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The Relationship between Racial Identity and Acculturative Stress
among African American Students in Counselor Training Programs

Tiffany A. Stewart
Midwestern State University

Delila Owens, John E. Queener, and Cynthia A. Reynolds
University of Akron

Abstract
In this study, we examined racial identity and acculturative stress among 116
African American counselor education graduate students in Council for the
Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP)
accredited programs. Results indicated that racial identity and acculturative
stress remain viable variables to take into account with African American stu-
dents in counselor education programs. The participants in this study showed
significant acculturative stress in their graduate programs. Implications for
counselor education training programs are discussed.

The Relationship between Racial Identity and Acculturative Stress among
African American Students in Counselor Training Programs

Given the consistently increasing number of diverse racial/ethnic indi-
viduals within the United States population, counselor trainees are more and
more likely to be faced with individuals in need of their expertise (Sue & Sue,
2008; Richeson & Nussbaum, 2004). We tend to seek out, respond to things
that are familiar and similar to ourselves (Baron & Bryne, 2000). People of color
tend to favor therapists who are both culturally sensitive and understand their
worldview (Coleman et al., 1995; Nagayama Hall & Maramba, 2001). Hence,
training a more diverse group of therapists is critical. Sue (1993) and Smith
(1985) emphasized that continued underrepresentation of minority groups in
professional counselor training programs feeds into established perceptions
that mental health services are only for middle-class White Americans and ill-
equipped to meet their needs. To the extent that universities are successful in
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training and graduating counselors from an array of racial and ethnic back-
grounds, this could aid in reducing the reluctance of people of color to seek
counseling services. More specifically, the visibility of a diverse group of coun-
selors may reduce the stigma of mental health services and aid in reducing cul-
tural mistrust (Corrigan, 2004).

The highest concentration of African American doctoral students (93
students total 25 males and 68 females) reside in the Southern region of the
United States (Johnson, Bradley, Knight, & Bradshaw, 2007). At the time of
their study, a total of 825 students were currently enrolled in Council for the ac-
credited counseling and related educational programs. One hundred forty-eight
(17.9%) were African American; 44 (5.3%) of which were men and 104 (12.6%)
were women. In this study we examined a mediator of acculturative stress
among African American students in CACREP-accredited programs counselor
education training programs.

The primary purpose of our study was to examine the relationship be-
tween racial identity and acculturative stress among African American graduate
students in counselor education training programs. Based on the results of prior
research (Thompson, Anderson & Bakerman, 2000), we hypothesized that
there would be a positive relationship between racial identity and acculturative
stress.

Racial identity has been shown to influence one’s self-esteem, quality
of life, emotional well-being, and feelings toward education (Cokley, 2007; Sue
& Sue, 2008). Furthermore, prior studies have suggested that race-related
stress, commonly referred to acculturative stress, does impact racial identity,
sense of self, and the management of stress (Cokley, 2005; Inman, 2006;
Pierre & Mahalik, 2005; Rhee, Chang, & Rhee, 2003; Takeuchit et al., 2007).
Scholars have discovered a consistent correlation between racial identity and
acculturative stress among various races and ethnicities. (Aponte & Wohl,
2000; Carter & Reynolds, 2011; Inman, 2006; Inman, & Ettigi, 2011; Mejia &
McCarthy, 2010; Thompson, Anderson & Bakerman, 2000; Torres, Driscoll, &
Voell, 2012; Tummala-Narra, Alegria, & Chen, 2012). However, researchers
have given little attention to exploring the relationship between these two para-
digms among African American graduate students in CACREP accredited
counseling programs. Council for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Edu-
cational Programs (CACREP) is considered the hallmark of training standards
for counselor education programs in the United States. Examining their affects
within this population could inform and contribute to the design of a renewed
programmatic approach capable of bolstering student recruitment and, more
importantly, retention. The level of importance that African Americans place on
their racial/cultural group can have profound implications in terms of their cop-
ing strategies and general emotional well-being (Bettencourt, Charlton, Eu-
banks, Kernahan, & Fuller, 1999).

Racial Identity

Racial identity is conceptualized as several contextual attitudes that
govern how well or the manner in which individuals identify with their respective
racial groups (Cokely, 2007; Cross & Vandiver, 2001). Identity formation plays a
key role in psychological development, future achievement, and even physical
health (Brondolo, Brady ver Halen, Pencille, Beatty, & Contrada, 2009; Chav-



ous et al., 2003; Kroger, 2007). Leading developmental models of racial and
ethnic identity (Cross, 1971, 1991, 1995; Helms, 1995; Phinney, 1990) also
have associated identity formation with healthy growth. In the 1960s, African
American psychologists began to expand and redefine the term racial identity to
include consideration of oppression and culture experiences in the lives of Afri-
can Americans (Gaines & Reed, 1994, 1995).

Cross (1991) conceptualized Black identity development as consisting
of three specific stages: (a) pre-encounter, (b) immersion-emersion, and (c) in-
ternalization. The pre-encounter stage entails having either pro-White or anti-
Black attitudes, which are labeled as pre-encounter assimilation identity (pro-
American with low-race salience) and pre-encounter anti-Black identity. The
latter entails two dimensions: Miseducation (stereotypical views about Blacks)
and self-hatred (negative views towards one’s own Blackness). Next, the im-
mersion-emersion stage identifies the point of transition between the old and
emergent identities following an encounter with significant events (e.g. experi-
encing racism or discrimination personally) that inspire curiosity about racial
identity. Exposure to these events may lead individuals to rebel against the
dominant culture and instead seek out acceptance by immersing themselves
within their own Black culture. Finally, the internalization stage encompasses
behaviors, attitudes, and metal health propensities that accompany habituation
to the new identity. African Americans in this stage are comfortable within their
culture but are equally willing to embrace other cultures, worldviews, and differ-
ences (Vandiver, Fhagen-Smith, Cokley, Cross, & Worrell, 2001).

Acculturative Stress

There is a considerable amount of evidence that suggests unfavorable
race-related experiences provoke strong emotional reactions which include, but
are not limited to, anger, anxiety, poor sense of self, and depression (Sue &
Sue, 2012; Swim, Hyers, Cohen, Fitzgerald, & Bylsma, 2003; Yip, Seaton, &
Sellers, 2006). Dressler and Bernal (1982) define acculturated stress as individ-
uals not having the proper adaptive resources to properly adjust to a new cultur-
al setting. The extent to which African American students are able to form a
positive or negative racial identity is a significant predictor of reported levels of
acculturative stress. Thus, for the purpose of this study, acculturative stress is
defined as a measure of psychological discomfort experienced in dealing with
Whites, which may be affected by the effective usage of coping strategies in the
face of everyday social pressures (Thompson, Anderson, & Bakeman, 2000).
The experiences of African American students negotiating challenges at pre-
dominately white institutions have been the subject matter of earlier studies
(Bourne, 2001; Ferguson, 2003). Most commonly, this research has been in
relation to racism, contact with faculty, and monocultural curriculums. However,
few studies to date, have explored the relationship between acculturative stress
and racial identity in African American students in this environment.

Method
Data Collection and Procedures

Approval by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the lead re-



searcher’s institution was obtained to conduct this study and collect data. An
online survey was used for the purpose of collecting data for this study. Names
of department chairs and professors in Counselor Graduate Education pro-
grams were obtained from the CACREP Directory of Accredited Programs. Con-
tact was made via email and phone to department chairs and professors and
asked to distribute surveys via listservs as a resource to reach participants in a
broad fashion. In addition, graduate schools and offices of graduate services
affiliated with universities that offer Counselor Education graduate programs
were also contacted via email and phone and asked to distribute the surveys via
listservs to their African American graduate students. Approximately 200 gradu-
ate programs were contacted. Furthermore, the CESNET listserv was utilized to
solicit participants.

Participants

Participants were 116 African American masters’ and doctoral level stu-
dents attending CACREP-accredited Counselor Education programs across the
United States. Participants ranged in age from 22-59 years old. Average age of
participants was 31 years. There were 99 women and 17 men. Just over 60% of
the participants were pursuing a masters’ degree, while 38.9% were working
towards a Ph.D. The largest percent, about 39%, of the participants were spe-
cializing in Mental Health and Community Counseling. This was followed by
Counselor Education and Supervision (27.7%), School (21.4%) and Marriage
and Family (11.6%). Just over 67% of the participants were in their first or sec-
ond year in their training program institutions. Over 81% of the participants re-
ported attending predominantly white schools.

Research Design

Two measurement instruments and a demographic questionnaire were
utilized to obtain psychometric data and test hypotheses: the CRIS (Vandiver et
al., 2000), the Acculturative Stress Scale (ACS; Williams-Flournoy & Anderson,
1996), and a demographic questionnaire (e.g., age, sex, race, undergraduate
experience, and graduate level). For this study, a power analysis, utilizing an
alpha of .05, a medium effect size of .15 (Cohen, 1992) with a power set to .80,
revealed that 85 participants were needed.

Measures

Demographic questionnaire. Items on background information includ-
ed sex, age, degree pursuing, year in program, specialization area, undergradu-
ate experience, and overall satisfaction. The questionnaire was composed by
the lead researcher. The demographic questionnaire was developed to collect
information on our sample population.

Racial identity. The Cross Racial Identity Scale (CRIS; Vandiver et al.,
2000) is an instrument that measures racial attitudes determined by the Ex-
panded Nigrescence theory (Cross & Vandiver, 2001). The items identify sever-
al different identity doctrines of African Americans. The CRIS consists 40 items,
which includes six types of racial attitudes: pre-encounter assimilation (PA), pre-



encounter miseducation (PM), pre-encounter self-hatred (PSH), immersion/
emersion anti-White (IEAW), internalization afrocentricity (I1A), and internaliza-
tion multiculturalist-inclusive (IMCI), each measured by five items that are ran-
domly distributed (30 CRIS items and 10 fillers).

Pre-encounter assimilation (PA) measures how one identifies as an
American first and secondly in relation to race (Cross & Vandiver, 2001; Van-
diver, Cross, Worrell, & Fhagen-Smith, 2002). A sample item is “l am not so
much a member of a racial group, as | am an American”. Pre-encounter mised-
ucation (PM) focuses on stereotypical views negatively associated with African
Americans (e.g.,“Blacks place more emphasis on having a good time than on
hard work”). The essence of the pre-encounter self-hatred (PSH) items is on the
internalization of negative perceptions of being Black (e.g. “Privately, | some-
times have negative feelings about being Black”). Immersion-emersion anti-
white (IEAW) items measure the degree of contempt for White Americans (e.g.,
| hate white people). Internalization afrocentricity (I1A) items accent a strict focus
from a Blackness or “afrocentric” frame of reference (e.g. Black people will nev-
er be free until we embrace an afrocentric perspective). In contrast, internaliza-
tion multiculturalist inclusive (IMCI) items identity persons who incorporate a
balance of diversity that is all encompassing of all cultures (e.g., “l| am connect-
ed to many groups (Hispanics, Asian Americans, White Euro-Americans, Jews,
gay men and lesbians, etc.”) The CRIS is items are rated on a 7-point Likert-
type scale (that ranges from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree) self-
report inventory. Items on each subscale are totaled to reflect the endorsement
of each attitude. Scores range from 5-35, with the higher number corresponding
to a particular attitude. The CRIS provides no global score (Cross & Vandiver,
2001; Worrell, Cross, &Vandiver, 2001).

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the CRIS are the following for the six
subscales: Pre-encounter assimilation = .85, Pre-encounter miseducation = .78,
Pre-encounter anti-Black = .89, immersion-emersion anti-White = .89, internali-
zation Black nationalist = .83, and internalization multiculturalist = .82. There
was high internal reliability of the sub instruments used in this study. Confirma-
tory and exploratory factor analyses yielded reinforcement for the six-factor so-
lution (Vandiver et al., 2002; Worrell & Watson, 2008). Convergent validity for
the CRIS was determined with the Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity
(Simons, Worrell, & Berry, 2008; Vandiver et al., 2000) and the African Self
Conscious Scale (Simmons et al., 2008). In addition, strong evidence of discri-
minant validity was reported correlating subscale scores and the Big Five per-
sonality traits, global self-esteem, and social desirability scores (Vandiver et al.;
Worrell et al., 2000). The CRIS does not yield a total composite score.

Acculturative Stress. Acculturative Stress Scale (ACS; Williams-
Flournoy & Anderson, 1996) includes 9-items that consists of the subscales
Ethnocentrism, Received Racism, and Perceived Racism. It is rated on a 5-
point Likert-type scale (ranges from strongly agree to strongly disagree) and
was designed to assess the degree of psychological discomfort experienced by
African Americans assimilating into an unfamiliar cultural environment. A sam-
ple item is “| get especially nervous going into a room full of people if | am going
to be the only one of my ethnic group”. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of the
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ACS are the following for the nine items: item = .73, item 2 = .56, item 3 = .42,
item4 =77, item 5= .72, item 6 = .81, item 7 = .73, item 8 = .70, and item 9

= .73. All items except for item 2 have a standard deviation of at least 2.3. A
series of item analysis was performed in order to assess the relative contribu-
tion of each item to the scale . There is evidence of concurrent validity for the
ACS based in its correlation with Spielberger’s Trait Anxiety Scale (Spielberger,
1972) and Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale (Rosenberg, 1965).

Results

The research findings supported the stated hypothesis: There was a
significant relationship between Black racial identity and acculturative stress.
This hypothesis was tested by investigating a correlation between the Accultu-
rative Stress Scale Total and all of the Subscales from the CRIS (Table 1). A
Pearson-Product Correlation was conducted to investigate these correlations.



Table 1
Hypothesis: The relationships between Black racial identity and Acculturative
Stress Scale.

Self
Acculturative Assimilation Miseduca- Hatred Anti White Afrocentricity
Stress Total PA tion PM PSH IEAW 1A
r -.289" 1.000
Assimilation p
PA .002
N 108 112
r 274" 305" 1.000
Miseducation p
M .004 .001
N 107 109 111
r .308" .005 397" 1.000
Self Hatred p
PSH .001 .963 .000
N 106 108 108 110
r 203" 155 254" 124 1.000
Anti White p
IEAW .002 110 .008 205
N 106 108 107 106 110
r 256" -.167 .079 .063 221 1.000
Afrocentricity  p 007 080 416 515 021
IA ‘ : ’ : :
N 108 111 109 108 108 112
r -164 -.099 -.030 -119 -.066 175
Multicultural- p
ist Inclusive .089 .305 .756 219 496 .068
IMCI N
108 110 109 108 108 110

Note: * Significant at an alpha of .05

** Significant at an alpha of .01

Specifically, the results were a statistically-significant negative relation-
ship between assimilation (PA) attitudes and acculturative stress (-.289); a sta-
tistically-significant correlation between miseducation (PM) attitudes from the
Cross Racial Identity scale and the Acculturative Stress scale (.274); a positive
significant correlation between pre-encounter self-hatred (PSH) attitudes and
acculturative stress (.308); a statistically-significant positive relationship be-
tween anti-white (IEAW) attitudes and acculturative stress (.293); a positive
significant relationship between afrocentricity (IA) attitudes and acculturative
stress (.256); the relationship between multiculturalist (IMCI) attitudes and ac-
culturative stress (-.164) was not statistically significant.

Our findings are consistent with prior literature, which indicates that
there is a significant relationship between racial identity and acculturative stress
among African Americans. An individual’s racial identity could either contribute
to acculturative stress (if they are less culturally aware) or help buffer the ef-
fects of acculturative stress (if they have a greater cultural awareness). In our
results we found a negative correlation between Assimilation (PA) attitude
scores and acculturative stress. Participants with greater cultural awareness
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were found to have less acculturative stress than participants who had lower
cultural awareness. These findings are in line with Cross’s (1971), Cross and
Vandiver (2001), and Worrell, Cross, and Vandiver (2001) models of racial iden-
tity development in that attitudes characterized by pre-encounter logically ap-
pear to be the least healthiest because they involve negative stereotypes of
one’s own racial group and the potential for self-alienation. These results were
in contrast to the literature in which Parham and Helms (1985) found that pre-
encounter attitudes were related to a lower level of self-actualization, feelings of
inferiority, hypersensitivity, anxiety, and lack of self-acceptance. Similarly, other
researchers have found that pre-encounter attitudes were significantly related to
higher levels of depression, negatively related to general well-being and self-
esteem, and negatively related to self-concept (Wilcots, 2001; Wilson & Con-
stantine, 1999).

Research on Black racial identity and acculturative stress has indicated
that one’s racial identity could either contribute to acculturative stress (if they
were less culturally aware) or help buffer the effects of acculturative stress (if
they have a greater cultural awareness) (Thompson et al., 2000). The positive
correlation between afrocentricity (IA) attitudes and acculturative stress was
consistent with Thompson et al. (2000), which found that internalization atti-
tudes and acculturative stress have a positive relationship. Thus, cultural aware-
ness brings with it an experience of less acculturative stress.

The positive relationship between anti-white (IEAW) attitudes and accul-
turative stress means that a person with an anti-white attitude may have greater
difficulty associating with the dominant culture and will possibly experience
more acculturative stress than someone who does not identify with anti-white
attitudes. These results were consistent with Neville, Heppner, and Wang
(1997), which found that high immersion scores were related to greater levels of
perceived general and cultural-specific stress, whereas high internalization
scores were associated with lowered levels of perceived culture-specific stress-
ors. However, there was inconsistency between the current study and the litera-
ture that found a positive relationship between pre-encounter self-hatred (PSH)
attitudes and acculturative stress. Researchers found that acculturative stress
scores were not related to racial identity in terms of multiculturalist inclusive
(IMCI) attitudes.

Implications

Our focus in this current study was on the exploration of racial identity
and reported levels of acculturated stress in African American counselor educa-
tion students. Our findings supported previous research on the correlation be-
tween the two constructs dating back to the 1980s, which have consistently
demonstrated that the interaction between students and their college environ-
ment is an important predictor of college-related behaviors (Allen, 1985; Flem-
ing, 1984; Kimbrough, Sherry, & Walton, 1996; Sedlacek, 1999). The findings
from our study speak to the need to further examine variables that contribute
acculturative stress in African American college students at all levels. It is possi-
ble that African American students’ cultural interactions are vulnerable to mis-
perceptions due to past experiences of discrimination and oppression (Obasi &
Leong, 2009). However, cultural awareness and sensitivity by program officials
is crucial. Increasing African American students sense of belonging at all levels
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of education can aid in retention.

Developing a balanced perspective between both the individual and
program could alleviate feelings of isolation and lower acculturative stress lev-
els. By doing so, this would take the pressure off of students feeling the need to
fitin, as well as not attaching the locus of the problem as residing solely in the
individual (Cosgrove, 2006). Having supportive services available, such as
mentoring programs, could assist African American graduate students to better
adjust within their programs. In addition, providing peer advising, much like
those offered in many undergraduate programs, could aid in a student’s transi-
tion to graduate school and offer them a sense of belonging, security, and safe-
ty. Also, it may be helpful to incorporate interventions that focus on helping stu-
dents of color be successful within their programs.

D’Andrea and Daniels (2001) asserted that the overt gap between
counselor trainees who are neither White nor men, the steady increase of cli-
ents from diverse backgrounds, and the predominance of White, middle-class
male counselor-educators and administrators could increase the chances that
ethical and moral dilemmas may arise. African American students will maintain
feelings of cultural mistrust towards academic institutions, thereby lowering
their expectations of educational success and demonstrate lack of effort (Irving
& Hudley, 2005), possibly contributing to stereotype threat (feeling inferior and
as a result acting as such). The resulting underrepresentation of African Ameri-
cans in attendance and completion of counselor training programs then leads to
a lack of multicultural presence in the profession.

If it is the goal of CACREP-accredited Counselor Education programs
to recruit, retain, and graduate a diverse group of students, then programmatic
changes must be implemented that move beyond minimum diversity require-
ments. The acknowledgment of these multicultural issues will allow counselor
trainees to be better equipped to work with clients from diverse backgrounds.
The results of this study also provided further support for the significance of
racial identity (Elion, Wang, Slaney, & French, 2012; Fuller-Rowell, Burrow, &
Ong, 2011) and acculturative stress in the lives of African American students
(Carter & Reynolds, 2011; Thompson et al., 2000). In particular, acculturative
stress may be greater for African Americans who are less aware of their cul-
ture. It is fundamentally important for African American students to know how to
effectively maintain a sense of self, while in a seemingly uncomfortable environ-
ment. Also, many supportive services or interventions, such as those men-
tioned above, may be ineffective, lacking, or simply nonexistent until they are
introduced by the very students who they are meant to help. Taking a proactive
role in reshaping the environment of the programs in which they are enrolled
may prove to be beneficial for African American students.

Future studies might employ a mixed-method approach. Interviews
could give further insight into an individual’s perception and experiences that
could assist in identifying sources and effects of environmental support on Afri-
can American graduate students in CACREP-accredited counseling programs.
Qualitative findings could further aid in understanding, thus developing specific
areas within programs related to racial climate. This information could assist in
the development of interventions specifically designed to address programmatic
deficiencies, whereby validating student experiences and possibly facilitating
successful retention and graduation rates.
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Limitations

Several potential limitations should be considered in light of the finding
in this study. First, generalizability of the results is qualified because of the rela-
tively small sample size, because only sixty-one point one percent were mas-
ters’ level students and only 38.9% were doctoral students, the findings may not
yield an accurate depiction of the experiences of doctoral students in counselor
education programs. Future investigators should replicate this study with a con-
siderably larger sample and equal representation students in both masters and
doctoral programs. Inconsistencies regarding African American student’s ratings
of racial identity may have influenced the outcome of the results. Students with
lower levels of racial identity may be in tune to the daily racial microaggressions
and thus report lower rates on the racial identity instrument.
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