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Abstract

The current study examines the longitudinal indirect pathways linking language acculturation to 

marital quality. Three waves of data were collected from 416 Chinese American couples over eight 

years (Mage.wave1 = 48 for husbands, 44 for wives). Actor-partner interdependence model analyses 

revealed that for both husbands and wives, lower levels of language acculturation were associated 

with higher levels of stress over being stereotyped as a perpetual foreigner. Individuals’ foreigner 

stress, in turn, was directly related to greater levels of their own and their partners’ marital 

warmth, suggesting that foreigner stress may have some positive relational effects. However, 

individuals’ foreigner stress also was associated with increases in their own depressive symptoms, 

which predicted higher levels of marital hostility in the partner. Overall, these results underscore 

the complexity of how language acculturation and foreigner stress relate to marital quality and the 

importance of considering the interdependence of the marital system.
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Culturally informed ecological perspectives for understanding marital outcomes among 

ethnic minorities underscore the importance of considering the broader cultural contexts in 

which couples reside. Specifically, these perspectives argue that ethnic minorities’ 

experiences with acculturation (i.e., the process and extent of adopting the language and 

cultural values of the majority culture) should have significant implications for their marital 

well-being (Helms, Supple, & Proulx, 2011). However, to date, only a few empirical studies 

have investigated the association between acculturation experiences and marital quality. This 

work, which has focused primarily on Latino families, has demonstrated that levels of 

acculturation and the stress of cultural adaption often predicts poor marital quality (Flores, 

Tschann, VanOss Marin, & Pantoja, 2004; L. Garcia, Hurwitz, & Kraus, 2005; Helms et al., 

2014). However, acculturation-related stressors may not always be harmful for marriage; 

growing research suggests that stressful experiences can have both positive and negative 

implications for marital quality through different mechanisms or under different conditions 
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(Randall & Bodenmann, 2009; Story & Bradbury, 2004). Therefore, further research is 

needed not only to examine the generalizability of prior results to other minority groups, but 

also to examine the potential for acculturation-related stressors to have dual effects on 

marital quality.

To this end, the current study investigates the longitudinal pathways linking acculturation 

experiences and marital quality in an understudied population, Chinese American couples. 

Chinese Americans represent the largest ethnic group of Asian Americans (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2010). Asian Americans are the fastest growing ethnic minority group in the United 

States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013) and comprise 25 percent of all first-generation 

immigrants in the U.S. (Pew Research Center, 2013). Specifically, we examine whether 

language acculturation level (i.e., English proficiency) indirectly relates to later marital 

quality through acculturation-related stress and depressive symptoms. We particularly focus 

on one salient, yet understudied source of acculturation-related stress for Asian Americans: 

experiences of perpetual foreigner stereotype. Asian Americans are often perceived as 

perpetual foreigners regardless of whether they are U.S. citizens or not, given their distinct 

physical appearance, culture, and language relative to European and Black Americans, who 

are considered as “real” Americans (Armenta et al., 2013; Ong, Burrow, Fuller-Rowell, Ja, 

& Sue, 2013; Sue, Bucceri, Lin, Nadal, & Torino, 2009). Stress over being stereotyped as a 

perpetual foreigner, which we refer to as foreigner stress, can have significant effects on 

individual and family adjustment, such as increasing psychological distress and family 

conflicts (Armenta et al., 2013; Hou, Kim, & Wang, 2016; Ong et al., 2013). To take into 

account the interdependence of the marital system (Cox & Paley, 2003), the current study 

examines how individuals’ acculturation experiences influence not only their own but also 

their partners’ marital behaviors. Finally, we also explore whether the effects of individuals’ 

foreigner stress on their own marital quality depends on their partners’ experiences with 

foreigner stress.

BACKGROUND

Acculturation Experiences and Marital Quality

Acculturation refers to both the process of adapting to the new culture and the level of 

endorsement of the new culture; acculturation involves multiple domains, such as learning 

the dominant cultural values and practices as well as acquiring mainstream language (Kang, 

2006). Experiences related to acculturation are perhaps one of the most important contexts 

for marriage in ethnic minority families. In fact, a few prior studies have demonstrated that 

higher levels of acculturation (e.g., more oriented to American culture) predict greater 

marital distress, conflict, and reported violence. These effects are probably due to changes in 

family values (e.g., reduced emphasis on family harmony) and gender roles (Flores et al., 

2004; L. Garcia et al., 2005; Negy & Snyder, 1997). However, these studies focused 

primarily on changes in cultural values and practices in Latino families. How acculturation, 

particularly language acculturation, relates to marital well-being among Asian Americans 

remains unclear. Language acculturation is a key component of acculturation which may 

have unique effects on marital outcomes in Asian Americans. For instance, research has 

demonstrated that the effects of language acculturation (i.e., English proficiency) on 
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individual outcomes (e.g., perceived stress, family conflicts) are larger than the effects of 

other domains of acculturation in Asian Americans (e.g., culture values and practices; Kang, 

2006). Likewise, the effects of language acculturation on marital well-being may differ from 

the effects of adopting the dominant cultural values and practices. Instead of decreasing 

marital quality, greater language acculturation may have dual effects on marital well-being 

through its effect on reducing foreigner stress, as discussed below.

Research has shown that Asian Americans exhibiting lower levels of language acculturation 

are more likely to be stereotyped as perpetual foreigners (Kim, Wang, Deng, Alvarez, & Li, 

2011). Unlike overt discrimination which involves treating people with less courtesy and 

respect because of their group membership, experiences of being stereotyped as a perpetual 

foreigner are usually manifested in more ambiguous and unintentional ways, and thus can be 

regarded as a more subtle form of discrimination (Ong et al., 2013; Sue et al., 2009). For 

example, others may assume the individual is a foreigner and ask “what country are you 

from” or assume that the individual has poor English skills (Armenta et al., 2013; Sue et al., 

2009). Although such stereotypes may be true for some immigrants, these experiences can 

still be perceived as stressful, as being treated as an outsider, even when the treatment is 

unintentional, undermines individuals’ desires to fit in with society (Armenta et al., 2013; 

Sue et al., 2009). Unfortunately, experiences of perpetual foreigner stereotype are uniquely 

prevalent in everyday lives of Asian Americans, particularly among immigrants (Ong et al., 

2013; Sue et al., 2009). Experiences of being stereotyped as a perpetual foreigner have been 

associated with various measures of Asian Americans’ adjustment, such as more depressive 

symptoms and lower levels of life satisfaction (Armenta et al., 2013; Kim et al., 2011).

Although experiences of being stereotyped as a perpetual foreigner may be an important 

source of stress for the marriages of Asian American couples, no prior study has directly 

examined the effect of foreigner stress on marital quality within this population. Some 

relevant studies have examined the association between other acculturation-related stressors 

(e.g., overt discrimination, cultural adaption stress) and marital well-being in Latino and 

African American couples, however (Helms et al., 2014; Riina & McHale, 2010; Trail, Goff, 

Bradbury, & Karney, 2012). For example, Helms et al. (2014) identified cultural adaptation 

stress (i.e., pressures to learn English, new cultural values and behaviors, and pressures 

against acculturation) as an important external stressor that has unique indirect effects 

(above and beyond the effects of economic stress) on Mexican American couples’ marital 

negativity through couples’ depressive symptoms. Based on this prior work, foreigner stress, 

a specific type of acculturation-related stress that is particularly relevant to Asian Americans 

(Ong et al., 2013; Sue et al., 2009), may also have unique effects on Asian American 

couples’ marital quality above and beyond economic stress.

The Influence of Foreigner Stress on Marital Quality

Theories of stress spillover and resilience in marriage suggest that the increases in foreigner 

stress resulting from lower levels of language acculturation may have dual effects on marital 

quality. On the one hand, a wealth of research has established that stressors originating 

outside of the marriage can undermine marital interactions—increasing negativity and 

decreasing positivity—by increasing psychological problems such as depressive symptoms 
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(Randall & Bodenmann, 2009; Story & Bradbury, 2004). As a result, external stress is often 

linked to declines in marital satisfaction over time (Bodenmann, Ledermann, & Bradbury, 

2007; Riina & McHale, 2010; Story & Repetti, 2006; Trail et al., 2012). For example, 

Benner and Kim (2010) demonstrated that Chinese American couples’ economic pressure 

was associated with more depressive symptoms, which in turn were related to greater 

hostility in marital interactions. According to this body of research under a stress spillover 

perspective, then, foreigner stress may increase couples’ depressive symptoms, which should 

serve to increase marital hostility and decrease marital warmth between partners.

On the other hand, a growing literature suggests that external stressors may not always be 

harmful for marriage. Resilience in marriage perspectives on stress propose that challenging 

circumstances may inspire greater dyadic coping efforts and thus provide couples with 

opportunities to improve their interaction style and deepen their commitment and intimacy 

(Story & Bradbury, 2004). For instance, disclosing a stressful personal problem to a partner 

is often associated with increases in positive marital behaviors, such as the seeking and 

provision of comfort and support (Collins & Feeney, 2000). Consistent with this perspective, 

some studies have found that stressful negative experiences, such as testicular cancer and the 

death of a child, are associated with marital improvements (e.g., a stronger bond) among 

some participants (Gritz, Wellisch, Siau, & Wang, 1990; Lehman, Lang, Wortman, & 

Sorenson, 1989). More relevant to the current study, theories of minority stress suggest that 

stress stemming from stigma or discrimination may enhance closeness between partners and 

increase appreciation for the relationship for some couples (e.g., Frost, 2014). Specifically, 

discrimination can increase individuals’ identification with their own group (Branscombe, 

Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999). When couples face this type of stress, they may be more likely to 

provide support to each other due to their sense that “we are in this together”. Thus, 

according to this body of research, foreigner stress, a subtle form of discrimination, may 

lead to improvement in the marital relationship by increasing marital warmth.

Interdependence in Marital System

Understanding the circumstances in which foreigner stress may undermine versus enhance 

marital quality may require taking into account the interdependence present in the marital 

system (Cox & Paley, 2003). That is, individuals’ stress and depressive symptoms may 

influence not only their own marital behaviors (actor effects), but also the marital behaviors 

of the partner (partner effects ; Bodenmann et al., 2007; Story & Repetti, 2006; Trail et al., 

2012). For example, Helms et al. (2014) found that husbands’ depressive symptoms were 

positively associated with wives’ marital negativity. Thus, the current study utilizes the 

actor-partner interdependence model (APIM; Kenny, Kashy, & Cook, 2006) to estimate 

actor effects and partner effects simultaneously.

Moreover, the manner in which husbands and wives respond to their partners’ stress may 

depend on their own experiences of stress (actor-partner interaction effects). According to 

the dyadic coping perspective (Bodenmann, 2005), when individuals experience lower levels 

of stress, they have more psychological resources available for responding to their partners’ 

stress in a positive, constructive manner. In other words, stress may take less of a toll on the 

marriage if it is experienced by one rather than both partners. Consistent with this idea, a 
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study on newlywed couples found that wives’ marital satisfaction was less negatively 

affected by husbands’ stress when wives’ own levels of stress were low (Neff & Karney, 

2007). Hence, we also examined the actor-partner interaction effects of foreigner stress on 

marital quality.

The Present Study

The current study aims to examine the longitudinal pathways linking language acculturation, 

foreigner stress, depressive symptoms, and marital quality among Chinese Americans, using 

a sample of couples with adolescent children. The conceptual model is presented in Figure 

1. Lower levels of language acculturation are hypothesized to predict higher feelings of 

foreigner stress. Foreigner stress, in turn, may have a positive effect on marital warmth 

according to resilience in marriage perspectives on stress (Story & Bradbury, 2004), and/or 

have a negative effect on marital quality (i.e., higher levels of marital hostility and lower 

levels of marital warmth) through increasing depressive symptoms according to stress 

spillover literature (Karney & Neff, 2013; Randall & Bodenmann, 2009). Moreover, given 

the interdependence of the marital system, we propose that these effects would be found not 

only at an intrapersonal level (actor effects, A paths), but also at an interpersonal level 

(partner effects, P paths). We also explore potential interaction effects between husbands’ 

and wives’ foreigner stress on marital outcomes (actor-partner interaction effects, I paths). 

We propose that one partner’s foreigner stress may be more likely to associated with marital 

warmth when the other partner within the couple experience low (vs. high) levels of 

foreigner stress.

METHOD

Participants

The current study relied on data collected as part of a larger three-wave longitudinal study of 

444 Chinese American families with adolescent children. On average, husbands were 48 

years old (SD = 6.15) and wives were 44 years old (SD = 4.79) at Wave 1. The majority of 

husbands (87%) and wives (90%) were immigrants. The mean age at the time of 

immigration was 30 years old for husbands (SD = 10.17) and 28 years old for wives (SD = 

8.93). Length of time in the United States averaged 17.93 years for husbands (SD = 10.21) 

and 15.81 years for wives (SD = 8.23). Most of the participating families hailed from Hong 

Kong or southern provinces of China; fewer than 10 families originated from Taiwan. The 

majority spoke Cantonese as their home language; less than 10% of the families spoke 

Mandarin. The majority of husbands (84%) and wives (77%) were employed at least part-

time at Wave 1. Their occupations ranged from unskilled laborers (e.g., construction worker 

or janitor) to professionals (e.g., banker or computer programmer). Median and average 

parental education level was a high school degree. Median and average family income was 

between $30,001 and $45,000 at Wave 1.

A small percentage of couples (n=28, 6.3%) divorced during the study period. Given that the 

purpose of the current study was to investigate whether acculturation predicts residualized 

changes in the quality of marital interactions over time, these couples were excluded from 

analyses. Notably, couples who divorced did not differ from couples whose marriages 
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remained intact in any of the Wave 1 study variables (ps > .05). Thus, the current study 

relied on data provided by the 416 couples whose marriages remained intact over the 8 year 

study period.

Procedure

Participants were initially recruited in 2002 from seven middle schools in major 

metropolitan areas of Northern California. With the aid of school administrators, Chinese 

American students were identified. All eligible families were sent a letter describing the 

research project in both English and Chinese (traditional and simplified). Forty-seven 

percent of eligible families indicated interest in the study and returned the parent consent 

and adolescent assent forms; these families then received a packet of questionnaires for the 

mother, father, and target adolescent in the household. Participants were instructed to 

complete the questionnaires alone and not to discuss their answers with others. They also 

were instructed to seal their questionnaires in the provided envelopes immediately after 

completion. Approximately 2–3 weeks after sending the packet, research assistants visited 

each school to collect the completed questionnaires during the students’ lunch periods. 

Among the families who agreed to participate, 76% returned surveys (444 families). In 

2006, 350 families (312 fathers and 338 mothers) participated in the Wave 2 survey; data 

collection followed the same procedure as in Wave 1. Finally, 330 families (282 fathers and 

308 mothers) provided data at Wave 3 in 2010. At this wave, questionnaires were distributed 

and collected either through the mail or online. Families who returned questionnaires were 

compensated a nominal amount of money ($30 at Wave 1, $50 at Wave 2, and $130 at Wave 

3) for their participation.

Questionnaires were prepared in English and Chinese (traditional and simplified). The 

questionnaires were first translated to Chinese and then back-translated to English. Any 

inconsistencies with the original English version scale were resolved by bilingual/bicultural 

research assistants with careful consideration of culturally appropriate meanings of items. 

Around 71% of parents used the Chinese language version of the questionnaire and the 

majority (85%) of adolescents used the English version.

Attrition rates from Wave 1 to Wave 2 and from Wave 1 to Wave 3 were 21% and 26%, 

respectively. Attrition analyses were conducted at Waves 2 and 3 to compare all study 

variables of parents who participated vs. those who had dropped out. Only one significant 

difference emerged: foreign-born husbands were less likely than U.S.-born husbands to have 

continued participating (χ2 (1) = 4.16, p= .04). Because full information maximum 

likelihood (FIML) estimation method (Muthén & Muthén, 1998 – 2015) was used to handle 

missing data, the sample size for the main modeling was 416 despite the attrition.

Measures

Language acculturation—Language acculturation (i.e., English proficiency) was 

assessed using two items: “how well do you speak and understand English?” and “how well 

do you read and write English?” These items were validated in Chinese American samples 

in Kim et al. (2011). Participants responded on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all 
well) to 5 (extremely well). Higher mean scores reflect better English skills. Although 
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language acculturation was assessed at all three waves of the larger study, the current study 

utilized language acculturation levels at Wave 1 only (α = .96 for both husbands and wives).

Stress over perpetual foreigner stereotype—Participants’ foreigner stress was 

assessed with five items that have been validated in Chinese American samples in previous 

research (Benner & Kim, 2009). Participants reported how stressful each experience (e.g., 

“People criticize me for not speaking/writing English well” and “People assume I am from 

another country”) was on a scale ranging from 1 (not stressful) to 4 (very stressful). Higher 

mean scores reflect higher foreigner stress. If participants had not encountered one of these 

experiences, they received a score of 1 (not stressful) on the item. Foreigner stress was 

examined at Wave 2 and Wave 3; however, to provide a better temporal ordering of the 

variables in our proposed model, only the Wave 2 assessment was used in the current study 

(α = .89 for husbands, α = .86 for wives).

Depressive symptoms—Husbands’ and wives’ depressive symptoms were measured 

using the 20-item Center for Epidemiologic Studies of Depression Scale (Radloff, 1977). 

The scale has been widely used for various populations including Chinese Americans 

(Bromberger, Harlow, Avis, Kravitz, & Cordal, 2004; Hou, Kim, Hazen, & Benner, 2017). 

Participants indicated how often they experienced depressive symptoms during the past 

week on a scale of 0 (rarely or none of the time) to 3 (most or all of the time). Sample items 

include “Bothered by things usually not bothered by” and “Could not shake off the blues 

(feeling down or bad) even with help from family or friends”. Higher mean scores reflect 

more depressive symptoms. Depressive symptoms were assessed across three waves, and the 

current study used the Wave 2 assessment (α = .90 for husbands, α = .87 for wives).

Marital quality—Marital warmth and hostility were measured across three waves using 

items adopted from Conger et al. (2002). The current study used the Waves 1 and 3 

assessments. The warmth scale included 8 items measuring participants’ engagement in 

positive and affectionate behaviors toward their spouse, such as “Act loving, affectionate, 

and caring toward him/her” and “Help him/her do something that was important to him/her.” 

The hostility scale consisted of 6 items assessing participants’ engagement in critical or 

negative behaviors toward their spouse, such as “Shout or yell at him/her because you were 

mad at him/her” and “Criticize him/her or his/her ideas.” The items have been validated in 

Chinese American samples in previous studies (Hou et al., 2017; Kim, Wang, Orozco-

Lapray, Shen, & Murtuza, 2013). Participants reported how often they engaged in these 

behaviors during the past month on a scale ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always). For the 

warmth scale, higher mean scores indicate greater warmth (αs = .91 to .94 across waves and 

informants). For the hostility scale, higher mean scores indicate greater hostility (αs = .82 

to .83 across waves and informants).

Covariates—The current study also assessed several important covariates at Wave 1. First, 

marital warmth and hostility at Wave 1 were included as covariates for marital warmth and 

hostility at Wave 3 in all analyses to examine whether language acculturation predicts 

relative change in marital quality from Wave 1 to Wave 3. Second, given that economic 

stress and work stress have been widely associated with marital quality (Bodenmann et al., 
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2007; Randall & Bodenmann, 2009), the current study included husbands’ and wives’ 

economic stress and employment status (0 = unemployed, 1= employed at least part-time) as 

covariates for marital warmth and hostility at Wave 3. For economic stress, husbands and 

wives reported separately on two items on a five-point scale: “Think back over the past 3 

months. How much difficulty did you have with paying your bills?,” (1 = a great deal, 5 = 

none at all) and “Think back over the past 3 months. Generally, at the end of each month, 

how much money did you end up with?,” (1= more than enough, 5 = very short). These 

items have been validated in previous studies of Chinese American families (Mistry, Benner, 

Tan, & Kim, 2009). A mean score of these two items was created (after reverse coding the 

first item), with higher scores reflecting higher economic stress (α = .69 and .78 for 

husbands and wives, respectively). Third, we included individuals’ education level (1 = no 
formal schooling, 9 = finished graduate degree) and nativity (0 = non-U.S. born, 1 = U.S. 
born) as covariates of all study variables given their potential associations with all variables 

in the model (Kang, 2006).

Analytical Approach

Our conceptual model (Figure 1) was tested in three steps under the structural equation 

modeling framework. First, we tested a basic model without any covariates. This model 

estimated the intrapersonal associations (actor effects, A paths) and interpersonal 

associations (partner effects, P paths) among language acculturation, foreigner stress, 

depressive symptoms, and marital warmth and hostility, simultaneously. Moreover, the 

interactive effects between actor and partner scores on foreigner stress were simultaneously 

estimated (actor-partner interaction effects, I paths). The interaction terms were computed by 

multiplying the husband’s and wife’s scores after first centering all predictors (grand mean 

across gender). Furthermore, this model accounted for the covariance between husbands and 

wives in all study variables. In the second step, we introduced Wave 1 marital warmth and 

hostility, participants’ employment status and economic stress as covariates predicting Wave 

3 marital warmth and hostility, as well as participants’ education level and nativity as 

covariates for all study variables. In the third step, we aimed to get the most parsimonious 

model as recommended by Garcia, Kenny, and Ledermann (2015). Specifically, we test 

whether the actor effects, partner effects, and interaction effects varied across gender by 

comparing more constrained models to a baseline model in which all actor, partner, and 

actor-partner interaction effects were freely estimated across gender. The Satorra-Bentler 

Scaled Chi-square (S-Bχ2) test was used to determine whether a more constrained model fit 

the data significantly worse than a less constrained one (Satorra & Bentler, 2001).

All path models were estimated with Mplus 7.31 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998 – 2015). Mplus 

uses the full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation method to handle missing 

data, which enables full usage of all available data in the path analyses. To address non-

normality of variables (i.e., depressive symptoms) in the model, maximum likelihood 

estimation with robust standard errors was used for all models. In path analyses, both direct 

and indirect effects are estimated simultaneously. Inferences for the indirect effects were 

estimated using the delta method (Muthén & Muthén, 1998 – 2015).
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RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

Bivariate correlations, means and standard deviations of all study variables are reported in 

Table 1. As expected, participants’ language acculturation was negatively associated with 

their own and their partners’ foreigner stress. Participants’ foreigner stress was positively 

associated with their own and their partners’ depressive symptoms as well as with their own 

(but not their partners’) marital hostility. Participants’ depressive symptoms were positively 

related to their own and their partners’ marital hostility, and negatively related to their own 

(but not their partners’) marital warmth. Correlations between husbands’ and wives’ scores 

on all study variables were moderate to high, highlighting the non-independence of dyadic 

data. In addition, there was moderate stability in both marital warmth and hostility from 

Wave 1 to Wave 3.

Linking Acculturation, Foreigner Stress, Depressive Symptoms, and Marital Quality

We first tested the conceptual model, shown in Figure 1, without covariates. The model fit 

was adequate, χ2(6) = 8.583, p = .198, CFI = .991, RMSEA = 0.032 [0.000, 0.076], 

SRMR=.021. Then, we included all covariates into the model including Wave 1 marital 

warmth and hostility, economic stress, employment status, education level, and nativity. The 

model fit for this model was adequate, χ2(60) = 87.848, p = .011, CFI = .977, RMSEA = 

0.033 [0.016, 0.048], SRMR = .042. Path parameters for the focal paths showed a consistent 

pattern across the two models. Next, using the second model with all covariates as the 

baseline model, we tested whether the paths varied across husbands and wives. Constraining 

all actor, partner, and interaction effects to be equivalent across husbands and wives did not 

yield a significant reduction in model fit, ΔS-Bχ2(18) = 24.162, p = .147. Thus, to be 

parsimonious, this more constrained model was reported as the final model. Model fit of this 

final model was good, χ2(78) = 112.010, p = .007, CFI = .973, RMSEA = 0.032 [0.017, 

0.045], SRMR = .045. The unstandardized parameter estimates of the final model were 

presented in Figure 2. As described below, results of this model revealed evidence for both 

the helpful and harmful effects of foreigner stress on marriage.

Findings aligning with the resilience in marriage hypothesis—We found that 

participants who reported lower levels of language acculturation at Wave 1 felt more stress 

over being stereotyped as a foreigner at Wave 2. Supporting the notion that stressful life 

events can enhance closeness and intimacy between partners, individuals’ foreigner stress at 

Wave 2 was directly associated with higher levels of their own and their partners’ marital 

warmth at Wave 3. Note that such effect of individuals’ foreigner stress on marital warmth 

depended on partners’ levels of foreigner stress as we found a significant negative 

interaction effect between actors’ and partners’ foreigner stress at Wave 2 on spouses’ 

marital warmth at Wave 3. This interaction was plotted in Figure 3, with comparisons made 

at 1 SD from the mean of the predictors. Consistent with our hypothesis, simple slope 

analyses revealed that the positive association between partners’ foreigner stress and 

individuals’ warmth toward their partner was stronger when individuals’ own foreigner 

stress was low (b = .30, SE = .13, p = .02) versus high (b = .12, SE = .09, p = .17). In other 

words, foreigner stress may serve to mobilize expressions of love and support within the 
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marriage, especially when one of the two spouses experience low levels of stress. Lastly, 

testing of indirect effects from language acculturation to foreigner stress to marital quality 

demonstrated that individuals’ language acculturation had a negative indirect effect on their 

own (Path A1→ Path A2 in Figure 2; b = −.082, SE = .030, p = .007) and their partners’ 

(Path A1→ Path P1; b = −.077, SE = .033, p = .020) marital warmth.

Findings consistent with the stress spillover hypothesis—Supporting the stress 

spillover hypothesis, we found that foreigner stress also related to more concurrent 

depressive symptoms, which in turn, predicted lower levels of individuals’ own marital 

warmth and higher levels of partners’ marital hostility at Wave 3. Testing of indirect effects 

from individuals’ language acculturation to foreigner stress to depressive symptoms to 

marital outcomes demonstrated significant indirect positive effects to their own marital 

warmth (Path A1→ Path A3 → Path A4; b = .025, SE = .011, p = .019) and negative effects 

to their partners’ marital hostility (Path A1→ Path A3 → Path P2; b = −.024, SE = .012, p 
= .036).

Supplementary analysis—Because foreigner stress and depressive symptoms were 

assessed at the same wave of data collection, we also tested an alternative model in which 

the order of foreigner stress and depressive symptoms were reversed. The model fit of this 

alternative model, χ2(78) = 137.273, p < .001, CFI = .952, RMSEA = 0.043 [0.031, 0.054], 

SRMR=.047, was not as good as the proposed model. This provide further evidence for our 

hypothesis that it is greater levels of foreigner stress lead to more depressive symptoms 

rather than the reverse.

DISCUSSION

Despite past theoretical and empirical work suggesting associations between acculturation 

and marital quality (Flores et al., 2004; L. Garcia et al., 2005; Helms et al., 2011; Kisselev, 

Brown, & Brown, 2010), there is a dearth of studies examining the mechanisms through 

which acculturation may influence marital quality over time, particularly among Asian 

American couples. Consequently, the current study hearkens to the call by Helms, Supple, 

and Proulx (2011) for more studies examining marital well-being among ethnic minority 

populations from a dyadic approach that attends to the acculturation experiences. Using an 

actor-partner interdependence model approach (Cox & Paley, 2003; Kenny et al., 2006), the 

current study is the first study, to our knowledge, to investigate foreigner stress (a 

particularly salient acculturation-related stressor for Asian Americans) and depressive 

symptoms as potential mediators linking language acculturation to couples’ marital quality 

over time. Overall, analyses revealed a complex pattern of direct and indirect effects that 

generally supported our hypotheses.

We found that husbands and wives who have lower levels of language acculturation 

experienced higher levels of foreigner stress. This is consistent with prior work indicating 

that Chinese Americans who have lower English proficiency were more likely to experience 

perpetual foreigner stereotype (Kim et al., 2011). Subsequently, increases in spouses’ 

feelings of foreigner stress seemed to exhibit dual effects on marital outcomes. On the one 

hand, husbands’ and wives’ foreigner stress was positively associated with their own 
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depressive symptoms; depressive symptoms, in turn, were negatively associated with 

individuals’ own marital warmth and positively associated with their partners’ marital 

hostility. These negative, indirect effects of foreigner stress on marital quality through 

spouses’ depressive symptoms are consistent with the broader literature on stress spillover in 

marriage (Bodenmann et al., 2007; Conger & Donnellan, 2007; Helms et al., 2014; Karney 

& Neff, 2013; Story & Bradbury, 2004). It has been well-established that when marriages 

develop in a context filled with numerous stressful life events, marriages tend to suffer 

(Karney & Neff, 2013). However, prior work linking external stress to marital quality is 

rather limited in the scope of life stressors examined. Most research in this area has focused 

on the effects of work stress, financial strain, or minor daily hassles (Bodenmann et al., 

2007; Conger & Donnellan, 2007; Karney & Neff, 2013). The current study extends this 

literature by highlighting the unique effects of a societally important, yet often understudied 

source of stress – the stress of being stereotyped as a foreigner for Asian Americans – on 

marital quality, above and beyond the effects of economic stress.

On the other hand, individuals’ feelings of foreigner stress were also directly and positively 

associated with both own and partner levels of marital warmth. This finding is consistent 

with resilience in marriage perspectives, which suggest that external stressors may not 

always be harmful for relationships; rather, stressful life events can mobilize couples’ coping 

efforts and provide spouses with opportunities to support one another and affirm their 

relational bond (Story & Bradbury, 2004). This mobilization of communal coping efforts is 

especially likely when couples are faced with stressors that are uncontrollable – stressors for 

which partners cannot be seen as blameworthy. In these circumstances, the couple tends to 

view the stress as a negative event that they need to face and overcome together (e.g., cancer; 

Gritz et al., 1990; Lehman et al., 1989). Foreigner stress may operate in a similar fashion. 

Foreigner stress originates from the stereotypes of outgroup members (Armenta et al., 

2013); thus, such negative treatments from the outgroup member may emotionally bring 

spouses of a minority group together (e.g., Frost, 2014). Future studies should further 

examine these potential mechanisms.

It is important to note that the positive association between individuals’ foreigner stress and 

marital warmth depended on partners’ levels of foreigner stress. As prior scholars have 

pointed out, an identical stressor may have very different effects on couples depending on 

various factors that await specification through further research (Story & Bradbury, 2004). 

Our study uncovered one potential moderator of the effect of foreigner stress on marital 

outcomes. Specifically, the actor-partner interaction effect of foreigner stress on marital 

warmth revealed that one spouse’s foreigner stress was positively associated with marital 

warmth only when the other partner experienced low (but not high) levels of foreigner stress. 

This finding is consistent with the dyadic coping perspective indicating that individuals may 

be more likely to respond more positively toward their partners’ stress when their own stress 

was low (Bodenmann, 2005). This finding highlights the importance of taking a dyadic 

coping perspective in order to attain a more comprehensive understanding of the effect of 

acculturation-related stressors (e.g., foreigner stress) on marital quality.

In addition, our findings complement prior work highlighting that marital warmth and 

hostility are two distinct dimensions of marital quality (Cutrona et al., 2003; Ross, O’Neal, 
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Arnold, & Mancini, 2017). Specifically, we found evidence for the differential effects of 

foreigner stress on marital warmth and hostility. The effect of foreigner stress on marital 

hostility was consistent with the stress spillover hypothesis (Bodenmann et al., 2007; Conger 

& Donnellan, 2007; Karney & Neff, 2013), such that foreigner stress related to higher levels 

of marital hostility indirectly though increasing depressive symptoms. In contrast, the 

relation between foreigner stress and marital warmth is more complicated. Foreigner stress 

can slightly decrease marital warmth through increasing depressive symptoms; however, 

consistent with resilience in marriage perspectives (Story & Bradbury, 2004) and the dyadic 

coping perspective (Bodenmann, 2005) foreigner stress can also increase marital warmth 

directly, especially if one partner is experiencing low levels of foreigner stress. Thus, it 

seems that although stress is likely to increase negative aspects of marital quality, it does not 

necessarily decrease positive aspects.

Overall, our findings suggest that acculturation experiences (language acculturation and 

foreigner stress) have significant and complicated implications for marital quality. These 

findings complement prior studies on ethnic minority couples’ marital quality (Flores et al., 

2004; Helms et al., 2014; Kisselev et al., 2010) by highlighting acculturation experiences as 

an important social context for Asian American couples’ marriage. Besides the general 

stressors faced by couples of all ethnic groups (e.g., economic stress), ethnic minority 

couples may experience acculturation-related stressors (e.g., foreigner stress) that could have 

unique effects on their marital quality. It is important for marital researchers and 

practitioners who work with ethnic minority couples to keep this in mind. Moreover, our 

study demonstrated not only actor effects but also partner effects and actor-partner 

interaction effects, which highlight the importance of including both husbands and wives in 

marital research and of considering the interdependence between them when studying 

marital outcomes.

Strengths and Limitations

The present study bridges the acculturation literature with theories of stress spillover and 

resilience in marriage by demonstrating both positive and negative indirect pathways from 

language acculturation to marital quality through foreigner stress and depressive symptoms 

in Chinese American couples. We used rigorous methods to test our research hypotheses. 

First, we used a three-wave longitudinal design with predictors, mediators, and outcomes 

assessed at different waves, which allows better inference for causal relationships as it 

provides a temporal ordering of variables and allows us to control for prior levels of marital 

outcome variables. Second, we included a relatively larger sample compared to most prior 

studies on ethnic minority couples. Third, incorporating the actor-partner interdependence 

model enabled us to consider the dyadic nature of husbands and wives’ data and to not only 

examine actor and partner pathways but also to explore actor-partner interaction effects. 

Finally, by focusing on an ethnic homogeneous group of Chinese American couples and 

considering within-group variations of acculturation experiences and marital quality, our 

study provided more nuanced understanding of how their acculturation experiences relate to 

their marital quality longitudinally.

Hou et al. Page 12

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2019 April 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Despite these strengths, it is important to note some limitations when considering the current 

study’s implications. First, Asian Americans are not homogeneous (Xia, Do, & Xie, 2013). 

Although, we predict that our results could be generalized to other Asian American 

populations in light of prior studies demonstrating that perpetual foreigner stereotype is 

relevant to Asian Americans in general (Armenta et al., 2013; Sue et al., 2009), other Asian 

American populations should also be included in future studies. Second, the generalizability 

of our findings to other Chinese American samples also needs to be tested. Our participants 

come from Northern California, an area with a large population of Chinese Americans. 

Ethnically concentrated neighborhoods may hinder language acculturation, but it may also 

reduce stress for individuals’ with low levels of English proficiency and protect ethnic 

minorities from discriminatory treatment (White, Zeiders, Knight, Roosa, & Tein, 2014). 

Therefore, future studies involving participants from communities with lower levels of 

ethnic concentration may find even stronger link between language acculturation and 

foreigner stress, and stronger effect of foreigner stress on Chinese American couples’ 

marital interaction.

Third, another generalizability issue is that our participants were middle-aged couples who 

had adolescent children. Whether our findings generalize to other types of couples, such as 

couples without children or couples with younger children should be examined in future 

studies. That said, the marital literature often focuses on younger couples in the earlier 

stages of marriage (Karney & Bradbury, 1995). Thus, the current longitudinal data of 

middle-aged couples make a contribution to the marital literature. Fourth, our study 

excluded the small sample of participants (n = 28) who divorced during the study period 

because we focused on change of marital quality of the same couples. Future studies with 

larger samples of divorced couples can investigate whether and to what degree acculturation 

stressors push some couples completely apart. Fifth, the current study relied on self-reported 

data. We recommend future studies to use alternative measurement approaches (e.g., use 

standardized test of English proficiency, observation of marital warmth and hostility) to test 

whether our findings can be replicated. Finally, this is a correlational study, and we cannot 

ascertain causal relationships, although our multiple-wave longitudinal data and testing of an 

alternative model provides additional support for the ordering of model constructs.

Conclusion

The current study makes significant contributions to the literature by integrating the 

culturally informed ecological perspective with theories of stress spillover and resilience in 

marriage to investigate longitudinal indirect links from language acculturation to marital 

quality. Our findings provide support for all these perspectives by showing both positive and 

negative indirect pathways linking language acculturation, foreigner stress, depressive 

symptoms, and marital quality. Our study also found evidence for actor effects, partner 

effects, and actor-partner interaction effects, highlighting the interdependent dyadic nature of 

the marital system. Taken together, our study underscores acculturation experiences as an 

important contextual factor of marital relationship in Asian Americans and the complexity of 

how external stressors relate to marital quality.
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model Linking Language Acculturation, Foreigner Stress, Depressive 
Symptoms and Marital Warmth and Hostility
W=Wife, H=Husband. The current model is an extension of the Actor-Partner 

Interdependence Model. “A” paths represent actor effects, “P” paths represent partner 

effects, and “I” paths represent actor-partner interaction effects. Variables or residuals of 

variables were correlated between husbands and wives, and interaction products were 

allowed to correlate with the variables from which they were created (not shown for figure 

clarity).
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Figure 2. Linking Language Acculturation, Foreigner Stress, Depressive Symptoms and Marital 
Warmth and Hostility
Unstandardized path parameters (with standard error in parentheses) for significant paths are 

presented (N=416). W=Wife, H=Husband. R2 is the percent of variance explained by the 

model. * p<.05, ** p<.01, *** p<.001. Covariates were not shown in the figure for clarify.
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Figure 3. Plot of Actor-Partner Interaction Effects of Foreigner Stress on Marital Warmth
The positive association between partners’ foreigner stress and individuals’ warmth toward 

their partner was stronger when individuals’ own levels of foreigner stress were low versus 

high. This interaction pattern was similar for wives and husbands (in the above figure, wives 

are the actor).
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