
Vol.:(0123456789)

Journal of Happiness Studies (2020) 21:1427–1444
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-019-00137-3

1 3

RESEARCH PAPER

The Association Between Acculturation Variables 
and Life Satisfaction Among Israeli Immigrants from Four 
English‑Speaking Countries

Cheryl Zlotnick1   · Laura Dryjanska2 · Suzanne Suckerman3

Published online: 1 June 2019 
© Springer Nature B.V. 2019

Abstract
This study’s primary purpose was to examine the hypothesis that there would be a posi-
tive association between acculturation and life satisfaction for English-speaking diaspora 
immigrants to Israel regardless of country of origin (after adjusting for demographic char-
acteristics including gender, age, years in the host country, reason for immigration and 
family support). Informed by Bornstein’s Specificity Principle in Acculturation Science, 
acculturation was defined by levels of: language acquisition, having realised/met expecta-
tions, and self-identification with host country. Using a cross-sectional study design, a con-
venience sample of English-speaking participants was recruited through a link on a well-
known English-language internet site targeting immigrants to Israel. Due to the diversity of 
respondents, only questionnaires completed by immigrants from the following four coun-
tries were included (n = 641): Canada (n = 40), South Africa (n = 66), the United Kingdom 
(n = 132) and the United States (n = 403). Life satisfaction only was linked to the accultura-
tion variable of having a higher level of realised expectations for life after immigration and 
reporting good health, but not associated with the other acculturation variables of language 
acquisition or self-identification with host country. While having realised expectations was 
related to life satisfaction, the number of years in the host country and language acquisition 
was not. Having realistic expectations (related to greater life satisfaction) may be increased 
by providing prospective immigrants information on the new country’s culture while they 
are still in the host country and planning their immigration.
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1  Introduction

In 2015, approximately 244 million migrants arrived at primarily high-income countries 
(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs—Population Division 2016). 
Within this homogeneous group of migrants are diaspora immigrants (defined as immi-
grants moving primarily because they feel a sense of belonging to a specific country due 
to its social characteristics, culture or religion) (Gamlen 2008; Motti-Stefanidi et al. 2008). 
Consequently, the measurement of life satisfaction for diaspora immigrants has been based 
primarily on sociocultural features related to belongingness including social connections 
(Mahonen et al. 2013), cultural identity (Stoessel et al. 2014) and religious affiliation (Amit 
and Bar-Lev 2015).

Diaspora is a complicated phenomenon centred on an amorphous collection of cultural, 
geographic, national, social and political attributes (see discussion in (Brubaker 2009)). 
Less than a decade ago, more than 60 countries were communicating or assisting their pop-
ulations in diaspora (Gamlen 2008). This paper focuses on diaspora immigrants to Israel.

1.1 � Diaspora Immigrants and Life Satisfaction

Life satisfaction, an aspect of subjective well-being (Diener et al. 2013), is associated with 
income (Diener et al. 2010). At the country-level, populations from higher, compared to 
lower, income countries tend to have higher levels of life satisfaction; and the rank of coun-
tries based on income level tends to remain stable in the worldwide context (Eksi and Kaya 
2017). These country-level effects of life satisfaction may emanate from country culture; 
but if so, how does life satisfaction of immigrants compare with those of native-born popu-
lations? In answer to this question, Hajdu and Hajdu (2016) found that immigrants who 
were born in a country where the general population had higher levels of life satisfaction, 
tended to have similarly higher levels of life satisfaction in their new countries post-immi-
gration, even after controlling for known confounders such as income status (Hajdu and 
Hajdu 2016). Two variables of acculturation also had a strong impact on retaining the birth 
country’s level of life satisfaction: immigrating as adults versus as children, and preference 
of speaking the birth country’s language (rather than the host country’s) (Hajdu and Hajdu 
2016).

These findings are consistent with Berry’s model of acculturation strategies in multi-
cultural societies (Berry 1997), which suggests that life satisfaction is related to the man-
ner and extent that immigrants adjust and adapt their values, identity, and behaviours to 
those of the dominant host society (Berry 2005). Acculturation acknowledges the forces 
between the dominant host society and the minority immigrant culture, as well as levels of 
adaptation and strategies used by the minority immigrant culture to fit the dominant society 
(Berry 2005; Berry et  al. 2006). Yet, theoretical arguments assert that influences of the 
dominant host society on immigrants differ based on the immigrants’ country and culture 
of origin (Bourhis et al. 1997). The Relative Acculturation Extended Model (RAEM) sug-
gests that acculturation is not a monolithic construct, but rather consists of seven spheres or 
components to which minority immigrants seek to adapt (Navas et al. 2007). Some of these 
arise from the socioeconomic environmental constructs such as politics, work and econom-
ics, but others are symbolic such as ideology and religion, or refer to relationships such as 
those with family and friends. This theoretical extension of Berry’s Model of Acculturation 
is incorporated within Bornstein’s Specificity Principle in Acculturation Science (BSPAS); 
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its components of setting (including reasons to migrate, country of origin), person, time, 
process, and domain provide a theoretical approach to understanding diaspora immigrants 
(Bornstein 2017).

The concept of culture and ideology from RAEM (Navas et al. 2007) and that of set-
ting (including reasons to migrate and country of origin) from BSPAS (Bornstein 2017) fit 
diaspora immigrants’ motivation to leave their country of origin and immigrate to a coun-
try where the culture, ideology and religion are expected to be like their own. Yet, even if 
diaspora immigrants view the culture or religion akin to their own, the country of origin 
may have different social mores, physical environments, and lifestyles, including behav-
iours, expressions of emotion, familial relationships, and parenting practices.

Bornstein’s component of person includes demographic characteristics unique to the 
immigrant (e.g., gender, marital status, education level, income, health). Although many 
demographic characteristics are linked to acculturation, the health status of immigrants 
has garnered substantial interest due to disparities compared to native-born individuals 
(Brzoska et al. 2015). Poor health has an impact on the ability to socialise, work and par-
ticipate in society. Yet, the ages of diaspora immigrants vary; some are retirement age, and 
some bring older family members with them (Lowenstein and Katz 2005). Older individu-
als, compared to younger ones, are more likely to have poorer health. Additionally, living 
in three-generation households may influence both family dynamics and the ability of fam-
ily members to integrate into the society (Lowenstein and Katz 2005).

BSPAS’ third component of time refers to age, adjustment to the new culture including 
self-identification, and having met or realised expectations after immigration. Dual identity 
has been noted as an important characteristic linked to acculturation for all immigrants 
(Berry 2005; Berry and Sabatier 2011), including diaspora immigrants (Amit and Bar-Lev 
2015). Far fewer studies have focused on having realised expectations. In a single study 
on Finnish diaspora immigrants, having realised expectations with social connections is 
associated with life satisfaction over time (Mahonen et al. 2013). This study suggests that 
there may be a link between at least one acculturation characteristic, realised expecta-
tions, on quality of life and life satisfaction, but other acculturation characteristics were 
not included. Moreover, the construct of acculturation expectation profiles tended to be 
applied to autochthonous populations based on their realised expectations, national iden-
tity, ethnic and national social contacts with peers (Inguglia and Musso 2015); this pattern 
is very likely mirrored in many immigrant populations. Moreover, remote acculturation 
(across distance) bringing geographically and historically separate groups of people into 
meaningful contact (such as is the case of diaspora immigrants) (Ward and Geeraert 2016) 
has an impact on realised expectations post-immigration. Recent research concerning 
acculturation expectations of minority members also emphasises the role of their identity 
(Kunst et al. 2016). Diaspora immigrants usually are ideologically oriented to strive for a 
bicultural identification (Oppenheim-Weller and Kurman 2017). According to Tartakovsky 
(2011), the anticipatory pre-migration system of national identities reflects the immigrants’ 
high positive expectations regarding the host country. In his view, it is possible that prior 
to migration, immigrants form their system of social identities based on high expectations, 
but after their arrival to the host country, they change their system of social identities in 
reaction to the difficulties of acculturation (Tartakovsky 2011).

Process, the fourth BSPAS component, is operationalised by rating evidence of sociali-
sation such as language acquisition, an important variable associated with life satisfaction 
in some samples of diaspora immigrants (Amit and Bar-Lev 2015). However, language 
acquisition may depend on the immigrants’ country of origin and native language. Dias-
pora immigrants who are native English-speakers and arriving as adults do not learn the 
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country’s official language as quickly as those with other native languages (e.g., Spanish, 
French), possibly due to the ability of English-speakers to find needed resources in their 
own language (Raijman et  al. 2015). This potential explanation supports BSPAS’ final 
component called domain, a dynamic and complex component that is similar to the bio-
ecological theory in that all aforementioned components interact with one another. Thus, 
emigrating from a native English-speaking country may contribute to acculturation and life 
satisfaction for those who move to areas where they use English and feel no need to learn 
the native language. Conversely, life satisfaction may be decreased among native English-
speakers who are surprised to find that not being proficient in their native language may 
influence their ability to find work or socialise, which in turn may decreased levels of life 
satisfaction. The influences of these factors are not solely independent as suggested by 
BSPAS’ domain. Consequently, life satisfaction may be stronger or weaker among immi-
grants depending on the specific English-speaking country. This topic has not yet been 
examined.

1.2 � Case of Israel

“Immigration of Jews from all over the world to Israel has been one of the main goals and 
core values of the state from the beginning of its existence” (Amir et al. 1999) (p. 713). 
As an immigrant-receiving country, Israel has a long history of developing policies aimed 
at facilitating integration including offering five months of free language classes (called 
ulpan), a small housing allowance, and for some, job assistance. Between the years 2000 
to 2015, most Israeli immigrants came from countries of the former Soviet Union (FSU), 
but others came from English-speaking countries (CBS-Central Bureau of Statistics-Israel 
2016).

Although both Russian- and English-speaking diaspora immigrants are coming to 
Israel, based on Bornstein’s theory components of person (i.e., demographic characteristics 
including socioeconomic status and work), setting (i.e., reasons for immigration and char-
acteristics of the country of origin) and domain (i.e., the combined and interacting effects 
of all BPSAS factors including person and setting), the two groups are potentially very 
different. For example, currently approximately 15% of Israel’s population is comprised of 
Russian-speakers, many of whom were among the more than 800,000 Russian-speaking 
immigrants who came to Israel between 1989 and 1992 after the collapse of the former 
Soviet Union (Goldner et al. 2015). Thus, Bornstein’s component of setting for the Rus-
sian-speaking population is quite unique.

Early studies describing Russian-speaking immigrants in Israel noted that accultura-
tion was difficult and life satisfaction low as many Russian-speaking immigrants found 
that their academic degrees and work experiences were unrecognized in Israel; and as a 
result, they had difficulty obtaining professional positions in Israel that were comparable 
to those they held in their country of origin (Cohen and Kogan 2007; Khvorostianov and 
Remennick 2015; Remennick 2002). Some acculturation studies focused on the Russian-
speaking immigrants’ self-identity that included coming from the FSU (Benish-Weisman 
and Horenczyk 2010; Iarmolenko et al. 2016; Lissitsa and Peres 2011; Remennick 2002) 
and socializing primarily with other immigrants who speak Russian (Benish-Weisman and 
Horenczyk 2010; Iarmolenko et al. 2016; Lissitsa and Peres 2011; Remennick 2002). Thus, 
Bornstein’s component of person also was quite distinctive among Israel’s Russian-speak-
ing immigrants. Additionally, it is important to note that a substantial body of literature on 
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Russian-speaking immigrants to Israel has amassed in the past 20 years due to their enor-
mous numbers and unique history.

In sharp contrast to the Russian-speaking immigrants, immigrants from English-speak-
ing countries comprise a mere fraction of the Israeli population: between the years of 
2000–2015 7122 from the United Kingdom (UK), 30,134 from the United States (USA), 
3334 from Canada, and 3195 from South Africa (SA) (CBS-Central Bureau of Statistics-
Israel 2016). Researchers found that English-speaking immigrants compared to Russian-
speaking immigrants in Israel had better language proficiency in Hebrew (although lower 
than French- and Spanish-speaking immigrants), which might be the result of the large 
Russian-speaking community in Israel (Raijman et al. 2015). English-speaking, compared 
to Russian-speaking, immigrants in Israel also had higher incomes (Raijman et al. 2015). 
Among immigrant groups, English-speaking immigrants’ academic degrees and work 
experience were more likely to be recognized; and employment opportunities at interna-
tional companies and academic institutions were more likely as they needed employees 
with English-language fluency (Raijman et al. 2015). Unlike studies on Russian-speaking 
immigrants, studies on English-speaking immigrants in Israel frequently measured the var-
iable of contemplating return to their country of origin as this alternative was a back-up 
plan for many English-speaking immigrants if the acculturation did not meet their expecta-
tions (Amit and Bar-Lev 2015; Amit and Riss 2014). Thus, Russian-speaking immigrants 
and English-speaking immigrants differ by BSPAS person, setting and domain, three 
important factors influencing acculturation, and possibly, life satisfaction. However, while 
many studies have examined Russian-speaking immigrants, relatively few studies have 
focused on English-speaking immigrants.

1.3 � Current Study

Past studies have not specified whether native-language English contributes to accultura-
tion and life satisfaction, or perhaps, the contributing factor is the specific country of ori-
gin. Moreover, as BSPAS suggests, there are layers of life satisfaction as an immigrant, 
including demographic characteristics, reasons for immigration, country of origin, family 
support, and acculturation variables including language acquisition, dual national iden-
tity and realised expectations. Consequently, the hypothesis of this study is that there will 
be a positive association between acculturation and life satisfaction for English-speaking 
immigrants regardless of country of origin (after adjusting for demographic characteris-
tics including gender, age, years in the host country, reason for immigration and family 
support).

2 � Methods

2.1 � Population and Study Design

This cross-sectional study targeted English-speaking immigrants living in Israel from Can-
ada, South Africa (SA), the United Kingdom (UK) and the United States (USA). A con-
venience sample was recruited through online sources (e.g., Facebook groups, listservs), 
newsletters, and word-of-mouth to answer a three-page, mostly structured, anonymous 
questionnaire available through a link on a well-known website (called Anglo-List) target-
ing English-speaking immigrants and expatriates in Israel. Upon entry to the website, the 
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prospective participants were provided with the study description and intent. Following 
this information, the website requested and required participants to electronically provide 
informed consent before proceeding to the questionnaire. At the culmination of the ques-
tionnaire, participants could opt to provide their names and emails to participate in a lot-
tery with a prize of a 500-shekel (approximately $137) gift-certificate. Identifying data for 
the lottery were placed in a separate database unlinked to the questionnaire data to preserve 
participants’ anonymity. Data collection proceeded for approximately a two-week period, 
950 questionnaires were begun, but only 729 were completed (76.7% response rate). The 
study was approved by the University of Haifa Ethics’ Committee (authorisation protocol 
number: 208/17).

2.2 � Instrument

The three-page questionnaire contained 51 questions on demographic characteristics (e.g., 
birthdate, gender, marital status, country of birth, date of immigration, monthly income), 
reasons for immigration, family support (e.g., immigrated with family, had family already 
in Israel), and three scales. Three scales used in this study were: the valid and reliable Sat-
isfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al. 1985), and two other scales on language 
ability and realised expectations developed specifically for this study.

2.2.1 � Life Satisfaction

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) is a reliable and validated scale comprised of 
five statements and a seven-level rating; the total score, ranging from 5 to 35, is tallied by 
summing the score from all five statements (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = slightly 
disagree, 4 = neither agree nor disagree, 5 = slightly agree, 6 = agree, 7 = strongly agree) 
(Diener et  al. 1985). The scale originators tested it on different adult populations and 
achieved high factor loadings and good internal consistency (Diener et  al. 1985). Since 
then, other studies have used the SWLS and found good internal consistency with var-
ied populations including native and immigrant adult populations (Lin et  al. 2015), per-
sons with post spinal cord injury (Dijkers 1999), and immigrant students (Vela and Lerma 
2017). The Hebrew version of the SWLS was tested and achieved high levels of reliability 
and validity (Anaby et al. 2010). Moreover, the SWLS consistently demonstrated measure-
ment of a single construct of subjective well-being by immigrant respondents from several 
different countries living in Israel (Ponizovsky et al. 2013). In this study, internal consist-
ency (Cronbach’s alpha) was very good to excellent for the total sample 0.90; and 0.88, 
0.91, 0.92, and 0.88 for Canada, South Africa, the UK, and the USA, respectively.

2.2.2 � Immigrants’ Language Ability (ILA)

This scale was comprised of three items found in other scales measuring language profi-
ciency and acquisition (Adamuti-Trache 2012; Marian et al. 2007). Other scales contained 
items that demonstrated the importance of everyday communication, both written and ver-
bal, and included many details on language acquisition, such as: accent, exposure to fel-
low immigrants and native-born individuals, prior language education, comfort in speaking 
and writing, and preferences in speaking or writing. Due to restrictions in the study ques-
tionnaire’s length, we chose to include only the following three questions: (1) How would 
you rank your ability to speak Hebrew in everyday situations?; (2) How would you rank 
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your ability to read Hebrew in everyday situations?; and (3) At work or when dealing with 
Israeli bureaucracy, how would your rank your ability to speak in Hebrew? Respondents 
rated each question according to a five-level rating (poor to non-existent, adequate, good, 
very good, like a native-born). Total score was tabulated by summing the three responses: 
poor to non-existent = 0, adequate = 1, good = 2, very good = 3, and like a native-born = 4; 
thus, scores ranged from 0 to 12. Internal consistency of this three-item scale was excellent 
with a Cronbach’s alpha = 0.95 for the total sample, and 0.90, 0.91, 0.96, 0.95 for Canada, 
South Africa, the UK, and the USA, respectively.

2.2.3 � Realised Expectations of Acclimating to Life After Immigration (REALI)

The REALI was comprised of three questions:
Based on your pre-move preparations and information, please rate the accuracy of your 

knowledge about:

… the Israeli social situation and your ability to fit into Israeli society.

… the Israeli economic situation and your ability to find work.

…how realistic your expectations were on life in Israel?

Respondents rated the first two questions with a five-level response (insufficient, not good, 
so–so, good, great) and the last question with a five-level rating (definitely not, not really, 
so–so, good, great). Total score was tabulated by summing the three responses: insufficient/
definitely no = 0, not good/not really = 1, so–so = 2, good = 3, and great = 4; consequently, 
scores ranged from 0 to 12. Internal consistency of this three-item scale was acceptable to 
very good with a Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77 for the total sample, and 0.83, 0.77, 0.71, and 
0.78 for Canada, South Africa, the UK, and the USA, respectively.

3 � Analyses

If the submitted questionnaires (n = 729) were missing values on a few variables used in 
the study analyses, imputed values were employed using the Monte Carlo Markov Chain 
(MCMC) method (Yuan 2011; Schafer and Olsen 1998). This method enabled more valid 
estimations than conducting the analyses with listwise deletions (Fichman and Cummings 
2003). Comparisons were made by country of origin. Several respondents (n = 88) reported 
being born in countries (e.g., Greece, Guatemala, Sweden, Philippines) other than Canada, 
South Africa (SA), the United Kingdom (UK) or the United States (USA). Since these 
countries were so varied and comparisons to other English-speaking countries would not 
be meaningful, these observations were not used in this study. Consequently, the final sam-
ple was comprised of 89% (n = 641) of submitted questionnaires.

Distributions of variables were examined, including for outliers. Frequencies were 
reported for categorical variables; and means and standard deviations (SD) were reported 
for continuous variables. Comparisons were made by country (i.e., Canada, SA, the UK 
and the USA) using the Chi-square test for Independent Samples with categorical vari-
ables and Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) with continuous variables. Pearson’s Correlation 
Coefficient was used to examine associations between continuous variables for the total 
sample and by country. Hierarchical regression, with the dependent variable of life satis-
faction (measured by the score from the SWLS), was used introducing consecutive blocks 
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of independent variables: demographic variables (gender, age, marital status, college edu-
cation, monthly income, years since immigration to Israel, health status and country of 
origin), family support (arrived with family member, had family member in Israel), and 
acculturation variables (self-identification, language ability, and level of realised expecta-
tions). Regression models used the full sample and included a dummy variable coded for 
country of origin. Beta coefficients, 95% confidence intervals and p values are reported for 
each variable. Model fit was measured by change of R-squared for each block of independ-
ent variables and F-value (and degrees of freedom) for each final model. Significance was 
declared at p < 0.05. SAS version 9.3 was used for data analysis.

4 � Results

The total sample (n = 641) was divided by respondents’ country of origin resulting in four 
groups: 6.2% (n = 40) from Canada, 10.3% (n = 66) from SA, 20.6% (n = 132) from the UK, 
and 62.9% (n = 403) from the USA (see Table  1). Among demographic variables, most 
respondents were: female, between 40 and 64 years old, married, and with college degrees. 
About two-thirds reported low- or middle-income levels; and on average, reported immi-
grating almost 17 years ago. More than four-fifths reported excellent/good health status. 
Among the reasons for immigration (respondents could list more than one), about four-
fifths mentioned Zionist or religious reasons, and less than half reported economic or per-
sonal reasons. Family support variables indicated that almost half arrived with a family 
member and about a third had a family member in Israel on their arrival. For accultura-
tion variables, almost half reported a dual country identity (Israel + country of origin), a 
relatively low Hebrew language level (Mean = 5.2, SD = 3.8 on a scale between 0 and 12) 
and a moderate level of realised expectations (Mean = 6.8, SD = 2.5 on a scale between 0 
and 12). Scores on SWLS indicate moderately high levels of life satisfaction (Mean = 23.5, 
SD = 6.6). Among groups, significant differences were found by college education, monthly 
income, years since immigration, health status, Zionist or religious reasons for immigra-
tion, economic/personal reasons for immigration, self-identity, language ability, and level 
of realised expectation after immigration, and life satisfaction.

Correlations for the continuous variables of years since immigration, language abil-
ity, realised expectations, and life satisfaction were conducted for the total sample and 
by country (see Table 2). For the total sample, significant and positive correlations were 
found: between years since immigration and language ability (i.e., an increasing number of 
years in the country was related to better language ability), between language ability and 
realised expectations (i.e., better language ability was related to higher levels of realised 
expectations), between language ability and life satisfaction (i.e., better language ability 
was related to greater life satisfaction), and between realised expectations and life satisfac-
tion (i.e., higher levels of realised expectations were related to greater life satisfaction). For 
all country samples (i.e., Canada, SA, the UK and the USA), significant and positive corre-
lations were found between immigration and language ability, and between realised expec-
tations and life satisfaction. None of the individual country samples exhibited a significant 
and positive correlation between life satisfaction and years since immigration.

Differences in correlations by country also were found. For example, a significant and 
positive correlation between language ability and realised expectations was found only for 
respondents from SA and the USA, but not from Canada or the UK. Also, a significant and 
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negative correlation was found between years of immigration and realised expectation only 
for respondents from the UK.

The association of demographics characteristics, immigration reasons, family support 
and acculturation with the dependent variable of life satisfaction was examined in succes-
sive blocks using linear regression models (see Table 3). Model 1 examined only the block 
of demographic characteristics (country of origin, gender, age, married marital status, col-
lege education, monthly income, years since immigration, and health status). Model 1 with 
a total R-squared of 12.5% indicated that greater life satisfaction was found in immigrants 
who reported having the highest monthly income level compared to the lowest (β = 1.56, 
p < 0.05) and reporting excellent/good health status (β = 3.43, p < 0.0001), but life satis-
faction was lower for respondents from SA compared to the USA (β = − 3.71, p < 0.001). 
Model 2 added the variable block containing two reasons for immigration (Zionist/reli-
gious, economic/personal) to the block of demographic characteristics, achieving a delta 
R-squared of 1.8% (p < 0.001) (total R-squared of 14.3%). Model 2 indicated that greater 
life satisfaction was associated with: increased age (β = 0.04, p < 0.05), the highest monthly 
income level (β = 1.61, p < 0.05), excellent/good health status (β = 3.56, p < 0.0001), and 
Zionist/Religious reasons for immigration (β = 1.65, p < 0.05). Consistent with the first 

Table 2   Pearson correlations by country for English-speaking immigrants

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; ****p < 0.0001

1 2 3 4

Total sample (n = 641)
 1. Years since Immigration 1.00
 2. Language ability (ILA) 0.39**** 1.00
 3. Realised expectations after immigration (REALI) − 0.09 0.16**** 1.00
 4. Life satisfaction (SWLS) 0.04 0.11* 0.30**** 1.00

Canada (n = 40)
 1. Years since immigration 1.00
 2. Language ability (ILA) 0.33* 1.00

3. Realised expectations after immigration (REALI) 0.11 0.20 1.00
4. Life satisfaction (SWLS) 0.08 0.16 0.40* 1.00
South Africa (n = 66)
 1. Years since immigration 1.00
 2. Language ability (ILA) 0.54**** 1.00
 3. Realised expectations after immigration (REALI) 0.02 0.41** 1.00
 4. Life satisfaction (SWLS) − 0.001 0.15 0.39** 1.00

United Kingdom (n = 132)
 1. Years since immigration 1.00
 2. Language ability (ILA) 0.49**** 1.00
 3. Realised expectations after immigration (REALI) − 0.21* 0.09 1.00
 4. Life satisfaction (SWLS) 0.03 0.08 0.22* 1.00

United States (n = 403)
 1. Years since immigration 1.00
 2. Language ability (ILA) 0.35**** 1.00
 3. Realised expectations after immigration (REALI) − 0.07 0.12* 1.00
 4. Life satisfaction (SWLS) 0.07 0.06 0.25**** 1.00



1437The Association Between Acculturation Variables and Life…

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
3  

E
sti

m
at

es
 (9

5%
 c

on
fid

en
ce

 in
te

rv
al

s)
 o

f g
en

er
al

 li
ne

ar
 m

od
el

s p
re

di
ct

in
g 

lif
e 

sa
tis

fa
ct

io
n 

fo
r E

ng
lis

h-
sp

ea
ki

ng
 im

m
ig

ra
nt

s

Va
ria

bl
es

M
od

el
 1

M
od

el
 2

M
od

el
 3

M
od

el
 4

D
em

og
ra

ph
ic

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
is

tic
s

C
ou

nt
ry

 o
f o

rig
in

 (R
ef

: U
ni

te
d 

St
at

es
)

C
an

ad
a

−
 1.

77
 (−

 4.
16

, 0
.6

3)
−

 1.
73

 (−
 4.

11
, 0

.6
5)

−
 1.

82
 (−

 4.
20

, 0
.5

5)
−

 1.
58

 (−
 3.

84
, 0

.6
9)

So
ut

h 
A

fr
ic

a
−

 3.
71

 (−
 5.

67
, −

 1.
76

)*
**

−
 3.

29
 (−

 5.
25

, −
 1.

33
)*

*
−

 3.
12

 (−
 5.

08
, −

 1.
15

)*
*

−
 1.

86
 (−

 3.
89

, 0
.1

6)
U

ni
te

d 
K

in
gd

om
−

 0.
71

 (−
 2.

15
, 0

.7
3)

−
 0.

74
 (−

 2.
18

, 0
.7

0)
−

 0.
78

 (−
 2.

22
, 0

.6
6)

0.
25

 (−
 1.

17
, 1

.6
7)

G
en

de
r (

Re
f: 

m
al

e)
−

 0.
67

 (−
 1.

94
, 0

.6
0)

−
 0.

63
 (−

 1.
89

, 0
.6

4)
−

 0.
67

 (−
 1.

93
, 0

.6
0)

−
 0.

64
 (−

 1.
88

, 0
.6

0)
A

ge
 (y

ea
rs

)
0.

04
 (−

 0.
01

, 0
.0

8)
0.

04
 (0

.0
1,

 0
.0

9)
*

0.
05

 (0
.0

1,
 0

.0
9)

*
0.

01
 (−

 0.
03

, 0
.0

6)
M

ar
rie

d
1.

17
 (−

 0.
09

, 2
.4

2)
1.

03
 (−

 0.
21

, 2
.2

8)
1.

13
 (−

 0.
13

, 2
.3

9)
0.

92
 (−

 0.
32

, 2
.1

6)
C

ol
le

ge
 e

du
ca

tio
n

1.
19

 (−
 0.

24
, 2

.6
2)

0.
91

 (−
 0.

52
, 2

.3
4)

0.
87

 (−
 0.

56
, 2

.3
0)

0.
87

 (−
 0.

52
, 2

.2
6)

M
on

th
ly

 in
co

m
e 

(R
ef

: ≤
 $2

19
2)

  $
21

93
–4

11
0

0.
08

 (−
 1.

22
, 1

.3
9)

0.
18

 (−
 1.

11
, 1

.4
7)

0.
15

 (−
 1.

14
, 1

.4
4)

0.
27

 (−
 0.

99
, 1

.5
3)

  >
 $4

11
1

1.
56

 (0
.0

4,
 3

.0
8)

*
1.

61
 (0

.1
0,

 3
.1

2)
*

1.
71

 (0
.2

1,
 3

.2
2)

*
1.

36
 (−

 0.
08

, 2
.8

1)
 Y

ea
rs

 si
nc

e 
im

m
ig

ra
tio

n
0.

02
 (−

 0.
03

, 0
.0

6)
0.

01
 (−

 0.
04

, 0
.0

5)
0.

01
 (−

 0.
04

, 0
.0

6)
0.

05
 (−

 0.
01

, 0
.1

0)
 H

ea
lth

 st
at

us
 (R

ef
: n

ot
 e

xc
el

le
nt

/g
oo

d)
3.

43
 (1

.9
9,

 4
.8

7)
**

**
3.

56
 (2

.1
3,

 4
.9

9)
**

**
3.

55
 (2

.1
2,

 4
.9

8)
**

**
3.

21
 (1

.7
9,

 4
.6

3)
**

**
Im

m
ig

ra
tio

n 
re

as
on

s
Zi

on
ist

 o
r r

el
ig

io
us

1.
65

 (0
.0

1,
 3

.2
9)

*
1.

66
 (0

.0
2,

 3
.3

0)
*

0.
53

 (−
 1.

10
, 2

.1
7)

Ec
on

om
ic

 o
r p

er
so

na
l

−
 0.

72
 (−

 2.
07

, 0
.6

3)
−

 0.
81

 (−
 2.

16
, 0

.5
4)

−
 0.

54
 (−

 1.
84

, 0
.7

7)
Fa

m
ily

 su
pp

or
t

A
rr

iv
ed

 w
ith

 a
 fa

m
ily

 m
em

be
r

−
 1.

06
 (−

 2.
19

, 0
.0

7)
−

 0.
77

 (−
 1.

87
, 0

.3
3)

H
ad

 fa
m

ily
 m

em
be

r i
n 

Is
ra

el
0.

70
 (−

 0.
48

, 1
.8

8)
0.

61
 (−

 0.
53

, 1
.7

5)
Ac

cu
ltu

ra
tio

n
Se

lf-
id

en
tifi

ca
tio

n 
(R

ef
: n

o 
m

en
tio

n 
of

 Is
ra

el
i)

  O
nl

y 
Is

ra
el

i
0.

21
 (−

 1.
37

, 1
.7

9)
  D

ua
l c

ou
nt

ry
0.

44
 (−

 0.
89

, 1
.7

7)
 L

an
gu

ag
e 

ab
ili

ty
−

 0.
14

 (−
 0.

32
, 0

.0
5)



1438	 C. Zlotnick et al.

1 3

A
 d

um
m

y 
va

ria
bl

e 
w

as
 c

od
ed

 fo
r c

ou
nt

ry
 o

f o
rig

in
A

ll 
bo

ld
ed

 v
al

ue
s a

tta
in

ed
 st

at
ist

ic
al

 si
gn

ifi
ca

nc
e 

at
 le

ve
ls

 o
f *

p <
 0.

05
; *

*p
 <

 0.
01

; *
**

p <
 0.

00
1;

 *
**

*p
 <

 0.
00

01

Ta
bl

e 
3  

(c
on

tin
ue

d)

Va
ria

bl
es

M
od

el
 1

M
od

el
 2

M
od

el
 3

M
od

el
 4

 L
ev

el
 o

f r
ea

lis
ed

 e
xp

ec
ta

tio
ns

 a
fte

r I
m

m
ig

ra
tio

n
0.

64
 (0

.4
0,

 0
.8

8)
**

**
 In

te
rc

ep
t

17
.0

8
16

.0
6

16
.2

1
14

.5
2

N
50

5
50

5
50

5
47

3
M

od
el

 fi
t

 R
-s

qu
ar

e
12

.5
%

14
.3

%
14

.8
%

18
.3

%
 F

-v
al

ue
: v

al
ue

, d
eg

re
es

 o
f f

re
ed

om
6.

43
, 1

1*
**

*
6.

31
, 1

3*
**

*
5.

80
, 1

5*
**

*
5.

16
, 1

9*
**

*



1439The Association Between Acculturation Variables and Life…

1 3

model, life satisfaction was lower for those from SA compared to the USA (β = − 3.29, 
p < 0.01). Model 3 added the block containing the two family support variables (arrived 
with a family member, had a family member in Israel) to the blocks of demographic char-
acteristics and immigration reasons. Neither the delta R-squared of 0.5% (total R-squared 
of 14.8%) nor the family support variables demonstrated significance; consequently, these 
variables were dropped from the final model. The final and fourth model added the block 
of the three acculturation variables (self-identity, language level, level of realised expecta-
tions for immigration) resulting in a delta R-square of 3.5% (p < 0.0001) (total R-squared 
of 18.3%). Thus, this model indicated that greater life satisfaction was found in immigrants 
who reported excellent/good health status (β = 3.30, p < 0.0001), and having a higher level 
of realised expectations after immigration (β = 0.69, p < 0.0001).

5 � Discussion

The main purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between life satisfaction 
and acculturation for English-speaking immigrants to Israel regardless of country of ori-
gin. Unlike prior studies, this study defined acculturation as language acquisition, having 
realised expectations, and self-identification with host country, as suggested by the BSPAS. 
Most often, acculturation has been operationalized either by language acquisition or by 
self-identification. Few studies have examined acculturation using both components, and 
we found none that added the third component of having realised expectations. However, 
findings indicated that the study hypothesis was largely unsupported. Life satisfaction was 
linked only to the single acculturation variable of having a higher level of realised expecta-
tions after immigration and the variable of being in good health.

The BSPAS recognised the importance of realised expectations as a part of accultura-
tion, a rarely measured acculturation component. Using a newly created tool, the REALI, 
this study measured immigrants’ realised expectations for life in the host country with 
respect to: the social situation, economic situation, and life style. The REALI attained 
acceptable to good reliability in all four groups of English-speaking immigrants. Other 
studies have measured realised expectations of immigrants in the host country using a sin-
gle question about life in general (Simich et al. 2006), a 24-question scale on communica-
tion, safety, employment/finances, and racism (Negy et al. 2009), and a 7-question scale on 
social and economic/employment (Mahonen et al. 2013). Clearly, there is no consensus on 
the composition of post-immigration realised expectations. A better understanding of this 
construct is needed to advance the science on immigrants’ acculturation.

Consistent with our results, a study examining the association between life satisfaction 
and realised expectations among Finns returning from diaspora in Russia found that within 
realised expectations, only social expectations but not economic expectations were strongly 
linked to life satisfaction even after a year follow-up period (Mahonen et al. 2013). This 
study noted that since their study sample was comprised of diaspora immigrants, it was 
expected that the immigrants would be more interested in the social and cultural aspects 
of life than the economic ones. Moreover, since these immigrants were coming from and 
arriving to high-income countries, economic issues were less important. These same 
beliefs are germane to this study as immigrants are leaving from the high-income countries 
of Canada, the UK and the USA to live in the high-income country of Israel. Additionally, 
more than three-quarters of the immigrants in this study were coming to Israel due to Zion-
ist/religious reasons (i.e., returning from diaspora).
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This study found that, until the variable for realised expectations was included in the 
model, immigrants from SA, compared to those from other countries, reported lower levels 
of life satisfaction. This finding supports a prior study’s result that the country of origin 
tends to influence individuals’ level of life satisfaction (Eksi and Kaya 2017), particularly 
if individuals immigrated as adults and tended to speak their native language rather than 
the language of the host country (Hajdu and Hajdu 2016). This finding also supports the 
BSPAS theory component of setting, which includes the complicated connection and inter-
actions of the values and culture of the country of origin with the acculturation process 
(Bornstein 2017). SA was the only country among the English-speaking countries with a 
lower ranking, average income per capita than Israel (World Bank 2016) and lower coun-
try-level of life satisfaction than Israel (Helliwell et al. 2018) (see Fig. 1). Moreover, SA 
immigrants were unique as they tended to have lower levels of life satisfaction and real-
ised expectations compared to immigrants from Canada, the UK and the USA in bivariate 
analyses. These same bivariate analyses showed that immigrants from SA tended to be: 
less likely to have college education, less likely to immigrate due to Zionist/Religious rea-
sons, reporting lower monthly income, less likely to have a dual country identification with 
Israel, and lacking language ability. This result is in line with Tartakovsky (2011), who 
suggests that when expectations regarding immigration to Israel were unmet, the immi-
grants tended to have lower levels of identification with Israel after arriving to the country 
(Tartakovsky 2011). Unrealised expectations may arise from misinformation from agencies 
helping with immigration or word-of-mouth when planning immigration (Amit and Riss 
2013). The unique bivariate findings with immigrants from South Africa may indicate that 
immigrants’ pre-immigration expectations may be even less realistic when there is a dif-
ferent per capita income status between the country of origin and the host country. Thus, 
this bivariate study’s findings suggest the importance of BSPAS components of setting and 
domain to immigrants’ acculturation process (Bornstein 2017), and that birth country can 
influence the level of life satisfaction (Helliwell et al. 2018).

Studies have noted the relationship among health status, realised expectations, and life 
satisfaction. Sudanese immigrating to Canada (Simich et al. 2006) and Latinos immigrating 

Fig. 1   Self-reported life satisfaction for four English-speaking countries and Israel subset of data abstracted 
from world happiness report (Helliwell et al. 2018)
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to the USA (Negy et al. 2009) had poorer health and higher acculturative stress when they 
had unrealised expectations. Health status has been linked to life satisfaction in many 
populations including immigrants ages 15 and older (Frank et al. 2016). Therefore, it was 
anticipated that in this study’s sample, with immigrants’ average age over 50, health status 
would be linked to life satisfaction.

Life satisfaction among immigrants has been associated with other acculturation varia-
bles. For example, life satisfaction was associated with self-identity that contained the host 
country for some immigrants but not for others (Amit and Bar-Lev 2015). Additionally, 
associations between life satisfaction and acculturation variables such as language ability 
and self-identification with host country have been noted previously (Raijman et al. 2015). 
This study found no connection between life satisfaction and either acculturation variable 
of language ability or self-identification. Possible explanations are that the newly devel-
oped instrument measuring language ability was insufficiently sensitive (although internal 
consistency was high), or that other variables such as realised expectations post-immigra-
tion had stronger and covarying relationships. Concerning self-identification, a more com-
plex classification of free-text replies could result in a higher connection with this variable.

Life satisfaction has been related to family support in studies on older immigrants 
(Calvo et al. 2017; Katz 2009; Vinokurov and Trickett 2015; Zhan et al. 2017). Surpris-
ingly, in our study sample with immigrants’ mean age over 50, family support variables 
were unrelated to life satisfaction in our study, and as a result those variables were dropped 
from our final model.

This study included numerous variables reflecting the illustrative components of the 
specificity principle (Bornstein 2017) and examined their association to life satisfaction. 
Using an individual-centred approach, acculturation demonstrated that life satisfaction 
was related to only some of BSPAS’ layers of influence. The immigrants’ expectations and 
health stood out as relevant characteristics for life satisfaction. These two underlying fac-
tors of acculturation (Berry 1997) also seem to reflect voluntary (expectations) and invol-
untary (health) aspects (Boski 2013) relevant for becoming a functioning member of a 
receiving society.

6 � Limitations

This study had several limitations including a cross-sectional study design enabling meas-
urement of association and not causality, a convenience sample of immigrants recruited 
through primarily online sources, and smaller samples of immigrants from South Africa 
and Canada compared to the UK and USA. More extensive measures of family support 
could be applied in the future to verify its correlation with life satisfaction. The newly 
created REALI instrument contained only three questions to measure post-immigration 
realised expectations. Although the instrument achieved acceptable to good internal con-
sistency, it will need further testing with different samples of diaspora immigrants. Addi-
tionally, some participants did not complete the survey as there were questions such as date 
of birth and immigration due to fear of identification (written in text fields). As a result, 
generalisation of study findings must be made with caution. Still, this study recruited a 
diverse sample of more than 600 immigrants and contributes to the literature by examin-
ing more specific components of acculturation—realised expectations for life after immi-
gration—and devising the REALI, a short and direct measure of that variable. Finally, 
on a different level (beyond individual), an interesting extension of the study would be 
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to compare the immigrants’ expectations with those of the receiving society, juxtaposing 
acculturation and intercultural strategies (Berry 1997) in the light of models of mutuality 
in acculturation.
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