 10% or less was considered as potential
covariate to be entered in the multiple logistic regression model examining the influ-
ence of areas of residence prior to migration, region, or origin, religious affiliation, and
perceived discrimination on acculturation strategies.

Results

The demographic data are summarised in Table 1. Almost three quarters of the sample
(71.5%) were Christian, 23.1% were Muslim, and 5.4% practised a religion other than
Christianity or Islam. Data on cultural adjustment suggest that 34% of our sample
identified themselves as bicultural or integrated, 20% identified as traditional, 22%
identified as assimilated, and 24% were found to be marginalised. The discrimination
scores averaged (standard deviation) 9.2 (3.8) for personal discrimination, 11.4 (2.6) for
exclusion, and 8.0 (3.2) for societal discrimination

Table 2 summarises the relationship between demographic and socio-economic
factors known to be associated with cultural adjustment and acculturation strategies.
The data show that, overall, older age was marginally associated with separation (i.e.
being traditional), but in the adjusted model, acculturation strategies did not vary by
gender, migration status, length of stay in Australia, and educational attainment.
Nonetheless, the model testing our hypotheses (Table 3) suggests that post-migration
acculturation strategy was associated with area of residence prior to migration, region
of origin, discrimination, and religious affiliation. Compared to migrants from central
Africa, those from eastern Africa (adjusted odds ratio [AOR], 0.45; 95% CI, 0.25, 0.81;
p < 0.01) were less likely to assimilate, while migrants who lived in large towns or the
city prior to migration (AOR, 0.54; 95% CI, 0.30,0.99; p < 0.05) were less likely to
separate (i.e. to be within the traditional grouping) but more likely to assimilate (AOR,
2.26; 95% CI, 1.13, 4.55; p < 0.01) than those who came from refugee camps.
Compared to Muslims, Christians (AOR, 0.57; 95% CI, 0.35, 0.93; p < 0.05) were
less likely to be integrated while those practising religions other than Islam or Chris-
tianity (AOR, 3.54; 95% CI, 1.30, 9.60; p < 0.01) were more likely to separate.
Migrants reporting not fitting in/excluded were less likely to be in the culturally
marginalised group (OR, 0.86; 95% CI, 0.79, 0.94; p < 0.01) but more likely to report
being integrated (AOR, 1.14; 95% CI, 1.05, 1.24; p < 0.01), whereas those reporting
personal discrimination (AOR, 1.12; 95% CI, 1.05, 1.19; p < 0.01) and societal
discrimination (AOR, 1.13; 95% CI, 10.5, 1.23; p < 0.01) were more likely to separate
or remain traditional.
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Table 1 Socio-demographic and economic factors of the study participants

Variables N Statistics

All (%) 425 100

Gender (%)

Women 186 43.76

Men 239 56.24

Migration status (%)

Refugees 317 74.59

Sponsored/reunion 80 18.82

Others 28 6.59

Religion

Christian 304 71.53

Muslim 98 23.06

Other religions 23 3.42

Education (%)

Secondary or less 239 56.24

TAFE/tertiary 186 43.76

Length of stay in years (%)

5 years or less 234 55.06

More than 5 years 191 44.94

Mean (SD) 425 6.5 (5.2)

Region of birth (%)

Central Africa 146 35.78

Eastern Africa 159 38.97

Western Africa 78 19.12

Southern Africa 25 6.13

Age in years (%)

16–24 127 29.9

25–44 224 52.7

> 45 74 17.4

Mean (SD) 425 33.0 (12.3)

Place lived in prior to migration (%)

Refugee camp 80 18.9

Large city/town 291 68.6

Rural/village 53 12.5

Acculturation strategy (%)

Integration 143 33.65

Traditional 84 19.76

Assimilation 95 22.35

Marginalisation 103 24.24

Perceived discrimination [mean (SD)]

Personal discrimination 425 9.2 (3.8)

Not fitting in: exclusion 425 11.4 (2.6)

Societal discrimination 425 8.0 (3.2)
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Discussion

The study examined the influence of region of origin, religious affiliation, areas of
residence prior to migration, and perceived discrimination on acculturation strategies.
We first hypothesised that sub-Saharan African migrants in the integration and assim-
ilation groupings would be more likely to come from urban areas and English-speaking
Western, Eastern, and Southern regions of African. This hypothesis was partially
confirmed. sub-Saharan African migrants from towns or cities prior to migration were
less likely to be traditional but more likely to assimilate than those who came from
refugee camps. However, sub-Saharan African migrants from eastern Africa were less
likely to assimilate than those from central Africa, and no difference was found
between region of origin and integration, traditional, and marginalisation groupings.

There are many theories that can explain these findings. First, pre-migration expe-
riences may influence post-migration cultural adaptations. However, prior to migration,
there have been rapid cultural changes linked to both rapid urbanisation (Cockx et al.,
2019) and digital transformation (Srinivasan et al., 2019). For example, changes in
religion, traditional knowledge, or nutrition such as preferences for more Western diets
higher in fat and sugar over traditional foods are closely linked to urbanisation (Cockx
et al., 2019). These changes are accelerated by the digital transformations taking place
across the African sub-continent (Srinivasan et al., 2019). Sub-Saharan Africa has
experienced a significant penetration of digital technology, and popular sport channels
such as SuperSport; international news networks such as the BBC, MTV, CNN, or Al
Jazeera; and popular social media platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp, YouTube,
or Twitter can be accessed everywhere on the continent, but the penetration is far
greater in urban than rural areas (Srinivasan et al., 2019). The exponential growth of
social media usage plays an important role in culture changes and is a driver of
acculturation outcomes. Available evidence (Kizgin et al., 2018; Laroche et al., 2009;
Li & Tsai, 2015) suggests the maintenance of heritage cultures in offline contexts is
closely linked to migrants’ preferences for their heritage languages online, while
migrants’ language proficiency allow them to navigate their new environment effec-
tively including locating social and economic resources, which in turn facilitates
adaptation to the host society. Research shows that migrants who prefer the Dutch
language in online networking contexts tend to socialize with Dutch friends or col-
leagues, listen to Dutch music, and use the Dutch language in offline contexts (Kizgin
et al., 2018; Laroche et al., 2009). Therefore, our findings that sub-Saharan African
migrants from towns or cities prior to migration were more likely to assimilate than
those who came from refugee camps suggest that those from towns or cities had started
the assimilation prior to migration as a result of urbanisation and social media and
continued the process post-migration. In contrast, our findings that sub-Saharan African
migrants from eastern Africa— which is predominantly English speaking— were less
likely to assimilate than those from central Africa means that they had already
assimilated prior to migration as most of the sport media television and international
news networks are already in English. Research shows that preferences for using an
assimilation language on social media is negatively linked to enculturation, migrants in
the assimilation category being less likely than those in other categories to prefer ethnic
cultural engagement (Kizgin et al., 2018). Similarly, English social media usage help
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migrants develop strong orientation towards the mainstream culture, while social media
in the language of origin reinforce traditional cultural identification (Li & Tsai, 2015).

We hypothesised that sub-Saharan African migrants who identified as Christian will be
more likely to be classified in the assimilation and integration groupings than those from
other religious denomination. Our findings suggest that Christians were less likely to
integrate, while those practising religions other than Islam or Christianity were more likely
to separate when compared to Muslims. Therefore, our hypothesis was not supported. One
explanation for this could be that Christian migrants saw no need to integrate into the
Australian culture, given the universality of the Christian religious culture and the assump-
tion that Australia is a Christian country and therefore identified themselves as a part of the
Australian culture; hence there was no need to replace their already existing Christian
cultural identity for an Australian Christian culture. It is possible that they were less
motivated to pursue aChristian cultural identity that they already had.However, our findings
contradict the persistent literature suggesting that Muslim migrants often maintain a strong
adherence to their Islamic identity, have low levels of conformity to social norms of their
host countries, and are less likely to sacrifice religious values to acculturate by opposing
behaviours they view as a threat to Islamic values (Abdo, 2005; Bagasra & Mackinem,
2019). Exclusion encourages ethnic minority migrants to remain separated from the main-
stream receiving culture (Berry, 1980; Schwartz et al., 2010); hence this is no different from
sub-Saharan African migrants practising religions other than Islam or Christianity.

We finally hypothesised that sub-Saharan African migrants classified in the integra-
tion and assimilation groupings will experience less discrimination than those in the
separation and marginalisation groupings. We found that sub-Saharan African migrants
reporting not fitting in/excluded were less likely to be in the culturally marginalised group
but more likely to report being integrated, whereas those reporting personal discrimina-
tion and societal discrimination were more likely to separate or remain traditional. This
hypothesis was not confirmed. Interpreting these findings is a challenge due to the
various, no consistent measure of discrimination. However, the available evidence
suggests that migrants in the assimilation and marginalisation groupings significantly
reported lower levels of perceived personal discrimination than those in the other
acculturation categories (Tutu et al., 2018) and integration is significantly associated
with higher perceived personal discrimination when compared to migrants who are less
integrated (Horverak et al., 2013; Tutu et al., 2018). It has been hypothesised that longer
length of stay in host communities facilitates assimilation, and in turn the passage of time
precipitates the assimilation process and enhance the acquisition of knowledge of
customs and the local language, leading to attitudinal changes characterised by the
acceptance of the host culture (Djamba & Kimuna, 2012; Frank & Heuveline, 2005;
Jun & Ha, 2015). Some studies show that marginalization is significantly associated with
lower perceived personal discrimination, and it is possible that rejecting the host
community’s activities may not expose migrants to hurts through contact (Tutu et al.,
2018; van Doorn et al., 2013).

Limitation and Conclusion

Despite the relevance of the results, several limitations are worth mentioning. First, the
cross-sectional nature of the study makes it difficult to make firm assertions about
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causality between the variables. Longitudinal studies may be required to confidently
document the directions of the associations between area of residence prior to migra-
tion, region of origin, religion, perceived discrimination, and acculturation strategies.
Second, it is possible that the results may have been affected by the evolving idea of
spirituality among sub-Saharan African migrants who identify as spiritual but not
religious. This group of people have been described as those who may not be affiliated
with any organised religion but meditate, contemplate, express gratitude, have a sense
of self-transcendent, and generally engage in altruistic activities (Wong & Vinsky,
2009). Further studies should account for the differences between ‘spiritual’ and
‘religious’ migrants in terms of their respective acculturation strategies, and how
insights from such research could complement our current results. This limitation also
raises questions about the operationalisation of the religion variable which was assessed
in the current study using a categorical question instead of a standardised measure of
religiosity. While the current study mostly provides exploratory results for further
research, testing for the relationship between religion and acculturation strategies using
standardised measures of religiosity may yield different significant results. Third, whilst
the VAI was the most appropriate scale for our study, it only measures sociocultural
outcomes, focusing on questions that depict acculturation orientations and acculturation
outcomes in three domains of acculturation: values, social relationships, and adherence
to traditions. It does not measure acculturation conditions such as perceived intergroup
relations (e.g. discrimination versus acceptance) (Celenk & Van de Vijver, 2011).
Similarly, there is research to suggest that for some individuals their acculturation
strategy may change over time. As such this research focused on individuals at one
point in time. Future work might seek to undertake longitudinal work and examine the
factors that result in changing orientations, as well as examining how frequently
acculturation orientations change. Notwithstanding these limitations, within host envi-
ronments seeking to promote broader cultural pluralism and facilitate cultural adapta-
tions among African migrants, initiatives such as educational programs, anti-racism
policy, and legislative reforms are needed to reposition multiculturalism. Such initia-
tives could assist migrants in engaging with host culture as well as promote tolerance
and acceptance of ethnic, cultural, and religious diversity in the wider community.
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