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Social psychological theories of second-language communication posit a relation-
ship between second-language competence/usage and social identity. Identity and
adaptation outcomes of intercultural contact have also been central issues for
cross-cultural psychology. The studies described here are at the junction of these
two research traditions. Based on a situated-identity approach, they show the
mediating and moderating roles of second-language confidence for identity
change and adjustment among minority- and majority-group members. Two stud-
ies involving Canadian francophone and anglophone university students illustrate
the relationship between relative status and identity as well as the mediating role of
communication in determining identity and adjustment. The third study, involving
participants of East Indian descent, shows that incongruities among aspects of
identity are related to the experience of collective discrimination and stress. Fur-
thermore, these relations are moderated by second-language confidence. The con-
clusion discusses theoretical and practical implications for policy.
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Acquiring a second language has very little in common with other academic
exercises. In fact, much of the past research pertaining to motivational aspects of
acquiring and using a second language, be it among immigrants or among mem-
bers of the receiving society, has underlined the role of social psychological fac-
tors, such as intergroup attitudes and aspects of intergroup contact (for a review,
see Clément & Gardner, in press; MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels, 1998).
Furthermore, in recent research and analyses, that social psychological approach
has brought to light a number of implications related to other individual and collec-
tive outcomes, such as identity change, cultural assimilation, and psychological
adaptation: Learning and using another language has a profound effect on the out-
look of individuals and on the fate of the groups to which they belong (e.g.,
Clément, 1996; Genesee & Gandara, 1999; Hamers & Blanc, 2000; Masgoret &
Gardner, 1999). Similarly, but from a different historical and theoretical perspec-
tive, the cross-cultural psychology approach to intergroup contact emphasizes
identity changes accruing from such contact and their relation to individual psy-
chological adaptation (e.g., Berry, 1997). The latter approach, however, does not
provide an account of the process linking contact to its consequences.

The theoretical perspective and studies presented below are at the junction
of the social psychology of language and cross-cultural approaches to inter-
ethnic contact, identity and adaptation.1 Relying on a situated approach to identity
processes, we illustrate the importance of different aspects of intergroup communi-
cation via the results of three empirical studies conducted in Ottawa, a bilingual
and multicultural context in Canada’s national capital. In the following, key con-
cepts and their relations are defined. Subsequently, the first study is devoted to
understanding the dynamics of the link between identification and its context, the
latter being defined as the relative status (minority vs. majority) of groups as well
as in terms of situational characteristics. Once these parameters of identity varia-
tion have been established, the second study illustrates the mediating role of sec-
ond-language communication vis-à-vis aspects of intergroup contact, identity, and
adjustment. The final study develops the concept of identity as identity processes
endowed with their own internal dynamics linked to the experience of discrimina-
tion and to adjustment. The moderating role of second-language communication is
illustrated there.

Acculturation and Adaptation

Recent models of acculturation, designed to reflect the possibilities offered by
pluralist contexts, have represented the process as bidimensional (e.g., Berry,
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1 As can be seen from the reference list, the terms adaptation and adjustment have been used almost
interchangeably in the current research. In this article, adaptation will refer to the global phenomenon
of achieving an adequate a measure of comfort in living within one’s current social context. Adjustment
will refer specifically to a subset of characteristics underlying adaptation, all related to psychological
phenomena, such as stress, depression and anxiety.



1997; Clément & Noels, 1991). Identification to the in- and outgroup are treated as
independent from one another, resulting in four strategies corresponding, respec-
tively, to identification with both groups (i.e., integration), to neither group (i.e.,
marginalization), exclusively to the outgroup (i.e., assimilation) and exclusively
to the ingroup (i.e., separation).

Much of the work pertaining to these constructs has been spearheaded by John
Berry and his colleagues (for review, see, e.g., Berry, 1997; Berry & Sam, 1997),
who have systematically investigated the relation between acculturation attitudes
toward each of the four strategies and a variety of correlates. Within a wider per-
spective dealing with a number of pre- and postmigratory factors, Berry (1997) has
claimed that a positive attitude toward integration is related to a better psychologi-
cal adaptation among immigrants.

Identity, Communication, and Adaptation

Although the predispositions toward one acculturation strategy or another
may influence the type of interface between immigrants and minorities and the
dominant groups, it should not be confounded with actual identification patterns
(Boski, 1994; Piontkowski, Florack, Holelker, & Obdrzalek, 2000). Whereas plu-
ralist societies may successfully promote a multicultural ideology, endorsement of
such an ideology does not necessarily imply the preservation of distinct cultural
identities between or among the members of groups in contact. A distinction
should therefore be made between acculturation strategies as preferred patterns of
association and identity as a feeling of belonging to a particular group. A positive
attitude toward one of the four acculturation strategies identified above does not
necessarily guarantee that the desired identification will be achieved. Indeed, as
illustrated by the analysis proposed by Bourhis, Moïse, Perreault, and Senecal
(1997), the acculturation process develops in the context of contact with other
groups whose attitudes may act to thwart or enhance the acculturating group’s dis-
positions. It is thus possible to imagine that although completely assimilated, some
individuals would nevertheless retain a very positive attitude toward integration. In
fact, Clément, Gauthier, and Noels (1993) have shown that members of a French
minority group living in Northern Ontario display different correlates related to
acculturation attitudes versus actual identification profiles.

The Situated-Identity Approach

To study identification profiles of groups in contact, Clément and Noels
(1992) have proposed a situated-identity approach. Like many approaches dealing
with the self (e.g., Reid & Deaux, 1996), the situated-identity approach (e.g., Alex-
ander & Beggs, 1986; Weinreich, 1996) represents identity as a composite of mul-
tiple self-representations and self-categorizations. As described in social identity
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theory (e.g., Turner, 1987), the situated-identity approach is based on the argument
that individuals seek to maintain a positive self-image given contextual and social
determinants. Thus, momentarily salient identities vary in a dynamic relation to
environmental demands. Returning to the issue of acculturation, this premise
implies that, in an intergroup contact situation, important contextual variations in
identity should be expected across groups as well as within the same person across
situations.

Within that theoretical context, a first hypothesis examined by Clément and
Noels (1992) suggests that the importance of identification to different groups is
related to the relative status of the ingroup and the outgroup. Given that a positive
social identity may be derived from associating with a group characterized by
desirable characteristics, it was hypothesized that different patterns of identifica-
tion would characterize members of majority and minority groups.

The research was conducted with francophone and anglophone participants in
the institutional context of the University of Ottawa, a bilingual university in which
both language groups have equal status. The province of origin of the students var-
ied, however, such that different subsamples of both groups had, respectively, a
minority and a majority status. The university is situated on the Ontario side of the
border between the Canadian provinces of Québec and Ontario, the former charac-
terized politically and demographically as French and the latter as English. Thus,
francophone majority students (from Québec), francophone minority students
(from Ontario), anglophone majority students (from Ontario) and anglophone
minority students (from Québec) share the same campus. The four groups are
therefore characterized by different ethnolinguistic vitalities, that is, different
degrees of demographic representation, institutional support, and social status
likely to foster their maintenance and thriving (Giles, Bourhis, & Taylor, 1977). In
a North American linguistic context favoring English, it would be expected that the
anglophone majority group would show the most ethnolinguistic vitality, whereas
the francophone minority group would show the least, and the position of the two
other groups would be a function of the relative impact of the North American and
provincial ethnolinguistic contexts.

The obtained results reflect the ethnolinguistic pattern: Maximal distinction
between identification with the ingroup and to the outgroup is obtained for the
majority Anglophones whereas the smallest difference is obtained for the lowest
vitality group, the Francophones from Ontario. The minority Anglophones resem-
ble more the majority Anglophones, whereas the majority Francophones resemble
more the minority Francophones, thus suggesting the preponderance of the North
American ethnolinguistic situation over the more proximal characteristics of the
province of origin.

This research also examined the most common profiles of acculturation among
the four groups. Using the midpoint of the ingroup and outgroup identity scales to
categorize participants in each of the four acculturation profiles (assimilation,
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integration, separation, marginalization), the majority (over 80%) fell into the sepa-
ration category, a result similar to those obtained recently by Ward and Rana-Deuba
(1999) using the same partition method on a sample of foreign residents in Nepal.
An exception to this pattern comes from the group with the least ethnolinguistic
vitality, the minority Francophones: 31% of that group shows an integration profile.
Given the well-documented situation of Francophones in Ontario, whose numbers
have been decreasing through the years, it may be that, for that group, integration is
the intermediary step leading to assimilation (Clément et al., 1993).

Besides examining the macrosocial context, Clément and Noels (1992) also
looked at more immediate situational characteristics. In addition to assessing sepa-
rately identification with the ingroup and the outgroup, their questionnaire also
measured identification in an array of daily situations. Factor analysis of these
answers allowed us to delineate different domains of interaction, such as the uni-
versity, the community, and media usage. Analysis of the mean identification with
the outgroup in different domains showed variations consistent with the character-
istics of these domains. Differences between the groups in identification with the
outgroup were maximal in the more private situations, including using the media.
In those domains, the Francophones showed more identification with the outgroup
than did the Anglophones. Relatively little difference was found in the specific
context of the university environment. There, students appear to have been
responding to the institutional norm of equality, which did not play a role in the
other sectors of their activities.

Taken together, these results and those reported by, among others, Weinreich
(1996), illustrate the usefulness of a situated approach to identity variation and
acculturation. Specifically, identity profiles are linked meaningfully to social and
situational characteristics; they reflect the relative importance of the groups in con-
tact as well as, more proximally, the contextual constraints imposed by characteris-
tics of interaction situations. Because the modal acculturation response
corresponded here to a separation profile (rather than integration, as found in stud-
ies of attitudes), identity profiles also support the distinction between actual identi-
fication and attitudes toward strategies of acculturation in intergroup contact
situations.

Communication as a Process

Understanding the joint impact of contact and context on acculturation
requires a description of how those factors come to influence identity and adapta-
tion. Although some have lumped issues of language and communication together
with other factors like religion as contributing to cultural distance between two
groups (see Berry, 1997), others have given language and communication a much
more active and mediating role (e.g., Collier & Thomas, 1988; Genesee &
Gandara, 1999; Gudykunst, 1988). Furthermore, even though language production
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is an individual phenomenon, it binds, through communication, those using it to a
social and ethnic community. It is thus viewed as a dynamic instrument of contact,
a tool of communication and thinking, and a transmitter of culture and tradition.
Learning and using a second language therefore has far-reaching and important
consequences for individuals and groups (Edwards, 1994).

Lambert (1978) proposed that the acquisition and usage of a second language
leads to different outcomes depending on the relative status of the first- and
second-language group. For minorities, immigrants, and refugees, learning the
language of the receiving society often is necessary to ensure their adaptation in the
new community. In such cases, contact and status interact in promoting assimila-
tion (Clément, 1986), a phenomenon identified by Lambert (1978) as correspond-
ing to subtractive bilingualism: the loss of the first language and culture resulting
from the acquisition and use of a second language. Majority-group members learn-
ing the language of a minority group, such as Canadian Anglophones learning
French or Anglo Americans learning Spanish, should, however, experience addi-
tive bilingualism: the addition of a second language and culture without erosion of
the first.

In dealing with the role of language and identity, Clément (1980; Clément &
Kruidenier, 1985) proposed that, in situations in which contact is possible between
speakers of the first- and second-language groups, second-language confidence
mediates the effects of contact on communicative competence and identity. Sec-
ond-language confidence corresponds to the subjective feeling of being able to
cope adequately with situations involving the use of a second language. As in more
recent models of communication (e.g., Gudykunst, 1988; Stephan & Stephan,
1985), second-language confidence includes anxiety as an affective component
and the belief in one’s capacity to cope adequately in an intergroup contact situa-
tion as a cognitive component. Its relation to aspects of intergroup contact and to
communicative competence has been well documented (e.g., Clément, 1986;
Clément & Kruidenier, 1985; Labrie & Clément, 1986).

Even though some attempts have been made to link language and accultura-
tion (Clément, 1986; Lanca, Aksnis, Roese, & Gardner, 1994; Young & Gardner,
1990), the issue of the complex relations among language, acculturation, and adap-
tation has received scant attention, particularly in studies of identity change.
Accordingly, Noels and Clément (1996; see also Noels, Pon, & Clément, 1996)
collected (from the same groups described above) data pertaining to their identifi-
cation with the ingroup and with the outgroup, to frequency and pleasantness of
contact with the outgroup, to degree of confidence with the outgroup language, and
to adjustment. These data were entered in separate path analyses, one for each
group.

The results of these analyses show that language confidence mediates the
effects of contact on identity and adjustment in three cases out of four and that for
all groups, increased language confidence is related positively to an increased
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identification with the outgroup. A detailed analysis shows that the two
anglophone groups present similar results: increased confidence in French does not
affect identification with Anglophones but promotes identification with
Francophones as well as adjustment. These findings illustrate additive bilingual-
ism or integration.

The two francophone groups, however, differ appreciably from the
anglophone pattern. The majority Francophones show a subtractive or assimilated
identity profile. As English confidence increases, identification with Anglophones
increases, whereas identification with Francophones decreases. The minority
Francophones also show a subtractive pattern, except that in their case, the erosion
of ingroup identification is related directly to aspects of intergroup contact. It may
be that through their being continuously exposed to using English, the issue of
Francophone identity has for minority Francophones become anchored in aspects
other than language. These nonlinguistic aspects of culture are nevertheless eroded
by direct contact with Anglophones, thus illustrating what might be called a
postlinguistic assimilation profile. Comparatively, the majority Francophones,
who have moved only recently into a situation of contact with the outgroup in an
anglophone provincial environment, are still at an early stage of acculturation in
which variations in language confidence play their most important role with
respect to identity change and assimilation.

Our conclusion that there is a differential relation between intergroup contact
and language confidence as a function of the vitality of the ingroup buttresses
Berry’s (1997) contention that acculturative outcomes are subject to the influence
of a number of social and collective factors. In this case, the anglophone groups are
the only ones to reap the benefits of intergroup contact in terms of a dual identity
and better adjustment. They are also part of a North American linguistic majority.
Even the so-called minority Anglophones come to an English provincial setting
from a French environment that guarantees their rights to education in their own
language. In contrast, the majority Francophones display an assimilative pattern,
linked to communication aspects, as they are placed in an English Canadian envi-
ronment. This difference in acculturation styles illustrates the hegemony of En-
glish in the North American culture (see Barker et al., 2001). More generally, it
shows the powerful effects on the acculturation process of the interaction between
the context of contact and communication.

That is not, however, the only role played by communication and, even if a
microcosm of English–French relations in Canadian society, the bilingual univer-
sity used here as context permits only a partial analysis of acculturation. A careful
look at the research suggests that a wider conceptualization integrating other
aspects of identity and a conceptualization of intergroup contact anchored in the
notions of acceptance/discrimination may provide a more comprehensive perspec-
tive. We have documented above the mediating role of communication. We now
intend to illustrate its complementary moderating role on adjustment.
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Identity Incongruities, Possible Selves, and Discrimination

The above results suggest that minority-group members, such as the minority
Francophones and the Canadian Chinese examined by Noels et al. (1996), might
benefit from assimilation (endorsing exclusively the dominant-group identity) into
the outgroup in terms of adjustment. This runs contrary to other claims (e.g., Berry
& Kim, 1988; Berry, Kim, Minde, & Mok, 1987; Schmitz, 1994) that integration
(endorsing both the original and the dominant group identity) is the best strategy
for adjustment. The contrasts between the two viewpoints may be more apparent
than real, however. As explained above, the latter studies look at attitudes toward
strategies of acculturation, whereas the former look at identification. Of more
interest than the discrepancy in findings and interpretation is the fact that an indi-
vidual might simultaneously hold attitudes toward acculturation strategies that are
incompatible with his or her actual identification profile, resulting in a conflict that
may affect adaptation. This may, indeed, be a crucial psychological dilemma
facing immigrants.

Recasting the Identity Issue

Although the interface between actual and desired identity has not been of
much interest in cross-cultural psychology, it has been a research focus for
researchers interested in the self. Higgins (1987), for example, proposes that dis-
crepancies between the actual and ideal self will lead to feelings of dysphoria or
dejection. Likewise, Markus and Nurius (1986) have described the developing self
as subject to tension between the actual self and the possible self. Although such
tension may be beneficial in terms of promoting development, the discrepancy
itself may involve, if only momentarily, a certain degree of discomfort. The
research cited above supports an approach that takes into consideration the incon-
gruity between the actual and the desired acculturation profile.

A second type of discrepancy that may be of relevance to the process of accul-
turation arises from incongruity between actual identity and that which is reflected
by the outgroup. Brown (1998) proposed that experiencing ethnic stigmatization is
a negative affective experience because it controls and limits the achievement of
desirable possible selves. In cross-cultural psychology, Weinreich (1996) and
Camillieri and Malewska-Peyre (1997) consider discrepancies between self-iden-
tity and the identity assigned by others as potentially debilitating because they rep-
resent the limits imposed by others on the development of the self in cross-cultural
situations. The evidence reviewed so far suggests that the tripartite distinction and
incongruities between the actual, desired, and reflected identities are relevant to the
issue of immigrant adaptation. Before we turn to an empirical illustration, how-
ever, the issue of contact needs to be tackled from a different angle.
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Recasting Intergroup Contact

The studies described previously define contact along qualitative and quanti-
tative dimensions. As shown above, more positive contact with the outgroup leads
to more language confidence, which, in turn, leads to the various identification pro-
files. Although these aspects may still be relevant to conflicted identities, what may
be more relevant is whether or not discrimination occurs in intergroup situations.
The experience of discrimination has been found in a number of studies (e.g.,
Abouguendia & Noels, 2001; Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999; Crocker
& Major, 1989; Dion & Earn, 1975; Pak, Dion, & Dion, 1991) to be related to
adjustment. Within this theoretical context, discrimination would be maladaptive,
because it conveys a reflected identity that is incompatible with the actual and/or
desired identities.

A further issue here is the distinction between personal and collective discrim-
ination. Taylor, Wright, Moghaddam, and Lalonde (1990) showed that members of
minority groups consistently reported more discrimination toward their group than
toward themselves personally. Based on research dealing with other groups, Tay-
lor, Wright, and Porter (1994) concluded that this phenomenon was of consider-
able significance and robustness. Subsequent analyses (e.g., Taylor, Ruggiero, &
Louis, 1996) suggest that collective discrimination may be intimately linked to
existing stereotypes about the group as well as to reactions to inequalities in inter-
group relations (Dion, 1986; see also Dion & Kawakami, 1996). The minimization
of personal discrimination may be used as a means of retaining control over a diffi-
cult, potentially threatening situation for the self-concept (Ruggiero & Taylor,
1995).

To this point, the experience of collective discrimination has been related to
group perception issues. It remains to be seen whether it would relate to identity
discrepancies, since these would reflect the more individual and personal aspect of
identity. Because they are private, individual phenomena, discrepancies in identi-
ties should be more related to the personal experience of discrimination. Ethnic
identity is, however, defined along group membership, suggesting that experienc-
ing collective discrimination may be more crucial to identity incongruities than
experiencing personal discrimination. The answer here is an empirical issue.

The relation between discrimination and identity need not, however, be unidi-
rectional. It is entirely possible that an incongruity between actual and desired
outgroup identity might lead one to seek more contact and therefore experience
more discrimination. This would happen, for example, in cases in which, to build a
positive self-image, one seeks, via more contact, greater identification with a dom-
inant outgroup than is actually experienced but is, in the process, confronted with
discriminatory practices. Thus, there is a reciprocal relation between identity pro-
cesses and discrimination such that, whereas the experience of discrimination
influences the congruity of the identification profiles, the dynamics of the
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identification processes would promote more or less contact and experienced
discrimination.

The anticipated relation among identity, discrimination, and adaptation is
depicted in Figure 1. As can be seen in the figure, a bidirectional relation joins
discrimination and identity, and both are hypothesized to influence adaptation,
measured here as experienced stress. That impact is further moderated by sec-
ond-language confidence. Following Kim’s (1988) argument and our own, being
able to communicate in a host language facilitates adaptation to a new cultural
environment. It would therefore be expected that experiencing identity incongrui-
ties would be less maladaptive for those who are confident in their capacity to use
the dominant language in an efficient manner. The relation between discrimination
and stress is equally open to this buffering effect. Dion, Dion, and Pak (1992)
showed that personality-based hardiness (a mixture of self-esteem and internal
locus of control) acts to moderate the relation between discrimination and stress.
Ruggiero and Taylor (1995, 1997), on the other hand, suggest that the motivation
to keep control over the outcome of a situation may have a beneficial effect on
self-esteem when one is confronted with discrimination. In our ongoing discussion
regarding the importance of communication, we argue that confidence in being
able to use the outgroup language efficiently is the active ingredient in (1) actualiz-
ing hardiness and (2) instrumentally serving the need for control. It is therefore
hypothesized that second-language confidence will also moderate the relation
between discrimination and adjustment.

An Empirical Study

A preliminary test of some aspects of the preceding hypotheses was conducted
by Clément, Deneault, and Noels (1996). The participants were members of the
East Indian community of Ottawa, which was particularly suited for this study for a
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Fig. 1. Schematic representation of conceptual relations between discrimination, identity, stress, and
second-language confidence.



number of reasons. Because of their physical appearance, their distinctive cultural
practices and beliefs, and their language, East Indians are considered to be a visible
minority (Mangalam, 1986). Furthermore, numerous previous studies show them
to be victims of discrimination (e.g., Lalonde, Taylor, & Moghaddam, 1992;
Moghaddam, Ditto, & Taylor, 1990; Shah, 1991) and census data show a marked
discrepancy between their average level of education and their income (Rajagopal,
1990). Finally, the Ottawa community of East Indians was large enough to allow
for individual variations in the degree of acculturation experienced by members of
that group. The sample used here consisted of 92 participants (36 women, 56 men),
most of whom (78%) were born in India. They represented a wide range of statuses,
from landed immigrant to Canadian citizen, and lived and worked in close contact
with native Canadians.

An East Indian research assistant administered a series of scales assessing,
respectively, identity, discrimination, and adjustment. The identity scales were
modeled after the actual identity scale used by Clément and Noels (1992). Three
versions were prepared, asking participants to take the perspective of (1) how they
actually identified along an Indian and a Canadian continuum, (2) how they would
ideally like to identify on these two dimensions, and (3) how they thought their
identity was perceived (reflected) by Canadians on both dimensions. Because
identification with the Indian and with the Canadian groups was assessed using
separate scales, the combination of these three perspectives resulted in six scores.
Discrimination was assessed using two three-item scales, respectively assessing
perceived personal and group discrimination (Taylor et al., 1990). These items
asked participants if they ever experienced discrimination for reasons of physical
appearance, cultural characteristics, and newcomer status. The adjustment scale
was Lemyre, Tessier, and Fillion’s (1990) psychological stress measure, an instru-
ment assessing nonpathological daily stress. Finally, the second-language confi-
dence scale was borrowed from Noels and Clément (1996).

Replicating previous results, those obtained here showed that the participants
reportedly experience more collective than personal discrimination. With respect
to the threefold identity profiles, participants endorsed the Canadian identity to a
greater extent than it was reflected on them. Furthermore, they desired a stronger
Canadian identity than what they felt they had and what was reflected on them.
Opposite results were obtained for Indian identity: they desired it less than it was
reflected on them.

To assess the relations among identity incongruities, discrimination, and
stress, a series of stepwise multiple regressions were performed, using as criteria
the indices of personal and collective discrimination and stress. Table 1 lists the
beta weights associated with the residual from the first term, after partitioning out
the second term of the subtractions listed in the first column. As can be seen, only
one incongruity is related to personal discrimination. Those who feel a reflected
identity to be more Indian than their actual Indian identity reported more personal
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discrimination. Comparatively, four of the six incongruities correlated signifi-
cantly with collective discrimination. Collective discrimination was felt when the
Indian identity was reflected more than what was actually felt or desired and when
a Canadian identity was more desired than what was actually felt or reflected. Only
one residual was related to stress: Those who desired a stronger Canadian identity
than what they actually experienced reported more stress. Finally, the simple corre-
lations between stress and the discrimination indices showed no direct link
between these constructs.

A significant relation between discrimination and stress is found, however, in
the results of the analyses testing the moderating role of language confidence. As
can be seen in Figure 2, there is no difference, under high language confidence,
between the stress experienced by those who report low or high collective discrimi-
nation. Under low language confidence, however, there is a significant difference
such that those experiencing high collective discrimination report more stress than
those reporting low collective discrimination. The same results are obtained for
personal discrimination. With respect to the relation between Indian identity
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Table 1. Relations Between Identity Incongruities, Discrimination, and Stress

Discrimination

Type of incongruity Collective Personal Stress

Indian: Reflected minus actual .51** .41** .27
Indian: Desired minus actual −.24 −.21 .13
Indian: Desired minus reflected −.30** −.24 .04
Canadian: Reflected minus actual −.28 −.12 .22
Canadian: Desired minus actual .36** .19 .25*
Canadian: Desired minus reflected .38** .18 .21
Stress .04 .13 1.00

Note. With the exception of the last row, all entries are beta weights associated with the first term of the
subtraction after accounting for the second term. Entries for the last row are simple correlations.
*p < .05. **p < .01.

Fig. 2. Stress as a function of collective discrimination and second-language confidence.



incongruities, language confidence, and stress, the pattern depicted in Figure 3 is
obtained in all cases. That pattern is reversed for Canadian identity incongruities.
In the illustrated case, the comparison is made between a group showing a more
pronounced actual Indian identity than what is felt to be reflected and a group
showing, obversely, a more pronounced reflected Indian identity than what is actu-
ally felt. As can be seen, under low language confidence the latter group shows
much more stress than the former, whereas there is no significant difference for
those with high confidence in English. There is, therefore, a positive relationship
between experiencing discrimination and stress and between experiencing
unwanted identity incongruities and stress, but only for those who show low
second-language confidence, thus supporting the buffering effect of the latter
characteristic.

In summary, this study brings together trends of research in social and
cross-cultural psychology as well as intercultural communication that all deal pur-
portedly with interethnic contact but that have evolved in a more or less independ-
ent fashion. Furthermore, it introduces to this arena concepts and issues that have
been at the core of research and theorizing on the self in social psychology. The
results show intricate relations among identity, discrimination, and stress, exem-
plifying the moderating role of second-language confidence. Among members of a
visible minority subject to discrimination, it is collective and not personal discrimi-
nation that is mostly related to the intrapsychic conflicts in identity incongruities.
Furthermore, although neither discrimination nor identity seems to be directly
related to stress, the consideration of the buffering effect of language confidence
clarifies these relations: Identity incongruities and discrimination are related to
stress for those who show less language confidence.
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Conclusion

In describing this research, we have sought to illustrate the relations existing
among group membership, group status, intergroup contact, and identity pro-
cesses. The mediating and moderating roles of an aspect of communication, sec-
ond-language confidence, were explored as well. The integration proposed here
implicitly views minority and immigrant groups as subject to the same factors and
processes affecting their acculturation. Their circumstances may result in mark-
edly different outcomes, but aspects of relative status, contact, and communication
are important for all groups.

Taken together, the results support the benefits of a pluralist approach to inter-
group contact and the promotion of second-language learning, but mainly for
majority-group members, as they are the only ones here to show an integrated or
additive identity profile concurrently with enhanced adjustment. The results are
quite different for the francophone minority groups, who show patterns of
subtractive bilingualism or assimilation along with better adjustment. Within an
ideologically pluralist context, this is troublesome. These francophone students
live in the culturally comfortable context of sharing one of Canada’s two official
languages. They willingly chose to study in an institution supporting their lan-
guage rights, and their geographical location gives them access to French media
and services. What then of refugees or immigrants who cannot avail themselves of
the same status and services? Our results suggest that, in the course of adapting to
their new situation, the chances are slim that they would retain ingroup identity,
thereby disappearing from the intended pluralist mosaic.

Another pernicious effect of promoting a cultural mosaic is related to the
expectations it nourishes among minorities and immigrants. An ideology of cul-
tural pluralism fosters the expectation that desires to identify with the majority
groups will be fulfilled and that the receiving society will show an inclusive atti-
tude, validating that aspiration. Particularly in the case of a group experiencing
discrimination, enhancing these expectations aggravates self-incongruities and
consequently affects adaptation. Promoting a national pluralist image may there-
fore engender consequences that are contrary to the goals it seeks to achieve. How
then to foster a reconciliation?

The answer to this question rests, we believe, with the buffering and mediating
factors, most notably language and communication. To the extent that cultural
diversity is sought, different approaches might fit different groups. For the mem-
bers of the receiving society, promoting a pluralist ideology, outgroup languages,
and an open, welcoming attitude toward minorities and immigrants seems to yield
positive results. These measures would ensure their own adaptation as well as sup-
port an identity profile for their perceiving minorities and immigrants in ways that
would be more inclusive. This strategy would serve to minimize the experience of
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collective discrimination and the incongruity noted between reflected identity, on
the one hand, and actual and desired identities, on the other hand.

For minorities and immigrants, policies may more effectively focus on the
conservation and preservation of those groups’ cultural heritage and language. A
solution for cultural maintenance, if desired, may be indicated by the crucial role
language plays in the acculturation process. As shown by the empirical results
reviewed above, outgroup language acquisition is an important instrument of iden-
tity change. Forestalling minorities’ and newcomers’ efforts to acquire confidence
in the outgroup language would be contraindicated because of the role acquisition
of such confidence plays in promoting adaptation. Rather, as argued elsewhere
(e.g., Barker et al, 2001; Clément, Michaud, & Noels, 1998; Cummins, 1994; Lan-
dry & Allard, 1994), the promotion of the ingroup language, the organization of
ingroup social support via informal networks, and community organization would
seem to be of major importance. Valuing ingroup characteristics should act to
reduce the incongruity between desired and actual identity. Without very concrete
steps such as these to promote ingroup language and culture, the representation of
states as pluralist environments is, at best, an illusion.

Intervening in a social process such as the acculturation of groups in contact is
subject to the guiding objective of the ideology embraced by those who promote
such interventions. States and communities vary in terms of the extent to which
they seek a pluralist or multicultural societal fabric. The argument presented here
stems, to a large extent, from a setting and situations where the preservation and
promotion of a culturally diversified environment is considered to be valuable. Our
own findings are therefore determined by the particular characteristics of their con-
text. That is not to say, however, that the processes discussed here are uniquely
bound to the situation at hand. This article is located at the junction between the
cross-cultural psychology of acculturation, the social psychology of the self, and
current theories of intergroup contact and communication. We hope to have shown
the usefulness of this juncture, particularly as regards the intricacies of identity
processes, the impact of discrimination, and the importance of intergroup
communication.

Neither cross-cultural nor mainstream social psychology has so far given an
important role to communication in explicating identity dynamics. As we have
shown, outgroup language confidence plays both a mediating and a moderating
role in the individual identification and adaptation process. Furthermore, because
languages are shared collectively, their fate as tools of identification and adapta-
tion also plays a role in the global development of societies. Although they are by
no means the only markers of ethnic membership, their particular impact on the
framing of relationships and social representations make them powerful instru-
ments of societal harmony.
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