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Background and Purpose: Migration has become a defining feature of the globalized era, profoundly 
shaping individual and collective cultural identities. This study aims to explore how migrants negotiate 
their sense of self between heritage traditions and host societies, moving beyond the simplistic notion of 
assimilation to examine the formation of hybrid and transnational identities.
Methods: A systematic review of interdisciplinary literature from sociology, anthropology, and cultural 
studies was conducted. The analysis draws on key theoretical frameworks, including Berry’s acculturation 
model and theories of hybridity, to understand how migrants reconstruct cultural identity in diverse 
contexts.
Results: Findings reveal that identity negotiation among migrants is influenced by multiple factors, such 
as pre-migration personality, reasons for migration, host-country reception, and the strength of ethnic 
communities. A secure ethnic identity often facilitates adaptation rather than hindering it. Second-generation 
migrants experience distinct challenges in reconciling inherited cultural values with their national belonging, 
highlighting the intergenerational dynamics of identity formation.
Conclusion: The study concludes that cultural identity in migration is a dynamic, ongoing process rather 
than a fixed state. Recognizing hybrid identities as legitimate and constructive can promote both social 
cohesion and psychological well-being. The paper calls for host societies to adopt integrationist, rather than 
assimilationist, policies to better support migrants’ identity development.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Human history is, in many ways, a history of migration. However, 
the scale, speed, and diversity of contemporary migration flows in 
the 21st century are unprecedented, driven by factors as varied as 
economic opportunity, political conflict, environmental change, and 
global interconnectedness. At the heart of the migrant experience lies 
a fundamental and deeply personal question: "Who am I in this new 
place?" This question underscores the critical intersection between 
migration and cultural identity—the focus of this paper.

Cultural identity can be understood as a sense of belonging to a group 
that shares common traditions, heritage, language, religion, and customs. 
It provides individuals with a framework for understanding the world 
and their place within it. Migration disrupts this framework, plunging 
individuals into a context where their familiar cultural markers may be 
absent, devalued, or challenged. This process forces a re-evaluation and 
re-negotiation of the self, a journey that can be both disorienting and 
enriching.

Traditional models of migration often assumed a linear path of 
assimilation, where migrants would gradually shed their old identities 
and fully adopt the culture of the host nation. However, contemporary 
research reveals a far more complex reality. The journey is rarely 
linear and never one-size-fits-all. Migrants today often maintain strong 
transnational ties to their homelands through technology and travel, 
creating diasporic identities that span borders. Their children, the 
second generation, navigate a different but equally complex terrain, 
often feeling caught between two worlds.

This paper aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of the dynamic 
interplay between migration and cultural identity. It will explore 
the psychological and social processes of acculturation, examine the 
strategies migrants employ to negotiate their identity, and investigate 
the emergence of hybrid and transnational identities. Furthermore, it 
will discuss the specific challenges faced by the second generation and 
analyze the crucial role that host society attitudes play in shaping migrant 
identity outcomes. By synthesizing interdisciplinary perspectives, this 
paper argues that the migrant experience, while fraught with challenge, 
is a potent source of cultural creativity and new forms of belonging that 
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enrich both individuals and societies.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: UNDERSTANDING ACCUL-
TURATION AND IDENTITY

To analyze the relationship between migration and identity, it is essential 
to ground the discussion in key theoretical concepts. These frameworks 
provide the lenses through which we can understand the psychological 
and social processes at play.

2.1 Acculturation

Originally defined by Redfield, Linton, and Herskovits, acculturation 
refers to the cultural and psychological changes that result from 
continuous contact between two or more cultural groups (Redfield et 
al., 1936). It is a dual process that involves adaptation to the new culture 
while also maintaining a connection to the culture of origin.

2.2 Berry's Acculturation Model (1997)

This is one of the most influential frameworks for understanding how 
individuals manage the acculturation process. Berry posits that migrants 
face two fundamental questions: 1) Is it of value to maintain my heritage 
culture and identity? and 2) Is it of value to maintain relationships with 
the larger host society? The answers to these questions generate four 
acculturation strategies:

Integration: Yes to both. The individual seeks to maintain their original 
culture while also participating in the larger society.

Assimilation: No to maintenance, yes to contact. The individual 
relinquishes their cultural identity and adopts the norms of the host 
culture.

Separation: Yes to maintenance, no to contact. The individual holds 
onto their original culture and avoids interaction with the host society.

Marginalization: No to both. The individual loses cultural and 
psychological contact with both their traditional culture and the host 
society.

Research consistently shows that the integration strategy is associated 
with the most positive psychological and socio-cultural adaptation 
outcomes.

Hybridity and Transnationalism: Post-colonial theorists introduced 
the concept of hybridity, which challenges the notion of pure, fixed 
cultures (Bhabha, 1994). Hybridity suggests that new identities are 
formed in the "third space" between cultures, creating something unique 
and fluid that is not simply a mix of two originals. Closely related is 
transnationalism, a perspective that examines how migrants maintain 
multi-stranded social relations that link their societies of origin and 
settlement, effectively living lives across borders (Schiller et al., 1992). 
This creates transnational identities that are not anchored to a single 
nation-state.

These theories move beyond a deficit model of migration—which focuses 
solely on loss and stress—and instead frame the identity negotiation 
process as potentially generative and agentic, where migrants actively 
create new meanings and belongings.

3. METHODOLOGY

This research paper employs a qualitative systematic literature 
review (SLR) methodology. An SLR is a rigorous method of identifying, 
evaluating, and synthesizing all relevant scholarly research on a 
particular topic to provide a comprehensive and unbiased summary of 
the evidence.

3.1 Search Strategy

The literature search was conducted using major academic databases, 
including JSTOR, Scopus, PubMed, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar. 
The search was limited to publications from 1990 to 2023 to capture 

contemporary debates, with selective inclusion of seminal theoretical 
works from earlier periods. Key search terms and their combinations 
included: "migration," "immigration," "cultural identity," "acculturation," 
"hybrid identity," "transnational identity," "diaspora," "second-
generation," "belonging," and "assimilation."

3.2 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they were: (1) peer-reviewed journal articles 
or books; (2) empirical (qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-methods) 
or theoretical; (3) focused on the psychological, sociological, or 
anthropological dimensions of migrant identity; and (4) published in 
English. Articles focusing solely on economic or policy outcomes without 
a cultural identity component were excluded.

3.3 Data Extraction and Synthesis

The selected literature was analyzed using thematic synthesis. 
Key themes, concepts, arguments, and findings were extracted and 
organized. The synthesis was not statistical but interpretative, aiming to 
identify patterns, tensions, and consensus across the body of literature 
to construct a coherent narrative on the state of knowledge regarding 
migration and cultural identity.

3.4 The Acculturative Journey: Strategies and Stressors

The process of adapting to a new culture is often described as a journey 
involving significant psychological adjustment. This acculturative 
journey is not uniform; it is shaped by a multitude of factors that influence 
the strategies migrants adopt and the stressors they encounter.

3.5 Factors Influencing Acculturation Strategy

Mode of Acculturation: Whether migration is voluntary (e.g., economic 
migrants, international students) or forced (e.g., refugees, asylum 
seekers) profoundly impacts the experience. Voluntary migrants often 
have more psychological preparation and resources, while forced 
migrants may experience trauma and profound loss, making integration 
more challenging.

Host Society Attitudes: The prevailing ideology of the host 
society—whether it is multicultural, melting pot (assimilationist), 
or exclusionary—creates a context that either facilitates or hinders 
integration. Discrimination and prejudice are major stressors that can 
push individuals toward separation or marginalization.

Social Support: The presence of a co-ethnic community provides crucial 
emotional support, practical assistance, and a cultural haven, buffering 
against the stresses of acculturation and enabling a stronger foundation 
from which to engage with the host society.

3.6 Acculturative Stress

The challenges of adapting to a new culture can lead to acculturative 
stress—a negative psychological response to life-changing events that 
manifests as anxiety, depression, feelings of alienation, and identity 
confusion. This stress arises from navigating language barriers, different 
cultural norms, and often, a loss of status and social networks.

It is vital to understand that these strategies are not always conscious 
choices, nor are they permanent. Migrants may move between strategies 
at different points in their lives or in different contexts (e.g., assimilating 
at work but separating at home). The process is dynamic and iterative, 
reflecting an ongoing negotiation of the self.

3.7 Beyond Binarism: Hybridity, Transnationalism, and Diasporic 
Identity

Contemporary scholarship has largely moved beyond the binary of 
"old country" vs. "new country" to capture the more fluid and complex 
realities of migrant identity. Concepts like hybridity, transnationalism, 
and diaspora offer more nuanced tools for understanding.

3.7.1 Hybrid Identities
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The concept of hybridity suggests that migrants do not just shuttle 
between two fixed cultures but actively create a new, third identity that 
synthesizes elements from both. This is not a half-and-half identity but 
something entirely new. A second-generation Pakistani-British person, 
for example, might create an identity that blends aspects of Islamic faith, 
British social norms, Punjabi language, and global youth culture into 
a unique whole. This challenges the host society's often exclusionary 
demand to be "either/or" and asserts the validity of "both/and."

3.7.2 Transnational Practices

Modern technology (cheap flights, smartphones, social media) allows 
migrants to maintain sustained and active connections with their 
homelands in ways previously impossible. They can participate in real-
time in family life, politics, and cultural events from afar. This sustained 
connection fosters transnational identities, where a migrant's sense 
of self is simultaneously rooted in and transcends the geographical 
boundaries of the host nation and the homeland. They are not necessarily 
"uprooted" but often "cross-rooted."

3.7.3 Diasporic Consciousness

The term diaspora refers to a community of people dispersed from 
their original homeland who maintain a collective memory, myth, or 
idealization of that homeland and a commitment to its maintenance or 
restoration. A diasporic identity is a specific form of collective identity 
that is built around this shared sense of history, dispersal, and connection 
to a symbolic homeland. It can be a powerful source of solidarity and 
cultural preservation across national borders.

3.8 The Second Generation: Between Roots and Routes

The children of migrants, the second generation, face a unique set of 
identity challenges. Born or raised entirely in the host country, they are 
legal and often cultural natives of that country, yet they are frequently 
perceived by others as "foreign" due to their ethnicity, name, or religion. 
Their experience is characterized by navigating the tension between 
their "roots" (their parents' heritage culture) and their "routes" (their 
own life paths in the country they call home).

Identity Formation Challenges: The second generation's identity work 
often involves:

Code-Switching: Adeptly changing language, accent, or behavior 
between the home environment and the public sphere.

Navigating Dual Expectations: Reconciling the traditional expectations 
of their family (e.g., regarding career, marriage, gender roles) with the 
dominant norms of their peers and society.

Reactive Ethnicity: In response to perceived discrimination or exclusion 
from the national identity, individuals may strengthen their affiliation 
with their ethnic heritage as a form of resistance and solidarity.

3.9 The "Hyphenated" Identity

For many in the second generation, the hyphen (e.g., Chinese-Canadian, 
Turkish-German) is not just a punctuation mark but a central feature 
of their identity. It represents a synthesis that acknowledges both their 
heritage and their national belonging. However, this hyphen can also 
feel like a boundary, a constant reminder that they are not fully accepted 
as "just" Canadian or German.

3.10 Cultural Transmission and Change

The second generation often plays a key role in translating the host 
culture for their parents while also interpreting their heritage culture 
for their peers. They are active agents in selectively adopting, adapting, 
or rejecting elements of both cultures, ultimately transforming the 
traditions they inherit. This process ensures that cultural identity is not 
simply reproduced but is constantly evolving.

The successful integration of the second generation is a critical test for 
any host society. When they feel fully accepted as citizens while being 
free to express their cultural heritage, they contribute immensely to 
social and economic life. When they face persistent marginalization, it 
can lead to alienation and social conflict.

4. DISCUSSION: SYNTHESIZING THE NEGOTIATION OF BE-
LONGING

Table 1: John Berry's Acculturation Strategies

Table 2: Contrasting Models of Migrant Identity

Strategy Heritage Culture Maintenance Relations with Host Society Psychological & Social Outcomes

Integration Yes ( valued) Yes ( valued) Most adaptive: Bicultural competence, higher self-
esteem, lower stress, successful social integration.

Assimilation No (not valued) Yes ( valued) Loss of heritage identity, potential for family con-
flict, moderate stress.

Separation Yes ( valued) No (not valued) Isolation, limited economic opportunities, poten-
tial for intergroup conflict.

Marginalization No (not valued) No (not valued) Least adaptive:  Cultural alienation, high risk for 
psychological maladjustment, identity confusion.

Model Core Idea View of Identity Key Metaphor

Assimilationist Migrants should shed old culture 
and adopt new one. Singular, linear, fixed. Melting Pot (ingredients blend into a 

single, new substance)

Multicultural
Migrants can maintain distinct 
cultural identities within a larger 
society.

Dual or multiple, parallel. Salad Bowl  or  Mosaic  (distinct ele-
ments coexist side-by-side)

Hybrid/Transnational Migrants create new identities 
that transcend original categories. Fluid, processual, transformative. Kaleidoscope  (elements are rear-

ranged into new, dynamic patterns)
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The evidence synthesized in this review clearly demonstrates that the 
relationship between migration and cultural identity is a dynamic, multi-
layered process of negotiation rather than a predetermined outcome. 
The journey is shaped by a constant interplay between agency and 
structure— the migrant's own choices and strategies and the powerful 
constraints or opportunities presented by the host society.

The discussion moves the field firmly beyond the outdated and 
psychologically detrimental assimilationist model. The most robust 
finding across disciplines is that integration, which allows for the 
maintenance of heritage culture alongside participation in the larger 
society, is the most successful pathway for migrant well-being. This 
finding directly contradicts nationalist rhetoric that demands cultural 
homogeneity, arguing instead that cultural security is a prerequisite for 
successful integration.

The concepts of hybridity and transnationalism provide a more 
accurate and empowering language for describing 21st-century migrant 
identities. They capture the creativity and agency of migrants who are 
not passive recipients of culture but active producers of new cultural 
forms. These identities are not deficient or fragmented but are complex 
and adaptive responses to a globalized world.

A critical discussion point is the responsibility of the host society. 
Migrant identity is not formed in a vacuum. Widespread discrimination, 
xenophobic policies, and exclusionary narratives that question a 
migrant's "right to belong" actively create the conditions for separation, 
marginalization, and intergenerational conflict. Therefore, the "problem" 
of integration is not located solely within migrant communities but is 
equally a problem of host society reception.

Finally, the experiences of the second generation highlight that the 
negotiation of identity is an intergenerational project. Their struggles 
with the hyphen underscore that belonging is not just a legal status 
but a felt experience of being recognized and accepted. Their lives are 
a testament to the fact that cultures are not static monoliths but are 
constantly being remade through everyday practice and interaction.

5. CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This paper has argued that migration precipitates a profound and 
ongoing transformation of cultural identity. This process, while often 
stressful, is not merely a story of loss but one of potential creation, 
yielding hybrid, transnational, and diasporic identities that reflect the 
complexities of our interconnected world. The key conclusion is that 
a healthy cultural identity for migrants is not about choosing between 
their heritage and their host society, but about finding a way to belong 
to both, to integrate without being forced to assimilate.

Theoretical Implications: Research must continue to develop 
frameworks that capture the fluid and situational nature of identity. 

Future studies should employ longitudinal designs to track identity 
evolution over a migrant's lifespan and across generations.

Policy Implications: Host societies must move away from assimilationist 
policies and toward a true model of multiculturalism and integration. 
This involves:

Anti-Discrimination Laws: Strong enforcement of laws combating 
racial and religious discrimination in housing, employment, and 
education.

Civic Inclusion: Creating pathways for civic and political participation 
for migrants, including easier access to citizenship.

Intercultural Education: Reforming school curricula to reflect the 
diverse history and contributions of all groups within the nation, 
fostering mutual understanding among all citizens.

Social Implications: There is a need for a broader public conversation 
that redefines national identity in more inclusive, civic terms—based 
on shared values and a common future rather than shared ethnicity 
or a monolithic culture. Recognizing the validity and value of hybrid 
identities is essential for social cohesion in increasingly diverse societies.

In the end, the journey of the migrant mirrors a universal human quest: 
the search for belonging. By understanding the complexities of how 
migrants navigate this quest, we gain insight not only into their lives but 
into the evolving nature of identity, culture, and community itself in the 
modern world.
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Figure 1: The Transformation of Cultural Identity Post-Migration




