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Abstract

Objective—This study employed a minority stress framework to investigate the relationships 

between multiple stressors (e.g., general life stress, race related stress, and acculturative stress) and 

high-risk drinking behaviors in a sample of second-generation Black emerging adult college 

students across the US.

Method—Participants (n = 148) were recruited from US colleges and universities as part of a 

large, multiwave cross-sectional study.

Results—Findings from this study mirrored those in the extant literature: the positive 

relationship between race-related stress and high-risk drinking behaviors found in other 

marginalized groups. However, when all stressors were entered into the model, acculturative stress 

accounted for significant variance in high-risk drinking behaviors above and beyond general life 

and race-related stressors in second generation Black emerging adult college students.

Conclusion—Findings underscore the need to better understand the influence of acculturative 

stress on high-risk drinking behaviors among second-generation Black emerging adult college 

students: an understudied population in both the acculturation and alcohol use literatures. 

Implications for future research and clinical practice are discussed.
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Emerging adulthood may serve as a critical window for understanding the development of 

high-risk drinking behaviors in Black Americans. Research findings suggest that Black 

American emerging adults consume less alcohol than their White counterparts (Siebert, 

Wilke, Delva, Smith, & Howell, 2003). Further, their lower rates of alcohol consumption 

imply that they engage in low-risk drinking behaviors. On the other hand, Black American 

emerging adults initiate alcohol use at a later age than their White peers and do not exhibit 

similar maturation patterns out of high-risk drinking behaviors beyond college (Caetano, 

Clark, & Tam, 1998). Several scholars suggest that their delayed initiation and maturation 

patterns create a perfect storm for problem drinking and alcohol-related problems later in the 

life span (White, McMorris, Catalano, Fleming, Haggerty, & Abbott, 2006). For example, 

when Black American emerging adults do drink they often experience greater negative 

consequences than other racial/ethnic groups such as health problems, poor academic 

performance, and police involvement: consequences that may affect college retention, 

graduation, livelihood, and psychological wellbeing (Broman, 2007; Centers for Disease 

Control and Prevention, 2005; Horton, 2007; Naimi et al., 2003; Substance Abuse Mental 

Health Services Administration, 2012; Wu, Temple, Shokar, Nguyen-Oghalai, & Grady, 

2010). Taken as whole, these data highlight that low risk is not the same as the absence of 

risk (Mulia, Ye, Zemore, & Greenfield, 2008).

College students between the ages of 18–24 drink more than any other age group, including 

their noncollege counterparts (SAMHSA, 2014), a trend partially explained by normative 

developmental transitions to adulthood and perceived stress associated with changes in the 

living environment (Arnett, 2000; 2007). Black emerging adults in college experience 

multiple stressors, which may in part explain increased alcohol consumption and high-risk 

drinking behaviors (Arnett, 2000). Minority stress models (Meyer, 1995; Meyer, Schwartz, 

& Frost, 2008; Thoits, 1995) assert that stress stemming from racial group membership and 

discrimination (i.e., race-related stress) and stress stemming from intercultural contact (i.e., 

acculturative stress) are uniquely relevant stressors that contribute individually and 

collectively to the stress experiences of minority populations—above those stresses 

experienced universally (i.e., general life stress)—and may adversely affect behavior and 

health outcomes, like alcohol consumption and high-risk drinking behaviors (Mulia & 

Zemore, 2012).

Second-generation Black emerging adults are children born in the U.S. with at least one 

parent who emigrated to the U.S. from Africa or the Caribbean (Deaux, 2006; Waters, 

1999). Second-generation Black emerging adult college students, in particular, experience 

stressors that stem from their race, acculturation to new environments (e.g., college), as well 

as navigating multiple cultural norms (e.g., African American and Eurocentric cultural 

norms) (Joseph, Watson, Wang, Case, & Hunter, 2013; Obasi & Leong, 2009; Thompson, 

Lightfoot & Castillo, 2010). In a college environment, where there is increased access to 

alcohol, these factors may in part explain high-risk drinking behaviors. In spite of their 

increasing numbers in higher education, second-generation Black emerging adult college 

students are understudied within the immigrant literature and in health studies focused on 

race.
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Given that college is a critical time when higher education resources may be mobilized to 

address stress and high-risk drinking behaviors in Black emerging adult college students 

(White et al., 2006), greater research is needed to address two critical gaps in our 

knowledge. First, investigations focused on stress and high-risk drinking behaviors have 

overwhelmingly focused on African American emerging adults while ignoring the 

substantial increase in the ethnic diversity of Blacks in higher education (Bennett & Lutz, 

2009; Sanchez, 2013). Second, stress is particularly relevant to understanding high-risk 

drinking behaviors in minority populations, but few investigations have applied a minority 
stress framework (i.e., the role of multiple stressors that stem from minority status) to 

investigate Black emerging adults’ high-risk drinking behaviors. Despite comprising a large 

segment of the population, second generation Black emerging adult college students are 

overlooked, as much of the extant literature focuses on the experiences of those who identify 

as first generation. Relatedly, like their first generation counterparts, second-generation 

Black emerging adult college students are more likely to attend and complete college than 

third and later generations of Black Americans. Arguably, colleges and universities are 

salient contexts to assess the experiences of this emerging adult demographic at a time they 

are likely to experience the stressors that accompany deindividuation from parents and 

adjustment to a new environment (i.e., college). As such, they may experience an increase in 

maladaptive coping behaviors. Therefore, the use of second-generation Black emerging adult 

college students is intentional and specific as we discuss the contributions of multiple 

stressors impacted by both race and generational status on high-risk drinking behaviors in 

this population. This study addressed these gaps in the literature and examined the 

independent and joint effects of general life stress, race-related stress, and acculturative 

stress on the high-risk drinking behaviors of second generation Black emerging adult college 

students; an improvement over the singular focus on general life stress. These findings are 

crucial for developing educational programming and interventions that reflect the growing 

cultural diversity in Black emerging adults in higher education and the relevance of multiple 

stressors to our understanding of highrisk drinking behaviors. Moreover, greater knowledge 

of the role of stressors, beyond general life stress, in high-risk drinking behaviors in second 

generation Black emerging adult college students’ will inform interventions and clinical 

approaches for mental health clinicians and recruitment and retention strategies for college 

administrators.

Minority Stress and Second Generation Black Emerging Adult College 

Students’ Alcohol Use

The minority stress framework aims to make explicit the relationships between causal 

factors (e.g., structural and experiential stressors), intervening factors (e.g., coping 

resources), and health outcomes (e.g., depression, suicide, substance abuse, etc.) in persons 

with marginalized identities. Minority stress paradigms are important as they conceptualize 

minority stress as (a) unique -that is, additive to general stressors that are experienced by all 

people; (b) chronic - related to or derived from relatively stable underlying social and 

cultural structures; and (c) socially based - stemming from social processes, institutions, and 

structures beyond the individual (Meyer, 1995; Thoits, 1995). Thus, associations between 

minority stress and health outcomes, specifically high-risk drinking behaviors are a growing 
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area of research interest. Minority stress is especially relevant to understanding high-risk 

drinking behaviors in an understudied population like second-generation Black emerging 

adult college students.

The focus on high-risk drinking behaviors is notable given that several authors have drawn 

distinctions between the terms alcohol use, alcohol consumption, risky and high-risk 

drinking behaviors, and alcohol-related problems (Boynton, O’Hara, Covault, Scott, & 

Tennen, 2014; Broman, 2007). For example, Broman (2007) conceptualized alcohol use 

behavior as a function of drinking frequency and quantity, binge drinking, and alcohol-

related problems. More recently, Boynton et al. (2014) made a distinction between alcohol 

consumption and alcohol-related problems, where alcohol related problems reflects the 

frequency of negative alcohol related consequences. As one indicator of minority stress, 

Boynton et al.’s findings suggested that discrimination was positively associated with 

alcohol-related problems, but not alcohol consumption. Further, their findings also suggested 

that alcohol related problems in African American emerging adult college students is of 

concern, particularly where experiences of discrimination are high, echoing Broman’s earlier 

findings where discrimination was a unique predictor of alcohol-related problems and to a 

lesser extent alcohol consumption and alcohol use frequency. As further evidence for 

minority stress, racial and ethnic discrimination have also been shown to be related to 

alcohol-related problems in Latino young adults, especially those with a history of alcohol 

experimentation (Guilamo-Ramos, Jaccard, Johansson, & Turrisi, 2004). Considered 

together, these findings underscore the importance of going beyond alcohol consumption—a 

general term that encompasses frequency and quantity—to understand the associations 

between minority stress and drinking behaviors that lead to alcohol-related problems, 

specifically, risky drinking.

General Life Stress and High-Risk Drinking Behaviors in Emerging Adults

General life stress is a universal experience involving specific individual events (e.g., 

earning a failing grade, loss of employment) and life transitions (e.g., attending college, 

graduating) that are appraised as emotionally taxing (Brown, Phillips, Abdulla, Vinson, & 

Robertson, 2011; Lazarus & Folkman, 1987). Indeed, several findings have demonstrated 

that stress accounted for significant variance in high-risk drinking behaviors, particularly 

among ethnic minorities (Keyes, Hatzenbuehler, & Hasin, 2011). For example, research 

indicates that Black students often report greater frequency of life stressors than White 

students, with varying degrees of psychological distress being either mediated or 

exacerbated by the quality of coping resources (Brown et al., 2011; Negga, Applewhite, & 

Livingston, 2007). The same pattern was also true of ethnic minority college students’ 

alcohol use (Aldridge-Gerry, Roesch, Villodas, McCabe, Leung, & Da Costa, 2011) such 

that the relationship between minimizing stressors and greater alcohol consumption was 

stronger for Black students than White students. These findings suggest that stress plays a 

role in ethnic minorities’ high-risk drinking behaviors. To date, research studies on stress 

and alcohol use in Black populations have focused on general life stress, and more recently 

race-related stress, and its unique relationship to high-risk drinking behaviors (Boynton et 

al., 2014).
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Race-Related Stress and High-Risk Drinking Behaviors in Emerging Adults

Race-related stress (often investigated as racism or discrimination) is a ubiquitous 

experience for Black Americans. Nearly 60% of Black Americans report experiencing 

discrimination at least once in their lifetime (Kessler, Mickelson & Williams, 1999), while a 

similar percentage of Black students report being racially verbally insulted at least once on 

their college campuses (D’Augelli & Hershberger, 1993). Harrell (2000) defined race-related 

stress as “race-related transactions between individuals or groups and their environment that 

emerge from the dynamics of racism, and that tax or exceed existing individual and 

collective resources or threaten well-being” (p. 45). These stressors can be categorized as 

interpersonal (e.g., cultural or individual) and systemic/structural (e.g., institutional). 

Cultural race-related stress reflects the psychological and physiological toll that occurs 

because of one’s knowledge and experience that their cultural norms are devalued and 

minimized. Individual race-related stress consists of interpersonal and direct experiences 

with discrimination, while institutional race-related stress reflects experiences with 

discriminatory policies and practices embedded within a particular system/structure (Utsey, 

1999). Race-related stress has been shown to undermine Black individuals’ physiological 

and psychological well-being and educational outcomes (Clark, Anderson, Clark & 

Williams, 1999; Harrell, Hall & Taliaferro, 2003; Jones-Webb, 1998; Klonoff & Landrine, 

1999; Mays, Cochran, & Barnes, 2007; O’Hara et al., 2015; Pieterse, Todd, Neville, & 

Carter, 2012). Coping research in this area suggests that Black students are less planful 

problem solvers (meaning more confrontative, ruminative, and avoidant) in their coping 

responses to experiences of racism and discrimination when compared to coping responses 

to nonracially stressful events, which may make them more susceptible to high-risk drinking 

behaviors (Hoggard, Byrd, & Sellers, 2012).

The association between discrimination and high-risk drinking behaviors has been widely 

accepted (Gilbert & Zemore, 2016). Coping motivated drinking, or drinking to avoid the 

negative affective states associated with an experience (i.e., discrimination), significantly 

predicts both drinking frequency and drinking problems in college students (Ham & Hope, 

2003). Gerrard et al (2012) found racial discrimination to have more deleterious impacts on 

the health of Black Americans who endorse coping motivated alcohol use behavior than 

Black Americans who do not. Moreover, Black individuals who have experienced racial 

stigma and unfair treatment experience a two-fold increase in negative consequences (e.g., 

DUIs, underage drinking citations, physical altercations) as a result of their alcohol use than 

individuals who experience little or no racial stigma (Mulia et al., 2008). These results 

suggest that not only does race-related stress increase risky drinking behavior but also that 

high-risk drinking behaviors in Black individuals have negative long-term consequences 

(e.g., maladaptive coping behavior, chronic health problems, legal involvement, etc.). Race-

related stress when coupled with access to alcohol and the cultural norms governing alcohol 

use on college campuses, may create distinct forces that increase the propensity of engaging 

in high-risk drinking behaviors for second generation Black college students (White et al., 

2008).

A related stressor, acculturative stress, has received relatively little attention with regard to 

second generation Black emerging adult college students, thus little is known about the role 
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acculturative stress plays in high-risk drinking behaviors in this population prompting 

researchers to generalize findings from the literature with Asian and Hispanic second 

generation emerging adults. Thus, examining minority stressors, like race-related stress and 

acculturative stress, are pertinent to our understanding of high-risk drinking behaviors in this 

population.

Acculturative Stress and High-Risk Drinking Behaviors in Emerging Adults

Acculturation refers to the process of cultural change experienced by members of a minority 

culture as they adapt to a majority culture (Berry, Kim, Minde, & Mok, 1987; Torres Stone 

& Meyler, 2007). Acculturative stress, then, occurs when individuals experience barriers in 

adapting to a new environment and the feelings of ‘otherness’ that may accompany 

prolonged intercultural contact (Berry, 2005; Joiner & Walker, 2002; Mena, Padilla, & 

Maldonado, 1987). For second generation Black emerging adults, this involves balancing 

identification with their parents’ cultural backgrounds, their ethnic group in the U.S. (i.e., 

Black American), and European American culture (Butterfield, 2004); second generation 

Black emerging adults continuously negotiate their heritage culture(s) and their involvement 

in European American culture. Similar to race-related stress, acculturative stress is 

associated with greater levels of psychological distress, including anxiety and depression 

(Crockett, Iturbide, Torres Stone, McGinley & Raffaelli, 2007). These stressful events have 

been shown to enhance substance-abusing behaviors in young adults (Allison, Adlaf, & 

Mates, 1997; Cerbone & Larison, 2000; Damphouse & Kaplan, 1998; Hoffman, Cerbone, & 

Su, 2000; Kulis, Marsiglia, & Nieri, 2009).

Acculturative stress has been linked to increased alcohol use and problem drinking 

behaviors in racial/ethnic minorities in response to the need to relieve and manage tension 

and anxieties around acculturation (Cano, et al., 2015; Gil, Wagner, & Vega, 2000). In 

addition to directly influencing alcohol use behaviors in ethnic minority college students, 

Cano and colleagues (2015) found that acculturative stress exerts its influence on risky 

alcohol use behaviors through ethnic discrimination and intragroup marginalization in 

Hispanic college students, highlighting the interplay between minority stressors as they 

inform adverse health behaviors. Findings have been consistent among Hispanic adult and 

second-generation late adolescent (ages 18–21) samples where adjustment to a new country 

and minority status has resulted in increased alcohol use (Gil, et al., 2000; Goldbach, Berger 

Cardoso, Cervantes, & Duan, 2015). Despite similar vulnerabilities to other ethnic 

minorities, the role of acculturative stress in second generation Black emerging adult college 

students’ high-risk drinking behaviors have not been systematically investigated.

Current Study

The minority stress framework has highlighted that ethnic minorities’ stress is multifaceted 

and includes race-related and acculturative stressors in addition to general life stressors 

(Mulia & Zemore, 2012). The extant literature has numerous examples of how specific 

minority stressors contribute to a host of alcohol use behaviors in minority populations 

(Keyes et al., 2011; Savage & Mezuk, 2014). The current study utilized a minority stress 

framework to better understand high-risk drinking behavior, a potential adverse health 
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behavior. We were particularly interested in exploring the role of minority stressors on high-

risk drinking behaviors in second-generation Black emerging adults in college. As noted 

elsewhere, the majority of research on stress in emerging adulthood has focused on White 

emerging adults or singularly, life stress or racism (Broman, 2007). These findings have 

been generalized to underrepresented ethnic groups, which has hampered the field’s 

understanding of the role of multiple stressors in second generation Black emerging adult 

college students high-risk drinking behaviors. As such, researchers must be prudent in 

assessing the unique contribution of both race-related stress and acculturative stress on high-

risk drinking behavior in this population in ways that can then inform culturally responsive 

prevention and intervention efforts. To that end, we pursued two hypotheses: first, we 

expected that general life stress, race-related stress and acculturative stress would be 

positively and significantly associated with high-risk drinking behaviors in the sample 

[hypothesis 1]. Second, we hypothesized that acculturative stress and race-related stress 

would significantly predict greater high-risk drinking behaviors in this sample above and 

beyond general life stress [hypothesis 2].

Method

Participants

This sample was drawn from a large, multisite study exploring stress and coping behavior in 

Black American emerging adults. Participants were 148 self-identified second generation 

Black Americans between the ages of 18–25 (Mage = 19.83, SD = 1.54) drawn from 1 

Historically Black College (n =17) and 5 Predominantly White Institutions (n = 130) in the 

United States. Second generation status was defined as having at least one foreign-born 

parent who immigrated to the US. The majority (n =118, 80%) identified racially as Black 

and female (n = 93, 63%).

Procedure

Participants were recruited via email across 3 waves of data collection. Data collection was 

conducted exclusively online using Limesurvey (waves 1 and 2) and Qualtrics (wave 3) web 

based survey software. Universities were targeted based on size, location, and percentage of 

Black students in total undergraduate enrollment. Based on these criteria our search yielded 

participants from 5 predominately white institutions (PWIs) and 1 historically black college 

and university (HBCU). Our sample included students from each university. All self-

identified, currently enrolled, degree seeking Black undergraduates between the ages of 18–

30 at each institution were invited to participate in the study. Full approval of the study 

protocol and recruitment materials was obtained from each university’s Human Subjects 

Review Board. Informed consent and debriefing were administered electronically as part of 

the study protocol.

Measures

Demographic information—Participants completed a self-report demographic 

questionnaire that collected information on race and ethnicity, age, sex, gender, and 

generational status. Participants were asked to self-identify race in accordance with the US 

Census categories (e.g., White, Black, American Indian or Alaska Native, Asian/Pacific 
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Islander, other) while also being able to provide ethnicity designation in an open-ended 

format. Similarly, participants were asked to report whether they had parents and/or 

grandparents born outside of the US to assess generational status. Participant demographics 

are presented in Table 1.

Minority Stress

General life stress: The Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983) 

was used to measure life situations appraised as stressful. The 10-item scale assesses 

perceived stressful life situations on a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from “Never” (0) to 

“Very Often” (4). Scores on the PSS range from 0 to 56, with higher scores indicating 

greater perceived stress. The mean PSS score for this sample was 19.60 (SD = 6.35). 

Psychometric properties of the scale demonstrate reliability coefficients ranging from 0.84 to 

0.86 (Cohen et al., 1983). The PSS demonstrated adequate reliability in this sample (α = .

83).

Race related stress: The Index of Race Related Stress – Brief form (IRRS-B) (Utsey & 

Ponterotto, 1996) was used to assess participant experiences and related distress with racism 

and discrimination. The IRRS-B is a 22-item inventory that assesses race-related stress 

across 3 domains: cultural racism, individual racism, and institutional racism. Participants 

are asked to respond to items such as “You seldom hear or read anything positive about 

Black people on radio, TV, in newspapers, or history books” and “You were treated with less 

respect and courtesy than Whites and other non-Blacks while in a store, restaurant, or other 

business establishment.” Responses are assessed on a 5-point Likert-type scale with 

responses ranging from “This has never happened to me” (0) to “Event happened and I was 
extremely upset” (4). Scores on the IRRS-B are indicative of both the quantity of negative 

race-related events as well as an appraisal of the level of distress experienced by the 

individual. Subscale scores range from 0 to 40 (Cultural Racism), and 0 to 24 on both the 

Individual and Institutional Racism subscales, where higher scores indicate multiple 

experiences of racism and related distress. Mean scores for the cultural racism, individual 

racism, and institutional racism scales were 22.57 (SD = 10.50), 9.46 (SD = 6.56) and 4.10 

(SD = 5.17), respectively. Adequate reliability coefficients for IRRS-B subscales (cultural 

racism: α = .78, institutional racism: α = .69 and individual racism: α = .78) have been 

previously reported (Utsey, 1999). Overall, the IRRS-B demonstrated adequate reliability in 

this sample (cultural racism: α = .89, individual racism: α = .82, and institutional racism: α 
= .75).

Acculturative stress: The Social, Attitudinal, Familial, and Environmental Acculturative 

Stress –Revised scale (SAFE-R) (Mena, et al., 1987) was used to assess experiences that 

accompany prolonged intercultural contact, particularly contact with the dominant group as 

a measure of acculturative stress. The SAFE-R measures perceived discrimination, barriers 

to adaptation, negative reactions of family members to one’s desire to adapt, feelings of 

isolation, and difficulties in communication. Respondents were asked to rate the extent to 

which they perceived 24 items to be stressful ranging from “have not experienced” (0) to 

“extremely stressful” (5). Scale items include “I feel uncomfortable when others make jokes 

about or put down people of my ethnic background” and “Close family members have 
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different expectations about my future than I do.” Total scores on the SAFE-R range from 0 

to 120, with higher scores indicating greater acculturative stress. Mean SAFE-R scores for 

the sample was 41.32 (SD = 19.18). The SAFE-R has received previous support for 

assessing acculturative stress in African American emerging adults (α = .87–.89; Joiner & 

Walker, 2002; Perez, Volez, Pettit, & Joiner, 2002). The SAFE-R demonstrated adequate 

reliability in this sample (α = .93).

High-Risk Drinking Behaviors—The Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test 

(AUDIT) (Babor, Higgins-Biddle, Saunders, & Monteiro, 2001) is a 10-item self-report 

measure used to assess risky drinking behavior as measured by frequency, quantity, and 

negative alcohol-related consequences. Higher scores on the AUDIT are indicative of high-

risk drinking behaviors with scores ≥ 8 indicative of problem drinking in men (Kokotailo, et 

al., 2004) and ≥ 5 in women (Bradley et al., 2003); the mean AUDIT score in the overall 

sample was 5.31 (SD = 6.08; Mmale= 6.63, SD = 6.52; Mfemale = 4.59, SD = 5.74), with over 

35% (n = 54) indicating some level of problem drinking (score ≥ 5). Researchers (Conley & 

O’Hare, 2006; Kokotailo, et al., 2004; Shields, Guttmannova, & Caruso, 2004) have 

demonstrated success with using the AUDIT to identify high-risk and problem drinking 

behavior in similar sample demographics with adequate reliability (α = .79–.82). The 

AUDIT produced adequate reliability coefficients in this sample (α = .88).

Data Analytic Plan

First, Spearman’s correlations were computed to demonstrate the associations among 

variables as proposed in hypothesis one (Table 2). Next, preliminary analyses were 

conducted to assess whether our variables of interest differed significantly by 

sociodemographic variables or institutional affiliation. Last, in order to test hypothesis two, a 

hierarchical multiple regression was used to determine if the addition of race-related stress 

followed by acculturative stress improved the prediction of high-risk drinking behaviors in 

second-generation Black emerging adult college students over and above general life stress. 

Full details of the regression models are presented in Table 3.

Results

Preliminary Analyses

In this sample, nearly 71% reported at least monthly alcohol use. Past month prevalence 

rates in college students (ages 18–25) have been reported at nearly 60% (Johnston, 

O’Malley, Bachman, Schulenberg, & Miech, 2015) while the national average for Black 

emerging adults is much lower (48.7%; Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, 

2015). As can be seen, alcohol use prevalence in this sample of second generation Black 

emerging adult college students outpaced their same age peers across racial/ethnic 

demographics.

Independent samples t tests examined whether significant group differences exist between 

male and female second generation Black emerging adults on the study variables, as well as 

institutional racial makeup (i.e., HBCUs versus PWIs) given that the sample was drawn from 

6 colleges and universities with both types of institution represented. Results indicated 

Pittman et al. Page 9

Cultur Divers Ethnic Minor Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2018 July 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



differences on general life stress and acculturative stress with students at PWIs endorsing 

higher levels general life, t(141) = 2.556, p = .012, and acculturative stress, t(145) = 2.673, p 
= .008, as well as more high-risk drinking behaviors, t(145) = 1.542, p = .010. Also, male 

students experienced significantly more acculturative stress, t(145) = 4.172, p < .001 and 

institutionalized race related stress, t(145) = 2.052, p = .042 than female Black emerging 

adults. Lastly, male second generation Black emerging adults were also significantly more 

likely to endorse high-risk drinking behaviors t(145) = 1.974, p = .05. Because of these 

significant differences, gender and school affiliation were treated as covariates for all 

regression analyses.

Main Analyses

Hypothesis one was interested in the relationships between stressors and high-risk drinking 

behaviors. Of particular interest are three (3) types of stress: general life stress, race-related 

stress and acculturative stress. Spearman’s rho correlations revealed that general life stress 

(rs(144) = .15, p = .07) and institutional race related stress (rs (148) = .17, p = .08) were not 

significantly associated with high-risk drinking behaviors in the sample. However, cultural 

race-related stress (rs (148) = .17, p = .05) and individual race-related stress (rs (148) = .17, p 
= .03) were positively and significantly correlated with high-risk drinking behaviors. 

Additionally, acculturative stress evidenced a significant positive correlation with high-risk 

drinking behaviors (rs (155) = .27, p < .001).

Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was used to determine if the addition of race-

related stress and then acculturative stress improved the prediction of high-risk drinking 

behaviors over and above general life stress alone [hypothesis two]. Results of the regression 

analyses are presented in Table 3. School and gender were entered in Model 1 as a covariate 

to account for differences in gender and institution type. Neither gender (β = .129, p = .14) 

nor institution type (β = .085, p = .33) were significant predictors of high-risk drinking 

behaviors in the sample. Despite a nonsignificant association between general life stress and 

high-risk drinking behaviors, we entered general life stress in Model 2 given the support for 

this relationship in the extant literature; however, it was not a significant predictor of high-

risk drinking behaviors in this sample (β = .140, p = .10). Similarly, the addition of cultural 

(β = .100, p = .38), individual (β = .106, p = .40), and institutional (β = .118, p = .74) race-

related stress to the prediction of high-risk drinking behaviors did not produce a significant 

main effect. However, there is evidence to support that the cumulative experience of race-

related stress is a significant predictor of high-risk drinking behavior in the sample R2 = .

087, F(6, 135) = 2.133, p = .05, adjusted R2 = .046 (Model 3). As hypothesized the addition 

of acculturative stress did account for statistically significant variance in high-risk drinking 

behaviors (β = .250, p = .03) (Model 4) over and above the previous stressors. The full 

model (Model 4) reflects the cumulative effect of general life stress, cultural race-related 

stress, individual race-related stress, and acculturative stress in accounting for statistically 

significant variance in high-risk drinking behaviors, R2 = .117, F(7, 135) = 2.547, p = .02, 

adjusted R2 = .071. Of the measured sources of stress, nearly 3% of the variation in high risk 

drinking behaviors can be accounted for by variation in levels of acculturative stress, while 

4% of this variation can be accounted for by race related stress, and only 2% of this variation 

is accounted for by other life stressors. Despite statistically marginal contributions to high-
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risk drinking behaviors, cumulatively, the measured stressors accounted for more than 11% 

of the variance in high-risk drinking behaviors.

Discussion

The association between stress and alcohol use has been extensively investigated in the 

extant literature (Broman, 2007; Gil et al., 2000; Keyes et al., 2011). Building on this 

literature, we utilized a multidimensional assessment of minority stress to examine the 

relationships between general life stress, race-related stress, acculturative stress and high-

risk drinking behaviors in second generation Black emerging adult college students. Second 

generation Black emerging adult college students face multiple stressors that may increase 

their high-risk drinking behaviors, particularly given the similarities between them and other 

marginalized groups (Gil, Wagner, & Vega, 2000; Liu & Iwamoto, 2007).

The first hypothesis stated that general life stress, race-related stress, and acculturative stress 

would be positively and significantly associated with high-risk drinking behaviors, 

respectively. The results were mixed. In this sample, general life stress and institutional race-

related stress were not significantly associated with high-risk drinking behaviors, although 

cultural race-related stress, individual race-related stress, and acculturative stress were 

significantly and positively correlated with high-risk drinking behaviors. This finding was 

unexpected as it was counter to our stated hypothesis. One interpretation of the 

nonsignificant relationship between high-risk drinking behaviors and general life stress in 

the sample may reflect a level of resilience that normalizes life stressors such that second 

generation Black emerging adult college students mobilize resources to meet the demands of 

these stressors more effectively than other forms of measured stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1987). Also, the mean score (M = 4.10) for institutional race-related stress was substantially 

lower than other forms of race-related stress in the sample indicating that second generation 

Black emerging adult college students have had relatively few experiences and resulting 

distress with systemic racism and discrimination, arguably, as a function of age and the 

limited number of social systems they are likely to have engaged by this time in their lives. 

However, as expected, acculturative stress was significantly related to high-risk drinking 

behaviors in this population. Consistent with minority stress models, the present findings 

provide further support for the unique associations of race-related stress and acculturative 

stress on health behavior and outcomes in Black Americans consistent with minority stress 

models (Pieterse et al., 2012).

Additionally, we found gender and institutional racial makeup to influence the experiences 

of stress and high-risk drinking behaviors in this sample of second generation Black 

emerging adult college students, particularly impactful for males and second-generation 

Black emerging adult college students attending predominately White institutions. These 

findings echo extant literature that has suggested that Black men are more susceptible to 

racial discrimination than their female counterparts (Sidanius & Veniegas, 2000) and 

highlighted the nature of PWIs to be mired in racial animus magnifying Black college 

students ‘otherness’ (Fisher & Hartmann, 1995).
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Finally, we hypothesized that greater acculturative stress would predict high-risk drinking 

behaviors in this sample above and beyond that of other forms of stress, particularly general 

life stress. Importantly, the results suggest that acculturative stress is related to greater high-

risk drinking behaviors in second generation Black emerging adult college students, even 

after accounting for general life stress and race-related stress. As acculturative stress 

increases, so too does problematic drinking (Cheng & Mallinckrodt, 2015; Park, Anastas, 

Shibusawa & Nguyen, 2014). That is, if an individual is experiencing stress related to 

adjustment to majority culture or prolonged contact with the dominant culture, they are at 

greater risk for high-risk drinking behavior. These findings are consistent with the results in 

the extant literature that have examined these relationships in Latino and Asian adults 

(Savage & Mezuk, 2014). Like their ethnic minority and immigrant counterparts, second-

generation Black American emerging adults experience acculturation to a new environment 

(Bennett & Lutz, 2009). The current results add to the extant literature and demonstrates this 

association for second-generation Black emerging adult college students—a group for whom 

the role of acculturative stress on health behaviors has received considerably less attention.

Life stress is often examined relative to alcohol use and risky drinking behaviors, and more 

recently, race-related stress in ethnic minority populations (Cooper et al., 1992; Mulia et al., 

2008). Given that previous studies of stress have not specifically studied these experiences in 

second generation Black Americans emerging adult college students this study fills this 

lacuna in the literature. Furthermore, the effects of acculturative stress and its ability to 

predict high-risk drinking behaviors above and beyond other forms of measured stress in 

second generation Black emerging adult college students warrants greater attention in the 

extant literature as the children of immigrant population is expected to add 48 million people 

to the US population by 2050 (Pew Research Center, 2008). The authors are unaware of 

other studies that include acculturative stress as a stress indicator and predictor of high-risk 

drinking behaviors for second generation Black American emerging adult college students.

Limitations and Future Directions

Several methodological considerations should be noted relative to the current research. This 

study is cross sectional in nature and represents current high-risk drinking behaviors. While 

research evidence suggests that current risky drinking behaviors may be indicative of future 

alcohol problems, the present findings in particular may not inform future drinking 

behaviors. A longitudinal investigation of the proposed relationships would help advance our 

understanding of the impact of high-risk drinking behaviors in college and subsequent 

alcohol-related problems later in the lifespan among second generation Black emerging 

adults. Second, this study employed a web-based survey design for data collection. Web-

based surveys may have advantages related to the speed and cost of data collection as well as 

data quality. However, they may be biased by low and selective participation. While Internet 

based studies have not been found to produce results different from other research 

methodologies, it is important to note the potentiality for selection bias that may influence 

study outcomes (Gosling, Vazire, Srivastava, & John, 2004). To reduce sampling bias all 

qualifying students (i.e., Black identified) at each university were invited to participate via 

email. Third, caution should be used when generalizing these findings to the experiences of 

stress and high-risk drinking behaviors with all people of African descent. It is not clear to 
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what extent the current sample is representative of second-generation Black American 

emerging adults. Additionally, participants in this study were highly educated as evidenced 

by current enrollment in a 4-year institution (relative to the only 7% of African Americans 

enrolled in college in 2010; US Census Bureau, 2010). Extant literature has highlighted the 

protective benefits of education with regard to substance use in Black Americans, thus 

substance use trends in college samples are not likely representative of substance use 

behavior in community samples (Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, 2015). 

With regard to the above limitations, the present study breaks new ground by examining 

stress factors influencing risky alcohol use in second-generation Black American emerging 

adult college students. Moreover, significant findings that acculturative stress increases high-

risk drinking behaviors in Black Americans should be highlighted.

Future research will benefit from more careful consideration of type of stress (general, race-

related, acculturative stress) and the assessment of multiple stressors that increase risky 

alcohol use for second-generation Black American emerging adult college students. 

Additionally, extant literature has identified several factors which contribute to the drinking 

behaviors of emerging adult college students, that when examined in combination with a 

more careful consideration of stressor experiences, may provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of risky drinking behaviors in Black emerging adult college students. More 

specifically, an examination of alcohol use motivation (drinking motivation) and the context 

of drinking behavior would be necessary to gain a deeper understanding of alcohol use 

generally and highrisk drinking behaviors as coping behaviors in second generation 

immigrant populations. Similarly, Greek letter organization affiliation (Brown-Rice & Furr, 

2015; Wechsler, Dowdall, Davenport, & Castillo, 1995; Weitzman, Nelson, & Wechsler, 

2003) and perceived peer norms and attitudes (Lo & Globetti, 1993; Martin, Groth, Buckner, 

Gale, & Kramer, 2013) are well established determinants of risky drinking behaviors in 

Black American emerging adult college students at both PWIs and HBCUs. Future studies 

would benefit from examination of these factors to understand these relationships in second-

generation Black emerging adult college students.

Lastly, within the larger bodies of stress and alcohol use research in emerging adults, it is 

imperative that we disaggregate Black American populations, not only to more effectively 

understand group differences, but to increase the cultural contextualization of research 

findings and their relationship to possible adverse health outcomes. Problematically, when 

aggregated with the larger African American population, these relationships are obscured 

and inhibit culturally informed intervention and prevention efforts.

Clinical Implications

These findings, focused on the role of acculturative stress in second generation Black 

emerging adult college students’ high-risk drinking behaviors have several pertinent clinical 

implications that are relevant to educational programming and interventions, specifically (a) 

intake, assessment, case conceptualization, and (b) community engagement.

Intake, assessment, and case conceptualization—Our findings demonstrate the 

relevance and importance of inquiring about immigrant and heritage ancestry when working 
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with clients who identity as Black (Hays, 1996). A thorough clinical interview will assist 

with noting and understanding second-generation Black emerging adult college students’ 

socialization experiences that are associated with particular cultural values and cultural 

norms that produce stress experiences in new contexts and may inform alcohol use behaviors 

that differ from their third and later generation Black emerging adult peers (Joseph et al., 

2013). Because these norms may be in conflict with drinking norms in the college 

environment, such pressures may contribute to high-risk drinking behaviors. In addition to 

the clinical interview, all the stress measures utilized in the present study may be 

administered to clients. These assessments are helpful tools for facilitating dialogue, 

especially with clients who are reticent to discuss their heritage culture or do not see the 

relevance of their cultural backgrounds and socialization experiences to their presenting 

concerns. Lastly, the inclusion of information about second-generation Black emerging adult 

college students’ socialization experiences, acculturative stress, and race-related stress will 

inform clinicians’ multicultural case conceptualization. These clinical implications are 

underscored by our finding that general life stress and acculturative stress are high in 

students attending a PWI when compared with second-generation Black emerging adult 

college students attending a HBCU.

Community engagement—Students in our sample engaged in drinking behaviors at a 

rate higher than the national average for Black emerging adults. Thus, clinicians who engage 

in outreach must consider the contexts and communities in which second generation Black 

emerging adult college students interact. To encourage second-generation Black emerging 

adult college students’ participation in alcohol awareness events, programming tailored to 

this group— along with including gender differences in the effects of high-risk drinking 

behaviors—will need to be considered. Finally, it is important that clinicians who work in 

HBCU and PWI contexts continue to be aware of the growing research evidence identifying 

the importance of disaggregating ethnic differences within the Black racial group.

Conclusion

The present study is one of the first studies to consider the impact of multiple stressors 

including general life stress, race related stress, and acculturative stress in understanding 

highrisk drinking behavior in second generation Black emerging adult college students. The 

role of acculturative stress was particularly salient for participants in the present study. The 

study of the cumulative effects of multiple stressors provides a more thorough understanding 

of the stress risk factors for high-risk drinking behaviors in this population. Understanding 

group (i.e., similar social and economic conditions; measured here as acculturative stress 

and cultural and institutional race-related stressors) and individual (i.e., idiosyncratic stress; 

measured here as general life stress and individual race-related stress) level factors that 

contribute to stressor origin and outcome have the ability to ensure that researchers and 

clinicians alike are able to develop appropriate individual and systems level interventions.
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Table 1

Descriptive Statistics of the Participants

Demographic Characteristics

Age (mean, SD) 19.83, 1.54

Female (n, %) 93, 63

Race (n, %)

 African American 118, 80

 Biracial* 25, 17

 Missing 3, 2

Institutional Affiliation (n, %)

 PWIs 130, 88

 HBCUs 17, 12

High Risk Drinking Behavior (mean)

 Full Sample 5.31

 Men 6.38

 Women 4.62

 PWIs 5.59

 HBCUs 3.18

Note. N = 148

*
Participants who identified racially as “biracial” with an ethnic identity within the African Diaspora (including Afro-Caribbean and Afro-Latino) 

(e.g., Nigerian, Cameroonian, Ghanaian, and Trinidadian) were included in the analyses. PWIs: Predominately White Institutions; HBCUs: 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities.
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