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Abstract

The term “acculturation” refers to the process of cultural change in
which one group or members of a group assimilate various cultural pat-
terns from another. Acculturation could influence the health status of
immigrants in Belgium. Acculturation might be detrimental when it is
associated with changes such as increase in smoking, less healthy diet,
and loss of social networks. Measures of acculturation are needed to
understand the evolution of the health status of immigrants in Belgium.
Existing instruments to measure acculturation should be validated in the
Belgian context, and new instruments should be developed. Simple
Indexes mostly measuring language should be compared to a more
detailed instrument, which should be based on a good understanding of
acculturation in Belgium.
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Introduction

The term “acculturation” is defined in Medline as the “process of
cultural change in which one group or members of a group assimilate
various cultural patterns from another (1)”. For example, in the United
States, Latino immigrants become acculturated when they acquire the
language and customs of the Anglo-American culture, and abandon
certain traits of their Latin-American culture. Acculturation is a multidi-
mensional process, and is also bi-directional (2). Research on accultur-
ation and health, however, usually emphasizes the process of minority
acculturation to the mainstream group culture, rather than the other way
around (2).

Acculturation has been associated with changes in health status. For
example, studies suggest that acculturated Latinos in the United States
have worse perinatal outcomes than non-acculiurated ones (3, 4). In
Belgium, North African immigrants have few low birthweight newborns
compared to Belgians (5-7), but whether this advantage is lost by accul-
turation is an open question. Acculturation might be detrimental for
health when it is associated with changes such as increase in smoking,
less healthy diet, and loss of social networks. in Belgium, acculturation
has been shown to influence the use of primary health care (8). Further
studies are needed to investigate the impact of acculturation on the
" health status of immigrants in Belgium. Our objective is to review and
discuss acculturation measures, which could be used in such studies.

Acculturation measures

An Index of Acculturation was created by Van der Stuyft et al. (8) to
study utilization of primary health care among immigrants in Belgium.
The Index was based on knowledge of local language (Dutch or French)
and style of dressing (traditional vs. Western). These characteristics
were observed by General Practitioners, and the reproductibility of the
recording was reported to be high.

In the United States, an Acculturation Scale for Mexican-American
populations was proposed by Cuellar et al. in 1980 (9). The scale mea-
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sures culture and language and consists of 20 questions to be scored on
a 5-point Likert scale ranging from Mexican to Anglo, and from Spanish
to English. A revised version including 30 items is also available (2).
Since one limitation of the Cuellar scale is that it is relatively long, sev-
eral recent studies have used a modified version of the scale. Primary
language spoken has been found to be the most important indicator of
acculturation. A simple language-based Acculturation Scale for Mexican-
Americans was developed by Deyo et al. in 1985 (10). It includes ques-
tions on preferred language, language most often spoken at home, first
language as child, and language read. Birthplace and length of residence
in the country are other important indices of acculturation. Table 1 shows
a Canadian Index of Acculturation based on birthplace and language
used (11). This Index takes into account multiple languages and considers
immigrants from regions outside of Latin America. Both Deyo’s scale and
the Canadian Index could be easily adapted to the Belgian context.

TABLE 1
Hyman and Dussault Index of Acculturation (11)

Level of Acculturation Born in Canada Language Spoken at Home
Low No Other language
Medium No English or French
Medium Yes Other language
High Yes English or French

Discussion

Existing instruments to measure acculturation should be validated in
the Belgian context, and new instruments should be developed. Simple
Indexes mostly based on language should be compared to a more
detailed instrument, which could be similar to the Cuellar scale, but
should be based on a good understanding of acculturation in Belgium.
Focus groups and cognitive laboratory work should hetp to develop such
an instrument. The instruments could then be tested in a survey (12).

It must be stressed that acculturation is only one of the many difficul-
ties immigrants might be facing. Discrimination and racism are other
variables that could influence the health of immigrants. In the United
States, specific instruments have been developed to measure discrimi-
nation and unfair treatment against African Americans (13). There is an
urgent need for similar instruments to be tested among other populations.
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in conclusion, measures of acculturation are needed to understand
the evolution of the health status of immigrants in Belgium. It will be
important to know if the negative effects of acculturation observed in the
United States are also occurring in Belgium.

Samenvatting

De term “acculturatie” verwiist naar het cultuurveranderingsproces waarbij een etnische
groep of leden van een groep cultuurelementen of -patronen van andere groepen adop-
teren. Acculturatie kan de gezondheidstoestand van immigranten in Belgié beinviceden.
Acculturatie kan schadelijk ziin indien dit gepaard gaat met bepaalde veranderingen zoals
een toename in tabaksgebruik, een minder gezond dieet of het verlies van sociale
netwerken. Om de evolutie van de gezondheidstoestand van immigranten in Belgié te
begrijpen hebben we instrumenten nodig die de acculturatie meten. Bestaande meet-
instrumenten moeten gevalideerd worden in de Belgische context en nieuwe instrumenten
moeten ontwikkeld worden. Eenvoudige indicatoren zoals taalgebruik moeten vergeleken
worden met een meer gedetailleerd instrument dat gebaseerd is op een goed begrip van
acculturatie in Belgié.

Résumé

Le terme «acculturation » se réfere au processus de changement culturel par lequel
un groupe ou les individus qui en font partie adopte des caractéristiques culturelles d'un
autre groupe. Lacculturation pourrait avoir un effet sur la santé des immigrants en
Belgique. Cet effet pourrait étre négatif si I'acculturation s'accompagne d’une augmentation
du tabagisme, d'une détérioration des comportements alimentaires ou de la perte de réseaux
sociaux. Une mesure du processus d’acculturation est donc nécessaire pour comprendre
I'évolution de la santé des immigrants en Belgique. Les instruments existant de mesure de
Yacculturation devraient &tre validés dans un contexte belge, et de nouveaux instruments
devraient étre développés. Des indices simples mesurant surtout les langues parlées
devraient &tre comparés a un instrument plus détaillé, qui devrait &tre basé sur une bonne
compréhension de I'acculturation en Belgique.
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