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Acculturation Status and Sexuality Among
Female Cuban American College Students
Marcela Raffaelli, PhD; Byron L. Zamboanga, PhD; Gustavo Carlo, PhD

Abstract. The authors examined relations among different measures of acculturation, and between acculturation and sexual
behavior, in a sample of female Cuban American college students
(n = 61, M age = 18.4 years) who completed self-report surveys.
In the first set of analyses, weak to moderate associations emerged
among 4 measures of acculturation (birthplace, childhood language use, current language use, and ethnic identity), suggesting
that inconsistent findings from prior research may have resulted
from measurement limitations. In multivariate analyses, the
authors examined predictors of sexual behavior and found that 1
aspect of acculturation (higher levels of ethnic identity) and background characteristics (being older and less religious) were associated with voluntary sexual intercourse. Moreover, higher levels
on a sexual risk composite were associated with being born in the
United States, more ethnically identified, older, and less religious.
These analyses highlight the need for specificity in assessing
acculturation in a college student population and support the need
to examine cultural factors directly in sexuality research.

dence of sexually transmitted infections.6 Finally,
researchers have linked forced or coercive sexual intercourse to risk of HIV/AIDS among women.8,9 These risks
affect all demographic groups, but recent research suggests
that members of certain groups are at heightened risk of
unplanned pregnancies and sexually transmitted infections.
Current concern centers on the sexual health of Latinas
(women of Hispanic or Latin American origin or descent
living in the United States).
Considerable evidence suggests that adolescent and young
adult Latinas are in need of sexual health interventions. In
1999, Latinas had the highest teen birth rate in the United
States—93.1 per 1,000 (nearly twice the national rate).10
Latinas represent 9.9% of the over-21 female population in
the United States11 but account for 19.6% of cumulative
female AIDS cases.12 According to studies of general populations of adults,13 teens attending traditional14 and alternative15 high schools, and college students,1 Latinas are more
likely to engage in unprotected intercourse than are women
from other ethnic groups. For example, in a national survey
of girls aged 15 to 19 years, 42% of Latina girls did not use
any method of contraception at first intercourse, compared
with 24% of non-Latina girls in the same age range.10 Moreover, sexually active Latina college students are less likely to
use condoms than are their peers from other ethnic groups.1
Researchers know less about other forms of sexual risk
behavior among Latinas, and the factors linked to overall levels of sexual risk in this population remain unclear.16
One factor that researchers have identified as an important
modifier of sexual behavior among Latina populations is
acculturation.17,18 Acculturation is the process of psychological and behavioral adaptation that occurs when 2 cultures
come into contact, as happens when immigrants arrive in a
new country or 1 group is colonized by another.19,20 As individuals acculturate, they typically take on behaviors (eg, lan-
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T

he sexual health of college students in the United
States has been an area of increasing concern in
recent years.1 Sexual risk behaviors that put individuals at risk of sexually transmitted infections and
unplanned pregnancies include inconsistent condom use,
sex with multiple partners, early sexual debut, and forced
sexual intercourse. Inconsistent condom use puts individuals at direct risk of pregnancy or exposure to sexually transmitted infections,2 particularly when combined with multiple sexual relationships.3,4 Early initiation of sexual activity
is associated with lower condom and contraceptive use,5 an
increase in the number of sex partners,6,7 and a higher inciMarcela Raffaelli is a professor of psychology and ethnic studies and Gustavo Carlo is a professor of psychology, both with the
University of Nebraska–Lincoln. Byron L. Zamboanga is an
assistant professor of psychology at Smith College, MA.
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guage, forms of dress) and attitudes (eg, values, beliefs) of the
dominant culture. As Latinas become more acculturated to the
United States, some aspects of their sexual behavior become
more Americanized. Specifically acculturated Latinas are
more likely than are less acculturated Latinas to engage in
nonmarital sexual activity and have multiple partners.18,21–25
For example, in 1 study, 41% of third-generation Mexican
American women reported that they had engaged in sexual
intercourse, compared with 18.5% of first-generation Mexican American women.23 Among never-married Hispanic
women aged 15 to 24 years, higher levels of acculturation
(indexed by use of English vs Spanish language) significantly predicted young women’s sexual activity during the past
year.24 At the same time, condom use is rare even among
highly acculturated Latinas.18,24,25 For example, Englishspeaking Latinas were only slightly less likely than Spanishspeaking Latinas to say they never used condoms (71% vs
79%); in contrast, only 53% of non-Hispanic white women
said they never used condoms.17 Thus, acculturation appears
to increase the likelihood that Latinas will engage in sexual
activity with multiple partners, but not the probability that
they will use condoms.
Sexuality research often views acculturation as unidimensional and global, with immigrants moving from being
“unacculturated” to becoming “acculturated” to the mainstream values of the host country. In keeping with this view,
most empirical studies of Latina sexual behavior use language as a measure of acculturation17,18,24,25 (1 used generation of immigration23 and another birthplace21). However,
these measures may not fully capture the complexities of
the acculturative process.26–29 Generational status, language
use, and birthplace can be seen as measures of “distance”
from the home country but provide limited information with
respect to psychological aspects of cultural adaptation.16,30
Therefore, to understand the influence of acculturative
processes on sexual behavior, it may be useful to examine
subjective dimensions of acculturation.
An aspect of psychological functioning that researchers
have linked to behavior and values is ethnic identity, the
personal sense of oneself as a member of a particular ethnic group.31 Researchers define and assess ethnic identity
in various ways, but it typically encompasses involvement
in cultural activities and feelings regarding ethnic group
membership.32 Ethnic identity does not appear to be related in any consistent manner to demographic measures of
acculturation such as generational status or birthplace.33
For example, research with multiple ethnic groups reveals
no consistent pattern of relations between ethnic identity
and generational status,31 and research with Latina populations suggests that ethnic identity remains strong
regardless of demographic factors.34 These findings suggest that demographic indicators of acculturation may be
inadequate measures of cultural values that are likely to
be more relevant predictors of sexual behavior. This
would be particularly true of college students, who may
be highly acculturated based on language use and generation yet differ in their adherence to cultural norms,
8

strength of ethnic identification, and other psychological
dimensions.35
The current analysis builds on prior research examining
acculturation and sexual behavior among Latinas in 2 ways:
(1) In an effort to understand how different aspects of acculturation operate on sexual behaviors in a college sample, we
examined interrelations among different measures of acculturation and (2) we examined linkages between these
indices of acculturation and sexual behavior. The sample
consisted of female Cuban American college students. By
limiting the sample in this way, we addressed a limitation in
prior research, which too often ignored the diversity of the
Latina population.
Despite sharing a common heritage of European colonization and geographic proximity, there are significant differences between US Latino subgroups in terms of timing
of arrival, demographic characteristics, and pre- and postimmigration experiences.16,36 Cuban Americans differ quite
markedly from other US Latino groups in their immigration
experiences.37 Since 1959, immigrants from the island have
arrived in periodic waves as well as individually or in small
groups. The first arrivals, who left Cuba when Fidel Castro
came to power in 1959, were primarily professionals and
entrepreneurs to whom the United States granted official
refugee status and gave resettlement assistance. Later immigrants were more socioeconomically diverse and settled in
southern Florida, creating a politically active and vibrant
ethnic enclave that provided support for maintaining cultural traditions. Overall, Cubans (especially those who arrived
in the United States before the 1970s) have prospered economically compared with immigrants from other Latin
American countries: Cuban Americans are more highly
educated, less likely to be poor, and more likely to own their
own homes than other Latino groups.38
Differences among Latino subgroups extend to sexual
behavior, as differential rates of HIV/AIDS39 and teen pregnancy10 among Latino subgroups show. Thus, to obtain a
more complete picture of risk and protective factors influencing the sexual behavior of Latinas, different subgroups
must be considered separately.40 In the current analysis, we
addressed 2 research questions in a sample of female Cuban
American college students: (1) What are the interrelations
among different indicators of acculturation (ie, language,
birthplace, and ethnic identity)? and (2) What are the relations between these different acculturation indicators and
sexual behavior?
Because research links age, parental education, and religiosity to sexual behavior,18,21,23,40 we also considered these
background variables in the current analysis.
METHOD
Participants and Procedures
The sample consisted of 61 young women of Cuban origin or descent (M age = 18.4, SD = 1.2, range 17–23) who
were part of a larger multiethnic sample (N = 269) from a
state university in southern Florida. The Institutional Review
JOURNAL OF AMERICAN COLLEGE HEALTH
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Boards at the University of Nebraska–Lincoln and Florida
International University approved the research. Students
who were enrolled in introductory psychology and other
psychology courses volunteered to participate; thus, this was
a convenience sample, and we did not know the number of
students eligible to participate. After providing written
informed consent, participants completed anonymous selfreport questionnaires in small groups. Students received a
written debriefing form and credit for completing the study.
Measures
Respondents provided demographic information and
completed a set of structured measures, including those we
examined in the current study. Predictor variables included
3 background variables and 4 indicators of acculturation
identified in prior research. Two aspects of sexual behavior
served as the dependent variables.
Background Variables
Participants reported on their age, each parent’s level of
education, and religiousness. They reported age in years
(M = 18.4, SD = 1.2). We computed parental education as
an average of maternal and paternal education (r = .46, p <
.01) rated on a 7-point scale (1 = elementary or junior high
school; 4 = graduated from 2-year college or technical
school; 7 = professional or graduate school; M = 3.13, SD
= 1.4). We computed religiousness as the average of 2
items (importance of religion and frequency of church
attendance; r = .69, p < .01) on a 5-point Likert-type scale
(from 1 = not at all important [importance] or never go to
church [attendance] to 5 = very important or more than
once a week). A higher score indicated a higher level of
religiousness (M = 3.31, SD = 1.0).
Acculturation
We examined 4 aspects of acculturation. We coded
respondent birthplace as either non-US (18%) or US (82%).
(Over four fifths [82%] of the US-born resp-ondents had 2
non-US-born parents, so it was not possible to examine generation status in the US in detail.) We assessed childhood
and current language use by using a 5-point scale (1 =
Spanish only, 3 = both the same, 5 = English only). We
assessed childhood language with a single item (“What language did you speak as a child?”; M = 2.21, SD = 1.1) and
current language with 5 items measuring language use in
different situations (read, speak, speak at home, think in,
speak with friends; M = 3.76, SD = 0.6). The current
language items were similar to those on the Short Acculturation Scale for Hispanic Youth41 and yielded a Cronbach’s
alpha coefficient of .80. We assessed ethnic identity with a
9-item version of the ethnic identity subscale of the MultiEthnic Identity Measure32 (eg, “I have a strong sense of
belonging to my own ethnic group”) rated on a 4-point
Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly
agree). We computed an overall score by averaging the 9
items (Cronbach α = .84); a higher score indicated a higher
level of ethnic identity (M = 2.99, SD = 0.6).
VOL 54, JULY/AUGUST 2005

Sexual Behavior
Respondents indicated whether they had ever had voluntary or involuntary sexual intercourse, and those with
sexual experience completed a set of sexual behavior
items. Over half of the sample (57%) reported voluntary
sex; 6 of these women also reported involuntary sex (no
woman reported only involuntary sex). The average age at
first intercourse was 16.8 years (SD = 1.6), and lifetime
number of sexual partners was 3.03 (SD = 2.8). Sexual
risk is multidimensional, reflecting a number of different
behaviors, some voluntary and some non-voluntary.
Therefore, we computed a sexual risk score for each participant by assigning 1 point for each of the following:
ever had voluntary sex, voluntary sex before age 16, 4 or
more lifetime sex partners, lifetime condom use under
75% of intercourse acts, ever forced to have sex. The sexual risk score (M = 1.02, SD = 1.3) ranged from 0 (participants who had never had sex) to 5 (participants reporting
all 5 risk factors).
Data Analytic Approach
We conducted data analyses using SPSS (SPSS, Inc.,
Chicago, IL) for Windows, version 11.5. Bivariate analyses involved computing Pearson product moment correlation coefficients; in cases where 1 variable was dichotomous as opposed to continuous (eg, birthplace, ever had
sex), SPSS automatically substituted the Point Biserial
Correlation.42 To examine the independent relationships
between different aspects of acculturation and sexual
behavior, we computed logistic and linear regression models. In these models, we entered background variables
(age, parent education, and religiousness) on the first step
and acculturation variables (birthplace, childhood language, current language, and ethnic identity) on the second
step. We used logistic regression analysis to predict lifetime sexual activity (a dichotomous outcome) and linear
regression analysis to predict scores on the sexual risk
composite (a continuous outcome). The alpha level was set
at .05; however, given the small sample size, we also
described trends (p < .10) for informational purposes.
RESULTS
Table 1 shows bivariate associations among study variables. Looking first at the relationships between background characteristics and the study variables, age was
significantly associated with birthplace (older women
were more likely to be non-US born) and sexual behavior
(older women were more likely to report ever having sex
and engaged in higher levels of sexual risk compared with
younger women). Parent education was not significantly
associated with any other variable. Religiousness was significantly associated with ethnic identity (positively) and
sexual behavior (negatively).
Interrelations Among Indicators of Acculturation
The first research question focused on the interrelations
among different indicators of acculturation. Birthplace was
9
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TABLE 1. Correlations Among Study Variables
Variable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

1. Age
2. Parent education
3. Religiousness
4. Birthplace†
5. Childhood language‡
6. Current language‡
7. Ethnic identity
8. Ever had sex§
9. Sexual risk

—

–.13
—

–.03
.11
—

.25*
–.11
–.14
—

–.08
.19
–.03
–.17
—

.03
.23
–.25+
–.28*
.38**
—

–.19
–.18
.41***
.16
–.24+
–.38**
—

.29*
.02
–.28*
.04
.04
.12
.12
—

.30*
.00
–.25+
–.10
.01
.13
.02
—
—

Note. N s range from 50–57 because of missing data on some variables.
†Birthplace coded as 0 = US, 1 = non–US.
‡Higher scores indicate more English language use, lower scores indicate more Spanish language use.
§Coded as 0 = no, 1 = yes (part of Sexual Risk Score).
+p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, two-tailed.

significantly related to current language use (respondents
born outside the United States used more Spanish), and current and childhood language use were positively related
with each other; however, birthplace and childhood language were not significantly associated. Respondents with
higher levels of ethnic identity reported using more Spanish
currently than those with lower levels of ethnic identity.
Ethnic identity was not significantly associated with childhood language or birthplace.
Relationships Between Acculturation and Sexual
Behavior
In bivariate analyses, sexual activity and level of sexual
risk were associated positively with age and negatively with
religiousness, but not with any of the acculturation variables. We conducted 2 multivariate analyses to examine the
unique associations between acculturation indicators and
sexual behavior.
Table 2 presents the results of the logistic regression
examining predictors of voluntary sexual intercourse. The
top portion of the table displays classification statistics for
the 2 blocks of predictors (background variables and acculturation measures). The classification analysis revealed that
background variables significantly predicted sexual intercourse. When we added acculturation measures on the second step, there was a marginally significant increase (p <
.10) in the proportion of respondents correctly classified.
Statistics for individual predictors (bottom half of the table)
show that lifetime sexual activity was significantly associated with being older, less religious, and more ethnically
identified.
We conducted linear multiple regression analysis to
examine predictors of the composite sexual risk scores (see
Table 3). Background variables entered at the first step significantly predicted sexual risk, with age and religiousness
emerging as significant individual predictors and accounting
for 15% of the systematic variance. At the second step,
10

acculturation variables accounted for an additional 14% of
the systematic variance, although this was a nonsignificant
improvement (p < .10) in the model. The final model was
significant: adjusted R2 = .19, F(7, 50) = 2.93, p < .02. Two
of the background variables and 2 of the acculturation variables emerged as significant individual predictors of overall
level of sexual risk. Age and ethnic identity were related positively, and religiousness and birthplace negatively, to sexual risk scores. Thus, among female Cuban American college
students, higher levels of sexual risk were associated with
TABLE 2. Logistic Regression Predicting Voluntary Sexual Intercourse From Background Variables and Acculturation Measures

χ2

%
correct

10.84*
8.89+

69.2
78.85

β

SE

Odds ratio
[Exp(b)]

1.27*
.49
–1.37**

.51
.32
.48

3.57
1.64
.25

–1.43
.21
.10
2.47**

1.17
.37
.65
1.02

.24
1.23
1.11
11.79

Classification analysis
Demographics
Acculturation status

Model statistic
Background variable
Age
Parent education
Religiousness
Acculturation measure
Birthplace
Childhood language
Current language
Ethnic identity

Note. Table shows final model statistics. All betas are standardized. Significance of individual predictor coefficients (based on
the Wald statistic).
+ p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.
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TABLE 3. Linear Regression Analysis Predicting Sexual Risk Scores From
Background Variables and Acculturation Measures

Step
1

2

Variable

∆R 2

R2

df

F for
∆R 2

Background variable
Age
Parent education
Religiousness
Acculturation measure
Birthplace
Childhood language
Current language
Ethnic identity

.15

.15

3, 54

3.25*

.14

.29

7, 50

β
(1st step)

β
(2nd step)

.29*
.07
–.26*

.46**
.13
–.46**

2.44+
–.34*
.03
.01
.36*

Note. All betas are standardized.
+p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01.

being older, US-born, more ethnically identified, and less
religious.
COMMENT
Researchers in past studies have not fully elucidated the
impact of acculturation on sexual risk levels among ethnically diverse populations. In this study, we attempted to
clarify the mixed findings in prior research by examining
acculturation and sexual behavior in 1 specific Latino subgroup: female Cuban American college students. The findings are relevant to 2 areas of research that are currently the
subject of attention and debate. The first involves how to
measure acculturation, and the second involves the association between acculturation status and sexual behavior.
Researchers have conceptualized and assessed acculturation in a variety of ways in earlier studies.26,29 Thus, our first
goal in this study was to examine interrelations among different measures of acculturation. Of the 6 correlations
among the 4 different indicators of acculturation (birthplace, current language use, childhood language use, and
ethnic identity), 3 were significant at the .05 level, none
exceeded .38, and the mean correlation was .27. No consistent pattern of association emerged among these measures.
For example, women who were born outside the United
States reported higher levels of current Spanish use; however, childhood language was not linked to birthplace. Similarly, ethnic identity, which assesses a psychological aspect
of acculturation (the degree to which individuals feel
attached to their “native” culture), was associated with language use but not birthplace. This finding builds on recent
research demonstrating differential associations between
distinct aspects of acculturation, including generation of
immigration, Spanish and English language use, and social
networks.43 Findings of past research and the current findings indicate that different measures of acculturation share
limited common variance and cannot be used interchangeably. This issue should be examined empirically; for example, scholars with access to large datasets containing multiVOL 54, JULY/AUGUST 2005

ple measures of acculturation can conduct more sophisticated analyses than our sample permitted (eg, confirmatory
factor analysis).
Our second goal in this study was to investigate linkages
between different measures of acculturation and the sexual
behavior of female Cuban American college students.
Somewhat different patterns of association between the various indicators of acculturation and sexual behavior
emerged in different analyses. In bivariate analyses, only
background variables of age and religiousness were significant correlates of lifetime sexual intercourse and sexual risk
(indexed as a composite of different behaviors that increase
the chances of exposure to sexually transmitted infections
and the likelihood of unplanned pregnancy). In multivariate
analyses, ethnic identity (for lifetime sex) and both ethnic
identity and birthplace (for the sexual risk composite)
emerged as independent significant predictors. The finding
that older, less religious, and US-born Latinas were more
likely to be sexually active and to engage in risky sexual
behavior than were other Latinas is consistent with prior
research.17,18,21,23–26
The association between a subjective aspect of acculturation (ethnic identity) and risky sexual behavior is a novel
finding of the present study. Ethnic identity captures the
degree to which individuals identify themselves as members of a particular group.33 Thus, having a strong sense of
ethnic identity may reflect adherence to traditional cultural
norms and values. In turn, traditional cultural norms regarding sexuality may be linked to sexual risk in Latina populations. A number of scholars have asserted that traditional
Hispanic cultural norms related to sexuality include a dislike of condoms (perhaps linked to the beliefs of the majority Catholic religion or a reticence to discuss sexual topics
that results in a preference for unobtrusive methods of birth
control), as well as the notion that women should be ignorant of sex and submissive to men in sexual relationships.44–46 Despite some overlap between different measures of acculturation revealed in the first set of analyses,
11
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ethnic identity was an independent predictor of both lifetime sexual activity and cumulative sexual risk. This suggests that sexuality researchers should incorporate measures of subjective dimensions of cultural adaptation (eg,
ethnic identity, culturally relevant values or attitudes29) into
their studies rather than relying solely on measures such as
birthplace, generation of immigration, or language use.

deepest thanks to Ervin Briones for his valuable contribution to
this project.
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