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Abstract
Introduction The culture plays an important role in sexuality. Although each ethnocultural group has its own sexual attitudes, 
in multicultural contexts, the acculturation process could modify the sexual attitudes of these groups. The aim of the study 
was to perform a systematic literature review of the studies that have examined the relationship between acculturation and 
sexual attitudes.
Method The review was carried out in the ProQuest and Scopus databases. There was no time restriction in literature search.
Results A total of 25 studies met the inclusion criteria. The year of publication of the studies ranged from 1982 to 2020. The 
studies were conducted in the USA and/or in Canada and included mainly Asians and Latinos/Hispanics. Proxy indicators, 
unidimensional, and bidimensional measures were used to measure acculturation. In general, results show that mainstream 
acculturation is positively related to liberal or positive sexual attitudes. Relevant interaction and mediation effects were also 
found: (1) mainstream dimension moderates the relationship between heritage dimension and sexual attitudes, (2) heritage 
dimension moderates the relationship between mainstream dimension and sexual attitudes, (3) acculturation moderates the 
relation between gender and sexual attitudes, (4) gender moderates the relation between acculturation and sexual attitudes, 
(5) the ethnocultural origin moderates the relationship between acculturation and sexual attitudes, and (6) sex guilt mediated 
the relationship between mainstream acculturation and sexual desire.
Conclusion The acculturation process is related to sexual attitudes.
Policy Implications Knowing the acculturation process could be important to achieve greater equity in sexual health among 
different groups.
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Introduction

The influence of culture on sexuality and the phenomenon 
of migration have led to the development of studies that 
relate sexual attitudes to ethnocultural origin. Sexuality 
is conceived differently in each culture, giving it different 
meanings (Heinemann et al., 2016). These different ways of 
conceiving sexuality lead to differences in sexual attitudes 
between diverse ethnocultural groups.

Several investigations have found differences in sexual 
attitudes between diverse ethnocultural groups (e.g., Ahrold 
& Meston, 2010). In Canada, Meston et al. (1998) found that 
Asians have more conservative sexual attitudes than Latinos 
and Euro-Americans. In the USA, Padilla and Grady (1987) 

found that Mexican–American students had more conserva-
tive sexual attitudes than their Anglo peers. In this line, in 
that country, later, Eisenman and Dantzker (2006) found that 
Latinos have more conservative sexual attitudes than Euro-
Americans. Ahrold and Meston (2010) found that Euro-
Americans have more liberal sexual attitudes towards gender 
role traditionality than Hispanics and Asians in the USA. 
Moreover, they also found that Asians have more conserva-
tive sexual attitudes towards homosexuality and casual sex 
than Hispanics and Euro-Americans. In a review of literature, 
Fugère et al. (2008) found that African Americans have the 
most permissive sexual attitudes, followed by White Ameri-
cans, then by Hispanic Americans and Asian Americans. In 
general, the studies show that minority groups (Asians and 
Latinos/Hispanics) have more conservative sexual attitudes 
than the majority group (Euro-Americans).

Although each ethnocultural group has its own sexual 
attitudes, in multicultural contexts, the contact with people 
from other ethnocultural groups could modify the sexual 
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attitudes. That is, people from a group (e.g., minority group) 
by interacting with people from another culture (e.g., major-
ity group) could modify their sexual attitudes. In addition, 
more and more people are born and grow up in a cultural 
context that is different from that of their own ethnocultural 
group, learning customs that are different from those learned 
by their ancestors. Therefore, in addition to the ethnocultural 
origin, the acculturation process could be related to sexual 
attitudes.

Acculturation

Acculturation is the process of cultural and psychologi-
cal change that follows when there is continuous contact 
between people from diverse ethnocultural groups (Berry, 
2003). This process implies changes in identity, attitudes, 
values, and behaviors in the groups involved. Although 
minority groups are usually the most affected (Berry, 1980, 
2005).

Acculturation has been understood in multiple ways 
according to the different models that have been proposed 
(e.g., Berry, 1980; Gordon, 1964). Acculturation models 
can be classified mainly into two types: unidimensional 
model and bidimensional model (Ryder et al., 2000). In the 
unidimensional approach to acculturation, immigrants are 
placed on a continuum of identities ranging from exclusively 
heritage culture to exclusively mainstream culture (Gordon, 
1964). In the middle of the continuum is biculturalism, 
where the immigrants maintain aspects of their culture and 
adopt those of the host culture. According to this model, 
the penetration into the mainstream culture (assimilation) is 
necessary to be successful in the host society (Ryder et al., 
2000). For this reason, when this model is followed, “high 
acculturation” implies high adoption of the aspects of the 
host culture and low maintenance of those of the home 
culture.

In contrast, the bidimensional approach considers accul-
turation as a process in which both heritage and mainstream 
culture are two independent dimensions (Berry, 1980). Her-
itage acculturation refers to the degree to which ethnocul-
tural groups maintain aspects (attitudes, values, behaviors, 
etc.) of their home cultural (culture of origin), while main-
stream acculturation refers to the degree to which ethnocul-
tural groups adopt aspects of the host culture (Berry, 2005).

Because culture plays an important role in sexuality (sex-
uality is constituted within a cultural context) and in multi-
cultural contexts the acculturation process could be related 
to sexual attitudes, the study of the relationship between 
acculturation and sexual attitudes is relevant. For instance, 
migrants are exposed to different forms of sexual relation-
ships in their host countries. Therefore, their sexual attitudes 
undergo a dynamic process of adjustment and adaptation.

Sexual Attitudes

Permissiveness, liberal and conservative orientation, and 
erotophilia and erotophobia are concepts used when sexual 
attitudes are measured (Blanc & Rojas, 2017). Sexual per-
missiveness could be defined as “acceptance or endorse-
ment of sexual behaviors within relationships characterized 
by relatively lower levels of commitment” (Taylor, 2005, p. 
131). Sexual attitudes are also defined in terms of a liberal 
or conservative orientation which is conceived as a bipolar 
continuum. At the liberal end of this continuum are those 
people who feel that the expression of human sexuality 
should be open, free, and unrestrained. At the conservative 
orientation end are those who feel that sexual expression 
should be regulated and constrained (Hudson et al., 1983). 
The erotophobia-erotophilia construct is also conceived as a 
bipolar continuum. Erotophilia refers to a tendency to exhibit 
positive emotions and evaluations toward sexual cues, while 
erotophobia implies a tendency to exhibit negative emotions 
and evaluations toward sexual cues (Fisher et al., 1988).

The role of the sexual attitudes in sexuality, especially in 
sexual health and sexual activity, has been demonstrated in 
the scientific literature. With regard to sexual health, studies 
have shown that sexual attitudes are related to sexual func-
tioning (e.g., Carvalho et al., 2013) and risky sexual behav-
iors (e.g., Sanders et al., 2006). On the one hand, people with 
more positive or liberal sexual attitudes have greater sexual 
desire (Blanc et al., 2017; Dosch et al., 2016), greater sexual 
assertiveness (Blanc et al., 2017), and they are more sexu-
ally satisfied (Hurlbert et al., 1993) than people with more 
negative or conservatism sexual attitudes. On the other hand, 
people with more positive sexual attitudes are more likely to 
consistently use contraceptive methods than those with more 
negative sexual attitudes (Hynie & Lydon, 1996; Sanders 
et al., 2006) or extremely positive (Hynie & Lydon, 1996).

With respect to sexual activity, studies have also shown that 
sexual attitudes are related to the number of different sexual 
behaviors performed (e.g., Blanc et al., 2018; Murray-Swank 
et al., 2005), the frequency of sexual behaviors (e.g., García-
Vega et al., 2017; Lemer et al., 2013), and the number of sexual 
partners (e.g., Luquis et al., 2015; Rinehart et al., 2014). Spe-
cifically, people with more positive or liberal sexual attitudes 
perform a greater number of different sexual behaviors; they 
perform them more frequently and have a greater number of 
different sexual partners than people with more negative or 
conservatism sexual attitudes.

Since sexual attitudes are related to sexual health (sexual 
functioning and risky sexual behaviors) and sexual activity, 
it is relevant to know the relationship between accultura-
tion and sexual attitudes. If there is a relationship between 
acculturation and sexual attitudes, the acculturation process 
should indirectly influence sexual health and sexual activity 
(e.g., Brotto et al., 2012). In other word, sexual attitudes 
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should mediate the relationship between the acculturation 
process and sexual health (and sexual activity). For all the 
above, the aim of the current study was to perform a system-
atic review of the studies that have examined the relationship 
between acculturation and sexual attitudes. The purpose was 
to know the studies that have been carried out on the subject 
(years and author/s), the characteristics of the samples, the 
quantitative measures used (acculturation and sexual attitude 
measures), and the main results on the relationship between 
acculturation and sexual attitudes.

Method

Search Strategy

A systematic literature review was conducted to identify 
studies that examine the relationship between acculturation 
and sexual attitudes. This systematic review was conducted 
using the PRISMA strategy. The PRISMA Statement con-
sists of a four-phase flow diagram (Fig. 1) and of a 27-ítem 
checklist (Moher et al., 2015). The review was carried out 
in the ProQuest and Scopus databases with the following 
search criteria:

– ProQuest. Terms: sexual* AND attitude* AND accultur-
ation; In: Anywhere except full text; Language: English 
and Spanish; Source type: Scholarly Journal; Document 
type: Article.

– Scopus. Terms: sexual* AND attitude* AND accultura-
tion; In: Title, abstract and keywords; Language: English 
and Spanish; Source type: Journal; Document type: Arti-
cle.

There was no time restriction applied to the literature 
search, and the search took place in October 2020.

Selection Criteria

Studies were included if they met the following criteria:

1. Quantitative studies. Studies that did not use a quan-
titative methodology were excluded. Only quantitative 
studies were included to allow greater comparability 
between the results of the studies.

2. Acculturation measures. Studies that used proxy indica-
tors of acculturation were also included.

3. Sexual attitude measures. Studies that did not include 
sexual attitude measures were excluded.

Fig. 1  Flow diagram of the 
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4. General sexual attitude measures. Studies that meas-
ured attitude toward a specific aspect of sexuality (e.g., 
attitudes towards condoms) were excluded. The reason 
was because there are numerous measures that evalu-
ate attitudes toward specific aspects of sexuality, and 
it is not possible to examine their relationship with the 
acculturation process in a single study.

5. Relationship between acculturation and sexual attitudes. 
Studies that, although they included acculturation and 
sexual attitude measures, did not examine the relation-
ship between acculturation and sexual attitudes were 
excluded.

Data Extraction

The information extracted from the studies were as follows:

– Author(s) and year of publication of the study.
– Sample characteristics: sample size, gender, ethnocul-

tural origin, and country where they were recruited.
– Acculturation measure and reliability.
– Sexual attitude measure and reliability.
– Results that examine the relationship between accultura-

tion and sexual attitudes.

Results

Study Selection

Figure 1 provides a flow diagram of the selection process. 
A total of 544 studies (399 in ProQuest and 145 in Scopus) 
were found. Of the total, 122 were duplicate studies. There-
fore, 422 were non-duplicate studies. A total of 25 studies 
met the inclusion criteria. Tables 1, 2, 3, and 4 show the 
information extracted from the studies. The studies were 
classified according to the minority ethnocultural origin. 
Moreover, they were arranged chronologically by year of 
publication.

Sample Characteristics

Of the 25 studies of this review, 15 were conducted in the 
USA, 9 studies in Canada, and one study in both country 
(USA and Canada). All studies were focused on minor-
ity ethnocultural groups. Regarding the origin of the 
minority ethnocultural groups, 12 studies included only 
Asians (Table 1), 7 studies included only Latinos/Hispan-
ics (Table 2), and 2 studies included only Iranian women 
(Table 3). A total of 4 studies included different minority 
ethnocultural groups (Table 4). With respect to gender, 8 
studies included only female and 4 studies only male. A total 
of 13 studies included only students.

Acculturation Measures

Acculturation measures in the studies were very diverse. 
Some studies included proxy indicators of acculturation such 
as generation (Abramson & Imai-Marquez 1982), length of 
residency in the country (Kennedy & Gorzalka, 2002; Meston 
et al., 1998), and language preference (Edwards et al., 2008; 
Jiménez et al., 2002).

Of the total number of studies that used measures of accul-
turation, 9 studies used the Vancouver Index of Acculturation 
(VIA; Ryder et al., 2000), 5 studies the Scale of Accultura-
tion for Mexican-Americans (Cuellar et al., 1980) or any of 
its adaptations (e.g., ARSMA-II; Cuellar et al., 1995), one 
study the Marmot’s Acculturation Index (Marmot, 1975), 
one study the General Ethnicity Questionnaire (GEQ; Tsai 
et al., 2000), and one study indicators of acculturation pref-
erences in the most private relative acculturation extended 
model (RAEM) areas (Navas & Rojas, 2010) and indicators 
of acculturation preferences and strategies in the sexual area 
(Blanc & Rojas, 2020). The VIA, the GEQ, and the RAEM 
indicators are bidimensional measures of acculturation. 
Therefore, they consider acculturation as a process in which 
both heritage and mainstream culture are two independent 
dimensions. However, the Marmot’s Acculturation Index 
is a unidimensional measure of acculturation. In the study 
where the GEQ was used (Benuto & Meana, 2008), only 
the version that evaluate the mainstream acculturation was 
included. The Scale of Acculturation for Mexican-Americans 
was elaborated as a unidimensional measure of accultura-
tion (Cuellar et al., 1980). However, later, this measure was 
modified (Cuellar et al., 1995) and both heritage and main-
stream dimensions were included. Although in some studies 
(Abdolsalehi-Najafi & Beckman, 2013; Castañeda, 2017), a 
linear acculturation score is obtained by subtracting the mean 
Mexican Orientation subscale score from the mean Anglo 
Orientation subscale score. In the proxy indicators and uni-
dimensional measures, acculturation refers to mainstream 
acculturation.

A total of 15 studies provided the reliability of the accul-
turation measure using Cronbach’s alpha internal consist-
ency coefficient. This coefficient ranged from 0.73 to 0.93.

Sexual Attitude Measures

Sexual attitude measures in the studies were also very  
diverse. The most widely used measure (in 8 studies) was the 
Sexual Attitude Subscale of the Derogatis Sexual Function-
ing Inventory (DSFI; Derogatis, 1978). The Mosher Forced-
Choice Guilt Inventory or one of its adaptations (Mosher, 
1966, 1988) was also used in 4 studies. The Sexual Attitudes  
Scale (Hendrick & Hendrick, 1987) and its short version (Hendrick  
et al., 2006) and the Sexual Comfort Scale (Marín & Marín, 
1991) were used in 2 studies. The rest of the measures were  
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only used in one study. A total of 12 studies provided the  
reliability of the sexual attitude measure, in most studies 
using Cronbach’s alpha internal consistency coefficient. This  
coefficient ranged from 0.71 to 0.96.

Results: Relationship Between Acculturation 
and Sexual Attitudes

Studies Where the Relationship Was Not Statistically 
Significant

Only in three of the studies (Abdolsalehi-Najafi & Beckman, 
2013; Castañeda, 2017; Deardorff et al., 2008), a statistically 
significant relationship was not found between acculturation 
and sexual attitudes.

The results of the studies, differentiating between minor-
ity ethnocultural groups and types of acculturation measure, 
are summarized as follows:

Iranians 
Bidimensional measure (Abdolsalehi-Najafi & Beckman, 
2013). The correlation between acculturation and sex guilt 
was no significant when the education and religion were 
controlled.

Latinos/Hispanics 
Proxy indicator (Deardorff et al., 2008). Language use was 
no related to sexual comfort.

Bidimensional measure (Castañeda, 2017). The correla-
tion between acculturation and sexual permissiveness was 
no significant.

Studies Where the Relationship Was Statistically Significant
Asians 

Proxy Indicators 
(Abramson & Imani-Marquez, 1982; Brotto et al., 2005,  
2007; Dang et al., 2019; Kennedy & Gorzalka, 2002; Meston  
et  al., 1998). Older generations, immigrated during or  
after 1987 and arrived in Canada age 13 or older had more 
sex guilt or more negative sexual attitudes than the younger 
generations, Asians born in Canada, immigrated to Canada 
before 1987, or arrived before the age of 13. In general, 
years in Canada were positively correlated to liberal sexual 
attitudes and negatively correlated to conservative sexual 
attitudes, although these relationships were not found in all 
studies

Unidimensional Measures 
(Huang & Uba, 1992). Acculturation was positively related 
to permissive sexual attitudes. More acculturated people 
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accepted with less affection a greater variety and types of 
sexual behaviors than lees acculturated people.

Bidimensional Measures 
(Arhold & Meston, 2010; Blanc & Rojas, 2020; Brotto et al., 
2005, 2007, 2012; Dang et al., 2019; Guo, 2019; Morton 
& Gorzalka, 2013; Woo et al., 2011, 2012). In general, 
mainstream acculturation was positively related to liberal 
sexual attitudes and negatively related to sex guilt and dys-
functional sexual beliefs. In some studies, heritage accul-
turation was positively related to conservatism or negative 
sexual attitudes. Although heritage acculturation was also 
negatively correlated with conservative sexual attitudes and 
positively correlated with liberal sexual attitudes, heritage 
acculturation was not related to sex guilt. Interaction effects 
between mainstream and heritage acculturation, and between 
mainstream acculturation and gender on sexual attitudes, 
were also found.

Latinos/Hispanics 
Proxy Indicators 
(Edwards et al., 2008; Jiménez et al., 2002). Latinas who 
were born in the USA and spoke English in the home were 
most likely to agree that their parents would want them to 
use protection if they had sex. Interaction effect of language 
preference and sexual attitudes on sexual behaviors was also 
found. Unassimilated adolescents (preferred to be inter-
viewed in Spanish) with traditional attitudes on sexuality 
were more likely to have had fewer sexual partners in the 
past 12 months and in their lifetime, and to have had a later 
age at coital debut.

Unidimensional Measures 
(Amaro, 1988; Contreras et al., 1996; Marín et al., 1997). 
Acculturation was positively related to liberal, idealistic 
sexual attitudes and sexual comfort.
Bidimensional Measures 
(Arhold & Meston, 2010; Blanc & Rojas, 2020). In general, 
mainstream acculturation was positively related to liberal 
or positive sexual attitudes, whereas heritage acculturation 
was positively related to conservatism or negative sexual 
attitudes. Interaction effects between mainstream and herit-
age acculturation, and between heritage acculturation and 
gender on sexual attitudes, were also found.

Iranians 
Unidimensional Measures 
(Hanassab, 1991). Acculturation was positively related to 
premarital sexual attitudes. More acculturated people have 
more liberal attitudes toward sex than less acculturated 
people.

Africans 
Bidimensional Measures 
(Blanc & Rojas, 2020). In general, heritage acculturation 
was negatively related to positive sexual attitudes. Interac-
tion effects between heritage acculturation and gender, and 
between mainstream acculturation and gender on sexual atti-
tudes, were also found.

Table 3  Studies that examine the relationship between acculturation and sexual attitudes in Iranian women

Author(s) and year Sample characteristics Acculturation measure Sexual attitude measure Results: relationship 
between acculturation and 
sexual attitudes

Hanassab (1991) 77 young Iranian women 
residing in Los Angeles 
(USA)

A modified version of 
the Acculturation Scale 
designed by Cuellar et al. 
(1980)

The Sexual and Premarital 
Attitude Inventory  
(Schofield, 1965)

Acculturation was positively 
related to premarital sexual 
attitudes (r = .5105, p = .000)

Abdolsalehi-Najafi 
and Beckman 
(2013)

65 Iranian American women 
who resided in the state of 
California (USA)

Acculturation Rating Scale 
for Mexican-Americans-II 
(ARSMA-II; Cuellar et al., 
1995)

Emon’s Sex Guilt Revision 
(ESGR) of the Revised 
Mosher Guilt Inventory 
(RMGI)

There was a significant  
correlation between  
acculturation and sexual  
guilt before controlling  
for confounding variables  
(r = −.34, p < .01). After  
controlling for the effects  
of education and religion,  
the relationship between  
acculturation and sex guilt 
was no longer  
significant (R2 
change = 0.02, 
F(1, 61) = 1.48)
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Discussion

The aim of this study was to perform a systematic review 
of the studies that have examined the relationship between 
acculturation and sexual attitudes. Although several studies 
have found that each ethnocultural group has its own sexual 
attitudes (e.g., Ahrold & Meston, 2010; Fugerè et al., 2008), 
in multicultural contexts, the contact with people from other 
ethnocultural groups could modify the sexual attitudes or 
learn different sexual attitudes from those of the own group. 
In general, the investigations show that minority groups 
have more conservative sexual attitudes than the majority 
group (e.g., Ahrold & Meston, 2010). However, the process 
of acculturation can lead to changes in sexual attitudes of 
minority groups after adopting the culture of the majority 
group.

In this review, the studies have been classified according 
to the minority ethnocultural origin. Also, they have been 
arranged chronologically by year of publication. The old-
est study is by Abramson and Imai-Marquez (1982) who 
included Japanese-Americans. The most recent study is by 
Blanc and Rojas (2020) who included different ethnocultural 
groups. The studies have been conducted in the USA and/
or in Canada. The most evaluated ethnocultural group has 
been Asians.

In general, an evolution to acculturation measures has 
been observed. In older studies, proxy indicators such as 
length of residency in the country (Meston et al., 1998) and 
unidimensional measures of acculturation were used. In this 
way, only a continuum of identities ranging from exclusively 
heritage culture to exclusively mainstream culture was con-
sidered (Gordon, 1964). In these studies, high acculturation 
refers to high mainstream acculturation. They do not dif-
ferentiate between heritage and mainstream dimensions. 
However, the most recent studies (e.g., Arhold & Meston, 
2010) use bidimensional measures of acculturation and dif-
ferentiate between heritage and mainstream dimensions. 
This shows how the way of conceptualizing the accultura-
tion process has changed. The results of the reviewed studies 
support that bidimensional measures are more useful than 
unidimensional measures and proxy indicators. On the one 
hand, the bidimensional measures allow to detect that while 
in some studies (e.g., Brotto et al., 2007) there is a signifi-
cant relationship between mainstream culture and sexual 
attitudes, no relationship is found between heritage culture 
and sexual attitudes. On the other hand, the bidimensional 
measures allow the detection of interaction effects (modera-
tion effects) between mainstream and heritage acculturation 
in sexual attitudes. For instance, higher heritage accultura-
tion predicted more conservative or less permissive attitudes 
(Ahrold & Meston, 2010; Brotto et al., 2005) only when 
mainstream acculturation is low.

In addition, some reviewed studies (e.g., Brotto et al., 
2005) also show that bidimensional measures better predict 
sexual attitudes than proxy indicators. Therefore, unidimen-
sional measures and proxy indicators may be weaker meas-
ures than bidimensional measures.

This systematic literature review demonstrates that there 
is relationship between the acculturation process and sexual 
attitudes. Only in three of the 25 studies (Abdolsalehi-Najafi 
& Beckman, 2013; Castañeda, 2017; Deardorff et al., 2008), 
there was not a significant relationship between acculturation 
and sexual attitudes. This could be due to the acculturation 
measures used. One of the studies (Deardorff et al., 2008) 
used a proxy indicator (language), and although two of the 
studies (Abdolsalehi-Najafi & Beckman, 2013; Castañeda, 
2017) used a bidimensional measure, a linear acculturation 
score was obtained by subtracting the mean heritage orienta-
tion subscale score from the mean mainstream orientation 
subscale score.

In general, results show that acculturation (mainstream 
acculturation) is positively related to liberal/positive/per-
missive sexual attitudes when unidimensional measures 
(or proxy indicators) of acculturation are used. Results also 
show that mainstream acculturation is positively related 
to liberal or positive sexual attitudes when bidimensional 
measures of acculturation are used. This demonstrates that 
people from different ethnocultural groups with high main-
stream acculturation have more similar sexual attitudes to 
those of the majority group than to those of their own ethno-
cultural group. As already noted in other studies (Dang et al., 
2017, 2019), one possible explanation is that mainstream 
culture (e.g., Canadian culture), unlike heritage culture (Chi-
nese culture), includes liberalizing and sex-positive sources 
of information and outreach. Therefore, Chinese people in 
Canada who adopt more aspects (attitudes, values, behav-
iors, etc.) of the host culture would be exposed to more of 
this material and ultimately become more confident, aware, 
and knowledgeable about their own sexuality. This would 
lead to more liberal sexual attitudes.

In general, the relationships between mainstream accul-
turation and sexual attitudes are not very different across 
the diversity of acculturation measures. That is to say, these 
relationships point in the same direction. However, the rela-
tionship between heritage acculturation and sexual attitudes 
is not that strong and it does not point in the same direction 
in the reviewed studies. For instance, Brotto et al. (2007) 
did not find relationship between heritage acculturation and 
sexual attitudes. Ahrold and Meston (2010) found that herit-
age acculturation was positively correlated with conservative 
sexual attitudes and negatively correlated with liberal sexual 
attitudes. Contrary, Dang et al. (2019) found that heritage 
acculturation was negatively correlated with conservative 
sexual attitudes and positively correlated with liberal sexual 
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attitudes. The discrepancy in these results may be due to 
changes over time about sexuality. For instance, the East 
Asian community has seen large changes and the discourse 
regarding sexuality has also changed in China and other East 
Asian polities during the time (Ho et al., 2018). The sexual 
attitudes of minority groups seem to be more liberal than for 
past generations, and this could contribute to some of the 
discrepancy in the results.

Some studies also found relevant interaction (moderation) 
and mediation effects. Interaction effect between mainstream 
and heritage dimensions on sexual attitudes was found in dif-
ferent studies (Ahrold & Meston, 2010; Brotto et al., 2005; 
Guo, 2019). Brotto et al. (2005) found that women with low 
heritage acculturation had increasingly liberal sexual atti-
tudes with increasingly mainstream acculturation. However, 
women with high heritage acculturation did not have such an 
increase. Ahrold and Meston (2010) found that the relation-
ship between heritage acculturation and conservatism sexual 
attitudes was stronger at lower levels of mainstream accul-
turation. Guo (2019) found that the relationship between 
mainstream acculturation and liberal sexual attitudes was 
stronger at higher levels of heritage acculturation. Therefore, 
mainstream dimension moderates the relationship between 
heritage dimension and sexual attitudes, and heritage dimen-
sion moderates the relationship between mainstream dimen-
sion and sexual attitudes. The discrepancy in the interaction 
effects may be also due to changes over time about sexuality. 
For this reason, in the study of Guo (2019), an integration 
strategy (maintenance of the home culture and adoption of 
the host culture) predicts liberal sexual attitudes. However, 
in previous studies (Brotto et al., 2005), an assimilation strat-
egy (only adoption of the host culture) predicts liberal sexual 
attitudes. In some minority ethnocultural groups, Blanc and 
Rojas (2020) also found interaction effects between heritage 
dimension and gender, and between mainstream dimension 
and gender on sexual attitudes. They found that at high levels 
of heritage acculturation, there are significant differences in 
sexual attitudes between male and female (having male more 
positive attitudes), but not in low levels of heritage accul-
turation. They also found that at low levels of mainstream 
acculturation, there are significant differences in sexual atti-
tudes between male and female (having male more positive 
attitudes), but not in high levels of mainstream acculturation. 
That is, acculturation (heritage and mainstream dimensions) 
moderates the relation between gender and sexual attitudes. 
The result could be consistent with the social structure the-
ory (Eagly & Wood, 1999). Social structural theory proposes 
that gender differences in sexuality are a result of gender 
differences in power. Therefore, societies with a large gender 
difference in power are expected to have greater gender dif-
ferences in sexuality than more egalitarian societies.

It could be that the mainstream culture is more egalitarian 
than those of the minority groups. Moreover, acculturation is 
also related to sexual attitudes in a gender, while in the other, 
the relationship is not significant (e.g., Ahrold & Meston, 
2010; Blanc & Rojas, 2020). Therefore, gender also moder-
ates the relation between acculturation and sexual attitudes.

Some studies (e.g., Ahrold & Meston, 2010; Blanc & 
Rojas, 2020) also demonstrate that the relationship between 
acculturation and sexual attitudes is different depending  
on the ethnocultural group. For example, Ahrold and Meston  
(2010) found that relationship between acculturation  
and sexual attitudes is stronger in Asians than in Hispan-
ics. Therefore, the ethnocultural origin also moderates the 
relationship between acculturation and sexual attitudes. 
This may be due to differences in sexual attitudes between 
the majority group and minority groups. The relationship 
between acculturation and sexual attitudes could be stronger 
in those minority groups that have different sexual attitudes 
to those of the majority group than those that have simi-
lar sexual attitudes. These findings are consistent with the 
findings of Du and Li (2015). They found in a systematic 
review regarding the relationship between acculturation and 
HIV-related sexual behaviors the following results: gender 
moderated the relationship between acculturation and sexual 
behaviors, and ethnicity moderated the relationship between 
acculturation and unsafe sex.

Regarding the mediating effect, especially sex guilt medi-
ated the relationship between mainstream acculturation and 
sexual desire (Brotto et al., 2012; Woo et al., 2011, 2012). 
This is in line with what was provided in the introduction. 
The acculturation process indirectly influences sexual health.

This systematic review and some reviewed studies are sub-
ject to some limitations. In relation to acculturation measures, 
proxy indicators such as the length of residency may be a weak 
measure. For instance, years in Canada may not capture the 
changes that accompany immersion into a new culture (Brotto 
et al., 2005). Furthermore, the diversity of acculturation meas-
ures used makes it difficult to compare the results. Regarding 
the sexual attitude measures, the diversity of concepts used 
(sexual permissiveness, sexual conservatism, etc.) also makes 
it difficult to compare the results. Finally, the sexual attitude 
measures may not adequately capture the sexual attitudes of 
minority groups. This could also explain the discrepancy in 
the relationship between heritage acculturation and sexual atti-
tudes found in some studies. As other research suggests (Dang 
et al., 2019), future studies should use sexual attitude measures 
designed specifically for minority groups living in Western 
countries. Moreover, future studies should deeply examine the 
relationship between the acculturation process and attitudes 
toward more specific aspects of sexuality, such as attitudes 
toward same-sex orientations o behaviors.
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Conclusion

This systematic literature review demonstrates that the 
acculturation process is related to sexual attitudes. While 
mainstream acculturation is positively related to liberal or 
positive sexual attitudes, the relationship between heritage 
acculturation and sexual attitudes does not point in the same 
direction in all studies. In addition, relevant interaction and 
mediation effects were also found: (1) mainstream dimen-
sion moderates the relationship between heritage dimension 
and sexual attitudes, (2) heritage dimension moderates the 
relationship between mainstream dimension and sexual atti-
tudes, (3) acculturation moderates the relation between gen-
der and sexual attitudes, (4) gender moderates the relation 
between acculturation and sexual attitudes, (5) the ethnocul-
tural origin moderates the relationship between acculturation 
and sexual attitudes, and (6) sex guilt mediated the relation-
ship between mainstream acculturation and sexual desire.

Social Policy Implications

Because sexual attitudes are related to sexual health (e.g., 
Carvalho et al., 2013) and sexual activity (e.g., Blanc et al., 
2018), knowing the acculturation process could be important 
to achieve greater equity in sexual health among different 
groups.

The studies provide strong evidence that the sexual atti-
tudes can best be understood by examining the role of accul-
turation. The sexual attitudes of minority groups are related 
to the acculturation strategies used. Therefore, it would be 
very useful to promote the most suitable acculturation strat-
egy in the development of prevention and intervention pro-
grams in sexual health. The results of the reviewed studies 
are also relevant to sexual educators working with diverse 
ethnic groups because they provide understanding of the fac-
tors related to sexuality in multicultural contexts. Likewise, 
it could also be useful for clinical sexologists to administer 
acculturation measures to patients with sexual dysfunctions.
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