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“Solidarity does not assume that our struggles are the same struggles, 
or that our pain is the same pain, or that our hope is for the same fu-
ture. Solidarity involves commitment, and work, as well as the recog-
nition that even if we do not have the same feelings, or the same lives, 

or the same bodies, we do live on common ground.” 

   

Sara Ahmed, 2004, p. 189 

  



 

 

  



 

Abstract  
Over 190,000, or 8 %, of under eighteens in Sweden were born in an-
other country. Many come from the Middle East and Africa and there 
is a considerable diversity of ethnic and cultural backgrounds. As 
most young immigrants are unlikely to return to their homelands, 
there are compelling reasons to better understand the conditions per-
tinent to these youths’ wellbeing and acculturation. This mixed meth-
ods dissertation therefore aimed to develop knowledge about how 
wellbeing and acculturation among newly arrived Middle Eastern and 
African immigrant youth in Sweden can be understood and pro-
moted. The dissertation comprises three studies investigating immi-
grant youth resilience, wellbeing, and acculturation from global, na-
tional, individual, and applied perspectives. Study I is a systematic 
review and meta-analysis of psychosocial promotion and prevention 
interventions targeting psychological health, wellbeing, or resilience 
among forced migrant children and youth throughout the world. 
Study II is a qualitative thematic analysis examining acculturation 
goals and indications of psychological resilience in response to the 
contextual risk and resources described by newly arrived Middle East-
ern and African youth when recalling their early experiences in Swe-
den. Study III is a comparative Delphi study examining newly arrived 
youths’ and youth workers’ perspectives on activities to promote ac-
culturation and wellbeing in youths’ social- and cultural integration 
process. Cumulatively, these studies contribute to the conceptual un-
derstanding of youth acculturation as a resource intensive process that 
requires reciprocity from dominant society throughout multiple soci-
oecological systems if youth are to succeed in reaching their accul-
turation goals, maintain resilience, and experience long-term wellbe-
ing.  

Keywords: Acculturation, immigrant, youth, newly arrived, promo-
tion, resilience, socioecological, Sweden, wellbeing 
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Introduction 
Over 300 million people were international migrants in mid-2024, ac-
counting for almost one in 20 of the global population (Migration 
Data Portal, 2026). Further, 123 million people were forcibly dis-
placed due to human rights violations, violence, conflict, persecution, 
or events seriously disturbing public order, of which 50 million had 
crossed international borders (UNHCR, 2026). Accordingly, one in 
six international migrants were humanitarian migrants. While chil-
dren and youth are under-represented among international migrants 
in general, they make up a disproportionately large number of forci-
bly displaced people; up to 40 % compared to global population esti-
mates of 30 % (UNICEF, 2026). Thus, around 49 million under 18’s 
are estimated to be displaced, including up to 20 million who may 
have crossed international borders.  

While most internationally displaced people are in countries neigh-
bouring their homelands, around a third migrate further afield. 
Transcontinental migration is common among both humanitarian 
and other migrants, and resettlement destinations have varied over 
time. Sweden has been a popular migration destination and refuge 
for asylum seekers since the 1980’s, due to humanitarian policies 
(Lancaster, 2024). Today over 20 % of the Swedish population were 
born in another country, including around 190,000, or 1 in 12 minors 
(Statistics Sweden, 2026). Furthermore, around three quarters of the 
foreign-born population in Sweden come from countries outside of 
Europe. 

Despite Sweden’s humanitarian history, the sociopolitical climate has 
become increasingly hostile to non-European immigrants, especially 
in the wake of the “migrant crisis” in 2015. Xenophobic rhetoric has 
become re-normalised (Elgenius & Rydgren, 2019; SVT, 2025), immi-
gration policy has become increasingly repressive (Ministry of Justice, 
2025a, 2026), citizenship has been tied to school performance for 
youth over 16 (Swedish Migration Agency, 2026a), and many perma-
nent residency permits have been withdrawn (Ministry of Justice, 
2025b). This has led to several recent deportations of adolescents to 
countries where they have no remaining family or livelihood (The 
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Swedish Refugee Law Centre, 2026). Consequently, the existence of 
immigrant youth in Sweden, humanitarian or otherwise, is increas-
ingly precarious.  

Disregarding these challenges, adolescence alone is a period of intense 
intrapersonal development and growing interpersonal demands. The 
“success” with which an individual deals with these challenges, and 
sustains wellbeing in adolescence, is seen to have lifelong influence 
on mental and physical health and associated function, including em-
ployment (Nollet et al., 2026). Inevitably, immigrant adolescents face 
the additional demands of navigating changing sociocultural sur-
roundings, often requiring them to learn new languages, norms, and 
practices. From a bio-psycho-social perspective, this increased burden 
indicates that immigrant youth may be more vulnerable to declining 
wellbeing, or the development of psychological symptoms than other 
youth. Indeed, immigrant youth, and especially those who have been 
forcibly displaced, do report more mental health problems than na-
tive born counterparts, (Blackmore et al., 2020; Lievrouw et al., 2025). 
Nevertheless, despite their extraordinary challenges, most immigrant 
youth in Sweden, including refugees and asylum seekers, do not ex-
hibit troublesome behavioural symptoms or suffer from mental 
health problems (Jonsson & Mood, 2018; Mattelin et al., 2025). 

The challenges faced by immigrant youth do not, however, stop at 
those related to age or intercultural development. Immigrant youth 
in Sweden often experience poverty (Statistics Sweden, 2022), dis-
crimination (Gyberg et al., 2021), and societal and educational segre-
gation (Jonsson, 2021). Immigrant youth in Sweden are also increas-
ingly demonised in ethno-nationalistic discourses characterised by 
cultural and lingual racism, and assumptions about immigrant 
youth’s criminality (Jönsson, 2025). Thus, they experience multiple 
and cumulative contextual risks that are known correlates of poorer 
wellbeing in the group (Marcos et al., 2021; Suárez-Orozco et al., 
2018). Consequently, immigrant youth in Sweden incur an increased 
risk of developing future poor mental health and associated problems.  

Over and above a position of solidarity, there are compelling reasons 
for Swedish society to engage in the prevention of negative mental 
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health outcomes among immigrant youth in the country. Most immi-
grants remain in their resettlement countries, and Sweden has one of 
the lowest five-year return rates, with around 70% of migrants aged 
15 and over remaining in the country (OECD, 2024). Most returnees 
leave within the first three years, and it is unlikely that those who re-
main after five years will ever leave the country permanently. Further, 
retention rates in Sweden are highest among migrants with residency 
permits based on family reunification or “other” reasons, in which 
asylum is included (OECD, 2024). This suggests that despite recent 
changes to Swedish residency laws, most immigrant youth are likely 
to remain in the country. Considering the multiple contextual risks to 
immigrant youth’s long-term wellbeing, and the association between 
poor wellbeing, labour market participation (Nollet et al., 2026), and 
economic productivity (Miller, 2016), understanding the conditions 
pertinent to sustained wellbeing among immigrant youth should be 
of societal interest, even in increasingly ethno-nationalistic contexts. 

Supporting humane motivation and financial incitements for invest-
ing in promotion for this population, the Swedish state also has a le-
gal obligation to provide services, opportunities, and environments 
that work in the best interest of children, including immigrant youth. 
Sweden ratified The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UN, 20th November 1989) more than 25 years ago. The Con-
vention states, amongst other things, that all people under the age of 
18 have the rights of freedom of speech, expression, and religion; and 
to health care, education, rest and leisure. Moreover, the recently up-
dated Swedish Social Services Act mandates the provision of demo-
cratic and promotive social services aiming to improve societal condi-
tions for all. 

 

Swedish Social Services Act (2025:400) 

Chapter 2. The goals of the social services  

Overall objectives and principles 

1 § The social services shall, on the basis of democracy and 
solidarity, promote individuals' 
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economic and social security,  

equitable and equal living conditions, and  

active participation in society. 

The activities shall be based on respect for the individual's 
right to self-determination and integrity. 

Focus of activities 

2 § The social services shall focus on developing the individ-
ual's and groups' own resources and at the same time take 
into account the individual's responsibility for his or her 
own and others' social situation. 

3 § The social services shall focus on individuals being able 
to live a dignified life and feel wellbeing. 

4 § The social services shall work preventively and be easily 
accessible. 

 Svensk författningssamling, 2025                            
Machine translation from the original Swedish. 

 

The overall aim of this dissertation is therefore to examine how immi-
grant youth’s psychological wellbeing and sociocultural integration in 
Sweden can be understood from the perspectives of acculturation the-
ory and psychological wellbeing, resilience, and promotion. Emphasis 
is placed on a salutogenic approach, and the dissertation investigates 
how wellbeing and sociocultural integration may be promoted 
among newly arrived immigrant youth from the Middle East and Af-
rica. First, the dissertation aims to elucidate whether psychosocial pro-
motion is a suitable level of intervention for the group. Thereafter, to 
examine how newly arrived youth’s acculturation processes in Swe-
den may be shaped by resilience risks and resources in their socioeco-
logical environments. Finally, to develop understanding of newly ar-
rived youth’s perceptions of their own wellbeing and acculturation 
needs and compare these with the perceptions of youth workers. The 
aim is to identify avenues for possible promotive intervention devel-
opment that are likely to be attractive to both users and providers.  
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The dissertation begins by introducing the research population and 
contexts. It then provides a theoretical and empirical overview of accul-
turation, wellbeing, resilience and psychological promotion. This is 
followed by a synthesis motivating a combined approach when exam-
ining immigrant youth acculturation and wellbeing promotion.  The 
synthesis first locates acculturation, wellbeing, resilience, and promo-
tion in developmental theory. It then specifies the hypothesised rela-
tionship between acculturation, resilience, and wellbeing, that guided 
the development of the three studies included in the research pro-
gramme. The specific dissertation aims, epistemological positioning 
and ethical considerations are then stated, after which the materials, 
methods, and three individual studies are summarised. Finally, the re-
search contribution and implications are discussed. All the included 
studies are replicated in full after the references. Supplementary mate-
rials can be accessed through the publishers’ websites. 

Taken together, the dissertation aligns with the 2025 iteration of the 
Swedish Social Services Act, and the UN Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (UN, 20th November 1989), indicating potential utility of 
the findings in the Swedish context.    
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Immigrant youth in Sweden 

Definition of terms 

Youth 
Youth is a collective noun used to describe groups of young people of 
all genders. Transition from childhood to youth is not binary, but 
usually coincides with later stages of puberty and may continue until 
a person’s mid- to late twenties (Cambridge Dictionary, 2026). While 
the United Nations define “youth” as individuals aged 15 to 24 for sta-
tistical purposes, they recognise that their operationalisation is arbi-
trary (UN, 2026). In this dissertation the term “youth” is used for par-
ticipants aged 13 to 18 years. Participants under 13 years of age are 
referred to as children.   

Immigrants 
In this dissertation the term “immigrant” is used in accordance with 
the definition provided in European Union law: 

 

‘immigrant’ means a person undertaking an immigration; 

‘immigration’ means the action by which a person estab-
lishes his or her usual residence in the territory of a Member 
State for a period that is, or is expected to be, of at least 12 
months, having previously been usually resident in another 
Member State or a third country; 

Regulation (EC) No 862/2007 of The European Parlia-
ment and Council of the European Union, 2007 

 

However, the term immigrant is not used uniformly in the scientific 
literature, or in Swedish society, meaning further delineation is neces-
sary.  

“Immigrant” has been in regular use in Sweden since the 1960’s, 
when it replaced “foreigner”. Only people who had previously lived 
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in another country and been granted residency permits were classed 
as immigrants in official statistics. Nevertheless, the term has also 
been used to describe the Swedish born children of these people, and 
people who are “perceived to be immigrants” on the basis of their ap-
pearance or language skills (Ministry of Culture, 2000). Similarly, 
both “immigrant-youth” and “youth with immigrant backgrounds” 
have been used in governmental and civil society documentation to 
mean Swedish born youth with one or more parents born in another 
country. Thus, in the Swedish literature, an “immigrant” is not neces-
sarily a person who undergoes immigration but rather someone who 
is marked by “foreignness”. This was problematised in a now decades 
old government report which concluded that the use of “immigrant” 
was overgeneralised and associated with a risk of negative stereotyp-
ing and prejudice (Ministry of Culture, 2000). Consequently, new ter-
minology was suggested: 

Immigrants: People who have in fact immigrated them-
selves and been entered into the national population regis-
ter.  

Newly arrived immigrants: People who have themselves im-
migrated relatively recently. How long a person should be 
considered newly arrived is hard to define. A benchmark 
may however be two years.  

People with foreign backgrounds: Both foreign-born people 
who have themselves immigrated to Sweden, and people 
born in Sweden with at least one foreign born parent.  

 Ministry of Culture, 2000  

Own translation from the original Swedish. 

 

While these terms are now used in most official documentation, the 
broader use of “immigrant” remains among laypeople; especially to 
denote the Swedish born children of people perceived to be of non-
European descent (Sahin & Mitku, 2022, Bachelor thesis).  
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Newly arrived immigrants 
As indicated above, the term “newly arrived” is used variously, even 
in governmental documentation. Indeed, the definition of “newly ar-
rived” can depend on both the reporting agency and the age group 
being described. For example, the Swedish Migration Agency uses the 
term “newly arrived immigrant” for a maximum of three years to de-
scribe adults who have been granted a humanitarian residency permit 
and been registered in their assigned municipality (Swedish Migra-
tion Agency, 2026b). The Swedish National Agency for Education, on 
the other hand, defines newly arrived pupils as children and youth 
who have previously lived in another country and begin their com-
pulsory schooling in Sweden later than those born in the country. 
These pupils are considered “newly arrived” during their first four 
years of education (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2026). 
Hence, the suggested benchmark of two years is often exceeded when 
discussing and documenting “newly arrived” immigrants.  

As there is no consistent use of the term “newly arrived” in the Swe-
dish context, the operationalisation used in this dissertation is influ-
enced by the National Agency for Education definition, as the com-
pulsory nature of schooling entails that it will be applied to all 
children and youth. However, to acknowledge that it can take time 
for youth to be integrated into the education system, the period dur-
ing which youth are considered “newly arrived” has been extended to 
five years. Thus, when the term “newly arrived” is used to denote 
study participants in this dissertation, it pertains to youth who have 
been in Sweden for up to and including five years. 

Forcibly Displaced People, Refugees, Asylum Seekers, and 
Migrants. 
In addition to “immigrant”, which describes a person when they are 
resettling in another country, there are several terms used to catego-
rise reasons for immigration.  

Forcibly displaced people are people who have been compelled to 
leave their homes due to persecution, threat of death, serious harm, or 
removal of freedoms (UNHCR, 2019). Forcibly displaced people may 
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be internally displaced (i.e., have been forced to migrate within their 
country of origin) or may have crossed the border to seek interna-
tional protection. 

Refugees are forcibly displaced people who have left their countries of 
origin and need international protection due to armed conflict, vio-
lence or serious public disorder; or when a person belongs to a group 
that faces persecution in their home country on the grounds of their 
ethnicity, nationality, religious or political beliefs, gender, sexual ori-
entation, or belonging to another specific social group. In the EU, the 
definition of a refugee adheres to the 1951 Refugee Convention, and 
1967 Protocol. According to the UNHCR (2019), a person is a refugee 
as soon as they fulfil these criteria, however, in many countries people 
are not legally recognised as refugees until a refugee status determina-
tion has been completed. In Sweden, a person is only afforded refugee 
status after their asylum application has been approved and they have 
received a residency permit (Swedish Migration Agency, 2026c); until 
this point, there are deemed “asylum seekers”.  

Asylum seekers are people who have applied for but not yet received a 
decision about their asylum application, i.e., been granted or denied 
refugee status. In most countries, including Sweden, a person can 
only apply for asylum after arrival in the country. Until this point, 
most are considered “migrants”. 

Migrants, as a group, are not defined in international law. The term 
may apply to anyone who moves within or between countries, regard-
less of whether they do so by choice or are required to by adverse cir-
cumstances. Thus, migrants may be people who move for family reu-
nification, employment, education, simply because free movement is 
possible, or because their homes or livelihoods have been made im-
possible by natural or human catastrophes. Regardless of the possible 
adversities faced by migrants, they are not afforded the same kind of 
protective status as forced migrants or refugees, and the UNHCR 
strongly recommend distinguishing between the groups (2019). How-
ever, this does not mean that all migrant’s pre-migration contexts are 
reasonable, or that their migration or resettlement will be smooth. 
Moreover, there is social stratification within the “forcibly displaced” 
group, as those with more resources can begin their migration earlier 
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than those with few resources. Hence, well-resourced, “early” forced 
migrants and refugees may experience fewer adverse pre-migration, 
migration, and resettlement conditions than voluntary migrant youth 
in chronically under-resourced families, or those who e.g., experience 
natural disasters. Some migrants and forced migrants may therefore 
share important experiences despite differing legal status, while they 
may share few experiences with members of their own “group”. A nu-
anced research approach is thus necessary to understand the breadth 
of heterogeneity in the whole population.   

Accompanied and Unaccompanied Minors 
The terms described in the previous sections are used by default for 
adult populations. When discussing minors, it is also important to de-
fine whether they immigrate together with their parents/caregivers or 
whether they arrive alone. 

Accompanied minors are children and youth who migrate with one 
or more of their legal guardians. Accompanied children and youth 
may be internally displaced, refugees, asylum seekers, or migrants.  

Unaccompanied minors are children and youth who im/migrate with-
out a legal guardian and who seek asylum in another country (UN-
HCR, 1997). Some may be accompanied by legal guardians during 
part of their migration and become separated later, others embark on 
the journey alone. Of those arriving in Sweden, most unaccompanied 
minors are males in their late teens who come from the Middle East 
and Africa (MEaA) (Swedish Migration Agency, 2024). Reasons for 
migrating alone vary and while some unaccompanied youth seek fam-
ily reunification after receiving refugee status, some may never be reu-
nited with their families.  

In general, unaccompanied youth experience greater hardships and 
report more mental health symptoms than their accompanied coun-
terparts (Mattelin et al., 2025). Furthermore, there are likely to be sig-
nificant mental health differences between youth awaiting asylum de-
cisions, and those who have been granted refugee status, regardless of 
whether they have migrated alone or with family (Leiler et al., 2019; 
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Sleijpen et al., 2017). Consequently, when considering the wellbeing 
of immigrant minors, there are many contextual aspects to consider. 

Is the population included in this dissertation “immigrant” or 
“refugee” youth, and does it matter? 
Both refugee and immigrant youth are youth who are now residing in 
a country other than their homeland, and both experience a greater 
cumulative burden of challenges in comparison to other adolescents. 
This is due to concurrent age-related development processes, migra-
tion circumstances and consequent acculturation (Titzmann & Lee, 
2018). Legally, however, the groups differ as refugee youth have been 
afforded protective status in their current country of residence, while 
immigrant youth have received their residency permit based on other 
reasons. It is likely, but not necessary that refugee permits have experi-
enced more premigration and migration adversities. However, the un-
derstanding of “volitional” migration is complex when researching 
youth populations as few accompanied youth will have been actively 
involved in the decision to migrate, regardless of the precursor to mi-
gration. Thus, while categories such as “forced migrant”, or “refugee” 
are used as common denominators to provide some uniformity in re-
search, they are no guarantee that the group’s experiences differ sig-
nificantly.  

Furthermore, both “forced migrant”, and “migrant” epithets may be 
experienced as stigmatising and place unnecessary emphasis on the 
pre-migration context while lacking acknowledgement of shared ex-
periences in the post-migration context. This is relevant because expe-
riences in the post-migration context can be equally important for 
sustained wellbeing as those gained premigration (Li et al., 2016). For 
example, adversities in the post-migration context may have greater 
bearing on long-term mental health than trauma experienced before, 
or during migration (Malm et al., 2020; Massing & Cardena, 2025; 
Tinghög et al., 2017). In addition, experiences in the post-migration 
context are shaped by the dominant culture, and enactment of cur-
rent discourses about diversity and immigration. As such, newly ar-
rived MEaA youth in Sweden are likely to share important experi-
ences during resettlement regardless of their migration antecedents. 
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For example, they are currently among those most likely to be dis-
criminated against on grounds of ethnicity or religion (Medhane & 
Lejonstad, 2026). Thus, considering that the emphasis of this disserta-
tion is placed on processes in the post-migration context, explicit dif-
ferentiation between “refugee” and “immigrant” status was deemed 
unnecessary when collecting data from new research participants.  
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Contextual factors 

The context of adolescence 
Adolescence is an intense developmental period during which an in-
dividual typically goes through the considerable social, cognitive, 
emotional and physical changes associated with puberty. Although a 
biomedical term, “puberty” is also often associated with culturally 
specific rituals (Weisfeld, 1997). This suggests that the adolescent pe-
riod may be of particular significance for those adapting to new cul-
tures (Titzmann & Jugert, 2024). Indeed, European studies illustrate 
that there are cultural variations in how developmental milestones 
during puberty are prioritised (Szydłowska-Klakla et al., 2026). Never-
theless, most psychological study of adolescence is embedded in gen-
eralised, Western developmental psychology, and assumes “vertical” 
linear development towards age-related cognitive, emotional, and be-
havioural norms (O'Dell et al., 2018b). As such, adolescence is also a 
period of intense expectations. 

The concept of “developmental tasks” is used to measure these expec-
tations. Developmental tasks are the often cumulative, age-related 
skills and processes that individuals are typically expected to master; 
and their mastery is used to denote “healthy” development (O'Dell et 
al., 2018b). Developmental tasks expected in adolescence include “age 
appropriate” self-regulation skills, building and maintaining interper-
sonal relationships, progressing academically, building self-esteem, 
and developing own identity (Masten, 2001). An assumption of devel-
opmental tasks is that their attainment will co-occur with “successful” 
fulfilment of evolving social and societal expectations about personal 
responsibility and independence (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). Simul-
taneously, adolescents are expected to remain “appropriately” depend-
ent on their parents and other adults in their context. Youth’s devel-
opment is hence measured against normative expectations. For 
example, they should be independent, but not too independent; they 
should begin developing romantic interests, but not be too promiscu-
ous, etc. (O'Dell et al., 2018b). Developmental tasks are thus also used 
as a prescriptive yard stick to evaluate and sanction individual devel-
opment.  
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Nevertheless, it has been observed that there is a bidirectional rela-
tionship been the timely attainment of developmental tasks and posi-
tive mental health (Pinquart & Pfeiffer, 2020). Additionally, disrup-
tions in normative developmental progression during adolescence 
(due to adversity or mental health problems for example) may have 
long-term health and wellbeing consequences (e.g.,(Merrick et al., 
2019). Furthermore, when developmental tasks occur alongside soci-
ocultural integration the processes are seen to have independent and 
cumulative effects (Titzmann & Lee, 2018). Thus, immigrant youth 
face quantitatively and qualitatively greater challenges than many of 
their native counterparts. It is therefore important to consider how 
these simultaneous undertakings may influence the wellbeing of im-
migrant youth.  

Developmental models for immigrant youth, however, seldom prob-
lematise the existence of normative developmental tasks, or “vertical” 
linear development, even when cultural variations are addressed 
(e.g.,(Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018; Titzmann & Lee, 2018; Titzmann & 
Jugert, 2024). This may result in premature appraisals of immigrant 
youth’s developmental success that do not sufficiently acknowledge 
their complex experiences or cultures of origin. To address this, 
O'Dell et al. (2018a) suggested that development among youth with 
non-normative experiences (including migration) may instead occur 
on a horizontal rather than a vertical plane. They argue for broader 
use of the concept of “growing sideways”, coined by Kathryn Bond 
Stockton (2009, p. 11) in her dramaturgical analysis of medial repre-
sentations of queer children and youth. The idea of sideways growth 
was used by Bond Stockton to interrogate the norms of “age-appropri-
ate” development, as it was observed that although queer children 
may not follow “expected” developmental trajectories, they are in-
deed developing. Similarly, O’Dell and colleagues argue that develop-
ment may occur in numerous directions and in numerous domains 
related to the individual’s life experiences (O'Dell et al., 2018a). The 
concept of “horizontal development" may therefore be useful when 
investigating immigrant youth’s development.  

However, as the term “queer” is most familiar in discourse regarding 
gender and sexual minorities, it may seem that immigrant and queer 
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youth should not be conflated. Nonetheless, immigrant youth may be 
considered queer in the meaning that “their being deviates from the 
expected or normal” (Bond Stockton, 2009, p. 245). They have inher-
ently non-normative life experiences caused by migration. Many will 
also be “queered” in resettlement contexts through racialisation, the 
complex process by which stereotyped characteristics such as skin col-
our and ethnicity are implicitly or explicitly used to maintain social 
hierarchies (Lewicki, 2023). Additionally, the greater the difference 
between heritage culture and resettlement culture, the less normative 
immigrant youths’ experience will be considered. Furthermore, im-
migrant youth often take on responsibilities such as translation and 
navigation of societal systems for their parents and families (so called 
parentification (Arakelyan & Ager, 2021)) but may also remain highly 
dependent on family for social support and a sense of identity due to 
social isolation and/or heritage culture norms. These patterns chal-
lenge linear developmental expectations set out by Western psychol-
ogy. The described combination of responsibility and dependence 
could, nevertheless, be considered evidence of considerable “side-
ways” development. Hence, what constitutes “successful” develop-
ment among immigrant youth deserves norm-critical examination. 

Despite this caveat, Western models of development remain useful 
frameworks for contextualising immigrant youth development. For 
example, the bioecological “Process-Person-Context-Time” (PPCT) 
model of development illustrates the interdependence between an in-
dividual and their contexts by embedding the individual in systemic 
layers, which is also recommended by leading developmental accul-
turation theorists (Titzmann & Jugert, 2024). The levels of the PPCT 
model represent the individual’s temporal interactions with people, 
institutions, policies, and global trends (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2007: see Figure 1). Much like concurrent adolescent development 
and sociocultural integration, the levels of the PPCT model are theo-
rised to have independent and cumulative effects on an individual’s 
development. The PPCT model also assumes individual-contextual in-
terplay, and multifinality in developmental outcomes. Moreover, it em-
phasizes the importance of proximal processes – that is, processes in 
which the individual physically engages, allowing them to reach their 
“potential” based on a cumulative view of development. The process  
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Figure 1 

The Process, Person, Time, Context Model of Development 
 

Note. Visual representation of the PPCT model based on Bronfenbrenner and 
Morris (2007). *Demand characteristics are an individual’s observable charac-
teristics that influence how others behave in interaction with them. Resource 
characteristics refer to an individual’s capacities and assets, e.g. intelligence, 
socioeconomic status, etc. Force characteristics refer to an individual’s dispo-
sition and motivations.  

approach to development (rather than outcome approach) means that 
the model can also be used to understand “horizontal” development, 
thus maintaining its applicability for individuals with non-normative 
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life experiences or identities. Indeed, various iterations of Bron-
fenbrenner’s models of development are widely used in research in-
cluding immigrant youth (e.g.,(Arakelyan & Ager, 2021; Jensen, 
2007; Li et al., 2017; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018; Tong & An, 2023). 
The PPCT model thus has utility in the understanding of immigrant 
youth acculturation and age-related development. Further, the pro-
cess, context and time domains indicate that the model can have pro-
jective value. Hence the model may also be used to inform develop-
ment of interventions aiming to promote sociocultural integration 
and psychological wellbeing among immigrant adolescents. The re-
search in this dissertation therefore situates theory and empirical in-
vestigation within the framework of the PPCT model. 

The Swedish context 
Sweden is affectionately referred to by many citizens as “Landet 
Lagom”, or the country where everything is “just enough”. Not too 
little, not too much. In the middle. Just right.  

Situated in the centre of Scandinavia, it is, in area, the third largest 
country in the EU, but with a population of only 10.6 million, it has 
the second lowest population density. However, around 90% of the 
population live in urban areas, meaning roughly 9 million people re-
siding in little over 1.5% of Sweden’s expansive landscape (Statistics 
Sweden, 2024). Over 20% of the population were born in another 
country, of which 75% were born outside the EU (European Parlia-
ment, 2025). While these figures are not exceptional in the EU today, 
at 2.6%, Sweden’s refugee population is almost twice the European 
average. Moreover, population statistics show that there are 165 rec-
orded countries of origin (Statistics Sweden, 2025), meaning that the 
immigrant population is far from homogenous.  

Outwardly Sweden has been appraised as a socialist state, but the per-
ceived universalist national ethos is at odds with increasingly market 
steered politics and social systems (Amouri, 2025; Ydstedt & Zitel-
mann, 2025). Since 1996, Sweden has experienced one of the worlds’ 
most rapid transformations from public to private ownership (Yd-
stedt & Zitelmann, 2025), and the values of inclusion and tolerance 
present in Sweden’s international reputation and national self-image 
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may be seldom experienced in daily cross ethnic and cross-cultural in-
teractions (Glover, 2009; Habel, 2012; Johansson, 2013; Olsson et al., 
2019). This suggests that the (inter)national image of Sweden may be 
out-dated, and difficult for newcomers to consolidate with their own 
experiences. Adding to this challenge, the Swedish culture is globally 
extreme (see Figure 2). According to the World Values Survey (2023), 
Sweden is among the world’s most secular countries and is number 
one regarding emphasis on self-expression values – seemingly the ex-
act opposite of the ingrained national conformity norm “Jante’s law”, 
which dictates that one should not endeavour to stand out. In addi-
tion, conflict avoidance is highly valued, and consensus is the cultur-
ally preferred form of decision making (Swedish Institute, 2026). Swe-
dish culture is thus both highly conformist and holds exceptionally 
high self-expression values. Hence, the moniker “Landet lagom” may 
be understood as somewhat ironic, as Sweden is apparently also a 
country of contradictions.  

Adding to these contradictions, the Swedish national narrative main-
tains ideas of “Nordic exceptionalism” – that the Nordic countries are 
particularly well-developed welfare states, with very high levels of 
governmental trust, and are somehow morally and institutionally su-
perior due to their “lack” of troublesome histories of racism and colo-
nialism. Through the lens of “Nordic exceptionalism” the Nordics are 
instead seen as having a history of progressive, egalitarian, democracy 
(Conolly et al., 2025).  

However, while the Nordics do have a uniquely strong history of wel-
fare states, there are ample historical examples to refute claims of 
“moral superiority”. For example, Swedish biologist Carl Linnaeus’ 
“Systema Naturae” (1758) was the first major publication to include a 
hierarchical classification of skin colour, perpetuating racial stereo-
types used to justify colonialism and the mistreatment of non-white 
populations (Kendi, 2016). In more recent history, Sweden formed 
the world’s first State Institution of Racial Biology in 1922 which ran 
a eugenic research program until the late 1950’s. While the institute 
distanced itself from “race based” research on the event of the Second 
World War, the Swedish government sanctioned a eugenic sterilisa-
tion program between 1936 to 1975 on recommendation of institute 
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researchers, to maintain the “quality” of the population (Broberg & 
Tydén, 2005). Sweden’s “neutrality” during WWII has also been ques-
tioned as compliance reflecting Nazi sympathies. Understanding the 
damage to the country’s international reputation, “The Swedish Insti-
tute” was instated to “rebrand” the country and refute these claims 
(Glover, 2009). Moreover, Sweden, along with neighbouring Norway 
and Finland, continues it’s 400-year history of oppression of the Sámi 
people (Conolly et al., 2025; Össbo, 2025). Nevertheless, this history is 
seldom openly acknowledged in Sweden, and the lasting effects it has 
had on current Swedish culture and societal structures is largely ab-
sent in narratives of “Nordic exceptionalism” (Glover, 2009). Instead, the 
national self-image, and corresponding international image of Sweden, 
has been largely informed by governmental branding campaigns. 

Figure 2 

The Ingelhart-Welzel World Cultural Map 2023 
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Indeed, in the latter half of the 20th century, Sweden again earned an 
international reputation as a progressive country (Glover, 2009). This 
was emphasised through international solidarity and migration poli-
cies (Lancaster, 2024). Consequently, Sweden was perceived to be 
generous and welcoming; a society that celebrated diversity, offering 
comfort, stability, and developmental opportunities (Glover, 2009; Jo-
hansson, 2013). The image of Sweden as tolerant and progressive pre-
vailed in the early 21st century, and since the 1980’s, Sweden has con-
tinued to rank in the top three regarding multiculturalism policies 
worldwide (Queen's University, 2026). Consequently, Sweden has 
been a popular emigration destination, both for workforce and hu-
manitarian migrants, and today over 30% of the population are them-
selves foreign born or direct decedents of immigrant parents. 

However, the “Migrant Crisis” in 2015, which saw the arrival of over 
180,000 asylum seekers in Sweden in one year, marked a dramatic 
turning point in social and political discourse; both nationally 
(Amouri, 2025; Krzyżanowski & Ekström, 2025), and internationally 
(Schroeder, 2023). The changing discourses around immigration can 
be tracked in statements by Swedish Prime Ministers over the past 
decade. From Stefan Löfven’s “My Europe builds no walls” in 2015 
(Socialdemokraterna), to Magdalena Andersson’s “Apply somewhere 
else” in 2017 (SVT), and Ulf Christersons’ “[Gang criminality] has a 
lot to do with immigration” in 2025 (Carp, 2025). Despite Sweden’s 
recent history of acceptance and solidarity, youth arriving and reset-
tling in the country today are doing so in an environment that rou-
tinely problematises their presence.  

Reflecting Sweden’s international standing on measures of multicul-
turalism, laws and policies are in place to enable cultural mainte-
nance among immigrants to Sweden, and there is some positive cov-
erage of this in Swedish media (SVT, 2026). However, ethno-
nationalistic and exclusionary policies are increasingly supported 
(Elgenius & Rydgren, 2024). For example, in recent years, applica-
tions of immigration policy have been seen to stratify immigrants 
based on their desirability (i.e., similarity to Swedish norms) (Gus-
tafsson & Engblom, 2024). Further, in 2025, the leader of the youth 
wing of Sweden’s second largest political party stated that “Islam has 
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no place in Sweden” at their annual party conference (SVT, 2025). This 
statement went without discernible retributions despite the decade’s 
old ratification of the United Nations Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (1971), which includes freedom of religion. Moreover, in re-
cent weeks, a law was passed stating that Swedish residency may be 
denied to or withdrawn from immigrants found lacking in “moral 
conduct” (Lag om ändring i utlänningslagen (2005:716) [Amendment 
to the Swedish Aliens Act (2005:716)], 2026). While such laws are not 
uncommon internationally, Sweden’s is unusually vague, leaving the 
term “moral conduct” open for interpretation. The law is perceived to 
be threateningly “preventative” in nature (Asplén Lundstedt, 2024), 
and is intended to motivate immigrants to become “good Swedes”. 
However, the level of psychological threat in both current political 
discourses, and the passing of this law, arguably also threatens the 
sense of security necessary for immigrants to engage in integration-
oriented acculturation processes. 

Immigrants and people with immigrant backgrounds are also exposed 
to some of the worst discrimination that occurs in Sweden. In 2024, 
68% of the 2867 registered hate crimes in Sweden were xenophobic 
and either racially or religiously motivated, almost half of which were 
Afrophobic or Islamophobic (Medhane & Lejonstad, 2026). Further, 
the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Racial Discrimination concluded in December 2025 that there has 
been a rise in hate propaganda towards racialised people in Sweden 
(CERD, 2025). There are thus ostensible rhetorical and physical mani-
festations of the current immigration related tensions in the country. 

The situation is, however, complex. For example, youth with immi-
grant backgrounds are over-represented among self-reported perpetra-
tors of racially motivated bullying in school contexts (Bayram 
Özdemir et al., 2020). As such, at least some of the discrimination ex-
perienced by immigrants in Sweden is explained by “intragroup” (or 
perhaps rather, intergroup) tensions. Nevertheless, it is currently un-
known whether these findings may be influenced by cultural norms 
and taboos about reporting own racist behaviours among dominant 
society Swedish youth. Regardless, youth with immigrant back-
grounds are also significantly more likely to be suspected of crimes 
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than peers with two Swedish born parents (Ståhlgren, 2022), fortify-
ing negative stereotypes about criminality in the group. These stereo-
types were problematised in a recent study of police enforced compul-
sory drug testing among Swedish youth (Estrada et al., 2022). There 
were no significant differences in the proportion of positive test re-
sults between groups after controlling for gender, but immigrant 
youth and youth from low SES areas were seen to be twice as likely to 
be subject to mandatory drug tests as “native” youth, or those from 
high income areas. Consequently, twice as many cases were detected 
in the former groups. Further, the likelihood of mandatory testing of 
youth with non-European backgrounds had increased considerably 
between 2007 and 2015. The authors argue that these results suggest 
increased racial profiling by police (Estrada et al., 2022), which was 
also noted by CERD in their 2025 report (CERD, 2025). CERD also 
highlighted increasingly unequal access to and quality of education, 
healthcare, employment, and housing among people with non-Euro-
pean backgrounds in Sweden. Thus, while youth with immigrant 
backgrounds, and especially MEaA youth, are over-represented 
among confirmed perpetrators of some problematic societal phenom-
enon, apparently confirming ethno-nationalist discourses in Sweden, 
there may be numerous competing explanations for these occur-
rences.  

In sum, MEaA youth will, based on observations of global cultural 
values (World Values Survey, 2023), experience one of the most ex-
treme cultural transitions possible on their arrival in Sweden. They 
are also entering a culture of apparent contradictions. Explicit self-ex-
pression values, and implicit conformity and consensus values are pre-
sent at the individual level. At the societal level, there are values of 
egalitarian universality, while also being one of the world’s strongest 
supporters of market economies and the most rapid privatiser of pub-
lic services (Ydstedt & Zitelmann, 2025). Further, the Swedish na-
tional narrative claims exceptional tolerance and progressivity 
(Glover, 2009; Swedish Institute, 2026), while racial profiling by po-
lice is increasing, and youth with non-European backgrounds run 
higher risks of living in poverty, accessing poorer education and 
health care, and being accused of criminality (Estrada et al., 2022; 
CERD, 2025; Plenty & Mood, 2016; Statistics Sweden, 2022). As such, 
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the acculturation of MEaA youth settling in Sweden will be influ-
enced by the navigation of a complex and contradictory sociocultural 
context that is potentially hostile, and substantially different from 
their own.  
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Acculturation 

What is acculturation? 
To describe acculturation, it is first necessary to describe culture, and 
although Kluckhohn’s simile is now over 70 years old, it remains use-
ful.  

“One might almost say that a culture is to a society as the 
memory is to a person” 

 Kluckhohn, 1954 

Culture can be seen as a common memory, a representation of some-
thing that has existed, where there is a substantial core, but the details 
are less certain. Culture, like memory, is not static, but recreated 
every time it is “used”. Its’ expression is dependent on context, and 
like memory, culture is malleable, yet we all know it consists of some-
thing “real”. Furthermore, most of us believe in our own version of it. 
Evidently, culture, and researching culture is complicated, especially as 
culture’s pervasive, holistic nature makes it impossible to partition 
from the morals, values, and “world views” that make up research 
epistemologies. Consequently, there is no undisputed definition of 
culture. However, most tend to include aspects such as facilitation of 
adaptive interaction between people, and their environments. In 
other words, culture makes everyday life “work” because it provides 
contextually functional schemas for behaviour (Shore, 2002). Another 
important aspect of culture is that its’ components are shared by its 
members; and are transmitted both vertically (between generations) 
and horizontally (between peers, through media, etc.). Thus, while 
culture can be seen as a memory, in this dissertation culture is con-
ceptualised as: 

 “shared meanings, understandings, or referents and [it] per-
meates a wide array of biological, psychological, and social 
processes” 

 Bornstein, 2017  

Acculturation, on the other hand, refers to the simultaneous and dy-
namic processes that occur in individuals and societies when two or 
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more cultures come into prolonged contact with each other (Berry, 
1997). Importantly, acculturation assumes that change will occur in 
both/all cultures, not just the migrating one/s. Berry proposed that 
changes would occur in psychological, sociocultural, and economic 
(e.g., employment) domains. Based on the degree of engagement with 
heritage and novel culture, he proposed four main acculturation strat-
egies (individual level) and orientations (societal level). According to 
Berry, integration entails the development of bi/multiculturality 
through active engagement in a new culture alongside maintenance 
and development of one’s heritage culture (also known as encultura-
tion). Assimilation entails the adoption of the new dominant culture, 
while heritage culture is repressed or abandoned. Separation entails re-
jection of the new dominant culture while heritage culture is main-
tained, and Marginalisation entails rejection of both heritage and new 
dominant cultures. When investigating patterns of acculturation, the 
politics of power must also be considered, as the dominant culture is 
likely to have prerogative, even in pluralistic societies where several 
cultures live side by side (Berry, 1997). Thus, while an acculturating 
individual may prefer one acculturation strategy, another may be con-
doned through the acculturation orientation of their context (Van 
Oudenhoven et al., 2006). Consequently, acculturation “goal” agree-
ment between person/s and place will influence acculturation pro-
cesses and outcomes.  

Indeed, the magnitude of cultural change and the domains in which 
it occurs can vary greatly depending on process, person, context and 
time variables (i.e., domains of the PPCT model). The PPTC model 
(Figure 1, page 29), has therefore been used to inspire process models 
of acculturation (e.g., Bornstein, 2017; Ward & Geeraert, 2016). The 
resulting differentiation in acculturation processes and outcome char-
acteristics has been described as the “specificity principle” of accul-
turation (Bornstein, 2017). The “specificity principle” helps to explain 
multifinality in acculturation processes due to slight changes in base-
line or process characteristics, such as age, personality, and opportuni-
ties afforded during migration and resettlement. When using models 
like Ward and Geeraert’s (2016, Figure 3), or when guided by the 
specificity principle, it is, for example, possible to understand how  
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Figure 3 

Acculturation Process and Context Model for Studying 
Immigrant and Sojourners 

 

Reproduced from Ward, C., & Geeraert, N. (2016). Advancing acculturation 
theory and research: the acculturation process in its ecological context. Cur-
rent Opinion in Psychology, 8, 98–104. Doi: 10.1016/j.copsyc.2015.09.021 

youth’s acculturation will differ from that of other age groups. Simi-
larly, the model and principle help to explain how acculturation pro-
cesses that occur when MEaA cultures meet Swedish culture will dif-
fer for each individual based on their heritage culture, ethnicity, 
gender, and physical and psychological functioning; and depending 
on the political and technological era in which the acculturation pro-
cess occurs. Importantly, as PPTC inspired models consider the con-
ditions of intercultural contact, they can be used to facilitate under-
standing of processes and outcomes experienced when an individual 
prefers to maintain one acculturation strategy in a context that 
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endorses another orientation (Safdar et al., 2023; Verbena et al., 2023; 
Ward & Kus, 2012). 

Successful acculturation? 
Just as there is no consensus about exactly what culture is, it is not 
possible to prescribe a “best” way to acculturate. Rather “successful” 
acculturation will depend on PPCT characteristics, personal motiva-
tions, societal expectations, and the outcomes used to measure it 
(Berry, 2025; Safdar et al., 2023; Ward, 2024). While it has long been 
held that integration leads to most positive adjustment (Berry, 1997; 
Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013), and marginalisation leads to the 
poorest, these findings are not universally accepted (e.g., Bierwiaczonek 
& Kunst, 2021; Vu & Bierwiaczonek, 2025). There has also been debate 
about whether the marginalisation strategy/orientation even exists 
(Schwartz et al., 2010), and whether it is possible to delineate between 
different acculturation approaches as Berry suggests (Ward & Geera-
ert, 2016). Nevertheless, integration (either as a stable or alternating 
bi/multicultural identity) is generally found to be the most desired 
strategy among immigrants (e.g., Abu-Rayya & Sam, 2017;Van 
Oudenhoven et al., 2006; Ward & Kus, 2012). Receiving societies, 
however, tend to condone assimilation (Fedi et al., 2019). 

Despite historic support for the adaptive potential of the integration 
strategy, the findings of recent meta-analyses regarding whether inte-
gration or assimilation leads to better psychosocial adjustment are in-
conclusive. For example, analyses of acculturation styles and adapta-
tion are complicated by heterogeneity in study populations, designs, 
and outcomes (Bierwiaczonek & Kunst, 2021; Grigoryev et al., 2023; 
Ward, 2024). Further, meta-analyses of correlational studies show that 
relationships between strategies and outcomes are weak and have very 
small effect sizes (Bierwiaczonek & Kunst, 2021; Nguyen & Benet-
Martínez, 2013). Analyses of longitudinal data, on the other hand, in-
dicate larger effect sizes, but are inconclusive regarding directionality 
(Grigoryev et al., 2023). More recently, it has been argued that im-
proved statistical methods show that the effects of the integration 
strategy are infact near noll (Vu & Bierwiaczonek, 2025). However, 
Berry (2025) posits that arguments based on the afforementioned 
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meta-analyses miss the underlying assumptions that the integration 
strategy is relative to the other accultuiration strategies, and that all 
members of a society acculturate, not just new arrivals. Consequently, 
it is difficult to make general recommendations about how individu-
als and societies may most constructively engage in acculturation pro-
cesses. Ward (2024) has therefore proposed that future acculturation 
research should aim to nuance understanding about the conditions in 
which specific acculturation strategies are conducive of positive adjust-
ment. Thus, when assessing acculturation “success”, it may be valuable to 
consider individual acculturation goals (e.g., desire to maintain a specific 
acculturation strategy), as well as normative adjustment outcomes.  

Integration – a stable or alternating strategy? 
Despite ambiguous findings about the relationship between the inte-
gration strategy and positive adjustment, it is nonetheless often found 
to be most attractive among immigrants (e.g., Abu-Rayya & Sam, 
2017). The characteristics of the integration strategy therefore deserve 
further examination. 

Berry’s original conceptualisation of integration encompassed only at-
titudes towards the new and the heritage culture. It successively 
evolved to include cultural adoption and maintenance (Berry, 1997), 
and behavioural and cognitive aspects including practices and iden-
tity (Ward & Kus, 2012). More recently, it has been posited that there 
are two main types of integration strategy that entail development of 
either i) a stable composite identity, or ii) alternating differing ones 
(Ward, 2024). Further, there are two different conceptualisation de-
scribing these strategies. The first is the development of distinct cul-
tural identities. These are either "blended” or “compartmentalised”. 
Blended identities represent unique cultural identity constructions 
with aspects of both/all cultures consistently expressed in all contexts. 
Compartmentalised identities are instead separated, opposing identi-
ties that are enacted only in the “appropriate” context. The second 
conceptualisation regards active strategies (i.e., ways of “doing” iden-
tity). These are either hybrid or alternating cultural identity strategies. 
Like the blended identity, a hybrid identity strategy is a unique con-
stellation of cultural attributes that are consistently expressed across 
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contexts. Like the compartmentalised identity, an alternating identity 
strategy is also characterised by switching between more contextually 
“appropriate” identities. However, unlike the compartmentalised 
strategy, the alternating strategy does not have to be oppositional 
(Ward, 2024). There is some research suggesting that alternating iden-
tities may lead to better wellbeing outcomes as they can, for example, 
allow acculturating individuals to detach from experiences of discrim-
ination (Lerias et al., 2025). There is also research suggesting that a hy-
brid identity may lead to better wellbeing outcomes when it aligns 
with the individual’s goals and therefore leads to self-fulfilment 
(Ward, 2024). Furthermore, recent studies find that both hybrid and 
alternating identity strategies may be used by the same person, and 
that both motivation to integrate and perceived discrimination influ-
ence their use (Ward et al., 2025). In sum, there is no simple answer to 
how the integration strategy will manifest, or whether the integration 
strategy entails the development of a stable or alternating identity.  

Those versed in linguistics will notice that there appear to be similari-
ties between the alternating identities that may be developed through 
the integration strategy, and “code-switching”. Code-switching refers 
to the ability to automatically alternate between languages, dialects, 
sociolects, or mannerism, in order to better navigate the current situa-
tion (Morrison, 2010). Code-switching has been widely discussed in 
relation to the way members of minority groups, including gender 
and sexual minorities, may automatically adjust their language and 
behaviour when in dominant culture contexts, as this facilitates their 
navigation (Maglajlic et al., 2024). Mastery of lingual code-switching 
is also acknowledged to be an important acculturation task (Born-
stein, 2017; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018; Ward, 2013). Nurturing this 
skill, and others necessary to develop and maintain a hybrid, or alter-
nating integration strategy is likely to demand considerable cognitive 
and emotional resources, and among immigrant youth, these de-
mands may potentially slow other normative adolescent develop-
ment. Thus, the previously described queer developmental concept of 
“growing sideways” (Bond Stockton, 2009; O'Dell et al., 2018a), may 
be particularly appropriate when investigating adaptation in young 
acculturating populations, and perhaps especially for those aiming for 
integration.  
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Acculturation and development 
Most developmental acculturation research has focused on either un-
derstanding the process of identity development (Ward & Szabó, 
2019), or the relationship between developmental and acculturation 
“tasks” (Titzmann & Lee, 2018). Ward and Szabó (2019) posit that ex-
isting theories of identity development can scaffold understanding of 
how acculturation processes cause change in identity. More recently, 
Titzman & Jugert (2024) have argued for the application of several de-
velopmental concepts in acculturation research as dynamic and con-
textualised processes, like those assumed in acculturation, are already 
inherant to them. Further, they argue that developmental approaches 
to acculturation research may be particularly pertinant when investi-
gating the experiences of immigrant youth. Simultaneous accultura-
tion and development is indeed seen to have interactive effects in a va-
riety of domains, meaning the addition of “acculturation tasks” at any 
stage in life may stimulate “sideways” growth (O'Dell et al., 2018a). 
This has been somewhat addressed by Bornstein (2017), who sug-
gested that the “specificity principle” be applied when attempting to 
understand developmental acculturation outcomes. The specificity 
principle posits that individuals may be uniquely influenced by their 
experiences due to the specific combination of person, place, process, 
and time. Thus, it elaborates on the PPCT model to explain why 
equifinality can occur when acculturating individuals have seemingly 
differing experiences, and multifinality (i.e., sideways growth) can oc-
cur even when experiences are apparently similar.  However, as most 
acculturation research relies on correlational designs (Ward, 2024), 
and developmental research is inherently reliant on longitudinal 
study, there remains much to do in this research area.  

Acculturation in the Swedish context 
Results from the World Migrant Values Survey indicate that the val-
ues of immigrants in Sweden are generally closer to dominant Swe-
dish values than those endorsed in many immigrant’s heritage cul-
tures (Puranen, 2019). Notably, the emancipatory and gender equality 
values of Middle Eastern and African immigrants in Sweden are 
closer to Swedish values than is the global average. Thus, while there 
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is still a “value-gap” between dominant Swedish culture, and MEaA 
immigrants in Sweden, it seems that the values of these immigrants 
are evolving towards Swedish norms. It must be noted that there may 
be self-selection bias in this data, as it is plausible that values of MEaA 
immigrants who choose to resettle in Sweden already differed from 
those generally accepted in their heritage cultures (Puranen, 2019). 
Interestingly however, similar value “drift” is not observed regarding 
religiosity, and many MEaA immigrants are closer to their heritage 
cultures than Swedish norms regarding religious values, suggesting 
that the observed changes in emancipatory and gender equality values 
may in fact indicate value change. The sum of these observations may 
thus be cautiously interpreted as “integration”, where both cultural 
change and maintenance occur. Indeed, the emancipatory and gender 
equality values of Swedish born citizens with immigrant backgrounds 
are considerably closer to the Swedish norms than those of the immi-
grating generation (Puranen, 2019), illustrating generational accul-
turation. It must also be remembered that many values in dominant 
Swedish culture are at global extremes, and diametrically opposite 
many values held in MEaA cultures (see Figure 2, page 35), meaning 
that all value change beyond the global average is remarkable. 

Other studies of acculturation in the Swedish context have also fo-
cused on intergenerational effects of acculturation strategies. For ex-
ample, Hällsten et al. (2018) found that a lack of ethnic diversity in 
the social circles of Swedish born youth with Iranian and Yugoslavian 
parents was associated with less cultural adoption and more separa-
tion or marginalisation. Moreover, diversity in friend groups was pos-
itively related to SES, suggesting that the socioeconomic hardships 
and housing segregation experienced by many immigrants may be a 
consistent hinder for their integration. Further, Çetrez (2011), who 
studied religious meaning making in three generations of Assyrians 
living in Sweden, found that cultural maintenance in the form of reli-
gious practices was passed between generations. However, while these 
practices were generally appreciated in childhood, third generation 
Assyrians found other, secular forms of meaning making as they en-
tered adulthood, suggesting that third generation Assyrians may hold 
values closer to dominant Swedish society. In sum, current studies 
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suggest that “closing” the value gap between heritage and Swedish 
culture may take several generations. 

In a more recent Swedish study, la Roi and Mood (2023) found that 
acculturation (unspecified strategy presumed to be integration or as-
similation) was associated with increasingly liberal attitudes to gender 
and sexuality over time. This was observed among both immigrant 
and immigrant background youth. However, the rate of change 
among immigrant and immigrant background youth was slower than 
that among native youth. Consequently, immigrant and immigrant 
background youth became comparatively more conservative over 
time, despite increasingly liberal attitudes. As such, the cultural rate 
of change between members of minority and dominant cultures dur-
ing adolescence may differ so considerably that the effects of accul-
turation are lost or appear negative.  

Qualitative studies of immigrant youth’s acculturation in Sweden 
may help to explain these findings.  Osman et al. (2020) found that 
despite a wish to belong, many Somali immigrant youth felt dis-
tanced from Swedish society because of discrimination, social exclu-
sion, and a lack of structural support networks. Similarly, in their 
study of immigrant and native youth’s identity narratives, Gyberg et 
al. (2018) conclude that Swedish culture disallows pluralistic (inte-
grated) cultural identities, meaning that acculturating youth may 
struggle to develop a feeling of belonging, as becoming “Swedish” re-
quires them to relinquish their existing identities. This is echoed by 
Stretmo (2025) who found that unaccompanied Afghani youth expe-
rienced that maintenance of their Afghani identities obstructed their 
acceptance as “good” Swedes by the surrounding society. Osman et al. 
(2020) describe similar experiences as “cultural in-betweenness”, indi-
cated by Somali youth feeling that they belonged to neither Swedish 
nor Somali cultures. Thus, psychosocial hindrances that immigrant 
youth aiming to integrate may meet in Sweden become apparent 
when examining their own narratives.  

While there are some studies examining immigrant’s acculturation 
strategies in Sweden, there are fewer studies that explicitly investigate 
the acculturation orientation of dominant Swedish society. However, 
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one experimental study aimed to elucidate acculturation orientation 
among Swedish majority individuals (Olsson et al., 2019). It was seen 
that there was a reciprocal relationship between majority society 
member’s perceptions of immigrants’ desires for intercultural contact, 
and majority members attitudes towards immigrants’ cultural mainte-
nance. In other words, when immigrants were perceived to be moti-
vated to intercultural contact, native Swedes were more permissive of 
cultural maintenance and multiculturalism, but in the absence of a 
perceived motivation for intercultural cultural contact among immi-
grants, approval of cultural maintenance by majority Swedes was less 
often observed. This held for both Christian and Muslim immigrants 
(Olsson et al., 2019). Although effect sizes were small, these findings 
are compelling as they indicate that in general, majority Swedes con-
done assimilation, but they may condone integration strategies if they 
perceive immigrants to be motivated to adopt Swedish culture. Con-
sidering that Gyberg et al. (2018) and Osman et al. (2020) both found 
that immigrant and immigrant background youth are motivated to 
engage in majority culture but do not perceive that there are opportu-
nities to do so, this suggests discrepancies in between-group perceptions 
and communication of acculturation goals. Relatedly, ambiguous or im-
plicit majority society orientation towards cultural maintenance can hin-
der immigrant adoption of the integration orientation (Van Oudenho-
ven et al., 2006), potentially increasing the likelihood that a separation or 
marginalisation orientation may be maintained. It may therefore be chal-
lenging to develop an integration strategy in Sweden, despite implicit 
support from dominant society and an individual wish to do so. 

To complicate matters further, cultural adoption is not necessarily as-
sociated with “adaptive” outcomes for immigrants in Sweden. For ex-
ample, it has been seen that rates of majority culture adoption are 
positively associated with problematic alcohol use (Chartier et al., 
2023; Johnson & Svensson, 2021). Similar patterns have also been 
found in studies of suicide among refugees and immigrants (Hol-
lander et al., 2020). Hollander et al. argue that the temporal increase 
in suicide among resettled immigrants could be an indication of ac-
culturation to the cultural “acceptance” of suicide in Sweden com-
pared to many other cultures. However, it could equally be argued 
that increased suicide and problematic alcohol use may be related to 
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societal marginalisation and the disappointment of unmet accultura-
tion goals. Thus, when considering the relationship between accul-
turation and wellbeing in the Swedish context, it may be necessary to 
critically evaluate motivations, communication of acculturation goals, 
temporal effects, and which aspects of cultural adoption or mainte-
nance influence wellbeing at individual and societal levels. 

Critique of acculturation theory 
Most criticism of acculturation theory does not oppose the nature of 
acculturation but rather the proposition of a linear relationship be-
tween acculturation and adjustment. Hence, the main critiques con-
cern the use of cross-sectional correlation studies to make claims 
about a process where there is little or no control over possible con-
founding variables (Bierwiaczonek & Kunst, 2021). For example, it 
has been seen that acculturation strategies may be influenced by per-
sonality traits like neuroticism, which is also known to influence well-
being (Ryder et al., 2000). Similarly, Bierwiaczonek and Kunst (2021) 
posit that the relationship between an integration strategy and wellbe-
ing could be explained by pre-existing cognitive functioning (e.g., IQ). 
As the integration strategy is inherently more complex than others, the 
capacities needed to successfully develop an integration strategy are argu-
ably also likely to function as a resource for maintaining wellbeing. Fur-
ther, when Bierwiaczonek and Kunst (2021), and Vu and Bierwiaczonek 
(2025) re-examined the meta-analysis by Nguyen and Benet-Martínez 
(2013) they concluded that there was little support for the interpretation 
that the integration strategy was associated with better adjustment out-
comes. This criticism has been met and explored by leading researchers 
in the field, including  Berry (2025), Grigoryev et al. (2023) and Ward 
(2024).  Berry (2025) argues that Vu and Bierwiaczonek neglect the rela-
tive nature of integration, while Grigoryev et al. and Ward conclude that 
Bierwiaczonek and Kunst may be correct regarding the collated evi-
dence, but that their argument that heterogeneity within and between 
studies justifies the rejection of the integration = wellbeing hypothesis is 
too far reaching. Consequently, Ward (2024) contends that future accul-
turation research should concern itself not with questions of if the inte-
gration strategy is associated with greater wellbeing, but rather questions 
of how and when. 
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Wellbeing 

What is wellbeing? 
Wellbeing entails the presence of positive functions and subjective ex-
periences that allow an individual to feel that they are contributing to 
the world and leading a fulfilling life (World Health Organisation, 
2021). Wellbeing is therefore often used synonymously with “adapta-
tion” and “quality of life”. Wellbeing is also often positioned as the 
opposite of distress, but the relationship between wellbeing and dis-
tress is co-existent and better described as two intersecting continua 
(Mason-Stephens et al., 2025). While wellbeing is dependent on indi-
vidual characteristics, it is also contingent upon social, economic and 
environmental conditions, and requires the ability and skills to mas-
ter adversities within all PPCT systems. Further, wellbeing comprises 
both subjective and objective components (Ross et al., 2020).  The 
subjective component can be divided into three subtypes; eudaemonic 
– relating to growth and development, hedonistic – relating to happi-
ness, and dispositional – relating to cognitive patterns such as opti-
mism and attribution style. In contrast, objective components of well-
being are closely related to the macro-, meso- and micro level social 
determinants of health, particularly living conditions, social relation-
ships, and individual capabilities (Dahlgren & Whitehead, 2021; Ross 
et al., 2020). Summatively, wellbeing is an umbrella term for a variety 
of individual and collective experiences and characteristics related to 
positive function and perceptions. 

According to Dodge et al. (2012), wellbeing is the point of balance be-
tween a person’s resources (both internal and external) and the chal-
lenges they face. Wellbeing can therefore be seen as an outcome con-
stituting a kind of equilibrium that may be reached when there is 
relative symmetry between resources and challenges (see Figure 4). 
Wellbeing may be temporarily interrupted when challenges increase 
or decrease, or resources are gained or lost. For those with secure and 
stable lives, interrupted wellbeing may be a rare occurrence, but for 
those experiencing periods of change, such as during migration or the 
intensive development of adolescence, equilibrium is likely to be dis-
turbed. Disrupted wellbeing is not necessarily problematic however; 
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disturbances are expected, and in most cases, equilibrium will be re-
gained. If, on the other hand, a person is chronically under-resourced 
or over-challenged, their chances of regaining sustained equilibrium 
are greatly reduced (Dodge et al., 2012).  

Figure 4 

Illustrative metaphor of wellbeing as equilibrium – the rola bola  
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Note: An individual is constantly balancing their resources and challenges 
to maintain wellbeing. The processes leading to wellbeing are in constant 
movement, much like a seasoned user of the rola bola will instinctively repo-
sition their weight to maintain balance. If the weight on either side of the 
rola bola changes, for example when lifting a foot to step through a hula-
hoop, it will cause an imbalance that requires more conscious work to re-
solve. However, if the change is drastic (e.g., the individual is given a heavy 
weight to hold in one hand), or there is consistent inequality, the individual 
may not be able to regain balance and equilibrium (ergo wellbeing) may not 
be achieved. 
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As wellbeing is a multidimensional construct it is also necessary to de-
fine psychological wellbeing. Psychological wellbeing relates to eude-
monic and hedonistic wellbeing outcomes. Eudemonic outcomes 
(i.e., relating to growth and fulfilment) are generally considered to be 
associated with more long-term wellbeing than hedonistic outcomes, 
which are related to greater wellbeing in the short term. Thus, while 
hedonistic wellbeing is undoubtedly important, when considering 
long-term acculturation experiences, eudemonic wellbeing may be 
most relevant. To provide a framework for studying eudemonic well-
being, Ryff and Singer (2008) developed a circular figure to represent 
the core components (Figure 5). They drew upon existential, develop-
mental, and humanistic psychology theories to identify six key aspects 
related to an individual’s endeavours to reach their full potential.  

Figure 5 

Core Dimension of Psychological Wellbeing, Based on Ryff and 
Singer (2008) 
 

 

Wellbeing among youth. 
Some evidence suggests that psychological correlates of mental well-
being are relatively stable during adolescence. For example, moderate 
self-esteem in the early teens has been seen to predict positive mental 
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development experienced during adolescence nevertheless motivates 
further consideration of the eudemonic wellbeing domains during 
this time.  

It has been suggested that Ryff and Singer’s model be used together 
with theories of psychological, and identity development, to 
acknowledge the specific challenges of adolescence (Eriksen & Se-
land, 2021). Nevertheless, qualitative studies of youth wellbeing sug-
gest that the individual centred domains conceptualised by Dodge et 
al. (2012) and Ryff and Singer (2008) may suffice given they are nu-
anced to encompass age specific experiences. For example, a recent 
study of wellbeing conceptualisations among Norwegian youth aged 
16 to 19 found that youth described psychological, physical, and so-
cial resources and challenges, personal growth, and environmental 
mastery in the form of school performance pressure (Norozi & Klom-
sten, 2026), all of which can be positioned in Ryff and Singer's (2008) 
circular model. Similarly, when asked to describe what provides them 
with a sense of wellbeing, de Matos et al. (2018) found that Portu-
guese youth (M age = 14.7) nominated social relationships with 
friends and family, followed by recreational activities, individual fea-
tures (e.g., appearance) and behaviours (e.g., performance, sleeping, 
etc.), and finally school contexts. Youth’s perspectives on wellbeing 
have been corroborated by studies of parents. For example, two quali-
tative studies of Swedish parents’ perceptions of youth wellbeing also 
identified aspects relating to character development (autonomy) and 
academic capabilities (environmental mastery) (Mansoory, 2020; 
Mansoory et al., 2019). Thus, while youth wellbeing may be influ-
enced by age specific challenges and resources, these appear to occur 
within the same domains as adults. 

Youth are nonetheless at a developmental junction. Consequently,  
Ross et al. (2020) propose that wellbeing will occur in youth when:  

Adolescents have the support, confidence, and resources to 
thrive in contexts of secure and healthy relationships, realiz-
ing their full potential and rights. 

 Ross et al., 2020 
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Further, Ross et al. (2020) identified five domains of wellbeing of par-
ticular importance for youth; i) good health and optimal nutrition; ii) 
connectedness, positive values and contribution to society; iii) safety 
and supportive environments; iv) learning, competence, education, 
skills and employability; and, v) agency and resilience. These domains 
expand those described by Ryff and Singer (2008) by describing con-
textual interaction that largely aligns with the PPCT model of devel-
opment (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). Thus, while wellbeing is 
seen to include personal growth and meaning, that meaning may be 
derived from positive interactions (processes) in safe environments 
(micro-, meso-, macro- and exo-systems). Aligning with the World 
Health Organisation (2021) definition, Ross and colleagues’ wellbe-
ing domains can also be interpreted as including the sociocultural as 
they specify feeling of contribution to society. This indicates the need 
for specific consideration of acculturating youth’s wellbeing, as expec-
tations and opportunities to contribute to society may be influenced 
by immigrant status.  

Wellbeing among immigrant youth 
In their scoping review, Marcos et al. (2021) conclude that anteced-
ents to immigrant youth wellbeing exist on intrapersonal, interper-
sonal, and external levels, corresponding to the Process, Person, and 
Context domains of the PPCT model. At the individual level, Marcos 
et al. (2021) identified; coping strategies, identity, self-esteem, resili-
ence, self-reliance, age on arrival, gender, and country of origin. At 
the interpersonal microsystems level, positive relationships with fam-
ily, friends, and other important adults like teachers were identified, 
as were positive experiences of education, housing stability, and an 
openness to cultural diversity, including mutual cultural exchange. 
Further, at the external microsystems level, access to promotive health 
care and leisure activities were identified. Marcos et al. (2021) also 
identified several hindrances to wellbeing; intrapersonal psychologi-
cal health and experiences of victimisation; interpersonal challenges 
related to migration, family, and social isolation; and systemic chal-
lenges linked to limited opportunity to exercise individual rights. In a 
more recent study, Aalto et al. (2025) found four wellbeing profiles 
based on levels of psychological symptoms and resilience styles 
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among immigrant and refugee youth. Further, Aalto et al. (2025) 
identified that younger children and youth with migrant rather than 
refugee backgrounds, and those who had spent greater time in the re-
settlement country and had supportive, non-discriminatory social en-
vironments, were likely to have the highest wellbeing. It is thus evi-
dent that while the wellbeing of immigrant youth may be somewhat 
more complex than the general population’s, it remains similarly de-
pendent on the social determinants of health.  

Immigrant youth wellbeing in the Swedish context 
Considering how globally extreme the Swedish cultural context is 
(Puranen, 2019), most immigrant youth, and especially those from 
MEaA countries to which there is most cultural distance, will face 
considerable acculturation challenges. Newly arrived immigrant 
youth are also likely to experience migration related “daily hassles” in-
cluding protracted immigration processes and burdensome contact 
with government agencies (Ministry of Justice, 2025b; Solhaug et al., 
2024). Additionally, immigrant and immigrant background youth in 
Sweden disproportionately live in segregated, low SES enclaves 
(Ståhlgren, 2022), and experience more poverty than youth with na-
tive backgrounds (Statistics Sweden, 2022). Many immigrant youth 
also lack access to leisure activities (Thornström & Sevedag, 2023), 
and adequate mental health care (Gubi et al., 2022), both of which 
have been identified as important components of youth wellbeing 
(Marcos et al., 2021). Moreover, as described in The Swedish Context 
and Acculturation sections, immigrant and immigrant background 
youth in Sweden experience a multitude of challenges in the wellbe-
ing domains identified by Ross et al. (2020), indicating that considera-
ble resources may be necessary for acculturating MEaA youth to 
maintain wellbeing in the Swedish context. 

Studies measuring immigrant youth wellbeing in Sweden have in-
deed shown mixed results. For example, Jonsson et al. (2023) found 
that immigrant youth and youth with foreign backgrounds, and 
youth with lower SES aged 11 to 15, had higher risk of reporting un-
healthy lifestyle behaviours associated with poorer wellbeing. Subjec-
tive wellbeing was not measured, so the results are only projective. 
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Nevertheless, aligning with these results, Gyberg et al. (2021) found 
that immigrant youth reported lower life satisfaction and poorer 
school adjustment than majority youth or youth with immigrant 
backgrounds. Interestingly, Gyberg et al. (2021) did not find between-
group differences in poorer self-esteem or greater identity distress, 
suggesting that a well-developed cultural or ethnic identity may have 
some protective functions. More recently, a study examining both 
material and subjective wellbeing found no differences between im-
migrant and Swedish youth (Olsson & Skoog, 2025). Furthermore, 
another recent study found that refugee youth in Sweden reported 
better wellbeing than expected considering the frequency with which 
they had experienced violence and trauma (Mattelin et al., 2025). 
However, there were significant differences between accompanied 
and unaccompanied youth, with the latter faring worse. Sarkadi et al. 
(2019) also found that wellbeing was worse among youth awaiting 
their asylum decision compared to those with confirmed refugee sta-
tus. In contrast to the preceding examples, Plenty and Mood (2016) 
instead found that both immigrant youth (in which refugees are in-
cluded), and youth with foreign backgrounds, had better self-rated 
health and fewer internalising symptoms than majority youth.  In ad-
dition, Mattelin et al. (2023) found that migration (but not refugee) 
experiences in childhood only increased risk of mental health prob-
lems in adulthood among female migrants, and that increased mental 
health problems in other groups were better explained by variables 
such as age, or a LGBTQ identity. There is thus no clear picture of 
how the Swedish context may influence immigrant youth’s wellbe-
ing. 

Critique of the wellbeing concept 
The wellbeing concept has received many of the same criticisms as ac-
culturation – it is diffuse, hard to define, and even harder to measure 
(Simons & Baldwin, 2021). However, while acculturation is described 
as a process, it is unclear whether wellbeing refers to a process or an 
outcome. While subjective wellbeing has been applauded for allow-
ing individuals to define what constitutes their own wellbeing (Aus-
tin, 2016), criticism has been levelled against the prescriptive use of 
the concept, where a “lack” of wellbeing is seen as problem to be 
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“fixed” rather than accepting suffering as part of the human condition 
(McLeod & Wright, 2015). The hegemonic, Western, individualistic, 
neoliberal approach often seen in wellbeing research and policy has 
also been problematised (Austin, 2016; McLeod & Wright, 2015; 
Wyn et al., 2015). Moreover, short term fluctuations in wellbeing 
(Mason-Stephens et al., 2025), and “adaptive preference” (alignment 
of expectations with one’s life circumstances), means that wellbeing is 
highly relative and not necessarily representative of an individual’s 
objective quality of life (Austin, 2016). As such, immigrants in precar-
ious situations may be inclined to “settle for less”, meaning that they 
accept substantially worse conditions than dominant society individu-
als while still reporting positive wellbeing. This illustrates the di-
lemma of McLeod and Wright’s standpoint on suffering as part of the 
human condition, and is problematic from a social justice standpoint, 
as it challenges the value of emancipatory action. Thus, the practice of 
using subjective wellbeing as a marker of whether a population is suf-
fering and consequently deserving of intervention may be flawed. It is 
therefore important that the dual-continua model of wellbeing and 
distress (Mason-Stephens et al., 2025) is applied, and that a clear dis-
tinction is made between hedonistic and eudemonic wellbeing when 
researching people in precarious circumstances.  
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Resilience 

What is resilience? 
Resilience is a complex construct used across a variety of disciplines, 
but it is largely related to the individual or systemic ability to main-
tain or recover function when faced with adversities (Ungar, 2018). 
Adversity is thus a prerequisite for resilience, meaning the concept is 
highly relevant for immigrant youth who are facing challenges over 
and above those of normative developmental processes. Ultimately, 
resilience is necessary for wellbeing when individuals and communi-
ties experience multiple and simultaneous challenges. According to 
Masten (2001), “psychological resilience” is an innate human capac-
ity, and can be measured as both a process and an outcome. Like an 
integration strategy, it can be conceptualised as – doing resilience or 
being resilient.  

Although single system models of resilience are seen to be the most 
statistically robust (Ungar, 2018), it is generally agreed that resilience 
is a bio-socioecological phenomenon with cascading effects, and is de-
pendent upon characteristics at all bio-socioecological levels (Ungar, 
2018; Vella & Pai, 2019). Ungar (2018) therefore argues that mixed 
methods approaches are necessary to understanding resilience, as alt-
hough simple quantitative models are most statistically robust, quali-
tative syntheses provide important insights about common principles 
across each socioecological system. Moreover, in his 2018 analysis, 
Ungar identifies seven components of resilience that he argues are ob-
served regardless of the discipline or socioecological level within 
which it is defined. Thus, according to Ungar, resilience is i) a dy-
namic process that occurs ii) when adversity is present, and iii) causes 
interdependent fluctuations in vulnerability and capacity in the socio-
ecological systems. Further, resilience systems iv) are complex, hetero-
geneous, and malleable, v) promote constructive collaboration and 
contextually positive development, vi) are innovative and develop 
through feedback between systems, and vii) require a diversity of re-
sources to be duplicated and developed in interaction with the indi-
viduals in the system. Accordingly, Ungar posits that resilience is; 
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… a sequence of systemic interdependent interactions 
through which actors (whether persons, organisms, or eco-
systems) secure the resources required for sustainability in 
stressed environments. 

 Ungar, 2018. 

As such, the overlap between wellbeing and resilience is evident, as is 
the potential relationship with the integration acculturation strategy. 
In simple terms, resilience is a necessary component for sustained 
wellbeing, especially in situations with extraordinary challenges, such 
as during acculturation processes. Hence, resilience is a useful con-
cept in the understanding of immigrant youth wellbeing.  

Two important aspects of the resilience framework are risks and re-
sources (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). The latter are sometimes also re-
ferred to as assets (Masten, 2001). Risks are those factors that nega-
tively influence capacity for resilience (and thus disturb wellbeing), 
while resources are those that enable resilient responses (thus main-
taining wellbeing). According to the socioecological nature of resili-
ence, risks and resources may be contextual (e.g., socioeconomic char-
acteristics of neighbourhood) psychosocial (e.g., familial support) and 
individual (e.g., personality traits). As resilience is embedded in the 
socioecological systems, resilience risks and resources must be exam-
ined in relation to the individual, and the cultural and temporal con-
text. 

Resilience among immigrant youth 
Being a temporal construct, resilience is sensitive to age related devel-
opment. In Western resilience research, it is customary to measure 
and describe immigrant youth’s resilience through attainment of “de-
velopmental tasks” (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2021). As described in The 
context of adolescence these tasks are normative and generally expected 
to follow a linear, Eurocentric, trajectory. However, immigrant youth 
are not in their normative contexts. Moreover, newly arrived MEaA 
immigrant youth have spent much of their life in other cultural con-
texts. Consequently, the developmental tasks expected of them in 
Sweden may not align with those expected in their culture/s of origin. 
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Nevertheless, most immigrant youth remain in family contexts, 
meaning that both heritage culture, and Swedish developmental ex-
pectations must be navigated. This is just one illustration of immi-
grant youth’s simultaneous “developmental” and “acculturation 
tasks” (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2021), which may suffice to demand re-
silience for sustained wellbeing among immigrant youth.  

There has understandably been extensive study on resilience among 
immigrant youth. The cumulative findings show that factors im-
portant for immigrant and refugee youth’s resilience, much like de-
velopmental and acculturation tasks, overlap and have cumulative ef-
fects (Pieloch et al., 2016). For example, experiences of 
discrimination, and daily stressors may be ameliorated by family sup-
port (Aalto et al., 2025), suggesting that family psychosocial environ-
ment may be an important resource. Other resilience resources identi-
fied for refugee and immigrant youth are access to free schooling, and 
sensitive, culturally informed teachers (Osman et al., 2020; Pieloch et 
al., 2016; Sleijpen et al., 2017), community activities led by supportive 
adults (Kaya et al., 2022), and civic engagement (Pieloch et al., 2016; 
Sleijpen et al., 2016). Individual strengths such as valuing education, 
ability to maintain a positive outlook, and a sense of coherence have 
also been identified (Osman et al., 2020; Pieloch et al., 2016; Sleijpen 
et al., 2016). Resilience resources thus mirror those necessary for both 
“successful” acculturation and maintaining wellbeing.  

There remain important questions to be answered regarding the rela-
tionship between acculturation, wellbeing, and resilience. One ave-
nue has examined patterns of identity. Specifically, youth with strong 
host culture and ethnic identities may be most resilient to proximal 
and distal stressors relating to their immigrant minority status 
(Michel et al., 2025). This suggests that the integration strategy may 
also function as a resilience resource. The reverse, where resilience be-
haviours predict integration, has also been observed (Caqueo-Urízar 
et al., 2021), indicating a bidirectional relationship between resilience 
and the integration strategy. It has also been suggested that resilience 
alone may not be enough to “successfully” acculturate, as resilience is 
also seen to be hegemonic and may lead to the chronic dismissal of 
immigrants’ needs (Verbena et al., 2023). Moreover, while both 
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Michel et al. and Caqueo-Urízar et al. performed predictive analyses, 
both used cross-sectional data, meaning that no robust conclusions 
can be drawn regarding the process relationship between resilience 
and acculturation. More research is therefore needed. 

Figure 6 

The Integrative Risk and Resilience Model for Understanding 
the Development and Adaptation of Immigrant-origin Children 
and Youth to the Host Country 

 

Note: SES = socioeconomic status. Copyright © 2018 by American Psychologi-
cal Association. Reproduced with permission. Suárez-Orozco, C., Motti-
Stefanidi, F., Marks, A., & Katsiaficas, D. (2018). An Integrative Risk and Resili-
ence Model for Understanding the Adaptation of Immigrant-Origin Children and 
Youth. The American Psychologist, 73(6), 781–796. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000265 
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The IRR Model 
To aid future study and integrate theory and evidence regarding im-
migrant youth’s resilience, Suárez-Orozco et al. (2018) developed the 
Integrative Risk and Resilience Model for Understanding the Devel-
opment and Adaptation of Immigrant Origin Children and Youth 
(IRR model, see Figure 6). The model is underpinned by Bron-
fenbrenner’s (1979) socioecological model and organises risks and re-
silience factors into macro-, meso-, micro- and individual systems. The 
model does not visualise the Process or Time aspects of Bronfenbren-
ner’s later PPCT model, but the chronosystem is represented in pre- 
and post-migration factors. For example, the push-pull factors ante-
cedent to migration are found at the macro “Global Forces” level, 
while social and structural risks and resources in the post migration 
context are encompassed in the mesosystem and microsystems. Proxi-
mal processes are also implied in the microsystems (e.g., schooling), 
but their reciprocal and enduring nature are not visualised. Thus, 
while the model is not exhaustive, it collates current evidence and is a 
useful framework for understanding the multitude of resilience risks 
and resources that acculturating youth are likely to encounter.  

Resilience among immigrant youth in the Swedish context 
Studies of immigrant and refugee youth resilience in Sweden are few 
(Mattelin et al., 2022). However, findings from a mixed methods 
study of Iraqi refugee adults suggest that lack of structural support 
may be a considerable resilience risk in the Swedish context (Çetrez et 
al., 2021). Çetrez and colleagues found that participants, especially 
women, had low levels of resilience when assessed using the Connor-
Davidson Resilience Scale, but qualitative analyses identified multiple 
resilience processes including coping, meaning making, and achieve-
ment of life goals. The few other qualitative studies of adult refugee 
resilience have also found multiple risks and resources in the Swedish 
contexts. Notably, discrimination, social isolation, and contact with 
governmental institutions are often identified as risks and the individ-
ual’s own disposition and capacity for coping and adaptation are iden-
tified as the most important resources (Byström et al., 2023; Sundvall 
et al., 2021; Västhagen et al., 2022). Social support is also seen to be an 
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important resource but is not always present, meaning that resilience 
is often reliant on individual capacities. These results highlight the 
precarious position of refugee adults in Sweden, where risks are pre-
dominant in the socioecological meso- and macrosystems, and re-
sources are largely found at the individual or microsystems level.  

There is also a small number of qualitative studies of immigrant 
youths’ resilience in the Swedish context. Mattelin et al. (2024) con-
cluded that personal agency, goal setting, and school context were im-
portant resilience resources based on interviews with 18 refugee 
youth. Further, Osman and colleague’s (2020) focus-group study with 
Somali immigrant youth found that youth had a variety of coping 
and resilience strategies, including self-reliance, hope, acceptance, per-
severance, and social support. Studies from education science have 
identified collectivistic family culture as a resilience resource with po-
tential risks: while filiality, social support, and a desire to make one’s 
parents proud may function to support academic success, they can 
equally be experienced as burdensome (Osman et al., 2021; Wiltgren 
& Thornberg, 2025). Cumulatively, these findings illustrate the dia-
lectical nature of resilience processes in Sweden, where resources and 
risks are not only found on the same socioecological level, but also 
within the same domain or characteristic. This reflects findings re-
garding resilience in other populations and settings, where definitive 
relationships between specific variables and constructive processes or 
outcomes indicative of resilience are not forthcoming (Mahdiani & 
Ungar, 2021; Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2021).  

Critique of the resilience concept 
Like acculturation and wellbeing, resilience is not without criticism, 
and much is endemic to all three areas of research. Most of the resili-
ence literature is built upon White, Eurocentric norms about “ex-
pected” development. This is especially common for outcome-based 
resilience research, which has measured aspects such as independence 
and individualised adjustment, playing into neoliberal and capitalist 
ideals (Mahdiani & Ungar, 2021; Verbena et al., 2023). Further, when 
situated in mainstream psychology, resilience research is inherently 
normative and individualistic. This risks the misinterpretation of 
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other forms of culturally or situationally appropriate resilience. For 
example, periods of social withdrawal may be interpreted as a worry-
ing behaviour and precursor to psychological ill-health. But with-
drawal may also be an appropriate and resilient response in a harmful 
environment, and may be a precursor of personal growth (Mahdiani 
& Ungar, 2021). Neither does the individualistic approach to resili-
ence usually consider generational patterns of adversity, meaning that 
the promotion of resilience may be limited to the psychological and 
emotional resources of the current generation, rather than focusing 
on systemic change. Indeed, a truly resilient response to personal ad-
versities caused by chronically unjust environments may be resistance 
or activism (Ferguson et al., 2023; Green, 2023; Verbena et al., 2023), 
although these responses may often interpreted as maladaptive by the 
surrounding society as they disturb the status quo (e.g., women’s and 
Black suffrage campaigns, the Stonewall riots for LGBTQ rights, and 
Greta Thunberg’s “Fridays for Future” environmental movement). 
These criticisms illustrate the complexity of resilience, especially in a 
globalised world where multiple, and contrasting socioecological sys-
tems have become increasingly intertwined; what may be resilient 
based on the norms, values, and needs of one system, may be experi-
enced as a risk in an adjacent system. In the context of immigration, 
this jarring is further enmeshed in the power relationships and expec-
tations that exist between the receiving society and resettling immi-
grants, meaning that predominant ideas of resilience may be inadvert-
ently harmful (Mahdiani & Ungar, 2021).  

A further danger associated with the concept of resilience is that it 
can be used to normalise “extraordinary” responses to adversity. Ex-
amples of individual perseverance may be glorified when reappraisal 
and establishing an alternate goal would in fact lead to more advanta-
geous outcomes for the majority (Mahdiani & Ungar, 2021). In the 
case of immigrant youth, individuals who have exhibited extraordi-
nary resilience (e.g., through acts of heroism, academic achievement, 
or economic success) may be used as the yard stick for which all im-
migrant youth are expected to measure up, in effect denying youth 
the right to be “mediocre”. Ironically, this is at odds with the norma-
tive expectations of resilience as mediocracy is in fact the most “ex-
pected development”. As such, the extraordinary resilience of 
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individuals may be discursively used to trivialise the resilience of a 
group. This illustrates the neoliberal undertones of the resilience con-
cept and highlights the importance of thorough investigation of a per-
son’ or system’s culture and goals, as well as risks and resources in 
each socioecological system before defining what a resilient response 
may be. 

Empowerment as an alternative to resilience 
Considering these criticisms, it has been suggested that empowerment 
may be a more epistemically just alternative to resilience for people 
facing chronic adversity (Verbena et al., 2023). Empowerment refers 
to processes by which a person or group attain power, often referring 
to the power of marginalised groups to make decisions over matters 
concerning themselves (World Health Organisation, 2021). While 
empowerment may be an important route to the disruption of gener-
ational adversities, the concept is also problematic. Empowerment 
that is not “grassroots” (developed by the individuals being empow-
ered) has been criticised for maintaining patronising colonial norms, 
where people with power assign “appropriate” power needs to mar-
ginalised groups and thereafter “give” opportunities to take that 
power. Further, the “institutionalisation” of empowerment, where 
e.g., social service and health care workers are tasked with empower-
ing their clients, has been argued to remove collective agency from 
the groups they intend to empower (McLaughlin, 2016). Moreover, 
empowerment practices have been criticised for relying on Eurocen-
tric conceptualisations that may actually maintain inequalities by le-
gitimising existing distribution of resources, meaning that some 
groups may “settle for less”, much like “adaptive preference” in rela-
tion to wellbeing (Austin, 2016). Many of the normative criticisms of 
resilience therefore equally apply to empowerment. Furthermore, em-
powerment research and practice may be as susceptible to hegemonic, 
Eurocentric, and neoliberal influences as developmental, accultura-
tion and wellbeing research. Thus, researchers and practitioners who 
wish to contribute with social justice approaches to research in these 
areas may need to develop awareness of their own worldviews and 
adopt reflexive approaches.  
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Health Promotion 

What is health promotion? 
The World Health Organisation describe health promotion as a social 
and political process targeting inequalities in social determinants of 
health to enhance the health and wellbeing of whole populations 
(2021). Specifically, promotion should aim to increase individuals’ 
and communities’ own control over the modifiable social determi-
nants of health. Importantly, these include access to resources, and in 
the contexts of psychosocial health, these are likely to be resilience re-
sources. Health promotion is also inexorably tied to health equity, 
meaning that all people should have fair (not necessarily equal) op-
portunities to health. While the concept of fairness is open to debate, 
health promotion aims to address health disparities caused by social 
inequalities (Kirkbride et al., 2024; Lamboy et al., 2022) and is thus 
relevant for acculturating immigrant populations who often experience 
such conditions. 

“Psychosocial promotion” is a form of psychosocial intervention. Psy-
chosocial interventions can be divided into five levels depending on 
their targets and goals (see Figure 7). Level of intervention also dic-
tates the implementation context (Lamboy et al., 2022). Promotion is 
the first level of intervention, implemented in community settings 
and aiming to bolster mental health and help maintain wellbeing. 
Adjacent to promotion is primary prevention which is implemented 
when there is a known risk in the population, the aim being to avert 
the possible negative outcome. Primary prevention interventions may 
be at the universal (for everyone), selected (for those identified to be 
at risk), or indicated level (those already showing signs of risk). Pri-
mary prevention is usually implemented in community settings. It 
can be difficult to differentiate promotion from universal primary 
prevention in immigrant youth populations due to the inherent risks 
they experience. However, interventions may sometimes be differenti-
ated by their theoretical underpinnings (e.g., promotion is more  
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Figure 7 

Illustration of levels of interventions 

 

From: Lamboy, B., Beck, F., Tessier, D., Williamson, M. O., Fréry, N., Turgon, 
R., Tassie, J. M., Barrois, J., Bessa, Z., & Shankland, R. (2022). The Key Role of 
Psychosocial Competencies in Evidence-Based Youth Mental Health Promo-
tion: Academic Support in Consolidating a National Strategy in France. Interna-
tional journal of environmental research and public health, 19(24), 16641. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph192416641, in accordance with CC licencing. 

likely to be positioned in positive psychology) and outcomes (e.g., in-
creased quality of life vs. reduced subclinical symptoms). The remain-
ing levels of intervention are implemented when risks or symptoms 
are salient and deemed clinically significant. These are: screening 
(when an individual begins showing signs of mental health symp-
toms, also known as secondary prevention), treatment (to alleviate 

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph192416641
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clinical symptoms), and rehabilitation (to prevent relapse, also known 
as tertiary prevention).  

Psychological promotion and prevention interventions are often 
found to effectively increase wellbeing and reduce psychological 
symptoms (Barry et al., 2013; Carr et al., 2021), and be cost effective 
(Le et al., 2021). However, as the effects of promotion and prevention 
interventions may not be observed until years, or decades after the in-
tervention, the true effectiveness of these interventions is hard to eval-
uate (Hill et al., 2016). Moreover, many evaluations of “effectiveness” 
focus on statistically significant short-term improvements that fail to 
acknowledge the “prevention paradox”, on which many promotion 
interventions are based. Rose’ (2001) “prevention paradox” argues 
that the greatest societal burden of ill-health is found among people 
with low levels of risk. Thus, small universal interventions can poten-
tially lead to large population level improvements through the reduc-
tion of the incidence of ill-health, even though intervention effects 
are unnoticeable for the majority (Rose, 2001). In lay terms, promo-
tion works much like home insurance. 

Most of us pay for our home insurance without ever “reaping the ben-
efits”. For those who experience an adverse event and need the insur-
ance, it may make the difference between a continued comfortable 
life and a period of homelessness or economic hardship. However, 
the insurance may never be truly “cost effective”. For those who expe-
rience an extraordinary event (say their house burns down) no level of 
insurance will ameliorate all the effects, although they will certainly 
buffer against them. Moreover, we collectively pay more for the insur-
ance than is ever paid out in compensation; but we still accept that 
the insurance should be paid “just in case”. Similarly, promotion in-
terventions may “cost” us all a little time and resources. Further, they 
may increase wellbeing among those who have capacities for resili-
ence and experience a moderate number of challenges. Nevertheless, 
promotion interventions remain unlikely to hinder distress among 
the most vulnerable, such as those who are predisposed to PTSD and 
have experienced multiple traumas (Kirkbride et al., 2024). However, 
as most immigrant youth do not suffer from clinically significant 
mental health problems (Blackmore et al., 2020; Spaas et al., 2022), 
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and studies demonstrate their capacity to do well despite their chal-
lenges (Motti-Stefanidi et al., 2021), psychosocial promotion may be a 
suitable form of “insurance” against future mental health problems 
among many individuals in the group. 

Promotion among immigrant and refugee youth 
There is currently mixed evidence for psychosocial promotion pro-
grams for immigrant and refugee youth in the global context. As pro-
motion is a salutogenic, rather than pathological approach, promo-
tion interventions may be more accessible to people with cultures in 
which mental health problems are tabu or are not biomedically con-
ceptualised (Cucchi & Qoronfleh, 2025; Johnsdotter et al., 2011). 
Meta-syntheses of existing studies highlight the heterogeneity of the 
population and modalities of interventions available (Nocon et al., 
2017; Tyrer & Fazel, 2014; Özdemir et al., 2026). Further, most inter-
ventions resemble prevention rather than promotion as they target 
symptom reduction rather than enhanced wellbeing. These findings 
are interesting, but meta-analyses are seldom robust due to the small 
number of studies and considerable heterogeneity, and certainty of 
evidence about intervention effectiveness is generally low (Nocon et 
al., 2017; Tyrer & Fazel, 2014; Özdemir et al., 2026). Moreover, while 
the theoretical underpinnings of prevention programs are often expli-
cated (Trimboli et al., 2021), studies of promotion interventions often 
lack explicit theoretical grounding (Martinez et al., 2024), meaning it 
can be hard to identify potentially “active” ingredients of the inter-
ventions. Furthermore, most meta-studies of prevention interventions 
for immigrant youth have exclusively focused on refugee, asylum 
seeking, and forced migrant populations (e.g, Della Rocca et al., 2024; 
Nocon et al., 2017; Tyrer & Fazel, 2014). There thus remains a consid-
erable gap in knowledge about the utility of psychosocial promotion 
interventions for immigrant youth.  

Critique of promotion 
Critiques of promotion are inexorably intertwined with those of resil-
ience and wellbeing. Promotion interventions are often vaguely theo-
rised (Martinez et al., 2024), and hard to evaluate (Kirkbride et al., 



Acculturation in a Colder Climate 71 
 

2024). Reliable studies of the long-term effectiveness of psychosocial 
promotion interventions require large scale longitudinal data, which 
few research programmes have the capacity to generate (Hill et al., 
2016). Furthermore, promotion interventions are often evaluated ac-
cording to the realist idiom “what works for whom under what cir-
cumstances?” (Public Health England, 2021). However, this question 
rarely extends to questioning of hegemonic norms dictating what 
wellbeing constitutes and who is responsible for it. Neither does it ask 
whether promotion should aim for “adaptation” or “resistance” in its’ 
goal to improve wellbeing in a population (even those in precarious 
circumstance). As such, promotion can be generally considered to 
align with the Eurocentric, neoliberal norms that also garner critique 
in wellbeing and resilience research. Thus, without a reflexive ap-
proach that also acknowledges and attempts to alter access to the so-
cial determinants of health, psychosocial promotion may maintain 
the conditions that it aims to prevent (Wyn et al., 2015).  
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The value of a combined approach 
The preceding sections illustrate that immigrant youth acculturation, 
wellbeing, resilience, and promotion are each established areas of re-
search that scaffold various understandings of positive development 
in the population, and particularly among MEaA immigrant youth. 
This section describes the overarching relationship between the con-
cepts of acculturation, wellbeing, resilience, and promotion through 
their positioning in developmental psychology by contextualising 
them within the PPCT model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). 
Thereafter, I describe a schematic representation of the relationship 
between these concepts as hypothesised in this dissertation. Finally, I 
describe the utility of including youth voice in this dissertation with 
the aim of countering some of the critiques of hegemonic perspec-
tives within wellbeing, resilience, and promotion research. 

Positioning in the PPCT model 
Theories of, and empirical research pertaining to, acculturation, well-
being, resilience, and promotion share several similarities and criti-
cisms. For example, all four areas of research acknowledge the influ-
ence of the social determinants of health (Dahlgren & Whitehead, 
2021), as well as individual and contextual processes and factors over 
time, making them relevant in developmental contexts (Dodge et al., 
2012; Kirkbride et al., 2024; Ungar, 2018; Ward & Geeraert, 2016). All 
four areas of research have also been criticised for being too diffuse, 
too individualistic, too uncritical of Western psychology and neolib-
eral norms, and of making inflated claims in relation to the research 
base (Austin, 2016; Mahdiani & Ungar, 2021; McLaughlin, 2016; 
Ward, 2024). Each area also has limits in how much of the studied 
phenomenon it can explain. For example, acculturation theory alone 
cannot explain individual psychosocial outcomes. Neither can wellbe-
ing exist without resilience in challenging contexts. Further, psycho-
logical promotion interventions often lack explicit theoretical under-
pinnings. However, each theory contributes to a more comprehensive 
understanding of the whole phenomenon. Combining all four areas 
of research may therefore be a productive strategy to further under-
standing of how immigrant youth acculturation and wellbeing can be 
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promoted, thus aligning the research in this dissertation with the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 20th November 1989), 
and national laws such as Sweden’s updated Social Services Act 
(Svensk författningssamling, 2025:400). 

To illustrate the value of a combined approach, it helps to position ac-
culturation, wellbeing, resilience, and promotion in a developmental 
framework, in this case, the PPCT model (see Figure 8).  

Beginning with acculturation, acculturation strategies are individual 
and function at the person level. They are dependent on individual 
characteristics, but will also be present in processes (i.e., interpersonal 
interactions). Acculturation orientations, on the other hand, are socie-
tal and will therefore be present in the meso-and macrosystem con-
texts, but they will also exist in process domains because societal ac-
culturation orientations will heavily influence the nature of many 
process interactions. Both acculturation strategies and orientations 
will inevitably change over time, and challenges relating to them may 
ease when acculturation “goals” are accomplished. Thus, accultura-
tion can be placed in all four quadrants of the model. 

Wellbeing, resilience, and promotion can be similarly located in each 
quadrant of the PPCT model. Wellbeing outcomes can be found at 
the individual and societal level, prerequisites of wellbeing will be 
found in processes, and what constitutes wellbeing will evolve over 
time in relation to the individual’s age, experiences, and expectations. 
Resilience risks and resources may be found at the individual and 
context level, but their effects are found through processes, and what 
is considered resilient will change based on age, and over time. Fur-
ther, promotion interventions can be implemented at the micro- or 
mesosystem level, but it is through processes and over time that they 
have effect on the individual. All four areas thus correspond to the 
logic of the PPCT model of development, allowing for a holistic, con-
structionist understanding to positive development among immi-
grant youth.  
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Figure 8 

Contextualisation of Acculturation, Wellbeing, Resilience, and 
Promotion in the PPCT model 

 

A combined approach allows investigation of questions posed by 
leading acculturation theorists who argue that the acculturation liter-
ature requires nuancing to better understand the relationship be-
tween the integration strategy and adaptation/wellbeing (e.g.,(Ward, 
2024). Given the relationship between wellbeing and resilience, it 
may be useful to further investigate the role of psychological resili-
ence processes in the maintenance of acculturation strategies and 
wellbeing outcomes. Such conceptual research may help understand-
ing of the conditions under which the integration acculturation 
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strategy can lead positive outcomes and may being acculturation re-
search closer to one of its global goals.    

However, this dissertation also aims to align with the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child (UN, 20th November 1989), and the Swe-
dish Social Services Act (Svensk författningssamling, 2025:400) to 
produce practical knowledge that may be used by individuals and or-
ganisations working with the target population. It is therefore neces-
sary to venture into intervention research. This shifts research focus 
from the conceptual to the applied, and expands upon Ward’s (2024) 
questions of how, why and when integration strategies lead to posi-
tive adjustment, to the realist idiom “what works for whom, and un-
der which conditions?”.  

Considering the holistic nature of acculturation – wellbeing – resili-
ence frameworks, and empirical findings that many immigrant youth 
lack access to common resilience resources such as social systems that 
can navigate national bureaucracy, economic security, or access to 
quality leisure activities  (e.g., Osman et al., 2021; Osman et al., 2020; 
Statistics Sweden, 2022), promotion of these resources may indeed be 
an appropriate level of intervention. However, most existing interven-
tions for this group are at the level of prevention or treatment (Nocon 
et al., 2017; Tyrer & Fazel, 2014; Özdemir et al., 2026). It therefore 
needs to be established whether promotion is likely to be effective in 
such a heterogeneous group with relatively high risk in the form of 
non-normative life experiences. Further, it is important that the con-
sistent critique of hegemonic Western ideals in developmental, well-
being, resilience, and promotion research, are acknowledged and ad-
dressed when combining these areas with acculturation. It may be 
pragmatic to address these critiques collectively by prioritising 
youth’s own narratives and employing a reflexive research approach. 
While reflexivity does not eliminate the risk of replicating critical 
weaknesses, it does help to explicate the assumptions on which the re-
search was conducted, allowing the reader to assess its’ validity for the 
current population, and transferability to others. When combined, 
the shared and un-shared characteristics of each conceptual area of re-
search included in this dissertation, together with reflexive research 
practices, may allow valuable advances in the understanding of the 
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conditions under which acculturation processes may lead to positive 
psychosocial outcomes, providing evidence on which to base future 
promotive interventions. 

A proposed bidirectional moderation relationship 
Based on the extant theory and empirical research presented in the 
previous sections, the research in this dissertation assumes a bidirec-
tional mediation relationship between acculturation strategy and 
wellbeing, through resilience. As such, resilience is conceptualised 
primarily as a process, while wellbeing is conceptualised as an out-
come. Furthermore, psychosocial promotion interventions are as-
sumed to function at the resilience process level; I.e., promotion 
inter-ventions facilitate maintenance of wellbeing, either through the 
provision of resources (e.g., supportive relationships), or through the 
provision of skills (e.g., knowledge and self-efficacy that enable nego-
tiation of needed resources). Hence, an assumed linear relationship 
exists, where acculturation strategies are maintained in a context of 
risks and resources. Risks and resources are negotiated through resili-
ence processes (the target of promotion interventions) to maintain 
“equilibrium” and thus psychological wellbeing. However, consider-
ing that individuals have acculturation preferences, there is also likely 
to be a bidirectional relationship between acculturation strategy and 
wellbeing that is related to eudemonic wellbeing processes, i.e., well-
being relating to own development and meaningful life experiences. 
As most immigrants are seen to prefer the integration strategy (Abu-
Rayya & Sam, 2017), while receiving societies condone assimilation 
(Fedi et al., 2019), and assimilation may have equally “adaptive” out-
comes as the integration strategy (as implied by e.g., Bierwiaczonek & 
Kunst, 2021), the relationship between acculturation strategy and 
eudemonic wellbeing is important to elucidate. As eudemonic 
wellbeing is not necessarily associated with the hedonistic wellbeing 
outcomes that are often prioritised in Western research (e.g., positive 
affect), evidence of eudemonic wellbeing outcomes relating to the 
integration strategy may help counter dominant society discourses 
regarding the superiority of assimilation for national wellbeing.   
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Figure 9 

Illustration of the proposed bidirectional mediation 
relationship between acculturation strategy and wellbeing 
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In light of the commonly observed discrepancies between the accul-
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and needs of acculturating MEaA immigrant youth in Sweden may 
differ from those maintained in Eurocentric developmental psychol-
ogy. Moreover, considering that the Swedish context contains many 
documented challenges (Estrada et al., 2022; Plenty & Mood, 2016; 
Statistics Sweden, 2022), it seems most epistemologically just to cen-
tre immigrant youth voices in an attempt to counter some of their 
marginalisation. This also aligns with Ungar’s (2018) definition of a 
resilient system as promoting constructive collaboration and contex-
tually positive development. Further, conceptualising psychological 
promotion interventions as a contextual manipulation avoids perpet-
uating pathologizing stereotypes about immigrant youth. Contextual 
change is, however, a gradual process that demands opportunities, re-
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should involve the people concerned. My conclusion is therefore that 
it would be wise to take a bottom-up approach to this research and in-
clude not only existing empirical knowledge and theory, but also im-
migrant youth voice.  

Incorporating youth voice in health practice and research also pro-
vides more comprehensive understanding (De Los Reyes et al., 2013), 
and has received growing attention (Sellars et al., 2021). Recent stud-
ies demonstrate the utility of prioritising youth voice in research on 
immigrant children and youth’s wellbeing. For example, Burenby 
Yxne et al. (2025), used participatory research to develop a nuanced 
understanding of immigrant children’s perceptions of contexts and 
institutions important for their wellbeing in Sweden. The research 
process of youth participatory action projects has also been seen to 
contribute to marginalised youth’s resilience and empowerment in 
the USA (Lemon et al., 2025), suggesting that participating in such re-
search can function as an intervention. While participatory research 
may be the “gold standard” of authentic youth voice, less “active” 
forms of research have also been shown to provide important concep-
tual insights. Perhaps because qualitative research designs generally 
require reflexivity from the researcher/s and allow for abductive ap-
proaches to data analysis. There is therefore scope for the researcher 
to be actively critical of their own assumptions and construct new 
ways of understanding phenomenon based on youth’s narratives ra-
ther than relying on existing theory. To illustrate: In their interview 
study with youth who “hang out” at youth centres, Eriksen and Se-
land (2021) were able to shed light on the importance of unstructured 
activities for under-resourced youth, as they helped provide a sense of 
security and belonging. This finding is important, as it counters exist-
ing arguments that unstructured activities at youth centres should be 
avoided because structured activities in other settings are associated 
with more positive adjustment (Behtoui, 2019). Hence, including im-
migrant youth voice in developmental, acculturation, resilience, and 
wellbeing promotion research may be a suitable response to the cri-
tique currently levelled against the subjects. Further, prioritisation of 
youth voice on matters concerning themselves not only aligns with 
the UN Convention on the Rights of The Child (UN, 20th November 
1989), and the Swedish Social Services Act (Svensk 
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författningssamling, 2025:400), it is also likely to broaden understand-
ing and better serve the group.   
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Dissertation Aims 
Based on the theoretical and empirical research, and reasoning pre-
sented in the preceding sections, the overarching aim of this disserta-
tion was to examine the relationship between an integration accul-
turation strategy and psychological wellbeing: specifically, how 
wellbeing and positive acculturation experiences can be understood 
and promoted among newly arrived MEaA youth in Sweden, with 
emphasis on contextual factors and own resources.  

Study I 
Study I aimed to systematically identify and synthesise current evi-
dence about the efficacy of psychosocial promotion and prevention 
interventions implemented in populations of forced migrant children 
and youth. Primary measures were wellbeing, resilience, and quality 
of life. Secondary measures were internalising and externalising be-
haviours and symptoms (e.g., depression, anxiety, PTSD, and conduct 
problems). The study also aimed to describe theoretical underpin-
nings of the interventions, how interventions were culturally and con-
textually tailored, and which variables may predict outcomes.  

Study II 
Study II aimed to investigate how MEaA immigrant youth’s accul-
turation experiences may be shaped by individual and contextual re-
silience risks and resources in any of the socioecological systems dur-
ing their first five years in Sweden. 

Study III 
Study III aimed to investigate which activities and activity characteris-
tics newly arrived MEaA youth and youth workers perceive to be 
most suitable to promote youth’s integration and wellbeing. Further, 
the study aimed to identify where youth and youth workers percep-
tions converge, and how they perceive the suggested activities to func-
tion. Finally, the study aimed to compare the identified activities with 
current theories and empirical research.  
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Epistemological positioning 
This dissertation brings together three studies with disparate methods 
and equally disparate ontological and epistemological assumptions. 
The dissertation also marks my own scientific journey. Considering 
the breadth of positions taken in this dissertation, this journey needs 
to be addressed. 

Before entering doctoral education, I obtained an MSc in professional 
clinical psychology at Örebro university; a subject and context where 
Eurocentric normative assumptions, quantitative methods, critical ra-
tionalism, and focus on individual factors were sanctioned. This is 
common praxis for clinical psychology in the Western world (Syed & 
Westberg, 2025). It was therefore with these epistemological eyes I en-
tered my PhD education. However, through engagement in my re-
search topic, and in learning the methods used in this dissertation, I 
have been required to broaden both my ontological and epistemolog-
ical horizons.  

Developing a cohesive and meaningful synthesis of the entire research 
program, requires an understanding of the relationship between the 
philosophical assumptions underlying each individual study. The sys-
tematic review and meta-analysis (Study I) is embedded in critical ra-
tionalist ideas of empirical hypothesis testing and falsification and 
aligns well with my previous education. The reflexive thematic analy-
sis (Study II), on the other hand, is positioned in a relativist big Q par-
adigm (Braun & Clarke, 2022), and although new to me, aligns well 
with my training in clinical case formulation. The Delphi method 
(Study III) apparently bypasses the need for ontological assumptions, 
and there is little agreement about the method’s epistemological posi-
tion (Keeney et al., 2011). While disparate, these studies can be collec-
tively considered an abductive, explorative, mixed-methods program 
of research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017).   

Essentially, mixed methods research combines the findings of multi-
ple studies to create a sum of understanding greater than any one 
part. A mixed-methods design comprises a research program that in-
cludes distinct and logically ordered components adhering to both 
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quantitative and qualitative research designs, framed in theory and 
philosophy (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017). Creswell and Plano 
Clark also posit that mixed-methods researchers should “not only be 
aware of their philosophical assumptions but also clearly mention those as-
sumptions in their mixed methods projects.” They suggest that this be 
done by explication of the researcher’s “worldview” and the implica-
tions that this has for the research process and outcomes. Here fol-
lows my attempt. 

As an individual, I hold a transformative worldview. Ergo, I adhere to 
a paradigm where research should: be guided by human rights and a 
desire for social justice according to an ethos of radical equality, and 
orient towards collaborative research practices that aim for emancipa-
tory change (Mertens, 2007). The transformative paradigm is well 
suited to mixed methods research, and perhaps especially so when 
participants are immigrant youth, as power and privilege are consist-
ently salient. However, the research in this dissertation does not suffi-
ciently adhere to the transformative paradigm for me to claim that 
this is a transformative research project. For example, the research fo-
cus was not defined together with the research participants but has in-
stead evolved based on opportunities available to me as a PhD stu-
dent. While the research designs have successively approached 
collaboration, none can be called truly collaborative. Nether have I 
employed emancipatory theories throughout. Thus, while transforma-
tive social justice assumptions are apparent in this work, the disserta-
tion falls short of the transformative paradigm.  

The dissertation is instead better aligned with epistemological prag-
matism. Pragmatism á la William James (2019) is concerned with the 
development of functional knowledge rather than ascertaining abso-
lute truth. James’ pragmatism rejects parsimony in favour of plural-
ism – meaning that multiple individuals (or research methods) may 
provide different (functional) truths about the same phenomenon. 
Multiple truths are possible because they “work” for the individual in 
their situation, while other truths may simultaneously work for other 
individuals in their similar-but-different situations. Further, James 
states that “Names are arbitrary but once understood they must be kept 
to.” (2019, p.105). In other words, it doesn’t really matter what the 
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narrative is if it is functional. Furthermore, functional narratives 
should be maintained. Naturally, this raises questions about what 
should be done when a narrative stops “working”?  

In the case of immigrant youth’s wellbeing and sociocultural integra-
tion, it could be argued that dysfunction of a previously functional 
narrative is the catalyst for acculturation, and what causes tension, 
and possibly deficits in wellbeing within individuals and societies. A 
culture works when it is shared by many, but it is always contextual 
(e.g., World Values Survey, 2023). The culture may not work when it 
is moved to another context. Alternatively, it may work and perhaps 
even shed light on inconsistencies in the dominant culture in the new 
context. Neither culture is necessarily wrong, they are just different 
functional truths. Epistemological pragmatism may thus be a suitable 
point of departure for both the subject of this dissertation and the re-
search methods used.  

Indeed, epistemological pragmatism is well suited to mixed methods 
research (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017) and is an increasingly ac-
cepted philosophy in both health psychology (Bishop, 2015) and so-
cial psychology (Syed & Westberg, 2025). While James’s pragmatism 
works and is therefore useful in grounding this research programme, I 
suggest that it be complemented by Dewey’s, which centres ontology 
around human experience (Dewey, 1928). Dewey’s pragmatism spe-
cifically reasons about how human experience is intertwined with 
both culture and an individual’s social circumstances. Dewey thus ad-
vocates for research as a route to emancipatory change at both indi-
vidual and societal level (Dewey, 1928). Hence, pragmatism can be 
viewed as a functional epistemology within my transformatory 
worldview. Moreover, epistemological pragmatism allows for dialecti-
cal pluralism and unresolvable methodological conundrums that 
other epistemologies may deem shortcomings. Consequently, a prag-
matic epistemological position can facilitate research that is otherwise 
hard to pursue.  

For example, critical rationalism, the apparent epistemological 
ground of Study I, demands objectivity and fallibility. While their at-
tainment is an admirable ambition that aligns with my previous 
schooling, I argue that these demands cannot be met in Study I due to 
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the inclusion of multiple cultural contexts and paradigms of mental 
health. Many of the included interventions, and the study itself, are 
embedded in Eurocentric bio-medical understandings of mental 
health. However, considering the cultural backgrounds of the in-
cluded populations, it is likely that at least some participants hold 
other, or at least, additional beliefs about the aetiology of mental 
health and wellbeing, and ways of experiencing, verbalising, and de-
scribing symptom. However, few of the psychometric instruments 
used in the included studies were tailored to reflect this. Thus, the va-
lidity of meta-analyses of pooled mean change in any of the measured 
mental health outcome variables can be questioned. Nevertheless, the 
method is functional in that it is agreed upon as a gold standard for in-
vestigating evidence-based practices. As such, use of the method al-
lows legitimised spread of promotive psychosocial interventions for a 
group that is otherwise under-served. In other words, the assumptions 
of critical rationalism are used because they “function”. Ironically, 
this also means that Study I may be considered an epistemologically 
pragmatic study.  

Similarly, there are methodological conundrums that challenge the 
epistemological core of Study II as the protracted translation process 
of interview recordings prompts discussion about the “truthfulness” 
of the empirical data and analysis. Interviews were conducted in par-
ticipants’ mother tongues (Arabic, Kurdish, and Somali), directly 
translated into Swedish during transcription by professional transla-
tors, analysed in “Swinglish”, and finally translated into English for 
publication. Accordingly, the data have passed through three lan-
guages, potentially losing meaning in every step. A reflexive deductive 
thematic analysis was used to frame the data and counteract overinter-
pretation (Mays & Pope, 2000). The reflexive method acknowledges 
that there may be discrepancies between my own understanding of 
wellbeing and integration in Sweden as a White, Northern European 
immigrant and researcher, contra that of the MEaA immigrant youth 
participants. Thus, the ambition was not to elucidate the truth, but ra-
ther a truth that reflects (primarily) my knowledge and understand-
ing of the studied phenomenon based on youth’s narratives (Braun & 
Clarke, 2022). Happily, the analysis also appears to be functional, as 
youth workers working with immigrant youth have described the text 
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as “useful” (e.g., https://tinyurl.com/mtz5t6p6). The analysis is also 
“functional” in the sense that it guided the formation of Study III, the 
results of which can be considered a form of pragmatic triangulation. 
Thus, while Study III may be assumed to adhere to critical realism 
based on its’ methodology, it may be better positioned in epistemo-
logical pragmatism. 

Furthermore, the Delphi method used in Study III is a self-contained 
mixed-methods design and can thus be considered to adhere to episte-
mological pragmatism. The method assumes that knowledge is so-
cially constructed and linked to experience (á la Dewey), and that 
shared understandings are more valuable than individual ones (á la 
James). Moreover, the Delphi method is concerned with development 
of functional knowledge, not ascertaining absolute truth. Conse-
quently, Study III fits comfortably within the pragmatic paradigm.  

Adding to the assertion that pragmatism is the most appropriate epis-
temology for this research programme, James’ pragmatism posits that 
a proficient researcher should be versed in multiple methodologies to 
reduce the risk of projecting a singular world view on any phenome-
non. Moreover, through possession of multiple competencies, it is 
possible for a researcher to strategically select the most appropriate 
method to achieve the knowledge production goals of each individual 
investigation (Wiggins, 2009). Similarly, the overall goal of the disser-
tation is not to achieve a monistic understanding of the best way to 
promote acculturation and wellbeing among migrant youth in Swe-
den. Rather it is to explore how societal conditions, attitudes, capaci-
ties, and activities may coexist and influence youths’ sociocultural in-
tegration and psychosocial wellbeing. Thus, the pragmatic, mixed-
methods approach is most appropriate to elucidate separate aspects of 
this phenomenon. 

A pragmatic epistemology is perhaps even necessary to integrate the 
findings of Study I with those of Study II and Study III. From a 
mixed-methods perspective Study I can be considered the first quanti-
tative strand of a complex quant → QUAL → [qual → quant] sequen-
tial design. A quant – QUAL design assumes that the initial quantita-
tive results are better understood through further qualitative enquiry, 
indicated by the capitalisation of QUAL. Study I is embedded in 
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Eurocentric, biomedical explanations of mental health studied 
through critical rationalism (i.e., hypothesis testing), which tends to 
position itself as unbiased and value free. Big Q research, on the other 
hand, embraces “bias” as the influence of researchers’ values and con-
siders then essential to the analysis process, and the Delphi is based 
entirely on participant opinion. A pragmatic axiology (i.e., assump-
tions about the ways in which values relate to knowledge) is therefore 
necessary to understand the implications of Study I for Studies II and 
III. Fortunately, pragmatism does not prioritise one set of values 
above another other. Rather, it allows their co-occurrence. That is, a 
pragmatic axiology allows both “biased” and “unbiased” perspectives 
to be meaningfully synthesised, potentially facilitating greater under-
standing of the researched phenomenon.  

Further, while Study I may be considered to have the greatest episte-
mological distance from the core work in this dissertation, it can be 
understood to be the bio-psycho component of the PPCT model im-
plemented in the research. Study I also aligns the research with the 
mental health model used in Sweden and essentially justifies further 
research. Moreover, the findings of Study I can be interpreted as sup-
porting the critical elements of Studies II and III by illustrating the 
marginalised nature of forced migrant populations in Western re-
search through the small number of studies eligible for meta-analysis. 
Considering the above, the use of a pragmatic, mixed-methods ap-
proach is motivated in this dissertation. 

Regarding my own journey, I have taken pleasure in the realisation 
that I, during this research process, have also undergone an epistemo-
logical acculturation process. Moreover, that I have attempted to 
maintain an integration strategy, striving to find ways in which to 
combine apparently opposing epistemological approaches to 
knowledge production. Whether I have developed a stable or alternat-
ing identity as a researcher is not yet apparent to me. However, I do 
now feel “at home” in the dialectical epistemological position of 
mixed-methods pragmatism.  
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Ethical considerations 
According to Swedish law, research including human participants, bi-
ological samples, or sensitive personal information is generally sub-
ject to ethical vetting. However, as study I is a systematic review and 
meta-analysis of data from published peer-reviewed studies it required 
no formal ethical approval. The study protocol was pre-registered on 
PROSPERO (CRD42022329978). Studies II and III involved the col-
lection of new data including potentially sensitive personal infor-
mation. These studies were therefore subject to formal ethical vetting 
(SFS 2003:460, 1 kap. 3 §). Study II received ethical approval from the 
regional ethics board in Uppsala, Sweden (Reference nr: 2019-04032). 
Study III received ethical approval from the Swedish Ethical Review 
Authority (Dnr 2024-04488-01). Informed consent procedures for 
Studies II and III followed national ethical praxis (SFS 2003:460, 1 
kap. 13-19 §).  

Ethical considerations regarding the changing inclusion criteria 
across studies I-III 
As Study I is exclusively based on previously published data, it was 
not necessary to consider the ethical implications of requiring disclo-
sure of forced migration background to be eligible for participation. 
None of the studies described how participant’s forced migration 
background was verified but many were implemented in settings 
where such verification would be superfluous (e.g., refugee camps or 
asylum accommodation). When developing the research programme, 
I decided, together with my co-authors, that it was important to dif-
ferentiate between forced migrants and other migrants in Study I to 
ascertain whether promotion and prevention could be effective even 
for those with the presumed greater burden of adversities. Confirmed 
forced migrant status was not, however, considered to be essential to 
the research questions posed by Studies II and III. It is also questiona-
ble whether it is appropriate (or even possible) to ask potential partic-
ipants to corroborate their migration status. It was therefore deemed 
ethically appropriate to discard the forced migration inclusion crite-
rion and instead introduce proxy criteria that may also capture the ex-
periences that the original aimed to include. 
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Consequently, the inclusion criteria for Study II included being Ara-
bic, Kurdish (Kurmanji) or Somali speaking, having been in Sweden 
for less than 5 years, and having received a residency permit. At the 
time of recruitment (2019 – 2020), most new arrivals speaking these 
languages came from war affected territories. Considering the suspi-
cion forced migrants might have of authorities, it was clearly expli-
cated that the research was not connected to any government or mi-
gration agency. Thus, the likelihood of recruiting forced migrants was 
maximised without a specific inclusion criterion.  

The inclusion criteria for youth participants were broadened further 
for Study III. They included: being born in the Middle East or Africa 
and having been in Sweden for 5 years or less. These criteria represent 
the shift in research focus from the individual to the resettlement con-
text. This shift was motivated by the findings of Study II and other 
empirical research showing that risks in the resettlement context can 
be equally, or more influential on long term wellbeing than pre-mi-
gration experience (Lerias, Ziaian, Arthur, et al., 2025). Thus, it was 
no longer necessary to consider forced migration background and it 
was deemed more ethical to place emphasis on characteristics experi-
ences in the resettlement context.  

In sum, the changing inclusion criteria for the studies included in this 
dissertation follow a logical and ethical development based on the re-
search aims and consecutive findings.  

Who is this research for? 
It may seem self-evident that the research included in this dissertation 
has been done for the immigrant youth participants and the youth 
workers they may meet. Study I investigates which existing promo-
tion interventions may be beneficial for forced migrant youth’s men-
tal health and wellbeing, while Studies II and III are equally con-
cerned with how we can understand and promote the successful 
achievement of immigrant youth’s own acculturation goals. Further, 
the research is built around theoretical and empirically supported ar-
guments that position it in solidarity with the research population. 
Moreover, the research has increasingly endeavoured to generate 
knowledge about the group, by the group, and with immediately 
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applicable implications for the group, to democratise the research pro-
cess.  

Despite this, it must also be recognised that the research has been car-
ried out as part of my doctoral education. Thus, it can also be argued 
that this research is primarily for my own advancement, whether aca-
demic or in terms of self-presentation. As a novice researcher, I have 
both chosen to take the position of the research described above, and 
chosen to adhere to the norms, expectations, and limitations regard-
ing doctoral research in psychology at my university in Sweden. Con-
sequently, my White, Northern European voice, and the voices of 
normative Western psychology retain space and interpretive preroga-
tive in the dissertation, the ethics of which should be questioned.  

How will this research be used? 
It cannot be ignored that the subject of this dissertation is politically 
charged, and in accordance with (Helgesson, 2015), I believe that I, as 
a researcher, have an ethical responsibility to consider how results 
may be used post publication. Naturally, I hope that this research will 
be used to inform the practices of youth workers, teachers, clinicians, 
and other relevant stakeholders to optimise their services for young 
immigrants in Sweden. I also hope the findings can be used to inspire 
further research. However, when research reaches the public domain, 
the researcher can no longer control how the results are interpreted 
or used. Considering the increasingly xenophobic sociopolitical envi-
ronment in Sweden and much of the Western world, I have therefore 
endeavoured to convey the results as clearly and convincingly as possi-
ble in the published studies to reduce the risk that they will be mis-
construed. Similarly, I have positioned the research in relation to in-
ternational and national laws and existing knowledge about 
acculturating immigrant youth´s developmental needs to strengthen 
arguments for the implementation of the dissertation’s findings. Fur-
ther, I have attempted to illustrate the potential negative conse-
quences of adversity, inequality, and discrimination, while maintain-
ing a nuanced description of the study population’s motivation and 
capacities to disrupt pathologising stereotypes of the group as e.g., 
passive victims or potential criminals. Moreover, the research aims to 
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develop knowledge about how the negative psychosocial effects of so-
ciopolitical adversities might be ameliorated. As such, the research 
not only describes the populations and their predicaments but also 
provides constructive suggestions for amendments. Indeed, the in-
cluded studies evaluate both existing intervention programs and pro-
vide avenues for further investigation. Thus, while I am aware that 
readers are free to interpret this research as they will, I have endeav-
oured to reduce ambiguities, provide constructive knowledge and 
maintain a social justice informed approach.  
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Materials and Methods 
Study Design Population Context Aim 

I System-
atic review 
& meta-
analysis 

5,741    forced 
migrant chil-
dren and 
youth, aged 6-
18, (half girls) 

Global Synthesise exist-
ing evidence on 
intervention effi-
cacy. 

II Reflexive 
Thematic 
Analysis 

22 newly ar-
rived Arabic, 
Kurdish, and 
Somali speak-
ing youth aged 
13-16 (10 girls)  

Sweden Investigate influ-
ence of socio-
ecological risk 
and resilience 
factors in youth’s 
acculturation 
process. 

III Compara-
tive Delphi 

N = 76, 
35 newly ar-
rived MEaA 
youth aged 15-
18 (54 % girls) 
 
41 youth work-
ers, M = 8 
years of experi-
ence (56 % 
women, 42 % 
men, 2 % non-
binary) 
 

Sweden Identify activities 
and activity 
characteristics 
that acculturat-
ing youth and 
youth workers 
agree share most 
potential for pro-
motion of inte-
gration and well-
being among 
MEaA youth. 
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Study I – Summary of method 

Systematic Review and Meta-analysis 
Systematic review is a structured method used to collate and synthe-
sise evidence from several sources regarding a specific phenomenon 
(Cumpston et al., 2024). The method entails pre-specified inclusion 
criteria and systematic documentation of the data collection and syn-
thesis process to decrease the risk of bias. PRISMA (Preferred Report-
ing Items for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analysis) guidelines are of-
ten used to increase uniformity between Systematic Reviews, further 
facilitating the comparison of the summarised knowledge. It is rec-
ommended that protocols of planned and on-going systematic re-
views are registered in the PROSPERO (International Prospective 
Register of Systematic Reviews) database to increase transparency, re-
duce reporting bias, and prevent redundancy through duplication.  

Systematic reviews of effects of interventions are a common method 
with which to develop understanding of whether an intervention is 
efficacious for a specific problem or within a specific population. 
While systematic reviews tend to prioritise randomised controlled tri-
als (RCTs), other methods may also be included, especially when the 
phenomenon being studied is not well-researched (Cumpston et al., 
2024). Systematic reviews of quantitative studies often include quali-
tative descriptions of the included studies and statistical meta-analyses 
of the results of the individual studies.  

Meta-analyses combine variable specific effect sizes from individual 
studies to provide a global assessment of intervention efficacy on spe-
cific outcomes. Meta-analyses occur in two main analytical steps. 
First, a summary statistic is calculated for the effect size observed in 
each individual study (e.g., difference in pre-post intervention 
means). Secondly, this statistic is weighted based on characteristics 
such as number of participants and breadth of the confidence interval 
and included in calculation of the average sum of effects for all in-
cluded interventions (Deeks et al., 2024).  

Standardised assessments of risk of bias and certainty of evidence are 
routinely used to gauge the scientific rigour of studies included in a 
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meta-analysis. While these tools are useful, especially in the bio-medi-
cal field, it should be noted that they are not tailored for studies of 
psychosocial interventions where e.g., blinding of both intervention 
leader and participant is not possible. Further, randomisation and 
wait-list or no-treatment conditions may be difficult, or simply uneth-
ical to implement in humanitarian settings. Thus, very few studies of 
psychosocial interventions, and especially those for forced migrants, 
will achieve a “low” risk of bias, even when they are conducted to me-
ticulous standards. In addition, the risk of bias assessment is essen-
tially the first variable included in the certainty of evidence assess-
ment, meaning that most psychosocial intervention studies will start 
certainty of evidence assessments at a disadvantage. Additional charac-
teristics influencing certainty of evidence are: heterogeneity in the 
studies (e.g., sample and effect sizes), “indirectness” (weighted assess-
ment of population, intervention, comparison, and outcome – also 
known as PICOs), imprecision (the number of studies and partici-
pants in relation to the breadth of the confidence intervals), and pub-
lication bias.  

As such, the results of a meta-analysis must be interpreted cautiously. 
For example, a meta-analysis can indicate that there may be large ef-
fect sizes (if the number of studies is small, and there are small effect 
sizes in the smaller studies and large effect sizes in the larger studies), 
but a low certainty of evidence (due to the number of studies and par-
ticipants in relation to the confidence interval). Thus, while the re-
sults appear strong, their validity is uncertain. This is, however, an ex-
pected outcome in a psychosocial research area with few studies, 
diverse populations, and challenging implementation contexts. 

Study II – Summary of method 

Reflexive Thematic Analysis 
Reflexive thematic analysis is a “Big Q” qualitative method, meaning 
that it prioritises qualitative data, tools and techniques, within a quali-
tative paradigm (Braun & Clarke, 2022). This contrasts with “Little q” 
qualitative research (such as the Content Analysis used in Study III) 
that exists within a quantitative paradigm. Reflexive thematic analysis 



 

96 Clover Jack Giles 
 

follows the same six-step process as “classic” Thematic Analysis, de-
scribed by Braun and Clarke in their seminal 2006 paper: i) Familiari-
sation (i.e. immersing oneself in the data), ii) Coding, iii) Generating 
initial themes, iv) Developing and reviewing themes, v) Refining, de-
fining and naming themes, and vi) Writing up. Study II employed a 
deductive analysis process meaning the analysis was informed by the 
IRR model (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). The analysis process is cycli-
cal; however, the process is not the method. Rather, the method is 
based on several underlying assumptions that influence how the pro-
cess can be approached:  

• Researcher subjectivity is a resource. 
• Analyses may be judged on strengths and weaknesses (e.g. 

un/convincing, un/compelling, deep/shallow) rather than ob-
jectivity. 

• Coding can be collaborative but does not need to be. 
• Quality coding requires both immersion in, and distance 

from the data. 
• Themes are patterns of shared ideas, no all-encompassing 

summaries.  
• Themes are developed through analysis; they cannot pre-exist. 
• Theme development is a constructive analytical process.  
• Theoretical assumptions always precede data-analysis, and 

these assumptions must be reflected upon. 
• Reflexivity is necessary for high quality analysis. 
• The analysis process is an art characterised by rigorous creativ-

ity.  

Central to the method is reflexivity; a continuous critical examination 
of one’s own positionality, including one’s role, practices and pro-
cesses when engaging in research. This is because reflexive thematic 
analysis assumes that knowledge is contextual and cannot be divorced 
from the process through which it was generated. Thus, it is im-
portant to illuminate the process and known influences upon it. Con-
sequently, a reflexivity statement and excerpts from the code book 
were published as supplementary information together with Study II. 
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Study III – Summary of method 

The Delphi method 
The Delphi method is an exploratory sequential mixed method de-
sign that aims to achieve consensus among participants around the 
chosen research question (Keeney et al., 2011). The method was devel-
oped in the 1950s by the US government funded, nonprofit, nonparti-
san Research and Development Organization (RAND, 2026). Data col-
lection typically begins with an open-ended survey to generate 
qualitative data. Subsequent data collections consist of closed-ended 
surveys developed from the qualitative data. In the initial round/s of 
data collection the participants respond independently of each other. 
In following rounds of data collection, participants may be provided 
with information regarding their previous answers and the current 
level of consensus for each item. Thereafter, participants are given the 
opportunity to modify their answers if they deem it appropriate to do 
so (Keeney et al., 2011). As methods of data analysis are adjusted 
based on the research question and data generated, there is considera-
ble variety across Delphi studies, accounting for the degree of detail 
in the following description.  

Study III is a variation of the classic Delphi design, i.e., a sequential 
qual-quant-QUANT mixed methods design. However, as the study 
aim was to elucidate areas of convergence and divergence between 
youth and youth worker participants, it was adapted to enable group 
comparisons. The initial qualitative survey was tailored to youth or 
youth workers and aimed to garner participants’ own activity sugges-
tions. The following quantitative surveys were identical for both 
groups. Analyses of the data occurred in the opposite order, with the 
collation of both groups’ data in Round 1 to develop a broad list of 
activities, and separate analyses for each group in Rounds 2 and 3.  

The qualitative survey data collected in Round 1 was subject to an in-
ductive qualitative content analysis. Content analysis is a systematic 
approach to organising qualitative data according to the research 
question, that allows for analysis at both manifest and latent levels 
(Kuckartz & Radiker, 2023). In an inductive content analysis, 
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categories are developed from the data rather than being predefined. 
This approach was chosen to ensure that the breadth of participant’s 
suggestions was represented in the categorisation and reduce the risk 
that my own assumptions prematurely limited the analysis.  

The findings of the content analysis were used to develop the Round 
2 survey. The higher-level categories were used to structure the survey 
into sections while sub-categories were used to develop questions, 
which were paired with 10-point Likert-scales to create a quantitative 
survey. Round 2 data was subject to within-group statistical analyses 
of central tendencies and percentual distribution of responses. Con-
sensus was defined as more than 70% of participants in either group 
who had rated 8 to 10 on the Likert scale. Items on which within-
group consensus was reached were moved forwards to Round 3, and 
all other items were discarded. 

It is customary for participants to receive individualised, item-wise 
feedback when a Delphi study includes a third round. However, con-
sidering the large number of items in the Round 3 survey, the com-
parative nature of the study, and the rudimentary language skills 
among some participants, it was decided that participants would in-
stead receive general feedback regarding the whole survey. Partici-
pants were informed that the remaining items were those with “most 
support in either or both groups”. No other feedback was provided. 
The Round 3 data was analysed according to the same methods as 
Survey 2. 

Items on which there was between-group consensus (i.e., more than 
70% of participants in both groups rated 8 to 10 on the Likert scale) 
in either round were subject to further analysis. These items were 
compared to existing theoretical and empirical research to elucidate 
whether there is existing support for the acculturation, wellbeing, or 
resilience promoting properties of the suggested activities. 
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Summary of Studies 

Study I 

Background 
Much of the psychological intervention research targeting forcibly 
displaced children and youth has focused on the treatment of PTSD, 
anxiety, depression, and associated disorders. However, studies show 
that most of this population does not display clinically significant 
mental health symptoms. Nevertheless, they still face considerable 
challenges and may need support to thrive. As psychological wellbe-
ing for all is a UN Sustainable Development Goal, it is important to 
understand how wellbeing can be promoted in this group. Consider-
ing inevitable exposure to challenges, it is also relevant to investigate 
whether psychological resilience can be promoted among forcibly dis-
placed children and youth. Moreover, as forcibly displaced people of-
ten experience multiple barriers to seeking psychological healthcare, 
promotive interventions in community settings may be more accessi-
ble. Previous meta-analyses of promotion interventions for youth, in-
cluding those with unspecified migration backgrounds have reported 
positive socio-emotional effects, particularly when interventions were 
culturally tailored. Thus, it is of interest to understand whether simi-
lar results are seen in exclusively forced migrant populations.  

Aim 
To systematically identify and synthesise knowledge about the effi-
cacy of psychosocial promotion and prevention interventions imple-
mented in populations of forced migrant children and youth. Pri-
mary measures were wellbeing, resilience, and quality of life. 
Secondary measures were internalising and externalising behaviours 
and symptoms (e.g., depression, anxiety, PTSD, conduct problems). 
The study also aimed to describe the theoretical underpinnings of the 
included interventions, how they were culturally and contextually tai-
lored, and which variables may predict outcomes.  
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Method 
The systematic review and meta-analysis protocol was published be-
fore the commencement of data-extraction (PROSPERO 2022 
CRD42022329978). The study followed Prisma guidelines. 

The inclusion criteria were:  

• Quantitative or mixed methods studies from any country, 
published in peer reviewed journals, in English, Danish, 
French, German, Norwegian, and Swedish 

• Participants ≤ 18 years old 
• Explicitly internally displaced, refugees, or asylum-seekers  
• Interventions should not include parents or caregivers 
• Interventions should be delivered in community settings (in-

cluding displacement camps) 
• All studies must include participants with subclinical or clini-

cally insignificant levels of psychological symptoms. Some 
participants could have clinical levels of mental health symp-
toms if no formal diagnoses had been made 

• At least 10 participants per intervention group 
• Validated psychometric measures of psychological wellbeing, 

quality of life, resilience, or internalising and externalising be-
haviours (including distinct psychological disorders)  

Searches were performed in Medline, PsycINFO, and Web of Science 
on the 10th of May 2021, and 11th of April 2022. Inclusion procedures, 
numerical data extraction, and Cochrane risk of bias assessments were 
conducted by pairs of researchers who first worked independently 
and then discussed and checked their decisions collaboratively. Nu-
merative data extraction, and GRADE certainty of evidence assess-
ments were conducted collaboratively.  

Primary measures were between-group differences in means at post 
intervention, or post intervention effect sizes reported in randomised 
controlled trials (RCT). Secondary measures were differences in 
means between pre- and post- intervention measures reported in all 
study types.  
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Synthesis of results 

Qualitative syntheses were written for nominal data, and for out-
comes reported in single studies. Comprehensive Meta-Analysis ver-
sion 4. was used for statistical analysis of pooled overall intervention 
effects for outcomes reported in ≥ 2 studies. Within-group changes 
over time were compared for outcomes included in the between-
group analyses. Tendencies were reported for outcomes reported in ≥ 
2 non-randomised studies. Analyses were, random effects meta-anal-
yses using pooled post-intervention mean differences for outcomes in 
RCT studies, heterogeneity (I2- and Q statistics), and sensitivity anal-
yses when study weighting was very uneven, or outliers or large resid-
uals were present. Subgroup moderation analyses were performed 
when outcome data was available from ≥ 10 interventions. Publica-
tion bias was assessed using Egger’s test and funnel plots using trim-
and-fill methods. 

Results 
A total of 15 studies evaluating 18 different interventions were in-
cluded. The studies were published between 2005 and 2022. Two 
were individually randomised RCTs, two were cluster randomised 
RCTs, four were non-randomised controlled trials, and the remainder 
were uncontrolled pre-post intervention studies. Eight studies were 
assessed to have moderate risk of bias, and seven studies to have high 
risk of bias. In total 5,741 participants aged 6 to 18 (half girls), were 
included. Most were accompanied refugee children and youth. 
Twenty-four distinct ethnicities or countries of origin were reported. 
Interventions were implemented in 11 territories, eight of which were 
high income countries. 

Primary outcomes 

Only one study reported a validated pre-post measure of wellbeing 
(Foka et al., 2021), and one other reported a validated measure of 
quality of life (Doumit et al., 2020). Both studies reported significant 
improvements at post-test. Foka et al. (2021) investigated the effects of 
a positive psychology intervention among Farsi and Arabic speaking 
youth at a transit camp in Greece. They found significant and large 
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increases in wellbeing in the intervention group, compared to the 
control group. Doumit et al. (2020) investigated the effects of a CBT 
based empowerment program among Arabic speaking Syrian refugee 
youth in Lebanon. The authors reported significant improvements in 
total quality of life, but significant improvements were only seen in 
the physical functioning subscale of the measure. One study included 
a measure of resilience (Garoff et al., 2019), but the measure was not 
validated.  

Secondary outcomes 

Child-rated depression (11 studies, 14 interventions) and Post Trau-
matic Stress Syndrome (eight studies, nine interventions) were the 
most reported outcomes. Further, child-rated anxiety was reported in 
five studies. Behavioural and emotional difficulties measured using 
child, parent or teacher versions of the Strengths and Difficulties 
Questionnaire; SDQ; were reported in five studies. Externalising and 
internalising symptoms were reported in one study.  

Between-group meta-analyses were only possible for child rated de-
pression (between-group data available for five interventions). The in-
itial pooled random effects model indicated a positive trend in favour 
of the intervention group but was not statistically significant and 
showed serious levels of heterogeneity. Sensitivity analyses indicated 
problems with two interventions, and these were removed. However, 
results remained nonsignificant and a negative trend was observed. 
No publication bias was detected, and certainty of evidence was very 
low.  

The pooled random effects model of within group change in depres-
sion (within group data available for 12 interventions) indicated sig-
nificant improvement in depression but there were heterogeneity 
problems even after sensitivity analyses and removal of one study. No 
publication bias was detected, and certainty of evidence was very low. 

Analyses of within group tendencies for PTSD, anxiety, and behav-
ioural and emotional problems showed small positive trends for all 
outcomes, except parent rated behavioural and emotional problems 
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where a small negative trend was observed. Certainty of evidence was 
low for anxiety and very low for all other outcomes.  

Subgroup analyses were possible for five variables relating to depres-
sion. Main effects for age (M < 12 vs. M ≥ 12), gender (< 50% girls vs. > 
50% girls in sample), implementation context (encampments vs. open 
community settings), displacement status (internal vs. external), and 
level of intervention (universal/selected vs. indicated) were all signifi-
cant with small to medium effect sizes. Analyses of age indicated 
small effects for M age ≥ 12, and large effects for M age < 12. Analyses 
of gender indicated medium effect size for interventions with > 50% 
girls and small effect size for interventions with < 50% girls. Analyses 
of implementation context indicated medium effects for interven-
tions implemented in camps and small effects for interventions im-
plemented in community settings. Analyses of displacement status in-
dicated small nonsignificant effects for internally displaced 
participants and medium effects for externally displaced participants. 
Analyses of level of intervention indicated medium effects for promo-
tion and universal/selected prevention interventions and small effects 
for indicated interventions. 

Intervention characteristics 

One study was operationalised as promotion (Foka et al., 2021), no 
other study operationalised level of prevention. The majority were as-
sessed to be indicated prevention. All were group interventions (≤ 30 
participants per group). Intervention length ranged from 1.5 to 40 
hours distributed over 6 – 48 sessions. Interventions lasted from be-
tween three days and 16 weeks. CBT was the most common theoreti-
cal foundation (n = 8). Other theoretical underpinnings were social 
learning theory, psychological debriefing, interpersonal therapy and 
arts-based programs with explicit psychosocial content. Intervention 
components included psychoeducation, skills training, exposure and 
relaxation or mindfulness. Cultural tailoring was explicitly described 
for 12 interventions, and most were implemented in the participant’s 
mother tongues (either directly or through translators).  
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Conclusions 
This study highlights how few promotion and prevention interven-
tion studies including forcibly displaced children and youth meas-
ured positive psychological outcomes. Analyses indicated that psycho-
logical promotion and prevention interventions may reduce 
symptoms of depression, PTSD, anxiety, and emotional and behav-
ioural problems in forcibly displaced children and youth. Caution 
must, however, be taken when interpreting the cumulative evidence 
due to few studies, risk of bias, heterogeneity, lack of follow-up data, 
and low certainty of evidence. These shortfalls are nevertheless under-
standable considering the field of research.  

Implications 
To improve knowledge about the potential of psychosocial promo-
tion in this group, future studies should include measures of positive 
psychological outcomes, as reduced symptomology does not neces-
sarily entail increased wellbeing, resilience, or quality of life. Moreo-
ver, it is important that measures of symptoms and positive function 
are validated in relevant cultural contexts, and among forced migrant 
populations, to increase the validity of results. Further, inconsequent 
reporting of cultural tailoring makes analyses of the importance of 
tailoring for positive outcomes difficult. Future use of systematic re-
porting guidelines is recommended.  
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Study II 

Introduction 
This qualitative interview study examines how individual and contex-
tual risks and resilience resources influence how MEaA refugee youth 
in Sweden approach their acculturation and ability to maintain a de-
sired acculturation strategy. Youth are of particular interest because 
they are dealing with acculturation challenges simultaneous to the in-
tense bio-psycho-social development of adolescence. Although the 
group have elevated exposure to risks, and more mental health prob-
lems compared to the general population, the majority are still likely 
to adapt well. This majority has received little research attention, 
meaning there remains a need to better understand which factors af-
fect their acculturation and wellbeing.  

Acculturation theory (Berry, 1997; Ward & Geeraert, 2016; Ward & 
Kus, 2012), with its four proposed acculturation styles: integration, as-
similation, separation, and marginalisation, can be a useful frame-
work for understanding MEaA youth integration. Importantly, cur-
rent iterations of the theory acknowledge the complex relationship 
between individual acculturation strategy, contextual acculturation 
orientation, and psychosocial wellbeing. The integration strategy is 
inherently challenging which may explain the mixed findings regard-
ing the relationship between integration and wellbeing (Bier-
wiaczonek & Kunst, 2021). Regardless, immigrants usually express a 
preference for integration (Ward & Kus, 2012), suggesting the strat-
egy has intrinsic value and is worth research prioritisation. Thus, it re-
mains of interest to understand which factors may influence whether 
the strategy leads to positive or negative wellbeing outcomes. Consid-
ering the challenges of integration, psychological resilience may be 
necessary to maintain the strategy, especially in contexts that condone 
other orientations. 

The Integrated Risk and Resilience (IRR) model of youth accultura-
tion (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018) illustrates how immigrant youth live 
in complex socioecological systems where they experience multiple 
risks and access multiple resources that can help explain positive de-
velopment despite challenging conditions. However, the model does 
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not account for individual acculturation motivations, indicating a 
knowledge gap. 

Aim 
This study aims to investigate how the acculturation strategies of 
newly arrived Arabic, Kurdish and Somali speaking youth in Sweden 
may be shaped by individual and contextual risks and resilience re-
sources in any of their socioecological systems. 

Method 
The data were collected as part of the PIA project (Özdemir, 2023), a 
project aiming to develop psychosocial promotion interventions for 
newly arrived youth and parents of youth in Sweden. The research 
was approved by the Regional Ethics Board in Uppsala, Sweden 
(2019-­04032).  

Participants were 22 Arabic, Kurdish, and Somali speaking refugee 
youth originating from areas of Syria and Somalia. They were aged 
between 13 to 16 years and had arrived in Sweden during the 5 years 
prior to recruitment. Recruitment occurred in two immigrant-dense 
urban areas in central Sweden during 2019 and 2020. 

The interview guide was informed by developmental theory and fo-
cused on youth’s experiences during their first years in Sweden.                                        
Semi-structured interviews lasting up to one hour were conducted in 
youth’s language of choice (mother tongue or Swedish). Interviewers 
had similar migration backgrounds to the participants. Only one par-
ticipant chose to be interviewed in Swedish. The interview recordings 
were transcribed directly into Swedish by certified translators.  

Deductive reflexive thematic analysis was used to analyse the tran-
scriptions at each socioecological level of the IRR model. The process 
followed the six steps described by (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2022). 
Coding was completed by myself, and themes were discussed and re-
fined together with co-authors before write-up.  
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Findings 
Six interrelated themes were developed. 

• War, Peace, and Opportunities (Global Context) 
• (Dis)orientation and Comparisons (Societal Context) 
• Aiming for Integration (Individual Motivation) 
• Learning to Belong (School Environment) 
• Inclusion and Exclusion (Friendships) 
• Support, Conflict, and Accord (Family) 

Each theme captured resilience risks and resources specific to the level 
or domain of the IRR model. All themes were dialectical as youth de-
scribed balancing both risks and resources, and encompass chronolog-
ical change: generally, improvement over time. However, as youth 
mastered their acculturation challenges, they also described that new 
ones arose, often associated with perceived lack of reciprocity in the 
environment. In sum, considerable resilience resources may be 
needed to counteract the challenges experienced in each domain, and 
the experience of being chronically challenged may reduce motiva-
tion and capacity to maintain a desired integration orientation. 

Summary of themes 

War, Peace, and Opportunities (Global Context) 

War was the predominant risk, and antecedent to migration. Never-
theless, coming to Sweden was purposeful as families held collective 
beliefs about a peaceful life and opportunities to prosper, thus com-
prising a resource.  

(Dis)orientation and Comparisons (Societal Context) 

Arrival in Sweden was experienced as incredibly challenging, espe-
cially the colder physical and social climate, language barriers, and 
large cultural differences. These challenges dissipated over time but 
were often replaced by risks related to greater awareness of societal 
segregation, xenophobic discrimination, and frustration over lack of 
meaningful contact opportunities with majority society. The predom-
inant resource at this level was youth’s tendency to normalise their 
challenges with reference to culture shock and the trivial nature of 
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their current challenges in relation to the dire situations in their 
countries of origins.  

Aiming for Integration (Individual Motivation) 

Most participants expressed wishes to learn about and adopt Swedish 
language and culture, while also maintaining their heritage culture. 
Many describe alternating cultural identities and practices between 
contexts, indicating considerable individual resources. It was con-
cluded that most participants were motivated to maintain an integra-
tion acculturation strategy. Youth’s narratives also indicated that per-
vasive structural barriers like school and neighbourhood segregation, 
discrimination, and financial or housing insecurity, may reduce their 
motivation to integrate. Declining motivation to integrate was con-
ceptualised at the predominate risk as this level.  

Learning to Belong (School Environment) 

In the school context, resilience resources were prominent, including 
language learning, contact with peers, and educational opportunities 
in a pedagogical style many preferred. However, school contexts also 
harboured considerable risks related to the education burden, segre-
gated classes, and discrimination from teachers and other pupils. 
These risks were particularly salient when teachers were perceived to 
be unsupportive.   

Inclusion and Exclusion (Friendships) 

Friendships were one of the most important resources identified in 
the whole analysis, especially friendships with other immigrant youth 
and youth with immigrant backgrounds. Diversity of backgrounds 
was an important factor in language practice as Swedish became the 
common language. Friends already established in Sweden also 
opened larger social networks and a greater understanding of Swedish 
culture. Nevertheless, risks were identified in youth’s frustration over 
difficulties building relationships with native Swedish peers. These 
difficulties were attributed to school segregation, language and cul-
tural barriers, social distance, and prejudice.  
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Support, Conflict, and Accord (Family) 

Families were important resources for both social support and cul-
tural maintenance. Families provided emotional security, encourage-
ment, and both cultural and relational identity. Moreover, parents 
were viewed as youth’s most trusted advisors, and they were especially 
appreciated when they were perceived to have adjusted their parent-
ing to a more authoritative (rather than authoritarian) style. Simulta-
neously, relationships with parents were a cause of risks when youth 
were aware of the sacrifices their parents had made to come to Swe-
den, and when youth took on extra responsibilities translating and 
navigating Swedish institutions for their families.   

Conclusions 
The youth in this study were aiming for integration, but they experi-
enced numerous risks in their socioecological contexts that would re-
quire considerable resilience to “successfully” maintain the strategy 
over time. Systemic barriers such as societal segregation, discrimina-
tion, and lack of contact opportunities with majority society were re-
current in youth’s narratives. The dialectical relationship with par-
ents, who were both seen as trusted advisors and a burden, indicated 
that greater acculturation support may be needed for whole families. 
The importance of cross-ethnic relationships with other immigrant 
youth indicates that immigrant youth are successfully integrating in 
multicultural contexts but may struggle to integrate into “majority” 
society due to a perceived lack of reciprocity.   

Implications 
If integration, in the acculturative meaning, is to occur, youth may 
need to be met with similar motivation and engagement from mem-
bers of the dominant society. There are thus compelling reasons for 
host societies to invest in reducing socioeconomic, ethnic, and migra-
tion-based segregation in schools and neighbourhoods, and increased 
opportunities for immigrant youth’s meaningful interaction with 
dominant society populations. It may also be useful to provide accul-
turation support for whole families, and recreational activities may be 
an arena in which to provide contact opportunities and promote 
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youth’s general wellbeing. However, greater societal recognition of 
youth’s multicultural contexts and acknowledgement of their wish to 
develop bicultural identities may be needed if this is to succeed.   
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Study III 

Introduction 
One in twelve under eighteens in Sweden has a migration back-
ground. There are risks in the Swedish context that may entail poorer 
psychosocial health for these youth over time. These risks are espe-
cially salient among youth who arrive during adolescence and those 
who are racialised or perceived to be Muslim: for example, youth 
from the Middle East and Africa (MEaA). Moreover, studies show 
that MEaA adults in Sweden experience poorer health and greater 
risks in the workplace than other groups, suggesting that MEaA im-
migrant youth’s challenges are unlikely to dissipate over time. As 
most immigrants do not return to their countries of origin there are 
both humanitarian and economic reasons to prevent negative health 
and wellbeing outcomes in the group.  

Psychosocial prevention interventions for immigrant youth tend to 
focus om ameliorating migration related traumas and social and eco-
nomic marginalisation (Giles et al., 2024; Herati & Meyer, 2023; 
Özdemir et al., 2026). However, few interventions intend to specifi-
cally aide youth’s acculturation. Study II concluded that MEaA youth 
in Sweden are often motivated to maintain an integration accultura-
tion strategy. Conversely, receiving societies often expect youth to as-
similate, and this is also the case in Sweden (Moberg Stephenson, 
2021; Stretmo, 2025). In assimilation contexts there is a risk that im-
migrants who wish to adopt an integration strategy will instead adopt 
a separation strategy when dominant society does not condone 
maintenance of heritage cultures. The separation strategy is not only 
antagonistic to the dominant society orientation but is also associated 
with poorer health and wellbeing outcomes (Choy et al., 2021). Thus, 
acculturation focused psychosocial promotion may be a useful inter-
vention to reduce potential humanitarian and societal burden.  

Psychosocial promotion aims to increase individuals’ control over, 
and ability to improve their own health and wellbeing (Arango et al., 
2018; World Health Organisation, 2026). Leisure activities have been 
seen to effectively promote acculturation in other contexts (Kim et al., 
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2021; Kumi-Yeboah et al., 2019; Marcos et al., 2021; Morela et al., 
2017) and are already well established in Sweden. As such, they may 
be a suitable modality for development of promotive interventions 
for acculturating MEaA youth. However, national surveys of youth 
leisure time engagement suggest that immigrant youth’s interests and 
needs are not met by the activities currently available to them. Thus, 
it is of interest to understand more about newly arrived MEaA youth’s 
perceptions of their own activity needs. 

Similarly, few studies have investigated the perceptions of youth 
workers working with newly arrived youth regarding the accultura-
tion potential of their activities. Moreover, there is some evidence 
suggesting that newly arrived youth’s perceptions differ from those of 
adults in their vicinities. For example, it has been seen that both par-
ents, and teacher’s perceptions of newly arrived youth’s needs differ 
from youth’s own perceptions (Fandrem et al., 2024; Giles et al., 
2025, Västhagen et al., 2022). Thus, it is likely that a similar pattern is 
observed between youth and youth workers. It is therefore important 
to understand where youth workers’ perceptions converge with 
youth, as this may facilitate the implementation and effects of promo-
tive acculturation interventions (Chui et al., 2020; Yeh et al., 2023). 

Aim 
To identify activities which newly arrived MEaA youth, and youth 
workers believe can promote integration and wellbeing among immi-
grant youth in Sweden. In addition, to investigate which activities 
and activity characteristics newly arrived immigrant youth and youth 
workers both agree to be most suitable to promote integration and 
wellbeing in the group. Further, to identify how the most supported 
activities are perceived to function. Finally, to compare the identified 
activities with current theories and empirical research on accultura-
tion, wellbeing, resilience, and promotion.  

Method 
The study was approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority 
(Dnr 2024-04488-01). A comparative, three round digital Delphi de-
sign was used. Round 1 consisted of a demographic survey and open-
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ended questions tailored to youth or youth workers to garner activity 
suggestions. Rounds 2 and 3 consisted of closed-ended questions de-
veloped from the qualitative data collected in Round 1. Qualitative 
data was analysed using inductive content analysis (Kuckartz & 
Radiker, 2023). Quantitative data was analysed through calculation of 
central tendencies, percentual distribution of responses, and consen-
sus within and between groups. An a priori level of within-group con-
sensus was set at 70% for advancement of items from Round 2 to 
Round 3. 

Recruitment occurred in late 2024 to mid-2025. The analytical sample 
were 35 youth and 41 youth workers (N = 76). Youth were aged 15 to 
18 (M age = 17, 54% girls, 46% boys, 0% nonbinary), were from 15 
MEaA countries, and had lived in Sweden for up to five years. Most 
lived in urban areas in central Sweden. Youth workers (56% women, 
42% men, 2% nonbinary, M age = 38) spoke 25 different languages, 
had 1 to 25 years of experience (M = 8), and 88% had academic or vo-
cational training.  

Results 
Round 1 

Qualitative findings 

Two overarching thematic categories were developed through induc-
tive content analysis: Activities (consisting of two generic categories: 
Activity Domains and Characteristics) and Perceived Functions. The anal-
ysis emphasises the commonalities in youth and youth workers ideas 
about suitable integration and wellbeing promoting activities.   

Survey development 

A schematic structure was developed from the qualitative analysis, di-
viding the survey into two sections assessing: i) the suitability of activ-
ities and whether activities were intrinsically acculturative or may re-
quire the addition of acculturative components, and ii) which 
implementation characteristics were key to achieving these goals (Fig-
ure 10).  Survey items were developed to cover the breadth of each 
subcategory. All closed-ended items were combined with a ten-point 
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Likert scale ranging from “not at all” to “very well”. The entire survey 
included 132 items. 

Figure 10 

Schematic Structure Developed from the Round 1 Data

 

Note. Number of items in each domain included in Round 2 survey in brackets.  

Round 2  

Upon closure, 49 (64%) of the original 76 participants had responded, 
including 18 youth. Analyses of central tendencies (M, SD) and per-
centual distribution of ratings for each group were conducted. 
Within-group consensus was reached for 73 items (55%). Youth work-
ers reached consensus on 70 items (53%) and youth reached consen-
sus on 21 items (16%). Between-group consensus was reached on 17 
items (13%). See manuscript for tables. 

Survey development. All Perceived Function items, the 31 Activity items 
and 12 Characteristic items on which consensus had been reached 
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were carried forward to Round 3. At least one item was retained in 
every Activity and Characteristic group. The Round 3 survey thus con-
tained 90 items. Participants were informed that the remaining items 
had received most support from either or both groups in Round 2. No 
individual feedback was given.  

Round 3 

Upon closure, 32 (65%) of the 49 remaining participants had re-
sponded, including 10 youth. All data analysis followed the same pro-
cedure as Round 2. Within-group consensus was reached on 59 items 
(66%). Youth reached consensus on 12 items (13%), youth workers 
reached consensus on 54 items (61 %). Between-group consensus was 
reached on eight items (9 %), of which three were replicated from 
Round 3. See manuscript for tables. 

Summary of results 

There was considerable divergence in youth and youth workers per-
ceptions, and between-group consensus was met on only 23 items 
across both quantitative rounds (17% of items). Of the six Activity 
items on which between-group consensus was reached, three were 
Cultural Activities, one was Mentorship, and two were Societal Orienta-
tion activities. Consistent between-group consensus was not met on 
any Activity item. Between-group consensus was met on four Charac-
teristics items and consistently met on two: proximity to activity loca-
tions, and a general sense of security. Consistent between-group consen-
sus was met on one Perceived Function item: Physical activity promotes 
wellbeing.  

Conclusions 
The findings emphasise that both groups consistently prioritise activi-
ties that fulfil youth’s basic needs for safety and accessibility, some-
thing that current activities may not be doing (Thornström & 
Sevedag, 2023). The findings indicate that both groups also perceive 
“everyday acculturation” to be an important route to integration and 
wellbeing (Hertting & Karlefors, 2021). Both groups perceive that 
youth could benefit from activities that provide opportunities for cre-
ative expression, like visual arts, music, and cooking. Interestingly, it 
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was not perceived necessary to tailor these activities for acculturation 
purposes. Further, the findings suggest that both groups perceive 
need for psychosocial support outside the family, and acculturation 
support within the family, perhaps indicating the burden of parentifi-
cation (Giles et al., 2025). The characteristics on which both groups 
met consensus may reflect youth’s experiences of marginalisation and 
difficulties accessing other organised activities (Thornström & 
Sevedag, 2023). All Perceived Functions identified in this study have re-
ceived some empirical support, but evidence is generally scant. All 
identified areas thus deserve further examination.  

It should also be noted that youth consistently reached consensus on 
cultural maintenance activities while youth workers never did. This 
mirrors previous research on immigrant and dominant society accul-
turation preferences, including Swedish studies where youth are seen 
to prefer the integration strategy while youth workers hold expecta-
tions about assimilation (Giles et al., 2025; Moberg Stephenson, 
2021). 

Implications 
This study illustrated that youth, and youth workers, have differing 
perceptions regarding suitable wellbeing promoting acculturation ac-
tivities. Further research is warranted on the activities on which both 
groups agreed, as extant knowledge about their acculturation poten-
tial is scant. Specifically, a better understanding is needed of the ac-
culturation activities perceived to be most suitable for whole families 
as there are currently very few existing interventions for families with 
older adolescent children. Additionally, investigation into how cul-
tural activities may function as arenas for mutual integration between 
immigrant and dominant society youth is motivated. The findings 
also highlight that while activities may have multiple purposes, none 
are likely to function in all identified areas of promotion. In sum, 
there is likely to be a need for a range of activities in convenient set-
tings, where youth are provided opportunities for creative and cul-
tural expression, and protected from experiences of social marginalisa-
tion. 
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The research contribution 

Summary of results 
This dissertation ultimately aimed to examine the relationship be-
tween the integration acculturation strategy, and psychological well-
being: specifically, how wellbeing, resilience, and positive accultura-
tion experiences can be understood and promoted among newly 
arrived MEaA youth in Sweden, with emphasis on contextual factors 
and own resources. The research was guided by assumptions about a 
bidirectional mediation relationship between acculturation and well-
being through resilience. The findings of the three studies included in 
this dissertation can be divided into empirical, theoretical, and ap-
plied levels. Each will be discussed in turn before a discussion of the 
synthesised results is presented.  

The main findings of Study I are at the empirical level. Namely, that 
psychological promotion is understudied in the forcibly displaced 
youth population, but given cautious interpretation, both promotion 
and prevention interventions may be efficacious for those with sub-
clinical psychological symptoms. The subgroup analyses and qualita-
tive findings regarding intervention components and tailoring also 
highlight avenues for future exploration. Further, as promotion is in-
exorably tied to the social determinants of health and a lack of exist-
ing promotion studies emphasises the marginalised position of this 
population, the findings motivate further investigation into the socio-
ecological conditions that forcibly displaced and other immigrant 
youth inhabit while engaging in their acculturation processes. Moreo-
ver, based in the logic of the hypothesised mediation relationship be-
tween acculturation, resilience, and wellbeing (see Figure 9, page 75), 
the findings of Study I strengthen motivations to pursue the promo-
tion of wellbeing and resilience as a route to positive acculturation ex-
periences.  

The main findings of Study II are at the theoretical level and are that 
maintenance of a desired integration acculturation strategy is resource 
intensive and thus requires active resilience processes, especially when 
there are pervasive risks in the individual’s micro-, meso-, and 
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macrosystems. This also supports the hypothesised mediation rela-
tionship between acculturation, resilience, and wellbeing. Further, 
Study II concludes that the integration strategy is likely dependent on 
a reciprocal process, and without engagement from dominant society 
members, “successful” integration will be extremely challenging to at-
tain. For example, youth apparently trivialised their current chal-
lenges through relative comparisons with living in active conflict 
zones. As such, youth are seen to rely heavily on their individual resil-
ience capacities to deal with their acculturation challenges. While this 
finding may echo Marcos et al. (2021), who found that self-reliance 
was an antecedent to immigrant youth wellbeing, the cumulative 
findings further those of Study I. Namely, by indicating that micro-
level promotion interventions are potentially an important additional 
resilience resource for acculturating immigrant youth, and that such 
interventions may be able to promote both acculturation and wellbe-
ing.  

The main findings of Study III are at the applied level and are that 
MEaA youth and youth workers share perceptions that family-based 
acculturation activities and creative activities in familiar, safe, and pre-
dictable environments are among the most appropriate interventions 
to promote acculturation and wellbeing in the group. However, 
while youth can be interpreted to strive for integration (through in-
clusion of cultural maintenance), youth workers do not collectively 
condone cultural maintenance and may thus be interpreted to pro-
mote assimilation. Moreover, finding that youth consistently support 
cultural maintenance activities ostensibly supports the hypothesised 
eudemonic relationship between acculturation strategy and wellbeing 
by illustrating that own acculturation goals are an important factor in 
which activities will be perceived as wellbeing promoting. Further, 
the considerable divergence in between-group perceptions suggest 
that the small number of micro-level promotion activities on which 
both groups agreed may be the easiest to implement, given they are 
provided in safe, accessible environments. These findings develop 
upon those of Study I by providing potential avenues for intervention 
development, and align with those of Study II, further suggesting that 
integration strategies may be hard to achieve due to lack of reciprocal 
endorsement from dominant society members.  
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In sum, this dissertation contributes incremental advances in 
knowledge about the nature of the relationship between the integra-
tion acculturation strategy, psychological wellbeing, and psychologi-
cal resilience, during adolescence. In addition, the studies in this dis-
sertation suggest that future research regarding the promotion of 
“positive” acculturation and the relationship between acculturation 
strategy and wellbeing should further investigate the role of domi-
nant society in the acculturation process.  
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Synthesis of the combined results 
The research programme described in this dissertation was succes-
sively developed. The findings of each individual study motivate the 
next, culminating in Study III that triangulates core findings of the 
previous two. Due to the evolving process, the study population has 
shifted across the dissertation, from forced migrant children and 
youth in a global context, to MEaA immigrant adolescents with un-
specified migration backgrounds and the youth workers they meet in 
Sweden. The evolution of the inclusion criteria was discussed in the 
ethical considerations but will now be described in greater detail be-
fore the core findings are discussed.  

Evolution of the included study population 
The dissertation opened with a systematic review and meta-analysis, 
the results of which support the assumption that forcibly displaced 
children and youth may be receptive to wellbeing promotion inter-
ventions. This is important, because promotion interventions are 
thought to work best for those with fewer risks (Lamboy et al., 2022). 
Forcibly displaced children and youth are seen to be at greater risk of 
experiencing adverse life events (Spaas et al., 2022), more negative so-
cial determinants of health (Kirkbride et al., 2024), and experience 
more mental health symptoms than other young immigrants (Aalto 
et al., 2025). Thus, even if the certainty of evidence is low and few sig-
nificant effects were observed, the positive trends found in the meta-
analysis of intervention effects in the “high risk” forced migrant pop-
ulation, suggests that promotion interventions may be efficacious for 
other populations of migrant youth. This is supported by reviews and 
meta-analyses of prevention interventions (e.g.,(Özdemir et al., 2026). 
Thus, Study I provides additional insights into the possible potential 
of the salutogenic approach in immigrant youth populations, and 
promotion specifically. The findings also motivate broadening the in-
clusion criteria of the remaining studies in this research programme 
to include migrant youth in general which would increase the scope 
of this research to have positive individual and societal impact.  

Over and above intervention effects, Study I also aimed to investigate 
whether context influenced intervention efficacy. This was supported 



Acculturation in a Colder Climate 121 
 

in the only possible analysis, which regarded depressive symptoms, 
but robust conclusions could not be drawn due to the small number 
of studies. Nevertheless, a lack of studies may also be interpreted as a 
relevant finding, especially considering that ca. 1.5% of  the global 
population are forcibly displaced (UNHCR, 2026). As “developing any 
mental health condition is inextricably linked to our life circumstances, 
meaning that a higher burden of population-level psychiatric morbidity is 
disproportionately experienced by those closer to the margins of our socie-
ties” (Kirkbride et al., 2024), further examination of contextual influ-
ences on immigrant youth’s wellbeing in relation to their accultura-
tion strategies was warranted. Study II therefore endeavoured to 
complement the findings of Study I by focusing upon youth’s experi-
ences in the Swedish context, specifically, those that may act as resili-
ence risks and resources during their acculturation, thus the “forced 
migrant” criterion was dropped.  

As Study II was conducted in the wake of the “migrant crisis”, partici-
pants from Syria and Somalia could reasonably be assumed to be refu-
gees and were hence labelled as such, replicating the population in-
cluded in Study I without the specific inclusion criterion. However, 
most challenges experienced by participants in the Swedish context 
did not specifically relate to having a refugee background. Rather, 
they related to experiences of societal segregation, social exclusion, 
and discrimination. Further, having fled from a conflict zone was 
seen to provide youth with opportunities for relative comparisons 
with their current challenges, which ostensibly functioned as a resili-
ence resource. The findings of Study II thus indicate that forced mi-
gration background may may not be the primary risk for developing 
poor mental health in the resettlement context and may sometimes 
even function as a resource.  

It was therefore reasoned that the inclusion criteria for Study III 
should aim to identify a subgroup of immigrant youth who were 
likely to experience a disproportionate number of challenges in the 
Swedish context. Based on the findings of Study II, current political 
discourses about immigration in Sweden, and national statistics re-
garding prevalence of discrimination (CERD, 2025; Medhane & 
Lejonstad, 2026), retention of a MEaA inclusion criterion was 
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warranted. Additionally, while the age criterion for Study II (13 to 16 
years) was dictated by the needs of the PIA project within which the 
data was collected (Özdemir, 2023), it has been seen that immigrants 
who arrive in Sweden aged 9 to 15 may experience greater challenges 
in their acculturation than both younger and older youth (Jonsson & 
Mood, 2023). Considering time needed to develop the language skills 
necessary for participation, the target population for study III com-
prised MEaA youth aged 15 to 18 years who had been in Sweden for a 
maximum of five years, as most of these youth would have been in 
their early or mid-teens on arrival. Indeed, the mean age of partici-
pants was 17 years, and most had been in Sweden for more than two 
years, meaning the majority would have been under 15 on arrival.  

In sum, the youth populations included in each individual study 
change progressively based on the preceding study’s findings. By mov-
ing away from an explicit forced migrant, to a migrant inclusion crite-
rion, the research successively placed greater emphasis on the accul-
turation context, enabling a greater focus on the global question of 
when an integration acculturation strategy can lead to positive out-
comes. Moreover, changes in the inclusion criteria align with my 
transformatory world view and overall ambition for this research to 
retain maximal scope for positive societal impact.  

Discussion of main findings 
The findings of Study I, as described above, essentially confirm the 
relevance of the overall dissertation aims by illustrating that promo-
tion interventions, although uncommon for the population, may  
have the potential to be efficacious. Study II, on the other hand, pro-
vides unique qualitative insights as there is little current research on 
the relationship between psychological resilience, acculturation strate-
gies, and the potential for wellbeing.  

Study II conceptualises the integration acculturation strategy as resili-
ence dependent, potentially explaining why the strategy does not con-
sistently lead to greater wellbeing. Whereafter it was possible to inves-
tigate how contextual and individual risks and resources interact with 
each other over time to increase or decrease the likelihood that an ac-
tively acculturating youth would achieve their acculturation goals and 
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maintain their psychological wellbeing. Importantly, Study II high-
lights that many MEaA youth in Sweden condone the integration 
strategy and are highly motivated to engage in the dominant culture. 
However, the perceived lack of reciprocity from dominant culture 
members, combined with pervasive challenges (e.g., school burden) 
and adversities (e.g., discrimination), is a considerable risk to their 
“successful” acculturation. Based on the equilibrium model of wellbe-
ing (Dodge et al., 2012), considerable resilience resources will be nec-
essary to maintain wellbeing when attempting to adopt the integra-
tion strategy in such a context. 

Study II also found that youth regularly expressed gratitude and used 
downward comparisons to normalise and downplay their challenges 
in the Swedish context. This echoes the findings of recent experi-
mental and qualitative studies. Nicuță and Constantin (2021) tested 
the relationship between downward social and counterfactual com-
parisons, and gratitude among Eastern European adolescents and cau-
tiously concluded positive direct and indirect effects. Further, in a 
qualitative study, Suen concluded that downwards comparisons were 
an important resilience factor among older adults living with HIV in 
Hong Kong (Suen, 2023). Notably, while the youth in Study II were 
comparing their current experiences with those of having lived in ac-
tive conflict zones, Suen describes how participants were comparing 
their current experiences with their earlier conditions when social 
and medical treatment of HIV was worse. Both groups were thus 
downplaying their currently adverse conditions through experiences 
of greater adversity. This is important in the context of wellbeing pro-
motion as one of the main critiques of the wellbeing construct is that 
of “adaptive preference” (Austin, 2016). That is, the tendency to “set-
tle for less” considering one’s challenging circumstances, something 
that is likely to be facilitated by downward comparisons. While such 
“preference” may be adaptive and increase wellbeing in the short 
term, it may be detrimental in the long term and from a generational 
perspective. In relation to this research, apparent wellbeing due to 
adaptive preference among acculturating MEaA youth could ulti-
mately lead to the sidelining of interventions that may address socie-
tal inequities and contribute to better long-term wellbeing in the 
group.  
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Considering the cumulative findings of Studies I and II, Study III 
therefore returns to the question of promotion and prevention inter-
ventions for actively acculturating youth. There are already several 
school-based promotion and prevention interventions for immigrant 
youth (Özdemir et al., 2026), and the school context is a convenient 
recruitment arena as Sweden enforces compulsory schooling up to 
the 9th grade (ca. 16 years of age). However, Study II indicated that 
many MEaA youth feel overburdened in school.  On the other hand, 
leisure activities were found to be an important resilience resource, 
and other recent studies have confirmed the importance of leisure ac-
tivities for immigrant children in Sweden (Burenby Yxne et al., 2025). 
When viewed from a (normative) developmental perspective, leisure 
activities are also likely to hold increasing importance as youth age, as 
emphasis shifts from family to peer relationships. Hence, leisure activ-
ities were chosen as an appropriate modality within which to develop 
wellbeing and acculturation promotion interventions. 

Leasure activities may be especially important in the Swedish context 
where community-based activities fill the “gap” filled by school-based 
extra-curriculars in many other Western countries (Fischer et al., 
2014). Indeed, in the Swedish context, engaging in organised leisure 
activities could be considered a form of acculturative cultural adop-
tion. However, immigrant youth access and participate in fewer or-
ganised leisure activities than dominant society youth in Sweden 
(Thornström & Sevedag, 2023). Instead, immigrant youth are seen to 
participate in unstructured activities which are associated with poorer 
psychosocial health and behavioural outcomes (Behtoui, 2019). This 
suggests that i) there are potentially “development risks” in immi-
grant youths’ current leisure activity environments, and ii) small 
changes through the introduction of greater structure or other charac-
teristics, may be possible. These assumptions align well with the phi-
losophy of psychological prevention that small changes can lead to 
substantial results (Rose, 2001). Moreover, as the activities attended 
by immigrant youth are (implicitly) of lower quality than those at-
tended by dominant society youth, improving leisure activity quality 
would align with the assumption that the unequal distribution of re-
sources is an important factor in the increased prevalence of mental 
health problems in migrant populations (Kirkbride et al., 2024). 
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Thus, the identification of leisure activities as an arena for wellbeing 
and acculturation promotion was guided by extant literature and 
youths’ own narratives. Further, they are an extension of the social 
justice ambitions I have for this research.  

Interestingly, leisure activities are not present in the microsystems de-
scribed in the IRR model (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018), which guided 
the analysis of Study II. This is remarkable considering the literature 
regarding the importance of meaningful leisure activities for accultur-
ating immigrants (e.g.,(Spenger et al., 2026), and of supportive adults 
for immigrant youth resilience (Kaya et al., 2022; Pieloch et al., 2016; 
Sleijpen et al., 2016). There is now a small body of research investigat-
ing the role of school teachers on immigrant youth wellbeing 
(e.g.,(Höjer et al., 2025). However, many organised leisure activities 
are led by other engaged adults who are largely missing in current 
psychological research literature. Moreover, as there are less salient 
power dynamics, and fewer performance demands between youth 
and activity leaders, youth may be able to build more supportive rela-
tionships with these adults than with teachers. It was thus further mo-
tivated to investigate the acculturation potential of leisure activities. 
Moreover, the under-representation of youth workers in current psy-
chological literature motivated the exploration of perspectives from 
both youth and the youth workers they meet during their leisure 
time.  

By employing a pragmatic, bottom-up approach to data generation in 
Study III, MEaA youth’s voices were given equal weight to those of 
adult youth workers who would likely implement future activities. 
This aligns with both the above argument regarding power relation-
ships, and those presented earlier in the dissertation regarding the 
norm critical and social justice aspects of including youth voice in 
health and acculturation research. Methodologically, it also allowed 
identification of promotive activities and characteristics with a high 
degree of credibility in both groups. This is important, as discrepan-
cies in opinions between youths and adults are expected (De Los 
Reyes et al., 2013), and common approval may function as a proxy for 
acceptability (e.g.,(Yarwood et al., 2025). Although not an explicit 
aim of Study III, the method also allowed for observations of 
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consistent divergence in opinions between youth and youth workers 
regarding cultural maintenance. Study III thus empirically demon-
strates the disparity between youth’s preferred integration accultura-
tion strategy where cultural maintenance is integral, and youth work-
ers’ assimilation orientation, where there is no place for cultural 
maintenance. 

In sum, the mixed methods approach used in this dissertation con-
tributes to the conceptual understanding of how contextual factors 
and interpersonal exchanges (or lack thereof) can influence the rela-
tionship between an integration acculturation strategy and psycholog-
ical wellbeing outcomes. As such, this research addresses knowledge 
gaps identified by Bierwiaczonek and Kunst (2021) who posit that fo-
cus should be placed on contextual factors when aiming to under-
stand immigrant wellbeing, and Ward (2024) and Berry (2025) who 
argue that research should continue to investigate when an integra-
tion strategy can lead to positive outcomes at both individual and so-
cietal levels. Considering the low certainty of evidence in the meta-
analysis, and the nature of qualitative and Delphi data, the findings 
should be considered specific to MEaA youth in the Swedish contexts. 
However, through theoretical grounding in the PPCT and IRR mod-
els, the findings may be transferable to similar populations in similar 
contexts. When done with caution, it may also be possible to transfer 
to other immigrant groups acculturating into an equally disparate 
cultural context where there are discrepancies between integration 
rhetoric and behaviour in the dominant culture (e.g., as has been de-
scribed in the U.K. (Phillimore et al., 2024)). Further, there is some 
degree of triangulation in the knowledge produced, as findings are 
replicated between studies (e.g., integration vs. assimilation, a need 
for acculturation support for whole families, etc.). This dissertation 
thus constitutes a small but valuable contribution to the research 
area.  

Besides the main findings regarding integration and wellbeing de-
scribed above, there are several other points of interest that deserve 
further attention. These are discussed hereafter.  
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Vulnerability or precariousness? 
Immigrant youth, and particularly refugee and MEaA populations are 
often pathologised (Lerias et al., 2025), criminalised (Carp, 2025; 
Jönsson, 2025) and conceptualised as vulnerable (Warin & Tsourdi, 
2025). While these youth do face challenges that pose risks to their de-
velopmental wellbeing, many show no signs of psychopathology 
(Blackmore et al., 2020; Mattelin et al., 2023), reported prevalence of 
criminality may be partially explained by bias in police behaviours 
(Estrada et al., 2022), and the population may respond well to promo-
tion and prevention interventions (Giles et al., 2024; Herati & Meyer, 
2023; Özdemir et al., 2026). As described by Lynch and King (2023), 
it may therefore be more appropriate to describe the population as in 
a “precarious” situation rather than as “being” vulnerable, as contex-
tual influences may be understood as the greatest risk for most immi-
grant and refugee youth’s wellbeing.  

In other words, the group is not necessarily more susceptible to harm 
than others. To the contrary, many immigrant youth show considera-
ble resilience. However, their wellbeing is influenced by extraordi-
nary, adverse, and often unpredictable life-circumstances. Study III os-
tensibly illustrates this as youth consistently prioritised activity 
characteristics relating to security, a domain of youth wellbeing ac-
cording to Ross et al. (2020). Importantly, “Precariousness”, as con-
ceptualised in Butler’s theory of precariat (Butler, 2004), situates risk 
in the sociopolitical dynamics of the context rather than the individ-
ual. Thus, conceptualising immigrant youth as in precarious situa-
tions rather than as vulnerable may help direct future psychology re-
search to closer investigation of the interplay between context and 
wellbeing rather than maintaining an individual centred perspective. 
This would entail a considerable shift in psychological research focus.   

Indeed, despite the prevalence of bio-psycho-social models, the pre-
vailing models of psychology still prioritise individual, pathological 
perspectives (Syed & Westberg, 2025). This is evident in Study I, 
where prevention interventions outnumbered promotion interven-
tions 17 to 1, illustrating how forced migrant populations are largely 
considered to be at risk of developing mental health problems rather 
than to be receptive to the promotion of wellbeing. Moreover, it also 
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mirrors general health research trends where salutogenic approaches 
are subordinated. Further, in Study I it was found that the only iden-
tified promotion intervention (Foka et al., 2021), had large effects on 
wellbeing, while promotion interventions generally tend to produce 
small to medium effects (Carr et al., 2021). Interestingly, the pre-test 
measures of wellbeing by Foka et al. did not differ from other popula-
tion norms, so their results are unlikely to be explained by “regression 
to the mean”.  Further, in sensitivity analyses of depression, Study I 
found that universal and selected prevention was more effective in re-
ducing symptoms of depression than indicated prevention in the in-
cluded forced migrant population. This contradicts findings regard-
ing symptom reduction in other populations where the inverse is 
usually observed. There may be many possible explanations for these 
findings. For example, the participants in studies of indicated preven-
tion may actually have clinically significant symptoms of depression, 
meaning indicated prevention would not constitute a sufficient 
“dose” to stimulate change. However, while the results of one study 
cannot be considered a trend, the finding that forced migrant youth 
may be particularly responsive to universal prevention and promo-
tion, warrants further consideration, especially when using a “precari-
ous” paradigm. 

The findings described above may perhaps represent a lack of contex-
tual wellbeing cues rather than the incidence of psychological disor-
der among forced migrant youth (i.e., precarious situations rather 
than individual vulnerability). This hypothesis must be regarded cau-
tiously, but when drawing on the clinical literature regarding CBT 
treatment for depression, it may be logical. Indeed, behavioural acti-
vation is seen to be one of the most effective treatment components 
for depressive symptoms (Yarwood et al., 2025). The premise of be-
havioural activation is that by adding “positive” behaviours they will 
surmount “depressive” behaviours and ultimately lead to a change in 
psychological functioning. Similarly, by increasing forcibly displaced 
and refugee youth’s opportunities for wellbeing, or wellbeing cues, it 
may be possible to outcompete other stimuli associated with the de-
velopment of psychological symptoms.  
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Study II also counters the “vulnerable” discourse by providing in-
sights into acculturating MEaA youth’s considerable motivation and 
flexibility in their attempts to integrate into Swedish society. The par-
ticipants’ narratives illustrate how maintenance of an integration 
strategy may be hindered by characteristics and processes in their soci-
oecological environments. Moreover, from the perspective of the 
PPCT model, they described not only contextual, and process resili-
ence factors (e.g., supportive teacher or family relationships), but also 
demonstrated numerous individual resilience capacities, such as hope, 
motivation, perspective taking, and self-reliance (which has also been 
identified as an important to immigrant youth wellbeing, (Marcos et 
al., 2022)). Additionally, Study II supports previous findings that im-
migrant MEaA youth in Scandinavia are highly invested in their aca-
demic achievement, but can feel burdened by the demands of the 
school context, especially when they perceive a lack of support from 
teachers and other adults (Osman et al., 2021; Read et al., 2022). In-
deed, the greatest resilience risks observed in the analysis were seen to 
be contextual or process factors: e.g., societal segregation and lack of 
opportunities to build meaningful relationships with dominant cul-
ture members. Youth were nevertheless seen to be engaging in deep 
intercultural contact with their immigrant peers, where Swedish lan-
guage and many aspects of Swedish culture were adopted and praised 
for their unifying properties: e.g., inter-religious contact and a social-
constructionist approach to education. The participants were, for all 
intents and purposes integrated in Swedish culture, but their integra-
tion was “vertical” rather than “horizontal” (Brekke, 2004). That is, 
they were socially integrated in their “narrow” immigrant context but 
not in “broader” Swedish society. This observation brings both the 
conceptualisation of immigrant youth as “vulnerable”, and the defini-
tion of “integration” into question.  

Collectively, Studies I and II provide an understanding of forced mi-
grant and refugee youth as capable, resilient, and responsive to their 
environments. In other words, they are seen to be acculturating and 
developing well, even though some of this development may not be 
on the “expected” trajectory. This suggests that hegemonic norms 
about vulnerability and unilinear development may be misrepresent-
ing the capacities of this population. As such, the findings of these 
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studies indicate that it may be fruitful to shift primary research focus 
from ameliorating the effects of immigrant youth’s presumed trau-
matic pasts, to enhancing integration, resilience, and wellbeing pro-
moting characteristics in youth’s resettlement contexts. Not only 
would this acknowledge youth’s agency, but it is also in line with cur-
rent research regarding the longitudinal influence of postmigration 
adversities on immigrant’s wellbeing and mental health (Andrade et 
al., 2023; Li et al., 2016). Moreover, it aligns with national and inter-
national laws (Svensk författningssamling , 2025:400; UN, 20th No-
vember 1989). 

Studies I and II are not unique in concluding that MEaA immigrant 
youth display remarkable resilience (e.g.,(Aalto et al., 2025). There is 
thus already a body of evidence refuting the “vulnerable” discourses. 
From a social justice and PPCT developmental perspective, focusing 
on prevention of individual symptomology arguably misplaces the 
main responsibility of “positive development” on immigrant youth, 
rather than consistently acknowledging the impact of their socioeco-
logical systems. Further, while individual interventions to increase 
wellbeing and/or resilience may address individual vulnerability, they 
do not necessarily alter risks in the environment. Returning to the 
“rola bola” metaphor (p. 47), given contextual status-quo, similar pro-
cesses of individual resilience promotion must be followed for each 
and every “vulnerable” individual in all coming generations of immi-
grants if their balanced wellbeing is to be achieved. A contextual ap-
proach to the promotion of wellbeing and acculturation, through the 
addressal of social determinants of health, and development of envi-
ronmental resilience resources, may on the other hand, lessen immi-
grant youth’s overall burden in micro-time, meso- and macro-time. 
Consequently, a contextual approach to promotion may counter dis-
empowering narratives, reduce the risk of negative self-fulfilling 
prophecies, and facilitate wellbeing among a larger portion of the 
population. According to Rose’s (2001) logic, this approach may also 
have the potential to reduce the cumulative burden of poor mental 
health on society. Consequently, reconceptualising immigrant youth 
as existing in precarious situations, and taking a contextual approach 
to wellbeing and acculturation promotion may be a more just and 
sustainable course of action. 
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Leisure activities as promotive microsystems 
Youth’s environments can be roughly divided into three domains – 
home, school, and leisure. There is a growing body of research regard-
ing the utility of parenting interventions (Västhagen, Giles, et al., 
2026; Västhagen, Özdemir, et al., 2026), and school based promotion 
for immigrant youth populations (Martinez et al., 2024, Özdemir et 
al., 2026), suggesting that developments are afoot in these fields. 
However, the leisure domain remains a relatively unexplored context 
in the psychological literature on wellbeing and resilience among ac-
culturating youth.  

As stated previously, a leisure microsystem is missing from the IRR 
model (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018), further indicating a conceptual 
gap. Several studies published since the conceptualisation of the IRR 
model, including Study II, have indeed concluded that leisure activi-
ties are an important resilience factor for acculturating immigrant 
youth’s wellbeing (e.g.,(Giles et al., 2025; Osman et al., 2020; Spenger 
et al., 2026). Nevertheless, there has been little research on the poten-
tial of leisure activities as a context in which to implement wellbeing 
and acculturation promotion interventions for immigrant youth. An 
exception is sports-based interventions which have gained considera-
ble traction, despite weak empirical support (Lundkvist et al., 2020).  

When considering the role of leisure activities in acculturating immi-
grant youth’s wellbeing and resilience, emphasis must also be put on 
the cultural context. As Swedish youth culture has no tradition of 
school based extra-curriculars, access to “extra-curricular” leisure and 
learning activities is not necessarily associated with entering the 
school system. Rather, it is dependent on a degree of local knowledge 
and accessibility. Thus, understanding immigrant youth’s perceptions 
of leisure activities is not only important in the pursuit of wellbeing 
and resilience promoting activities, but also a matter of social equity. 
This is especially notable considering that a lack of access to domi-
nant society members, and/or lack of leisure activities, are both 
known risk factors for acculturating immigrants (e.g.,(Spenger et al., 
2026; Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018), and immigrant youth in Sweden 
are seen to experience both (IFAU, 2024; Thornström & Sevedag, 
2023). By conceptualising leisure activities as micro-contexts in which 
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acculturation competencies may be potentially gained and rehearsed, 
leisure activities can be understood to be important contextual resili-
ence platforms likely to be conducive of longer-term wellbeing.  

It could be argued that ample knowledge exists on which to develop 
leisure activity-based promotion interventions. However, established 
discrepancies between immigrant youth’s and dominant society’s in-
tegration expectations (e.g.,(Fedi et al., 2019; Moberg Stephenson, 
2021), together with immigrant youth’s probable “sideways” develop-
ment (Bond Stockton, 2009; O'Dell et al., 2018a), suggest that it may 
not be appropriate to rely exclusively upon existing theory or domi-
nant society member’s judgements regarding which leisure activities 
hold most promotive potential for the group. Thus, by including 
both youth and youth workers’ voices in research on youth’s accul-
turation and wellbeing needs, it may be possible to elucidate novel, 
attractive, feasible, and socially just approaches to promotion. 

Indeed, the findings of Study III supported our assumptions that 
youth and youth workers hold largely divergent perceptions regard-
ing the best ways to promote acculturation and wellbeing in the 
group. This divergence was remarkably consistent in prioritisation of 
cultural maintenance activities, as previously discussed. However, di-
vergence was not only observed in the types of activities condoned by 
either group. Youth workers met consensus on almost half of the ac-
tivities suggested, while youth met consensus on only a handful. This 
discrepancy may be an illustration of Thornström and Sevedag’s 
(2023) findings that currently available leisure activities do not fulfil 
youth’s own perceived needs. Nevertheless, both groups met common 
consensus on a handful of specific activities and generic characteris-
tics. Tellingly, both groups consistently agreed upon the importance 
of characteristics that could be considered “safety” needs such as free-
dom from discrimination: i.e., the most basic psychological needs 
over the physiological necessities for survival, and fundamental to 
youth wellbeing (Ross et al., 2020). These findings suggest that cur-
rent activities may not be perceived as “safe”, further emphasising the 
appropriateness of conceptualising immigrant youth as in precarious 
positions rather than vulnerable. Moreover, the identification of some 
common consensus in Study III suggests that there is potential to 
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develop attractive leisure activity based promotion interventions to fa-
cilitate the acculturation and wellbeing of immigrant youth.  

Regarding perceived function of activities, Study III participants 
agreed upon various leisure activity’s ability to promote integration, 
wellbeing, a sense of community, resilience, and equality. However, 
no activity was consistently perceived to be able to promote all five as-
pects, indicating that a singular “optimal” activity to promote immi-
grant youth acculturation and wellbeing is unlikely to exist. Interest-
ingly, consensus was most seldom met on the capacity for activities to 
promote resilience and equality. This may be due to the abstract na-
ture of resilience and systemic nature of equality. It may, however, 
also be interpreted to mirror Study II, where resilience was largely 
found at the individual level, and inequalities were pervasive in 
youth’s micro-, meso-, and macro-systems. Together these findings 
suggest that leisure activities may play an important role in promot-
ing youth’s acculturation and wellbeing, but that a higher level of sys-
temic intervention is likely to be necessary to credibly address promo-
tion of resilience and equality among acculturating MEaA youth in 
Sweden.  

The importance of collaborative co-design  
Through the studies included in this dissertation, it becomes increas-
ingly apparent that youth voice may be a crucial source of infor-
mation if promotion interventions are to be effective in marginalised 
groups. Considering the infrequency of youth consensus, and diver-
gence in youth and youth worker perceptions in Study III, inclusion 
of youth voice in the development of activities could possibly reduce 
the number of “integration projects” that are unlikely to garner a pos-
itive response from their intended participants. Moreover, while the 
primary focus of Study II was not parent-youth relationships, the anal-
ysis led to an interesting conclusion that there are discrepancies be-
tween youth’s and parents’ perceptions of youths’ needs. Specifically, 
that while previous studies have concluded that immigrant parents of-
ten feel unwanted and unneeded by their adolescent children, Study 
II found that immigrant adolescents often perceive their parents as 
crucial to their wellbeing and development. This indicates that it may 
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require some calibration of youth’s perspectives in the current litera-
ture if acculturating youth’s needs are to be accurately represented 
and fulfilled.  

Interestingly, in Study III, youth and youth workers both agreed 
upon the potential of mentorship with a focus on mental health, and 
acculturation activities for whole families. This may indicate a com-
monly perceived need for psychosocial support outside the family, 
and for integration and wellbeing promotion within the family con-
text. Regardless of what lies behind these perceptions, the findings 
support the conclusions of Studies I and II – that immigrant youth 
may be receptive to psychosocial support, and that families can be 
both a risk and resource for their resilience. Moreover, these findings 
problematise the considerable gap in the literature regarding accul-
turation interventions for whole families with adolescent children 
(Västhagen, Giles, et al., 2026). Thus, youth voice, combined with 
that of youth workers, has helped to emphasise the importance of fill-
ing this research and practice gap. 

Further, both youth and youth workers reached consensus on the in-
tegration and wellbeing promotion potential of three cultural activi-
ties; visual arts, music, and food. Rather ironically, several such inter-
ventions were excluded from Study I as they were not considered to 
have sufficiently concrete psychosocial content. Nevertheless, this 
finding does highlight weaknesses of the narrow and highly struc-
tured, researcher led approach to psychology referenced in my episte-
mological reflections. There are, in fact, a number of music and arts 
based interventions tailored for acculturating immigrant youth in the 
global context that are seen to have promising promotive effects 
(Özdemir et al., 2026). However, it appears that none have been eval-
uated in Sweden. Based on the synthesised findings of this disserta-
tion, it may be fruitful to investigate whether it is possible to translate 
and tailor one of these existing interventions to the Swedish context.  
This may be an efficient route to the promotion of wellbeing in the 
group, and aligns well with the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, particularly Article 31:  
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Article 31 

1. States Parties recognize the right of the child to rest and 
leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appro-
priate to the age of the child and to participate freely in cul-
tural life and the arts. 

2. States Parties shall respect and promote the right of the 
child to participate fully in cultural and artistic life and shall 
encourage the provision of appropriate and equal opportu-
nities for cultural, artistic, recreational and leisure activity. 

UN General Assembly, 20th November 1989 

Summatively, this dissertation illustrates how including youth voices 
in research not only aligns with international laws but can potentially 
effectivise the research and development process. By acknowledging 
that immigrant youth’s experiences, and perhaps especially those 
from MEaA countries, may differ from the youth on which most de-
velopmental and psychological theory is based, and including these 
youth’s voices in research, research become more epistemologically 
just and increases the likelihood of reaching important and novel 
conclusions.  
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Limitations 
The research presented in this dissertation is far from definitive evi-
dence. The level of uncertainty owes to the methodological choices 
and limitations of the three included studies. For example, the find-
ings of the systematic review and meta-analysis, should be considered 
exploratory due to the risk of bias in the included interventions, and 
the low certainty of evidence according to GRADE assessment. Fur-
ther, Studies II and III are limited in their scope for transferability due 
to the relatively small samples, limited populations, and specific con-
text. Study III is further limited by attrition, as the small number of 
youth participants may have artificially inflated the degree of in-
tragroup divergence. Moreover, all three studies are chronologically 
contextual as they were conducted during a period of unprecedented 
technological development, and global and national crises. For exam-
ple, participants in Study II arrived in Sweden during the “Migrant 
Crisis” when over 1.3 million people sought asylum in Europe due to 
armed conflicts in the Middle East and Africa. In response to this in-
flux of humanitarian immigrants, both Europe’s and Sweden’s stance 
on asylum and immigration have hardened, meaning the accultura-
tion experiences of the included generation are unique to their time. 
Further, recruitment and data collection for Study II were disrupted 
by the Covid-19 pandemic, during which immigrant families in Swe-
den were particularly affected due to cramped housing and poor dis-
semination of public health information to minority groups (Rostila 
et al., 2023). Finally, recruitment and data collection for Study III 
were postponed in response to the shooting of ten immigrants at an 
adult education centre in Örebro that was widely speculated to be ra-
cially motivated (Al Srahin, 2025; Bronsberg & Eliasson, 2025). Thus, 
there are several unique circumstances that may limit transferability. 
Nevertheless, the findings of all three studies tend to nuance rather 
than contradict previous research, suggesting that they are likely to be 
transferable to other similar situations.   

A greater limitation of this research is that complex intersectional per-
spectives were not applied throughout. Specifically, analyses in Study 
II and III were primarily guided based on ethnic and migration back-
ground and not nuanced based on e.g., gender, socioeconomic status, 
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rural/urban locations, or levels of parental education. Further, as data 
regarding participants’ SES was not gathered, assumptions about par-
ticipants having lower than average SES were made in both studies. 
Similarly, as academics are more likely to engage in research than 
non-academics, some assumptions were made about participant’s fa-
milial history of education. Characteristics such as physical, or neuro-
psychological function, or LGBTQI+ identity were also not consid-
ered. While the exclusion of these characteristics may be motivated by 
the need for increasingly complex analyses, this choice also illustrates 
the process of intersectional erasure. It must therefore be emphasised 
that the findings of this research are unlikely to be fully representative 
of those experiencing deeper marginalisation. 
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Implications and looking forwards 
The cumulative findings of this dissertation paint a consistent picture 
of forcibly displaced, refugee, and immigrant youth from MEaA 
countries as responsive, capable, and motivated, despite their extraor-
dinary life experiences. Further, the dissertation illustrates the utility 
of an immersive PPCT approach to immigrant youth acculturation by 
highlighting the importance of processes and chronological experi-
ences of characteristics in the resettlement context. Specifically, the 
dissertation identifies structural reciprocity in acculturation engage-
ment as a key factor in maintaining an integration acculturation strat-
egy. Moreover, the dissertation provides insights into the need for re-
silience to maintain a desired integration acculturation strategy when 
facing multiple challenges (e.g., co-current acculturation and develop-
mental tasks in an underprivileged SES context). Furthermore, the 
dissertation illustrates how the need for resilience may be exacerbated 
by discrepancies between individual acculturation strategies and soci-
etal acculturation orientation. 

While alignment between individual and societal acculturation goals 
might be conducive of most positive adjustment, without mutual pos-
itive engagement from the dominant society, both integration and as-
similation strategies may be likely to lead to sustained risks for well-
being, particularly for racialised immigrants. This may be especially 
true when the dominant culture is homogonous or ethno-nationalist. 
To understand why, it may be useful to return to my hypothesis that 
immigrant youth could be considered queer and borrow terminology 
from the trans community:  

Trans people may wish to retain characteristics that are recognised by 
others as indicating transness (analogous to an integration strategy), 
or they may wish to “pass” as the gender aligning with their identity 
(analogous to the assimilation strategy). Passing may not be attainable 
for all who desire to do so due to physical characteristics and/or atti-
tudes in the surrounding society. Nevertheless, trans people who pass 
tend to experience less discrimination and more privileges than those 
who are visibly trans (Anderson et al., 2025). Similarly, many racial-
ised immigrants may “transition” socially into a new culture through 
adoption of an integration or assimilation strategy. However, 
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regardless of how accurately immigrants aiming to assimilate adopt 
and enact the dominant culture, many will struggle to “pass” due to 
physical markers such as their appearance or accent. Thus, they re-
main at continued risk of social and economic marginalisation. More-
over, although the mental health benefits of “passing” among trans 
people tend to outweigh the emotional and physical burden, it re-
mains an onerous task and is still associated with considerable strain 
and discomfort (e.g., awareness of how passing contributes to trans 
erasure and maintains gender stereotypes (Anderson et al., 2025)). 
This emulates findings from the acculturation literature, namely that 
although the assimilation orientation can be associated with many 
positive outcomes (e.g., Schotte et al., 2018) it may also be associated 
with greater distress about loss of identity (Lievrouw et al., 2025). 
Thus, assuming the analogy holds, this example from the queer litera-
ture illustrates a potential problem with arguments against the inte-
gration orientation. E.g., based on the idea that assimilation strategies 
may lead to more positive outcomes in contexts that condone assimi-
lation orientations, especially for racialised immigrants. “Passing” cul-
turally may entail considerable intrapersonal conflict or be simply un-
attainable. It is therefore important to further investigate individual 
eudemonic wellbeing outcomes of acculturation strategies, and how 
these can interplay with acculturation orientations and interpersonal 
processes. 

Nevertheless, most receiving countries, including Sweden, endorse as-
similation (Moberg Stephenson, 2021; Olsson et al., 2019; Rossi & 
Miglietta, 2024; Verbena et al., 2023). Earlier in the dissertation I de-
scribe how a separation strategy may be preferred by immigrants in 
contexts that condone assimilation (Van Oudenhoven et al., 2006). 
However, while the separation strategy may fulfil immigrant popula-
tions’ need to maintain their cultures of origin, it is likely to increase 
tension and discursive aggression towards immigrant communities in 
a dominant culture that condones assimilation. This could lead to a 
self-perpetuating cycle, where immigrant communities perceive as-
similation expectations (often due to prejudice about their heritage 
culture in the dominant culture), but are provided few chances for 
meaningful intergroup interaction. Consequently, immigrant com-
munities may feel unwelcome and choose to prioritise their heritage 
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culture as it provides comfort. In turn, this may be perceived by the 
dominant community as “refusal to integrate”, which perpetuates ste-
reotypes, prejudice, and marginalisation of the immigrant commu-
nity. The described conditions are associated with social and socioeco-
nomic segregation, which are themselves associated with lower 
educational attainment, poorer health, greater dependency on social 
benefits, and increased suspicion of criminality (Estrada et al., 2022; 
IFAU, 2024). Unfortunately, these consequences may be interpreted 
by the dominant society as a product of the immigrant community 
culture – further increasing dominant society emphasis on assimila-
tion. Indeed, an experimental study from Australia found that per-
ceived acculturation strategy was a stronger predictor of negative atti-
tudes towards immigrants than immigrant’s ethnic group (Alcott & 
Watt, 2017). Further, Berry (2025) suggests that ill-health alone may 
suffice for "dominant" society to continue oppression and  incarcera-
tion of immigrants. As such, societal assimilation orientations may be 
exacerbating some of the problems that are discursively used to justify 
assimilationist policies. 

To elucidate the accuracy of my speculations, it may be possible to 
borrow methods from sociology and conduct a historical comparative 
case study of national policies and discursive trends. It may also be 
possible to conduct longitudinal psychology studies examining both 
individual and societal variables. However, as the process described 
above is likely to occur over long periods of time, establishing and 
maintaining a prognostic research regime with this goal may be diffi-
cult. Alternatively, one could conduct a comparative longitudinal and 
cross-sectional investigation using registry data. Given that the data is 
available, it would be possible to assess the interaction between long-
term health and wellbeing indices among immigrants, and the chang-
ing sociopolitical climate during their stay in a country. It would also 
be of interest to understand how the sociopolitical climate during the 
formative years of acculturation may be associated with wellbeing tra-
jectories. Such a study could be feasible in Sweden, due to extensive 
and well-organised national registers. Further insights into the longi-
tudinal relationship between sociopolitical context, immigrant 
health, and measures of “objective” integration such as education and 
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employment may also help to answer Ward’s (2024) question of when 
an integration orientation will lead to positive adjustment.  

However, the question of whether an immigrant’s integration strat-
egy is likely to lead to better adjustment should also be considered in 
terms of “for whom?” Essential to answering this is that the motiva-
tions of both the acculturating individual/group and dominant socie-
ties are explicated. Moreover, it will depend on where adjustment is 
measured. If adjustment is measured in the individual, it will be im-
portant to understand the individual’s own acculturation goals to elu-
cidate implications for eudemonic wellbeing, and other wellbeing 
outcomes such as psychological functioning. Similarly, if adaptation 
is to be measured at the societal level, it will be necessary to address 
whether “positive” adaptation among immigrants entails health 
measures relating to the burden of disease and mental illness, capital-
istic measures such as unemployment or GPD, global acculturation 
measures such as the maintenance of the existing dominant culture 
(i.e., society status quo), or whether it also allows for unique and 
novel developments.  

Considering the empirical material in this dissertation, it may seem 
surprising to revisit findings that Sweden has consistently ranked in 
the top three worldwide, regarding multiculturalism policies over the 
last 40 years (Queen's University, 2026). Policy has been in place to 
ensure that minority groups are provided with opportunities to main-
tain their culture. For example, through mother tongue education, 
representation in media, laws allowing culturally or religiously signif-
icant dress even when it violates some occupational dress codes, and 
state fundings of cultural organisations. There is, for the time being at 
least (August, 2026), policy in place to support bureaucratic multicul-
turalism. However, this dissertation supports previous research 
(Glover, 2009; Gyberg et al., 2018; Osman et al., 2020; Schroeder, 
2023), in findings that multiculturalism values are seldom perceived 
to be enacted in social exchanges in Sweden. Nevertheless, the World 
Migrant Values Survey illustrates that many immigrants also adopt 
Swedish culture (Puranen, 2019). Despite this, multiculturalism poli-
cies in Sweden are increasingly under threat, following global discur-
sive trends claiming that “multiculturalism has failed” (Elgenius & 
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Rydgren, 2024). These claims are often made on the basis that immi-
grants do not adjust to the dominant society, for which there is little 
support, (Heath & Demireva, 2014; Puranen, 2019). However, there is 
some evidence suggests that multiculturalism may be supported by 
members of dominant Swedish society when immigrants are per-
ceived to be motivated to integrate (Olsson et al., 2019). Olsson et al. 
problematise this “passive” support, as explicit support for multicul-
turalism is likely to be necessary for immigrants to successful main-
tain integration strategies. Thus, the “failure” of multiculturalism 
may in fact lie in failure of communication. 

If immigrants, including MEaA youth, describe themselves as moti-
vated to integrate and that they actively seek integration opportunities 
with dominant society members (as per Study II) – why doesn’t the 
dominant society perceive this motivation? Can this be explained by 
culturally different cognitive schemas about how meaningful social 
contact is achieved? Or conceptualisations of integration? Future re-
search may therefore aim to elucidate whether there are core differ-
ences in thinking about social contact and integration between accul-
turating and dominant society individuals that hinder successful 
communication about mutual acculturation goals. Further, research 
should aim to understand if these differences are irreconcilable or 
whether differences may be bridged.  

Reflexive notation. 22nd March 2026. 

I noticed myself writing “acculturating and dominant society in-
dividuals” while formulating this future research aim and real-
ised that, despite my knowledge of acculturation theory and my 
own argumentation about how integration is a mutual process, I 
still implicitly place the responsibility of acculturation on reset-
tling people rather than on both parties! I suppose that this as-
sumption of responsibility, or rather “it’s not my responsibility”, 
could be conceived to illustrate the “diffusion of responsibility” 
that occurs when there are many of “us”, and “we” when perceive 
that an authority figure will ultimately take responsibility for 
our collective actions...  
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Perhaps then, there is yet another future research question here – and 
that is; is it possible to modify acculturation contexts by enlightening 
dominant society individuals about the mutual process of accultura-
tion, and the ways in which they also need to engage if their own ac-
culturation goals are to be met? 
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Declaration about the use of generative AI 
No generative AI has been used to facilitate the writing of this disser-
tation or the three included studies.  
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