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Abstract 
We examined the role of behavioral (acculturation and enculturation) and cognitive cultural orientation 
(independent and interdependent self-construal) on Mexican American college students’ life satisfaction. 
Analyses explained 28% of the variance in life satisfaction, with social class, grade point average, and 
independent self-construal being unique predictors. Furthermore, enculturation was associated with increasing 
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life satisfaction among those low in interdependent self-construal, whereas acculturation was associated with 
decreasing life satisfaction among those high in independent self-construal. Implications and directions for 
future research are discussed. 

Keywords 
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Latino college students navigate multiple, interwoven life contexts every day, including school, family, work, 
heritage culture, and mainstream culture. This developmental period of emerging adulthood brings 
opportunities for growth and well-being, but it can also bring challenges that detract from students’ ability to 
successfully participate in and complete college (Del Pilar, 2009; Ojeda, Navarro, Rosales Meza, & Arbona, 2012). 
For Latinos, these challenges include ethnicity-related stressors such as negative social climate, interracial 
conflict, alienation, intragroup marginalization, and discrimination (Castillo, 2009; Jones, Castellanos, & Cole, 
2002; Lopez, 2005). Researchers have called for a better understanding of the factors that help Latino college 
students address these challenges and promote college adjustment and well-being, particularly cultural factors 
(Brown, Wallace, & Williams, 2001; Yazedjian & Toews, 2006). Therefore, the purpose of this study was to 
explore a prominent cultural variable, cultural orientation, and its role on life satisfaction among Mexican 
American college students. Taking a multidimensional approach to cultural orientation, we investigated how 
behavioral cultural orientation (i.e., acculturation and enculturation) and cognitive cultural orientation (i.e., 
independent and interdependent self-construal) contributed to life satisfaction. 

Life satisfaction is defined as an individual’s subjective appraisal of his or her life (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & 
Griffin, 1985) and has been related to important intra- and interpersonal outcomes (Gilman & Huebner, 2000), 
making it a useful indicator of well-being. Research on life satisfaction across many cultures has shown that life 
satisfaction ratings have been strongly influenced by aspects of culture, including behaviors and cultural beliefs 
(Suh, Diener, & Updegraff, 2008). Broadly speaking, how people feel about their culture and what they practice 
within their cultural context is expected to play a role in their satisfaction with life. 

The combination of cultural behaviors and values within a process of adaptation can be understood as 
acculturation or cultural orientation (Berry, Trimble, & Olmedo, 1986; Schwartz, Unger, Zamboanga, & 
Szapocznik, 2010). This multidimensional process occurs across two axes: adaptation to the host culture 
(acculturation) and adaptation to the heritage culture (enculturation). Most initial research about acculturation 
has adopted a unilinear approach, which has situated Latinos, for example, on a continuum between two 
opposite poles (e.g., European American culture and Latino culture on each end). These models propose that as 
individuals acculturated to mainstream culture, they move toward the mainstream European American end of 
the continuum and thus lose their native, Latino culture. Researchers have noted limitations of this framework, 
as there is no acknowledgment of the possibility that acculturation toward the dominant culture is orthogonal to 
enculturation in one’s culture of origin; in other words, acculturation to dominant culture might not necessarily 
preclude the simultaneous retention of one’s culture of origin (Szapocznik & Kurtines, 1993). A call for research 
that separately explores the influence of acculturation toward dominant culture and the maintenance of 
heritage culture has been issued to better understand the different processes that might emerge (Kim, 2007). 
For example, Edwards and Lopez (2006) found enculturation predicted life satisfaction among Mexican 
American adolescents, while acculturation did not. 

In addition to moving away from unilinear measures in favor of bilinear measures, multidimensional measures of 
cultural orientation that assess behaviors and values separately are essential (Miller, 2007). However, some of 
the most commonly used acculturation scales only assess cultural practices (behavioral cultural orientation), 



rather than cultural values and beliefs (cognitive cultural orientation). Cultural orientation is complex and 
includes values and identity, and that individuals differ in their cultural practices and adherence to value 
orientations (Schwartz et al., 2010). For example, a Latino college student may not prefer to speak in Spanish or 
listen to music in Spanish; however, he or she might still possess a value orientation that emphasizes 
collectivism and the importance of family (interdependent self-construal). Understanding the complexity of 
cultural orientation and well-being, therefore, should include behavioral acculturation and enculturation, as well 
as value orientations (Schwartz et al., 2010; Wang, Schwartz, & Zamboanga, 2010). 

One such value orientation increasingly studied alongside behavioral acculturation (Schwartz, Kim, et al., 
2013; Schwartz, Waterman, et al., 2013) is self-construal, which is the way in which individuals perceive 
themselves in relation to others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Theoretically orthogonal, all individuals possess 
independent and interdependent self-construals to varying degrees, with cultural context typically 
strengthening one or the other (Cross, Hardin, & Gercek-Swing, 2011; Singelis, 1994). An independent self-
construal, which is usually stronger among individuals from Western cultures such as North America, reflects a 
belief in the separateness of the self from others and an emphasis on internal abilities, thoughts, and feelings 
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991). The independent self-construal reflects ideals of individualism and self-sufficiency 
and emphasizes socially disengaging behaviors such as asserting or protecting one’s own rights (Kitayama, 
Markus, & Kurokawa, 2000). Research with Korean and U.S. adults suggested differences in self-construals 
underlie differences in satisfaction with life, such that those who view themselves in more independent terms 
evaluated their life satisfaction in a more individualistic manner (Suh et al., 2008). In other words, for individuals 
who view themselves as independent, life satisfaction is predicted almost exclusively by inner emotional 
experiences, as opposed to social information. 

In contrast to independent self-construal, an interdependent self-construal reflects a view on connectedness, 
meeting others’ expectations, and facilitating interpersonal harmony (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). Those with an 
interdependent self-construal value an ability to blend in with the group and may engage in self-criticism more 
than self-enhancement (Kitayama et al., 2000). An interdependent self-construal has been associated with non-
Western cultures (e.g., Mexican Americans), where socially engaging behavior, such as taking one’s proper place 
in society, is emphasized (Kitayama et al., 2000). For those who view themselves as more interdependent, life 
satisfaction is predicted not only by inner emotional experiences but also by perceptions of the quality of social 
relationships (Suh et al., 2008). 

Latino culture has been considered a collectivistic culture that emphasizes interdependence and relations 
among group members and family (Willerton, Dankoski, & Sevilla Martir, 2008). In contrast, individualist cultures 
such as U.S. mainstream culture encourage independence, attention to personal opinions and feelings, and 
autonomy. Many college settings are also shaped around these independent cultural values (Castillo, Conoley, & 
Brossart, 2004). Given the heterogeneity within Latino culture, however, assuming individuals will possess 
certain cultural orientations, because they are from a traditionally collectivist culture is problematic (Willerton 
et al., 2008). Assessing self-construal as two dimensions, similar to assessing acculturation and enculturation 
bidimensionally, is therefore important to understand the possibly nuanced relations among these cultural 
variables. Thus, framed within a multidimensional perspective of cultural orientation (Schwartz et al., 2010), this 
study examined the role of behavioral cultural orientation through behavioral measures of acculturation and 
enculturation, as well as the role of cognitive cultural orientation, or value orientations, through independent 
and interdependent self-construal on the life satisfaction of Mexican American college students. In addition, we 
examine how the interaction between behavioral and cognitive dimensions of cultural orientation may play a 
role on life satisfaction. 



Method 
Participants and Procedure 
Participants were recruited from various social and behavioral sciences courses during the beginning of the fall 
semester. Questionnaires were administered during class and were completed in approximately 35 min. 
Students were entered into a raffle for a chance to win one of the several gift certificates redeemable at an 
online store as an incentive for participation. Participants included 349 (62% females) Mexican American college 
students attending a Hispanic-Serving Institution (HSI) near the Texas–México border. Ages ranged from 18 to 
42 years (M = 20.34, SD = 3.45). Most were second generation (43%), followed by first (22%), fourth (15%), third 
(10%), and fifth generation (10%). Most participants reported their social class as middle class (46%), followed 
by working class (33%), upper-middle class (18%), and upper class (3%). Grade point average (GPA) ranged from 
1.5 to 4.0 (M = 3.04, SD = 0.51) on a 4.0 scale. See Table 1 for sample characteristics. 

Table 1. Sample Characteristics. 
 

Demographics % Range 
Age  18-42 
GPA  1.5-4.0 
Gender   

Male 38  
Female 62  

Generation level   
First 22  
Second 43  
Third 10  
Fourth 15  
Fifth 10  

Perceived social class   
Working class 33  
Middle class 46  
Upper-middle class 18  
Upper class 3  

Note. GPA = grade point average. 

 

Instruments 
Behavioral cultural orientation 
The 30-item Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans–II (ARSMA-II; Cuéllar, Arnold, & Maldonado, 
1995) measures orientation to Mexican (e.g., enculturation) and European American (e.g., acculturation) 
cultures. The ARSMA-II contains two subscales, the Mexican Orientation Subscale (MOS; 17 items) and the Anglo 
Orientation Subscale (AOS; 13 items). Sample items for the MOS and AOS include, “I speak Spanish” and “My 
thinking is done in the English language,” respectively, and were measured on a 5-point scale, ranging from 1 
(not at all) to 5 (extremely often or almost always). For the present study, the MOS and AOS yielded coefficient 
alphas of .90 and .65, respectively. 

Cognitive cultural orientation 
The Self-Construal Scale (SCS; Singelis, 1994), the most widely used measure of self-construal (Cross et al., 2011) 
measures individuals’ sense of self in relation to others. This scale consists of two 12-item subscales that 
measure (a) independent self-construal (“I’d rather say ‘no’ directly than risk being misunderstood”) and (b) 



interdependent self-construal (“I should take into consideration my parents’ advice when making education or 
career plans.”). Items are rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). For 
the present study, α = .71 for the Independent and Interdependent subscales. 

Life satisfaction 
The five-item Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985) measures individuals’ overall life 
satisfaction. Items (e.g., “If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing”) are measured on a 7-point 
scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). For the present study, α = .75. 

Demographics 
We gathered information about participants’ age, gender, grade level, GPA, ethnicity, perceived socioeconomic 
status, and generation status. Participants’ perception of their social class was captured in the single item, “How 
would you identify your social class?” In the current analyses, GPA and perceived social class were included as 
control variables. 

Results 
The means, standard deviations, reliability coefficients, and correlations for all variables are presented in Table 
2. Regression assumptions were tested and no violations were identified. Independent-sample t tests were 
performed to investigate potential gender differences on all variables. No significant gender differences were 
found. Acculturation, enculturation, independent self-construal, interdependent self-construal, and life 
satisfaction were converted into z scores, and interaction terms were created from these standardized scores 
before conducting further analyses. 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Variables. 
 

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Social class —       
2. GPA .15* —      
3. Acculturation .03 .08 —     
4. Enculturation −.01 −.03 −.14* —    
5. Independent SC .09 .05 .19** .18** —   
6. Interdependent SC −.10 −.04 .04 .11* .31** —  
7. Life Satisfaction .31** .26** .05 .13* .29** .12* — 
M 1.92 3.05 3.75 3.81 5.23 4.99 5.09 
SD .79 .51 .45 .81 .68 .69 1.13 
α   .65 .90 .71 .71 .75 

Note. SC = self-construal; GPA = grade point average. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. 
 

We conducted a hierarchical multiple regression analysis (see Table 3) to determine the influence of Block 1: 
Social class and GPA, Block 2: Behavioral cultural orientation (enculturation, acculturation), Block 3: Cognitive 
cultural orientation (independent self-construal, interdependent self-construal), Block 4: Interaction effects of 
behavioral and cognitive cultural orientation. Social class and GPA were entered in the first step because the 
focus of the study was on the effect of cultural orientation on life satisfaction while controlling for these 
variables. We also wanted to examine how cognitive cultural orientation affected life satisfaction above and 
beyond behavioral cultural orientation given research on cultural orientation has primarily focused on language 
use or years in the United States (Schwartz et al., 2010). The final model accounted for 28%, F(8, 291) = 
14.20, p < .001, of the variance in life satisfaction. Unique significant predictors in the overall model included: 



Social class (β = .27, p < .001), GPA (β = .23, p < .001), and independent self-construal (β = .22, p < .001), as well 
as the interactions between acculturation and independent self-construal (β = −.13, p < .01) and between 
enculturation and interdependent self-construal (β = −.13, p < .05). In addition, we used Aiken and West’s 
(1991) simple slopes analysis to determine whether the slopes of the interaction effects were significantly 
different from zero. Visual representations of the significant interaction effects are presented in Figures 1 and 2. 

Table 3. Hierarchical Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Life Satisfaction. 
 

Variable B SE B  R2 F 
Block 1      

Social class .37*** .07 .29***   
GPA .47*** .11 .24*** .16 28.56*** 

Block 2      
Social class .37*** .07 .29***   
GPA .47*** .10 .24***   
Enculturation .17** .06 .16**   
Acculturation .04 .06 .04 .19 16.88*** 

Block 3      
Social Class .35*** .07 .27***   
GPA .46*** .10 .23***   
Enculturation .09 .06 .09   
Acculturation −.01 .05 −.01   

Interdependent self-construal .06 .06 .06   
Independent self-construal .24*** .06 .24*** .25 16.24*** 

Block 4      
Social class .34*** .07 .27***   
GPA .45*** .01 .23***   
Enculturation .08 .06 .08   
Acculturation −.04 .05 −.04   

Interdependent self-construal .06 .05 .06   
Independent self-construal .22*** .05 .22***   

Acculturation × Independent −.11** .04 −.13**   
Enculturation × Interdependent −.12* .05 −.13* .28 14.20*** 

Note. GPA = grade point average. 
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
 

 
Figure 1. Interaction effect between enculturation and interdependent self-construal on life satisfaction 
using z scores. 
Note. n.s. = nonsignificant. 

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1538192713513464


*p < .001. 
 

 
Figure 2. Interaction effect between acculturation and independent self-construal on life satisfaction 
using z scores. 
Note. n.s. = nonsignificant. 
*p < .001. 
 

Discussion 
The current study contributes to our understanding of cultural orientation and life satisfaction in Mexican 
American college students by exploring the relationship among these variables in a multidimensional manner. 
Specifically, we moved beyond unilinear and behaviorally focused measures of cultural orientation to include 
bidimensional measures of behavioral and cognitive dimensions. The relatively small correlations obtained 
between the behavioral and cognitive measures (e.g., r = .19 for acculturation and independent self-construal 
and r = .11 for enculturation and interdependent self-construal) suggest that these are representing related, yet 
distinct constructs. As such, our findings highlight the importance of investigating these variables separately 
(Schwartz et al., 2010). College counselors and advisors should inquire about a student’s social/leisure activities, 
as well as how much they value independence or connection to peers and family. 

Our regression analyses demonstrated that independent self-construal, but not behavioral acculturation, 
behavioral enculturation, or interdependent self-construal, was significantly associated with life satisfaction; in 
other words, Mexican American college students who have a value orientation that focuses on individualism and 
competition report higher levels of life satisfaction even after controlling for GPA and social class. An 
independent value orientation may facilitate Mexican American students’ ability to meet the demands of the 
westernized U.S. education system that reflect individualism and autonomy (Castillo et al., 2004) above and 
beyond other cognitive or behavioral orientations. 

Results also revealed interesting moderating relationships between acculturation, enculturation, and 
independent and interdependent self-construal. Enculturation was related with life satisfaction only among 
students low in interdependence; higher levels of enculturation (more behaviors characteristic of Mexican 
culture) was associated with higher life satisfaction, as in past research (e.g., Edwards & Lopez, 2006). On the 
other hand, acculturation was associated with life satisfaction among those individuals high in independence; 
for these Mexican American college students, lower levels of acculturation (fewer behaviors in line with 
European American culture) was associated with increasing life satisfaction. Taken together, these relations 
suggest that, for these college students, having less emphasis in one area of cultural orientation benefits from 
more emphasis in another area. For example, Mexican American college students who highly value 
independence benefit from engaging in fewer European American, mainstream society behaviors and practices, 
at least in this predominantly Mexican American context (i.e., HSI near the U.S.–México border). It appears as 
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though over-emphasizing behaviors and value orientations in either direction (Mexican American or European 
American) is associated with lower well-being. 

The literature on integration (Berry, 1980) and bicultural competence (LaFromboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993) 
suggests a similar pattern of increased well-being with a balance of acculturation to mainstream culture and 
maintenance of heritage culture. Biculturalism is associated with positive outcomes such as lower depression, 
higher self-esteem, and life satisfaction (Wang et al., 2010), as well as academic outcomes (Ojeda, Flores, & 
Navarro, 2011). The Mexican American participants, in our study, although attending an HSI, are still required to 
operate within an institution that has characteristics reflective of dominant European American society, 
including access to knowledge and resources that might historically have been reserved for those with privilege 
(Castillo et al., 2004). The moderation results of our study, therefore, illustrate the importance of emphasizing a 
cultural orientation to bring balance (and create the condition of “biculturalism”) to an individual who may tend 
to favor one orientation strategy. 

As with all studies, limitations exist that should be noted in the interpretation of findings. First, the context of 
this sample (Mexican American undergraduates, from an HSI) should be acknowledged, as generalizability to 
other Latino groups is unknown (Umaña-Taylor & Fine, 2001). Future studies can test similar hypotheses about 
the role of cultural orientation on life satisfaction with other Latino groups, and within other university contexts. 
Understanding how Latino students at, predominantly, European American institutions, for example, navigate 
the demands of interactions with other students and personnel would be informative given Latinos’ low-
graduation rates compared with other racial/ethnic groups (Aud et al., 2011). 

Implications for Practice 
Despite the limitations of this study and its exploratory nature, our findings suggest several implications for 
professionals in college settings working with Mexican American students. For example, higher education 
professionals may serve students well by explicitly incorporating cultural factors into their first-year seminars or 
other transition activities. Such seminars typically include an introduction to the college campus and important 
academic skills; however, seminar instructors might also explicitly include discussion of the independent values 
that characterize institutes of higher education, as well as the importance of maintaining ties to heritage culture 
and practices. Moreover, in addition to having students conduct a self-assessment of academic strengths and 
weaknesses, students could be encouraged to conduct a “self-assessment” of cultural behaviors and attitudes to 
clarify the existing resources they can use to promote their well-being and college success (e.g., resilience, 
spirituality), as well as deficit areas that could be strengthened by increased attention and/or skill development. 
Such approach might involve acknowledging that the transition to college requires students to develop a new 
identity (college student) and to acculturate to a new cultural context (the college community). Beyond the 
student level, a campus-wide climate that values balance of cultural contexts should be created. Administrators 
can communicate to faculty, staff, students, and their families that the university values connection to 
mainstream U.S. culture (e.g., through more individualistic academic endeavors and activities) as well as 
maintenance of heritage culture (e.g., through initiatives such as programs and events that integrate and 
celebrate culture), and more importantly, that helping students to be bicultural is likely to improve their well-
being. 

It is clear that additional research is needed to better understand how Mexican American experience well-being 
within the college context, and how it is affected by their cultural identities and orientations. As future research 
enhances our understanding of these complex processes, researchers, practitioners, and educators will be 
better able to meet the needs of the growing Mexican American college student population in the United States. 
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