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This research considers acculturation by Mexican and
Chinese groups in the United States and how participa-
tion in five nature-based outdoor recreation activities may
be an indicator of acculturation to American society. We
argue that the greater incidence of professional human
capital among Chinese immigrants helps this group accul-
turate more quickly than Mexicans, who are more likely
to be labor immigrants and that as a result, Chinese
immigrants will be more likely than Mexican immigrants
to participate in nature-based outdoor recreation activi-
ties. We also posit that US-born Chinese have a greater
likelihood of participation compared to US-born Mexi-
cans. Results show Chinese immigrant participation is
distinguished only slightly from Mexican immigrant par-
ticipation; no differences were found between US-born
Chinese and US-born Mexicans. Within-group compari-
sons show immigrant Chinese participation to be more
aligned with US-born Chinese participation than immi-
grant Mexican participation to US-born Mexican partici-
pation. Results from this study are intended to help raise
awareness among environmental professionals of the dif-
ferent ways nature may be perceived by various cultural
groups and also to alert managers of the important role
natural resources can play in acculturating immigrants to
US society.
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B etween 1990 and 2000, the United States foreign-born
population increased by 43%; not since 1930 has the
immigrant population comprised such a large share—
10.4%—of the US population (Schmidley, 2001, p. 9). This
post-1965 immigration differs from the mass migrations at
the turn of the twentieth century in that the majority of
migrants to the US nowadays come from either Latin Amer-
ica or Asia, rather than from Europe (Schmidley, 2001).
Latin-American immigrants comprise 53.3% of the foreign-
born population and Asian immigrants 25% (US Census
Bureau, 2004). Latinos (including persons of Mexican or-
igin) are the fastest growing minority and have outpaced
African Americans to become the largest ethnic minority
in the country. Immigration, along with the relatively higher
fertility rates among Latinos, contributes most to this growth.

In addition, the Asian-American population is growing
faster than the population as a whole. Persons of Asian
descent constituted 3.6% of the US population in 2000;
this represents a 48% increase over 1990 figures (Barnes
and Bennett, 2002). Assuming a moderate immigration
rate for the next half century, Latinos and Asians will
constitute nearly one-quarter of the US population by 2050
(National Research Council, 1997, pp. 11-115).

An extensive literature documents the assimilation process
for Latino and Asian immigrants in various sectors of
society, including work, education, and religion (Mundra,
Moellmer, and Lopez-Aqueres, 2003; Sakamoto and Furui-
chi, 2002; Schneider and Ward, 2003; Xie and Goyette,
2003). Some of this literature also describes in detail out-
door recreation participation for Latinos (Chavez, 2001);
however, comparatively little research considers immi-
grants—other than Latinos—and their relationship to the
natural environment (Johnson et al., 2004; Johnson, Bowker,
Cordell, 2004; Stodolska and Yi, 2003). In particular, little
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research documents how participation in certain nature-
based outdoor recreation activities may help to acculturate
these groups to American society (Dwyer, 1994; Floyd and
Gramann, 1993; Shaull and Gramann, 1998; Stodolska, 2000;
Yu and Berryman, 1996). This is due in large part to the
lack of data on non-Latino immigrants.

This article examines the proposition that immigrant and
ethnic group participation in certain nature-based activi-
ties may be an indicator of acculturation. Participation in
these particular activities can be a way of assuming more
of core, American culture. Participation itself does not
constitute acculturation, because a group could engage in
these activities but do them in such a way as to demon-
strate their native culture rather than American culture
(Carr and Chavez, 1993). We contend, however, that the
very decision to participate in wildland activities suggests
a degree of acceptance of core American beliefs about
nature and the environment.

We selected five nature-based outdoor recreation activities
for examination—birding, developed camping, primitive
camping, hiking, and mountain biking. These were chosen
because we believe they represent core activities that reflect
middle-American culture grounded in nature and wilder-
ness exploration (Hammond, 1985; Turner, 1953). We con-
tend that acculturation via participation in these activities
is not uniform across immigrant and ethnic minority groups
but that some groups acculturate more quickly than oth-
ers. The rate of acculturation depends to a great extent on
human capital factors such as education level, occupational
skills, wealth, exposure to mainstream American culture
before entry into the US, and receptivity of the immigrant
population by the host society (Portes and Rumbaut, 2001;
Yu and Berryman, 1996). Portes and Rumbaut (2001) main-
tain that human capital aids occupational and economic
adaptation to American society. We argue further that human
capital factors also enhance integration along cultural lines
because of the strong correlation between socio-economic
status and cultural preferences.

We focus specifically on Mexican and Chinese populations,
because these groups constitute the largest Latino and Asian
ethnic groups, respectively, in the US. Of the Latino pop-
ulation in the US, Mexicans comprise 59.3%, representing
7.4% of the US population (Ramirez, 2004). Chinese make
up 23.7% of the Asian-American population and 0.9% of
the US population {Reeves and Bennett, 2004).

A number of studies have examined US-born ethnic group
interaction with, and perceptions of, the natural environ-
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ment (for a review see Floyd, 1999; Gramann and Allison,
1999). Studies typically show whites participating more
often than minorities in most forms of nature-based out-
door recreation; however, we must not assume all racial
and ethnic minorities participate to the same extent in
outdoor recreation—i.e., white/non-white comparisons un-
derstate differences across groups (Floyd and Gramann,
1993; Gramann, 1996). There may be considerable variation
in the outdoor recreation patterns and preferences for var-
ious US-born ethnic minorities. These differences may re-
late to ethnic subcultural norms about the environment
and interaction with it, socio-economic standing, and place
of residence, among other factors (Floyd, 1999). Floyd and
Gramann (1993) argue that leisure behavior may be one
means by which minorities maintain their ethnic distinc-
tiveness, because leisure is less dictated by majority-culture
norms. Conversely, the extent to which ethnic groups adopt
traditional middle-American outdoor recreation behavior
may indicate their acceptance of middle-American norms
and values.

For immigrants, differences in outdoor recreation behavior
may relate to structural factors such as language barriers,
lack of discretionary funds, lack of appropriate settings or
information about outdoor recreation resources, or per-
ceived discrimination (Livengood and Stodolska, 2004; Stod-
olska, 2000). As discussed, differences also may be due to
particular immigrant worldviews concerning nature and
the human place within it.

The interaction between immigrant and ethnic popula-
tions and natural resource use is important for environ-
mental professionals to consider because of the possibility
of shifts in resource priorities related to cultural changes in
the population. Non-European immigrant groups may have
a different understanding of the human/nature relation-
ship when compared with people of primarily Northern
European descent in the US and Canada; these differences
may influence political support for various protected areas’
designations and resource use. Ensuring that immigrant
and ethnic communities are both aware of and supportive
of natural resource agendas should be a priority for envi-
ronmental professionals because resource managers need
to be able to draw from a wide constituency base in order
to equitably promote and enforce sustainability directives.

Assimilation Theory

Classical assimilation theory comes from Robert Park in
the 1920s and, later, Milton Gordon (Gordon, 1964; Park,



Burgess, and McKenzie, 1967). Park’s ideas were inspired by
European immigration of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries. Park used the “race-relations cycle” to
describe contact between immigrants and the native-born.
This process involves initial exposure of immigrants to the
host society and, eventually, assimilation. When immi-
grants first enter a country, they establish contact with
members of the host culture, compete for jobs and re-
sources, reach a level of accommodation (both immigrants
and native-born recognize the social position of immi-
grant), and eventually assimilate.

Acculturation is expected to occur before assimilation.
Acculturation involves the adoption of cultural practices,
including language acquisition, host country food con-
sumption, and, we believe, recreational pursuits. Assimila-
tion is a later stage that involves integration into a host
country’s institutions, such as economic and educational
structures. The larger process of assimilation is assumed to
be both inevitable and unidirectional, that is, immigrants
take on the culture and integrate into dominant cultural
and social structures.

Traditional assimilation theory has been criticized for a
number of reasons, principally that it offers simplistic def-
initions of culture. The American culture Gordon (1964)
referenced was largely white, Protestant, and middle-class.
The content of contemporary middle-American culture is
not so easily defined, however. The middle shifts contin-
ually and appropriates artifacts and expressions from the
periphery (e.g., Andy Warhol’s famous soup can is consid-
ered art, and “hip hop” is now a household term in suburbia).

Critics also charge that the absolutist explanations are less
applicable to the post-1965 immigration because newer
immigrants, who are primarily Latino and Asian, must
contend with racism as well as assimilation (Portes and
Zhou, 1993). In addition, the US economic structure has
shifted from a mostly manufacturing to a more service-
based economy. Immigrants of past generations with few
skills and low education levels could find work in the
industrial sector. Nowadays, low skill-level immigrants are
employed more often in low-wage, service sector jobs that
do not provide long-term security. Without economic se-
curity and the possibility for promotions, it is more diffi-
cult for these immigrants to assimilate, both culturally and
structurally (Alba and Nee, 1997; Edmonston and Passel,

1994).

Portes and Rumbaut (1990, pp. 14-25) distinguish further
between professional and labor migrants. Labor migrants

enter a country to work in factory, agricultural, or service
sector jobs. These workers generally have low education
levels, but their skill levels may range from low to high
depending upon vocational training in their home coun-
tries. Labor migrants in the US typically come from Latin
America, with the largest contingency from Mexico. Ac-
cording to a report published by the American Immigra-
tion Law Foundation (Paral, 2002), the percentage of Mexican
immigrant workers in the US workforce doubled between
1990 and 2000, increasing from 2% to 4%. The overwhelm-
ing majority of these workers are labor migrants working
in economic sectors ranging from agriculture to hospitality.

Latin-American labor immigrants are more likely than oth-
ers to come into well-established ethnic communities and
to experience an indirect or delayed process of accultura-
tion and assimilation because the ethnic culture acts as a
buffer between the new immigrant and the host culture.
Latin-American immigrants also are more likely to live in
segregated neighborhoods or barrios where they have less
social contact with whites (Michelson, 2003).

Professional immigrants, in contrast, have relatively high
education and skill levels. They are trained professionals in
science, technical, or managerial fields, recruited by US
firms to fill positions for which there is a lack of qualified
Americans. Foreign-born Asians are more likely than Lat-
inos to be professional immigrants. More than 50% of
Chinese (both US and foreign-born) are employed in man-
agement, professional, and related fields (Reeves and Ben-
nett, 2004). This contrasts with only 34% for the general
population (US Census Bureau, 2004). Unlike labor immi-
grants, professional immigrants are less likely to enter es-
tablished ethnic enclaves because of their greater flexibility
with respect to job location and high status occupations
(Portes and Rumbaut, 1990).

We argue that acculturation for professional immigrants is
achieved more quickly than for labor immigrants because
the former are generally less bound by their native culture.
This is not to say that native culture is less relevant for
professional immigrants, but that it is counterbalanced by
the marketable human and social capital that professional
immigrants possess. These skills make it more likely that
they will be exposed to middle-class Americans and Amer-
ican cultural norms.

Because Chinese immigrants are more likely to be profes-
sional rather than labor immigrants, we expect Chinese
immigrant participation in nature-based outdoor recre-
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