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Abstract

Hispanic immigrant youth engage in increased health risk behaviors, such as alcohol misuse, 

due in part to being confronted with acculturative stress in addition to facing major normative 

developmental challenges, such as identity consolidation (Berry et al. in Appl Psychol 55:303–

332, 2006). Using a developmental psychopathology framework, in the present study we examined 

the effect of bicultural stress on alcohol misuse among immigrated Hispanic adolescents, 

indirectly through trajectories of identity formation and alcohol expectancies. Our sample 

consisted of 302 recently immigrated Hispanic adolescents (53 % male; Mage = 14.5 at baseline) 

who were interviewed every 6 months for 3 years. Bivariate growth curve modeling was used 

to examine the influence of initial early bicultural stress on later alcohol misuse via change 

in identity development (i.e., coherence and confusion) and subsequent growth in cognitive 

alcohol expectancies. Findings revealed that initial levels and growth of identity coherence 

were not significantly associated with either bicultural stress or tension reduction (TR) alcohol 

expectancies. Multiple mediation analyses indicated that the effect of bicultural stress at time 1 on 

the frequency of being drunk at time 6 was mediated via high initial levels of identity confusion, 

followed by growth in risky TR expectancies (T4–T6). A developmental approach to the genesis 

of alcohol use problems in immigrant youth is discussed.
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Introduction

Immigration is a growing worldwide phenomenon. As of 2013, more than 232 million 

people resided in a country other than the one where they were born (United Nations 

Population Division 2013). The majority of immigrants are moving from developing 

countries to developed Western countries in expectations of obtaining enhanced wellbeing 

including personal safety and greater vocational opportunities (Steiner 2009). Recent 

immigration reports by the US Census Bureau show that the United States hosts more than 

40 million immigrants (both documented and undocumented), representing approximately 

13 % of the total US population (Grieco et al. 2012). The largest number of US immigrants 

are Hispanic—indeed, one of every two people added to the US population between 2000 

and 2010 was Hispanic (Ennis et al. 2011)—and more than 3 million Hispanic immigrants 

entered the United States between 2005 and 2010 (Walters and Trevelyan 2011).

Immigrant youth often experience bicultural stress originating from efforts to balance 

demands and expectations from their family members and other heritage-culture individuals 

with those from the country where they have settled (Berry et al. 2006). Bicultural stress can 

result in compromised identity development, as well as in increased alcohol use and other 

risky behaviors among Hispanic adolescents (Romero et al. 2007). However, less is known 

about the developmental mechanisms through which bicultural stress leads to risk behaviors 
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in Hispanic youth. In the present study, we adopt a developmental approach in delineating 

the developmental mechanisms linking bicultural stress to alcohol misuse among Hispanic 

immigrant youth (cf. Masten et al. 2008; Windle et al. 2008).

A key developmental task during adolescence includes the consolidation of self-concepts, 

including identity (Harter 2012). In addition to the rapid physiological growth and social 

role changes, identity formation is a central stage-salient task in adolescence (Côté 

and Levine 2014). Interference with the resolution of such developmental tasks during 

adolescence can increase vulnerability to participation in deviant behaviors, including 

alcohol misuse (Masten et al. 2008; Spear 2000). Specifically, stress-related interferences 

with the completion of developmental tasks may contribute to the development of cognitive 

vulnerabilities to risky behavior. Such cognitive vulnerabilities include alcohol expectancies

—the anticipatory expectations of affective or behavioral outcomes that occur after 

consuming alcohol (Goldman et al. 1999; Posner and Kinyon 1993; Zamboanga 2005). The 

psychosocial difficulties associated with identity development in adolescence, along with 

stress linked with adapting to a life in a new country, may lead some adolescents to expect 

that alcohol will reduce this stress (Caetano et al. 2012). In turn, expectations that alcohol 

helps alleviate experiences of stress can develop and intensify cognitive susceptibility to 

alcohol use among immigrant adolescents (Fromme et al. 1997). Because each of these 

various associations have been largely established in different sets of cross-sectional studies, 

there remains a need to examine these links together, over time. Accordingly, in the present 

study, we aim to evaluate a longitudinal model that examines how bicultural stress interferes 

with healthy identity development and places some Hispanic immigrant adolescents onto a 

risky developmental pathway that eventuates in alcohol misuse during adolescence.

Hispanic Immigrant Adolescents

Hispanics represent the largest and fastest growing US minority group. Recent census 

statistics reported that Hispanics represent 16 % of US residents and accounted for 56 % of 

overall US population growth between 2000 and 2010 (Ennis et al. 2011). Hispanics are also 

a young population, with 40 % younger than 20 years of age. Immigration is a major driver 

of Hispanic population growth: between 2005 and 2010, nearly 3 million Hispanics entered 

the United States legally (Walters and Trevelyan 2011).

Although Hispanics are a large and growing population, Hispanic adolescents are vulnerable 

to problems associated with early alcohol initiation (Caetano et al. 2012). Moreover, 

considerable health disparities associated with alcohol use characterize Hispanics relative 

to non-Hispanic whites. For example, Hispanic 8th and 10th graders are significantly 

more likely than their non-Hispanic White peers to have ever tried alcohol (44 and 66 

% for Hispanics versus 34 and 58 % for non-Hispanic Whites; Johnston et al. 2011). 

Further, Hispanic adolescents who initiate drinking prior to age 15 are highly likely to 

continue consuming alcohol at age 19 (Malone et al. 2011). Finally, compared to non-

Hispanic Whites, Hispanic adolescents are also more likely to experience negative drinking 

consequences, such as legal problems, injuries, and absences from work or school (Chartier 

and Caetano 2010).
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Bicultural Stress

Immigration is a major life transition, in that an individual departs from his or her home 

country to settle in a foreign country (Steiner 2009; Unger et al. 2004). In most cases, 

immigrants are confronted with the challenge of learning a new language and being exposed 

to unfamiliar customs and beliefs. The process of acculturation—cultural change following 

settlement into a new society and/or as a result of growing up in an immigrant-headed home 

(Sam and Berry 2010)—can be stressful for certain individuals. In particular, discrimination 

and feeling “caught between two cultures” (i.e., bicultural stress) can be distressing (Benet-

Martínez and Haritatos 2005; Rudmin 2003). The construct of bicultural stress, defined as 

pressure to balance the majority (e.g., American) and the minority (e.g., Hispanic) cultures 

(Romero and Roberts 2003), is particularly relevant to evaluating and conceptualizing 

tensions related to immigration and acculturation—especially for children, adolescents, and 

young adults. More specifically, bicultural stress refers to feeling pressure to conform to 

both one’s heritage cultural stream and the new homeland in which one has settled (Berry 

et al. 2006). Among immigrant adolescents, experiencing bicultural stress has been linked 

with poorer psychological, behavioral, and health outcomes (Berry et al. 2006; Romero 

et al. 2007). However, there remains a need to understand the underlying developmental 

mechanisms through which bicultural stress can lead to alcohol misuse in adolescence.

Identity Development Among Hispanic Immigrant Adolescents

Identity formation is among the major developmental tasks of adolescence (Côté and Levine 

2014; Erikson 1968). A coherent sense of identity is attained via self-reflection and through 

the emergence of a set of goals, values, and beliefs that fit well together (Dunkel 2005). 

From a cognitive development perspective, addressing the question “Who am I?” becomes 

developmentally salient with the advent of formal operational thought (Krettenauer 2005). 

Adolescents engage in a number of activities geared toward exploring who they are and 

wish to become. For immigrant adolescents, the task of identity development becomes more 

difficult given that the person must develop a sense of self in both personal and cultural 

domains (Schwartz et al. 2013). Experiencing bicultural stress, then, can interfere with 

identity development for immigrant adolescents (Coté 2006; Erikson 1968) and can increase 

the difficulty of developing a sense of identity that will facilitate positive interactions with 

both one’s heritage and receiving cultures (Romero et al. 2007).

Erikson (1968) proposed identity as a dynamic interplay between synthesis (i.e., coherence) 

and confusion, where greater synthesis is assumed to be related to positive adaptation, and 

greater confusion is assumed to be related to maladjustment such as increased distress and 

risk-taking behaviors (Schwartz et al. 2011). Synthesis and confusion are opposing, but not 

completely incompatible, poles of the identity task. For example, some degree of confusion 

may help to “leave room” for further identity development. Accordingly, although scales 

assessing Erikson’s model of identity have generally conceptualized identity as a unifactorial 

construct with coherence on one end and confusion on the other (e.g., Rosenthal et al. 

1981), recent studies have found that identity synthesis and confusion represent separate but 

intercorrelated dimensions (e.g., Schwartz et al. 2009b). Assessing coherence and confusion 

as separate constructs allows the testing of the unique role of each of these two constructs.
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A coherent sense of identity, along with low levels of identity confusion, has been shown 

to protect against risky behaviors (e.g., alcohol use; Hardy et al. 2013) and to predict 

adaptive psychosocial functioning among youth (Schwartz et al. 2009a). Conversely, identity 

confusion may give rise to impulsive and risky decision making (Coté 2006). Thus, a 

coherent sense of identity is particularly valuable in terms of its predictive utility vis-à-

vis healthy adaptation in adolescence and young adulthood (Adams and Marshall 1996), 

whereas elevated levels of identity confusion may serve as an early developmental precursor 

to maladaptive mental health outcomes and chronic engagement in risk behaviors.

Identity Development and Immigration

Although many studies have examined identity development over time (see Meeus 2011, 

for a review), few studies have been conducted with Hispanic immigrant samples, and even 

fewer with Hispanic immigrant adolescent samples. The development and achievement of 

a coherent sense of identity has been purported to be associated with adaptive functioning 

in adolescence, paving the way to subsequent successful transition to adulthood. Hence, it 

may be tenable that a coherent sense of personal identity would help to guide and protect 

Hispanic immigrants during the process of acculturation and cultural adaptation (Schwartz et 

al. 2006; Syed et al. 2013).

For many immigrants, a sense of personal identity can be derived from synthesizing aspects 

of one’s heritage-cultural and receiving-cultural streams (Schwartz et al. 2013). That is, a 

positive sense of self may emerge from the ability to integrate the norms and value systems 

of one’s heritage and receiving cultural streams into a coherent sense of goals, values, 

beliefs, and standards (Benet-Martínez and Haritatos 2005; Umaña-Taylor et al. 2002). From 

a bicultural perspective, successful adaptation is rooted in the immigrant’s ability to preserve 

her/his ethnic identity and traditional values while selectively adjusting to the customs and 

expectations of the receiving culture. This is especially true for children and adolescents, 

who must attend formal schooling in the society of settlement while remaining faithful to 

the language and cultural values of their country of origin in the family home. Thus, it 

is conceivable that difficulties in negotiating the demands from the two cultures can lead 

to lack of identity coherence and increased identity confusion and distress (Syed et al. 

2013). Indeed, identity confusion has been strongly associated with emotional distress (i.e., 

depressive symptoms) and with an increased likelihood of initiating alcohol use in early to 

mid-adolescence among Hispanic immigrant youth (Donovan et al. 2012; Schwartz et al. 

2008).

Although identity confusion has been studied primarily in reference to personal identity, 

difficulties with biculturalism may represent a form of cultural identity confusion. Indeed, 

acculturation can embody an identity transformation, in that the person’s behaviors, values, 

and sense of self can change as a result of exposure to a new cultural stream (Schwartz et 

al. 2006, 2013). As such, it is conceivable that, as one’s cultural sense of self changes, one’s 

personal sense of identity likely adapts and transforms as well.
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A Developmental Psychopathology Perspective

A developmental psychopathology theoretical framework for the study of adolescent risk 

behaviors (Cicchetti and Rogosch 2002; Sroufe and Rutter 1984) suggests that development 

unfolds via effective resolution of successive developmental tasks. Accordingly, a 

chronological chain of developmental task resolutions is key for adaptive development, 

whereas disruption of this sequence poses threats to normative development and places 

one at risk for psychopathology. Stress associated with cultural adaption, for example, can 

exert significant and potentially deleterious effects on adolescent development (Prado et 

al. 2010). Specifically, bicultural stress may interrupt normative successive developmental 

processes, such as the development of personal identity, that are key in promotion of 

effective adaptation to new environments and challenges (Roisman et al. 2004). When 

stress is chronic over time during adolescence, it can disrupt the successful negotiation of 

normative developmental tasks and may increase the probability of cognitive vulnerability to 

health risk behaviors (Cicchetti and Valentino 2006; Romero et al. 2007).

Alcohol expectancy theory suggests that positive expectancies are a manifestation of a 

cognitive vulnerability that evolves through contact with social networks (Goldman et 

al. 1991; Smith and Goldman 1994). Accordingly, alcohol expectancies are cognitive 

representations (Goldman et al. 1999) of the expected consequences associated with 

drinking behavior. The integration of expectancy theory and the tension reduction hypothesis 

(drinking alcohol to cope with stress; Cooper et al. 1995) is in line with the hypothesis that 

minority youth experiencing high levels of bicultural stress may drink because they believe 

that this stress can be reduced through alcohol use. Thus, young people who experience 

difficulty balancing their heritage and receiving cultural streams are hypothesized to be 

more vulnerable as a result of experiencing difficulty forming their personal identity. Facing 

cultural stresses during this vulnerable developmental stage in which identity development 

comes to ascendance can eventuate, over time, into risky cognitive expectations of alcohol 

use. Specifically, alcohol use is expected to function as a form of self-medication to reduce 

tension related to personal and cultural identity integration efforts (similar to smoking as 

stress management; cf. Croghan et al. 2006).

The Present Study

In the present study, we aimed to examine the effect of bicultural stress on the 

development of cognitive and behavioral risks for problem drinking through disrupted 

identity development (decreased coherence and increased confusion) in adolescence among 

a sample of recent Hispanic immigrants from Miami and Los Angeles. Studying recently 

immigrated adolescents (5 years or less in the United States at baseline) is particularly 

relevant to the current study because the experiences of acculturation and bicultural stress 

would likely be strongest during the first few years following arrival in the United States 

(Fuligni 2001). In the present study, adolescents were assessed at baseline, 6, 12, 18, 

24, and 30-months post-baseline to examine the impact of early experiences of bicultural 

stress on the development of personal identity (coherence and confusion), tension reduction 

alcohol expectancies, as well as alcohol misuse. Bicultural stress was hypothesized to 

predict negative growth in identity coherence, and to predict a positive growth trajectory 

Oshri et al. Page 6

J Youth Adolesc. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2024 May 28.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



in identity confusion, over time (see Fig. 1 for a conceptual model). Identity change 

(decrease in cohesion and increase in confusion) was then hypothesized to predict significant 

growth in tension-reduction alcohol expectancies. We hypothesized that decreases in identity 

coherence and increases in identity confusion would mediate the link between greater 

bicultural stress and increased tension-reduction alcohol expectancies, which would then be 

related to an increased frequency of being drunk.

Method

Participants

The sample for the present study consisted of 302 recent-immigrant Hispanic adolescents 

(53 % boys; mean age 14.51 years at baseline; SD = 0.88 years). To be eligible to 

participate, adolescents must have been in the 9th grade and have lived in the US for no 

more than 5 years at the time of the baseline assessment. Adolescents were recruited from 

high schools in Miami and Los Angeles whose student bodies were at least 75 % Hispanic 

(see Schwartz et al. 2014, for further details regarding school selection).

The Miami sample was primarily Cuban (61 %), whereas the Los Angeles sample was 

primarily Mexican (70 %). Participants in Miami also came from the Dominican Republic 

(8 %), Nicaragua (7 %), Honduras (6 %), Colombia (6 %), and other Hispanic countries (12 

%); and participants in Los Angeles also came from El Salvador (9 %), Guatemala (6 %), 

and other Hispanic countries (15 %). Participants from Los Angeles had lived in the United 

States for a longer period of time (Mdn = 3 years) than had participants from Miami (Mdn 

= 1 year). Nearly 53 % of parents of adolescents from Los Angeles were employed in the 

past year, compared to 39 % of parents of adolescents from Miami. Additional differences 

between sites are reported by Schwartz et al. (2014). The mean annual household income, as 

reported by parents, was $30,854 (SD = $10,824).

Procedures

Each adolescent participated in the study with one of their parents or primary caregivers. 

Participants were assessed every 6 months, with the baseline data collection starting in 

the summer of 2010. Participants were recruited from randomly selected public schools in 

heavily Hispanic areas in Miami-Dade and Los Angeles counties. The study was approved 

by the Institutional Review Boards at the University of Miami and the University of 

Southern California, as well as by the Research Review Boards at the participating schools. 

Parents of adolescents who met inclusion criteria (i.e., had lived in the US for 5 years or 

less at the time of baseline data collection and in the 9th grade) were invited to schedule 

evening or weekend assessment appointments at a convenient location. Informed consent 

from parents and informed assent from adolescents were sought separately to preserve 

privacy and confidentiality. Only adolescent data were gathered on the variables used in the 

present analyses.

Assessments were completed using an audio computer-assisted interviewing (A-CASI) 

system (Turner et al. 1998) on laptop computers. The A-CASI reduces completion time, 

eliminates the need for data entry and for storage of hard-copy data, and has been 
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demonstrated to increase honest reporting regarding sensitive topics (Cooley et al. 2001). 

Each participant completed the assessment battery in English or Spanish, according to 

her/his preference. Although all measurements were assessed at each time point, each 

construct was included in our study model only at specific time points so as to test the 

longitudinal mediational model presented in Fig. 1. In the descriptions of the measures 

below, we indicate which time points were included in the analyses.

Measures

Bicultural Stress—Bicultural stress was assessed using the Bicultural Stress Scale 

(Romero and Roberts 2003). Because mediation requires temporal order among 

independent, mediating, and outcome variables (Cole and Maxwell 2003), bicultural stress 

(i.e., the independent variable) was used only at the first assessment (T1). This measure 

consists of 20 items that are widely applicable to all US ethnic groups and assesses 

stress experienced from intergenerational conflict, discrimination, and monolingualism (i.e., 

“I have been treated badly because of my accent,” “I have to translate/interpret for my 

parents”). The scale has been previously validated with Hispanic adolescents (Romero and 

Roberts 2003; Romero et al. 2007). For each item, the response scale ranged from 0 (has 
never happened to me) to 4 (was very stressful). A total bicultural stress score was created 

by average the responses across the 20 items at time 1. Internal consistency was acceptable 

(α = .89).

Identity Coherence and Confusion—Identity coherence and confusion were measured 

using the 12-item identity subscale from the Erikson Psychosocial Stage Inventory (EPSI; 

Rosenthal et al. 1981). This subscale assesses the extent to which participants have a clear 

sense of who they are and what they believe in. Six items are worded in a “positive” 

direction (toward identity coherence), and 6 items are worded in a “negative” direction 

(toward identity confusion). Sample items from this measure include “I know what kind 

of person I am” (identity cohesion) and “I feel mixed up” (identity confusion). Items are 

responded to using a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Both identity 

subscales showed good internal consistency at baseline (α = .81 for coherence; α = .73 for 

confusion). At each of the first three time points (T1–T3), the 6 identity coherence items 

were averaged to create an identity cohesion score at each time point, and the 6 identity 

confusion items were averaged to create an identity confusion score Identity coherence and 

confusion were only modestly negatively correlated (r = −.28, p < .01) at baseline.

Alcohol Expectancies—Alcohol expectancies were included in analysis at Times 4–

6 using the Brief Comprehensive Effects of Alcohol Scale (B-CEOA). Each item asks 

participants about the likelihood of specific consequences that could potentially occur 

under the influence of alcohol. Although the B-CEOA includes several types of alcohol 

expectancies, given our focus on bicultural stress, we used only the tension reduction 

subscale in our analyses (i.e., to ascertain the extent to which alcohol was used to cope with 

bicultural stress). The tension reduction subscale has been shown to be psychometrically 

sound (Ham et al. 2005). This subscale consists of two items (i.e., “I would feel calm”; 

“I would feel peaceful”). This subscale provided good internal consistency (α = .74 at 

baseline).
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Alcohol Use—Alcohol use was assessed using a modified version of the Monitoring the 

Future Survey (Johnston et al. 2011). Data from times 1 and 6 were used in analysis. 

Respondents were asked about the frequency within the past 90 days of overall alcohol use 

at time 1 and of having been drunk or very high from drinking alcoholic beverages at time 6. 

The 2 items were not significantly correlated (r = −.01, p = .87). Frequency of alcohol use at 

time 1 was included so that baseline levels of drinking could be controlled in analyses with 

frequency of drunkenness as an outcome at time 6. Nearly 94 % of all respondents reported 

never being drunk or high from drinking alcohol in the past 90 days.

Covariates—Site (Miami vs. Los Angeles), adolescent gender, adolescent age (in years), 

and years lived in the United States at baseline were included as covariates in all analyses.

Data Analytic Strategy

Univariate and bivariate parallel growth curve modeling was performed using Mplus Version 

7.11 (Muthén and Muthén 2008). A two-step procedure (Duncan et al. 2006) was used 

for the growth modeling. First, we evaluated the fit, unconditional functional form, and 

significance of the growth parameters. All intercept loadings were fixed to 1, and the slope 

loadings for each subsequent time point was fixed to correspond to the number of waves 

since baseline. Growth parameters indicate the mean sample level of change in the construct 

of interest (e.g., identity coherence). Second, we examined bicultural stress as a predictor 

of growth in trajectories of identity confusion and coherence. The following statistical 

fit criteria were used to evaluate model fit (Hu and Bentler 1999): Root Mean Square 

Error of Approximation (RMSEA) <.08, Comparative Fit Index (CFI) >.90, Tucker-Lewis 

Index (TLI) >.90, and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR) <.07. In the final 

model including frequency of drunkenness at time 6, Zero Inflated Poisson regression was 

employed to account for the preponderance of zeroes (i.e., adolescents reporting no episodes 

of drunkenness) in the frequency of being drunk at time 6.

The rate of missing data on the study variables reached a maximum of 16.8 % at waves 

4 and 5 for all study variables. Attrition was unrelated to any of the variables included in 

the study model. There was a significant difference between sites in missing data rates, 

with the Los Angeles site characterized by significantly higher rates of missing data at 

waves 2–5 (likely because of the greater representation of undocumented immigrants in Los 

Angeles compared to Miami). However, we found no evidence that missingness was related 

to the modeled variables themselves [Little’s MCAR χ2 (196) = 202.03, p = .37], thereby 

supporting the assumption that data were missing at random (MAR; Little and Rubin 2002). 

Missing data were analyzed using Full Information Maximum Likelihood estimation. Thus, 

for the unconditional models, all 302 cases were used. For the conditional analyses, missing 

data on the covariates were handled listwise, leading to the exclusion of three to seven cases 

in total from those analyses. Descriptive statistics indicated that several of the indicators 

were skewed and kurtotic. To address this non-normality, a robust maximum likelihood 

(MLR) estimator, based on a Huber-White algorithm, was used. To account for the nesting 

of students within schools, we used the sandwich covariance estimator (Kauermann and 

Carroll 2001; implemented using the TYPE = COMPLEX syntax in Mplus).1
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Results

Table 1 presents bivariate correlations between the modeled variables, along with descriptive 

statistics for each study variable.

Identity Coherence as an Intervening Variable

Following Duncan and Duncan’s (Duncan et al. 2006) two-step analysis for latent growth 

curves, an unconditional bivariate latent growth curve model (LGCM) including identity 

coherence and tension reduction (TR) alcohol expectancies was analyzed first. Within 

this model, identity coherence (T1–T3) and tension reduction alcohol expectancies (T4–

T6) were modeled using chronologically distinct sets of time points as a foundation for 

subsequent mediation analyses that require temporal order to consider predictive effects. The 

unconditional bivariate LGCM of identity coherence and alcohol expectancies fit the data 

well (Table 2): χ2 (7) = 6.08, p = .53; CFI = .1.00; TLI = 1.01; RMSEA = .00; SRMR = 

.02. Trajectories of tension reduction alcohol expectancies were characterized by significant 

initial levels with nonsignificant mean linear growth (α = − .08, p = .74). Trajectories of 

identity coherence were characterized by significant initial levels with a significant mean 

linear decline (α = − .52, p < .01). However, neither the intercepts nor the slopes of identity 

coherence and tension reduction alcohol expectancies were significantly associated with one 

another.

Next, we tested a conditional bivariate LGCM of identity coherence (T1–T3), tension 

reduction alcohol expectancies (T4–T6), and bicultural stress at time 1, while controlling for 

demographic covariates (i.e., age, gender, length of stay in the United States, and location of 

assessment). The conditional linear model provided a good fit to the data: χ2 (21) = 21.22, 

p = .44; CFI = .99; TLI = .99; RMSEA = .006; SRMR = .02. The conditional model posited 

bicultural stress at time 1 as a predictor of trajectories of identity coherence, which in turn 

were modeled as predicting the slope of tension reduction alcohol expectancies. Location 

of assessment and gender were significantly associated with identity coherence, such that 

participants from Los Angeles reported a lower initial level of identity coherence (β = −.22, 

p < .01) coupled with a steeper increase in identity coherence over 1.5 years (β = .24, p < 

.05). Girls reported higher initial levels of identity coherence (β = .14, p < .05). Girls also 

reported lower initial levels of tension reduction alcohol expectancies (β = −.17, p < .05). 

Bicultural stress was not significantly predictive of identity coherence trajectories (intercept: 

β = .001, p = .98; slope: β = −.03, p = .83). Additionally, neither the intercept (β = −.10, p 
= .46) nor the slope of identity coherence (β = −.20, p = .31) was predictive of the slope of 

tension reduction alcohol expectancies. Thus, identity coherence was not included in further 

analyses.

Identity Confusion as an Intervening Variable

Next, we analyzed trajectories of identity confusion with bicultural stress and tension 

reduction alcohol expectancies. The unconditional bivariate LGCM of identity confusion 

1An Mplus warning message regarding the standard errors of the parameter estimates prompted us to reanalyze the data without the 
COMPLEX estimator. Results of model parameters with and without the TYPE = COMPLEX option were not significantly different 
(not in significant and very minor standardized parameter estimates <.01).
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(T1–T3) and tension reduction alcohol expectancies (T4–T6) was also modeled including 

temporally distinct sets of time points, and provided an acceptable model fit (Table 

2): χ2 (7) = 5.26, p = .62; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.02; RMSEA = .00; SRMR = .02. 

Trajectories of identity confusion were characterized by significant initial levels and by a 

nonsignificant linear decline (α = − .11, p = .47). Initial levels (i.e., intercepts) of tension 

reduction alcohol expectancies were not significantly associated with initial levels of identity 

confusion. Changes over time (i.e., slopes) of identity confusion and tension reduction 

alcohol expectancies were also uncorrelated. To test the hypothesis that bicultural stress 

would predict trajectories of identity confusion, which in turn, are predictive of alcohol 

expectancies, we tested a conditional bivariate LGCM across temporally distinct time points 

of identity confusion (T1–T3) and tension reduction alcohol expectancies (T4–T6), with 

bicultural stress included at time 1 and covariates controlled. The conditional linear model 

provided a good fit to the data: χ2 (21) = 17.59, p = .67; CFI = 1.00; TLI = 1.03; RMSEA 

= .00; SRMR = .02. Girls reported lower initial levels of identity confusion (β = −.15, p < 

.05). Higher levels of bicultural stress were significantly associated with higher initial levels 

of identity confusion (β = .62, p < .01), but were not significantly associated with the slope 

of identity confusion (β = −.20, p < .10). In turn, higher initial levels of identity confusion 

were significantly predictive of more rapid increases (i.e., steeper slope) in tension reduction 

alcohol expectancies (β = .26, p < .03). The slope of identity confusion was not predictive of 

the slope of tension reduction alcohol expectancies (β = .17, p = .31).

Bicultural Stress, Identity Confusion, Tension Reduction Alcohol Expectancies, and 
Alcohol Use: A Conditional Mediational Model

The final step of analysis was to consider the ways in which bicultural stress, trajectories 

of identity confusion (T1–T3), and trajectories of tension reduction alcohol expectancies 

(T4–T6) are associated with later alcohol misuse (i.e., frequency of being drunk) at time 6 

(Fig. 2), while controlling for demographic covariates (i.e., age, gender, length of stay in the 

United States, and location of assessment) and prior alcohol use at time 1. Because the final 

frequency count of being drunk was zero-inflated (i.e., 94 % of respondents noted never 

being drunk in the 3 months prior to the time 6 assessment), Poisson distribution function 

was assumed, and Zero Inflated Poisson regression was employed. This model provided 

adequate fit to the data: χ2 (34) = 48.86, p = .06; CFI = .95; TLI = .91; RMSEA = .04; 

SRMR = .03. Parameter estimates for this model are shown in Table 3 and in Fig. 2. Gender 

emerged as the only significant demographic covariate, as girls reported higher levels of 

bicultural stress at time 1 (β = −.12, p < .05) and lower initial levels of identity confusion 

(β = −.16, p < .05). Consistent with previous analyses, bicultural stress was positively 

associated with initial levels of identity confusion, which in turn, were predictive of a more 

rapid increase (i.e., faster slope) in tension reduction alcohol expectancies. Further, a steeper 

slope of tension reduction alcohol expectancies was significantly associated with higher 

frequencies of being drunk at time 6 (β = .90, p < .01). Lower initial levels (intercepts) 

of tension reduction alcohol expectancies were significantly predictive of increased alcohol 

misuse (i.e., being drunk) at time 6 (β = −.36, p < .01), perhaps suggestive of regression to 

the mean.
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Finally, we used the product-of-coefficients (α × β) approach (Preacher and Hayes 2008) 

to test for mediation. This test computes a 95 % confidence interval around the product of 

the unstandardized path coefficients that comprise the mediating pathway. Three mediational 

paths were tested. First, initial levels of identity confusion mediated the positive association 

between bicultural stress and increases in tension reduction alcohol expectances (95 % CI 

[.01, .04]). Second, increases (slopes) in tension reduction alcohol expectancies significantly 

mediated the influence of initial levels of identity confusion on later alcohol misuse (95 % 

[.10, .58]). Third, the complete multiple mediation pathway (α × β × γ) from bicultural 

stress at time 1 to alcohol misuse at time 6 (controlling for demographic variables and any 

alcohol use at time 1) via initial levels of identity confusion followed by growth in tension 

reduction expectancies was significant (95 % CI [.01, .08]).

Discussion

In this study, we adopted a developmental perspective (Masten et al. 2008; Zucker et al. 

2008) to examine the progression of cognitive risk for problem drinking among recent 

Hispanic immigrants. Specifically, we found that early bicultural stress experienced with 

cultural adaptation and balancing one’s cultural heritage with US culture eventuates in 

cognitive vulnerabilities to risky drinking behaviors via increased identity confusion during 

adolescence. The majority of research on cultural stressors among minority youth has been 

cross-sectional. The present study adds to previous literature in demonstrating the utility of 

using developmental conceptualizations and methodologies to examine the development of 

alcohol misuse in youth (Cicchetti and Rogosch 2002; Masten et al. 2008; Schulenberg and 

Maggs 2002).

An important advance within the current investigation is our examination of the longitudinal 

impact of bicultural stress on adolescent development and alcohol use risk among a sample 

of recent immigrant adolescents. Although bicultural stress has been examined within a 

bidimensional conceptualization of acculturation where individuals must negotiate their 

allegiance to each cultural stream separately (see van De Vijver and Phalet 2004; Zagefka 

and Brown 2002), acculturation research has often been guided by unidimensional models 

that focus on the stress experienced by immigrants as they “acculturate” to majority cultures 

(Carvajal et al. 2002). Rather than viewing acculturation-related stress as difficulties that 

emerge while the person is transitioning from being heritage-oriented to being US-oriented, 

in the present study we view bicultural stress as resulting from efforts to balance one’s 

heritage and receiving cultural streams (Benet-Martínez and Haritatos 2005; Nguyen and 

Benet-Martínez 2013). This is a subtle, but important, distinction to make.

Although mean levels of identity confusion appeared to be stable over time, bivariate 

latent growth modeling indicated significant decreases in identity coherence between ages 

14 and 17. Thus, the adolescents in our sample appeared to become less certain of their 

identities (i.e., decreases in identity coherence) over time, perhaps reflecting a time of 

questioning the goals, values, and beliefs that one has internalized during childhood (see 

Meeus et al. 2010, for additional evidence). The differential trajectories in change of 

identity dimensions among this sample of immigrant youth supports previous research 

on the empirical distinction between identity coherence and confusion and on the utility 
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in studying them as distinct constructs (Schwartz et al. 2009b). In addition, our findings 

provide empirical evidence for changes in identity confusion and cognitive beliefs regarding 

alcohol use as a mediating mechanism between bicultural stress and alcohol misuse among 

recently immigrated Hispanic youth. These results support our conclusion that cultural 

identity stress (e.g., stress related to balancing one’s heritage and receiving cultural streams) 

is uniquely associated with identity confusion and not coherence.

The early and middle adolescent years are characterized by major role transitions in 

multiple life domains. A developmental perspective on substance behaviors seeks to identify 

developmental processes that underlie the progression in substance use behaviors during this 

period (Brown et al. 2008; Schulenberg and Maggs 2002). Adolescents in the current sample 

had recently immigrated to a new cultural environment and were also transitioning from 

early- to mid-adolescence. Transitions associated with early and middle adolescence include 

moving toward less dependent and more mature relationships with the family of origin, 

entering into romantic and sexual relationships, and planning for adult occupational and 

educational prospects. For a newly immigrated adolescent, these normative developmental 

changes can coincide with pressures to culturally assimilate, adapt, and become familiar 

with the receiving culture while still retaining selected aspects of one’s culture of origin. 

Expectations regarding the ability of alcohol to serve as a remedy for acculturation-related 

tension and identity-related stress can lead to the development of health risk behaviors such 

alcohol use.

Erikson (1950, 1968) considered identity development and maintenance as a fundamental 

and normative task of adolescence and early adulthood. Multiple aspects of identity—both 

personal and cultural—appear to be in flux for immigrant adolescents. Specifically, it 

is especially important for immigrant youth to locate themselves within their receiving 

and heritage cultures by maintaining a sense of self-consistency while considering new 

possibilities (both cultural and personal). Interestingly, our model show that bicultural stress 

is associated with identity confusion but not with identity coherence. These findings may 

suggest that bicultural stress is linked to alcohol use among Hispanic youth by way of 

confusion regarding how to reconcile the demands of one’s cultural heritage with those 

of US culture. Indeed, balancing contradictory expectations from two cultures can create 

considerable distress, even as the bicultural person appears to function well both in the 

receiving culture and within her or his diaspora or ethnic enclave (Hernandez et al. 2006). 

For example, in a study of cultural identity and perceptions of US culture among immigrant 

students, Schwartz et al. (2007) found that some participants reported discrimination 

from both receiving-culture individuals and members of their heritage culture or ethnic 

enclave. An analogous conflict often arises for immigrant adolescents whose families come 

from multiple heritage cultures. Such individuals may experience difficulty or distress in 

identifying exactly “who they are” in terms of who the in-group is (Mann 2004), particularly 

if the individual lives in an area with high ethnic heterogeneity (i.e., high proportions of a 

variety of ethnic groups).

Progression in normative developmental tasks, such as identity formation, can be disrupted 

by exposure to cultural conflicts and related stressors. In line with a developmental 

psychopathology conceptualization, the current findings suggest that exposure to stress 
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during adolescence disrupts successful identity formation, a major developmental task that 

holds great implications for functioning during the remainder of the life course (see Sneed 

et al. 2012). Specifically, among recently arrived Hispanic immigrant adolescents, increased 

identity confusion’s link to bicultural stress channels adolescents to expect that drinking 

alcohol will reduce their stress and tension (Berry et al. 2006; Romero et al. 2007). In turn, 

such expectancies are associated with problematic alcohol use. In line with a developmental 

psychoapthology perspective, culturally based disruptions in identity consolidation during 

adolescence predispose immigrant youth to alcohol misuse. Accordingly, the current study 

provides longitudinal empirical evidence for the deleterious effects of bicultural stress on 

the identity development and subsequent increase in cognitive risks for alcohol use among 

immigrant youth.

The present findings should be interpreted in light of several limitations. First, we did 

not have a comparison sample of non-recently immigrated youth to serve as a control 

group. Such a control group would have allowed us to identify those patterns associated 

specifically with recent Hispanic immigrants versus those that may be associated with 

Hispanic adolescents generally. Second, youth in the sample were relatively young (range 

14–17 years; Mage = 14.5) and may not have reached peak levels of alcohol use (which 

generally occur between late adolescence and emerging adulthood—ages 18–20; Johnston 

et al. 2011; Schulenberg and Maggs 2002). Longer follow-ups would have allowed us to 

make more conclusive statements regarding effects of bicultural stress, identity development, 

and tension reduction expectancies on problematic alcohol use (e.g., binge drinking, drunk 

driving). In addition, while the study uses longitudinal data, paths that overlap in time of 

measurement (bicultural stress and initial levels of identity confusion at time 1, and alcohol 

expectancies and alcohol misuse at time 6) were also modeled, further precluding the ability 

to infer any causal associations from the current study.

Conclusion

The present investigation contributes important knowledge regarding the link between 

immigration and the development of alcohol use in Hispanic immigrant youth. The recent-

immigrant experience and the subsequent bicultural stress related to balancing the heritage 

and US cultures appear to invite identity confusion and to exert a concerning influence on 

cognitive risks for alcohol misuse. The current findings thereby assist in shedding light on 

the links between bicultural stress and alcohol misuse. These findings may also be used to 

develop alcohol use prevention intervention programs for Hispanic immigrant youth. The 

empirically documented growth in identity confusion and bicultural stress, and the effects of 

these increases on riskier alcohol expectancies and behaviors in middle adolescence, suggest 

that stressors related to acculturation and to balancing one’s two cultural worlds should be 

addressed in relation to personal identity and to beliefs about the ability of alcohol to reduce 

tension. We hope that the present study will inspire more etiological and intervention work 

in this direction.
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Fig. 1. 
Theoretical model. *Tension reduction expectancies
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Fig. 2. 
A conditional mediation model of bicultural stress, identity confusion, tension reduction 

alcohol expectancies, and alcohol misuse. Note coefficients shown as standardized 

(unstandardized). ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05
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