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Discrimination, Coping, and Social Exclusion
among African Immigrants in the United States:

A Moderation Analysis

Sherinah K. Saasa

This cross-sectional study examined coping strategies as moderators of the relationship
between perceived discrimination and social exclusion among African immigrants in the
United States (N = 409). Moderation models using path analyses were conducted to
examine the moderating effects of three coping strategies (active coping, use of instrumental
support, and religious coping) on the relationship between discrimination and four
dimensions of social exclusion: (1) material deprivation, (2) limited access to basic social
rights, (3) limited social participation, and (4) insufficient cultural integration. Increases
in perceived discrimination were associated with increased social exclusion on all four
dimensions. Increased use of active coping was found to weaken the positive relationship
between perceived discrimination and material deprivation and between discrimination
and limited social participation. Use of instrumental support also buffered the negative
effects of discrimination on limited social participation. Recommendations for practice
and future research are presented.

KEY WORDS: African immigrants; coping; discrimination; moderators; social exclusion

frican immigrants, like other racial mi-

norities in the United States, often expe-

rience discrimination (Akinsulure-Smith,
2017; Showers, 2015; Thomas, 2014). Indeed, black
Africans have been found to be at greater risk
for indicators of discrimination such as skill de-
valuation, underemployment, and lower earnings
despite high levels of human capital among this
group (Batalova, Fix, & Bachmeier, 2016; Borch
& Corra, 2010; Showers, 2015; Thomas, 2014;
Zong & Batalova, 2017).In addition to immigrant-
related vulnerabilities, black African immigrants
experience racism and other indicators of disad-
vantage similar to those of U.S.-born black people
(Showers, 2015; Thomas, 2014).

The sparse research examining the welfare of
African immigrants suggests racially stratified so-
cloeconomic constraints and adverse immigrant
integration outcomes (Akinsulure-Smith, 2017,
Showers, 2015; Thomas, 2014). The foreign and
black duo status of black African immigrants, plus
the negative media portrayal of black Africa, makes
this group particularly vulnerable to discrimination
and racism in a country with a long history of
systemic exclusion for minority groups (Arthur,

2000; Thomas, 2014). In 2015, there were approx-
imately 2.1 million African immigrants living
in the United States (Anderson, 2017). About
1.7 million of these originated from sub-Saharan
Africa, a dramatic and significant increase from
130,000 in 1980 (Zong & Batalova, 2017). There-
fore, with increasing numbers of African immi-
grants in the United States, understanding the
experiences of this population is vital in efforts
to promote their well-being.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Despite significant growth on the literature exam-
ining negative effects of discrimination on immi-
grant well-being, discrimination research among
African immigrants is sparse. In addition, most
of the existing literature on the negative effects
of discrimination on immigrants addresses the
association between discrimination and psycho-
logical health (Leong, Park, & Kalibatseva, 2013;
Schmitt, Branscombe, Postmes, & Garcia, 2014;
Wei, Heppner, Ku, & Liao, 2010). The associations
between discrimination and other aspects of immi-
grant well-being have been largely neglected in re-
search, although a few studies examined the effects
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of discrimination on social exclusion. In this
study, social exclusion is conceptualized as mul-
tidimensional and dynamic processes driven by
unequal power relationships that interact across
social, economic, political, and cultural dimensions
(World Health Organization, 2010).

In social exclusion literature, discrimination is
proposed to be a risk factor for exclusion due to its
ability to impede the full participation of marginal-
ized groups in mainstream activities, which can
lead to social disadvantage and deprivation (Jehoel-
Gijsbers & Vrooman, 2007). To that effect, dis-
crimination has been found to be a significant
predictor of multiple dimensions of social exclu-
sion among African immigrants in the United
States (Saasa, 2018). Evidence of social mobility
constraints and psychological distress among
this immigrant group points to negative ramifi-
cations of discrimination across multiple sectors
(Akinsulure-Smith, 2017; Showers, 2015). There-
fore, identifying factors that might either buffer or
exacerbate the relationship between discrimination
and social exclusion among African immigrants
is important. The present study hoped to build
on this line of research and expand it to African
immigrants.

The minority stress model proposes that co-
ping strategies have moderating effects on the rela-
tionship between perceived discrimination and
mental health outcomes (Meyer, 2003). Coping
entails cognitive and behavioral responses indi-
viduals use to manage the external or internal
demands exerted by stressful situations (Lazarus
& Folkman, 1984). Thus, coping strategies can
also mitigate the negative effects of discrimination
on non-health-related outcomes. For example,
Showers (2015) found that coping mechanisms
that some African immigrant women used in
response to discrimination in the workplace, such
as distancing from specialties with higher likeli-
hood of discrimination and active problem solving,
improved their occupational outcomes.

Although coping strategies have been studied
as moderators for other immigrant groups in the
United States (Jung, Hecht, & Wadsworth, 2007,
Wei et al., 2010), only a few qualitative studies
were found that explore African immigrant coping
(Akinsulure-Smith, 2017; Sellers, Ward, & Pate,
2006; Showers, 2015; Ting, 2010). Therefore, the
purpose of this study was to examine the role
of coping strategies on the association between

discrimination and social exclusion among African
immigrants in the United States. Based on previous
research, this study posited a moderation hypoth-
esis proposing that active coping, use of instru-
mental support, and religious coping would buffer
the effects of discrimination on social exclusion.

METHOD

Design

This study used a cross-sectional research design
(Engel & Schutt, 2013). Data were collected using a
self~administered online survey. Study and consent
procedures were approved in accordance with the
university institutional review board. Eligibility
criteria included adult immigrants (age 18+)
from African countries living in the United States
temporarily or permanently, or who had at least
one parent from Africa.

Data Collection
Participants were recruited using snowball sam-
pling and Qualtrics research panels. Snowball
sampling entailed the selection of participants
based on referral from prior participants. Africans
who came into contact with the researcher during
the data collection period were invited (by phone,
via e-mail, or in person) to participate in the
study. These individuals were then asked to pass
the online survey link along to friends, family, or
acquaintances throughout the United States who
were eligible for the study. Participants used their
own method of choice to pass along the online
survey link including text, e-mail, or social media
platforms. This type of sampling procedure is useful
in situations where the target population may
be hard to reach, such as immigrant populations
(Rubin & Babbie,2016). A total of 109 participants
completed the survey using snowball sampling.
Qualtrics research panel recruitment involved
an e-mail invitation by Qualtrics with a link to
the online consent form and questionnaire for
eligible participants, of which 300 participants
completed the online survey. Qualtrics online
panels are generally designed to create nationally
representative samples from which to randomly
select survey participants. All study participants
were compensated for their participation through
pooling of online points for panel participants,
and $25 gift card weekly drawing for snowball
participants. Data were collected between October
and November 2017.
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Sample

The final sample consisted of 409 participants
representing at least 31 African countries and 42
of the 50 U.S. states. This included a distribution
across all four U.S. Census Bureau regions: 15.9
percent Northeast, 14.7 percent Midwest, 47.5
percent South, and 21.9 percent West. Approxi-
mately 51 percent of the participants identified as
first-generation immigrants (African foreign born)
and 49 percent as second-generation (U.S. born).
Immigration status at U.S. initial entry among
first-generation immigrants included 66 percent
on temporary visas (for example, student, visitor,
work), 24 percent as green card holders, and 10
percent as refugees or asylum seekers. Among these,
about 62 percent had attained U.S. citizenship at
time of data collection.

Variables and Measurement
Social Exclusion. The Netherlands Institute for
Social Research (SCP) developed a 15-item So-
cial Exclusion Scale (Jehoel-Gijsbers & Vrooman,
2007; Vrooman & Hoft, 2013) that identified two
forms of structural-economic exclusion: material
deprivation and inadequate access to basic social
rights, and two forms of social—cultural exclusion:
limited social participation and insufficient cultural
integration. This study used a 13-item modified
version of this scale. Nine of the 13-items were
derived from the original 15-item SCP Social
Exclusion Scale and two items for each subscale
were developed for the limited access to basic social
rights and insufficient cultural integration domains
after a study among African immigrants found that
the original items on these subscales did not fit
well among this population (Saasa, 2018). Sample
scale items include, “There are people whom I
can have a good conversation with” and “I have
enough money to meet unexpected expenses.”
Responses were rated on a five-point Likert scale
ranging from 0 = always to 4 = never. Responses
were reverse coded such that high scores on all
items indicated high levels of social exclusion. In
this sample, the modified social exclusion scale
demonstrated internal consistency (o = .84), and
for the subscales as follows: material deprivation
(o = .84), inadequate access to basic social rights
(o = .78), limited social participation (@ = .68),
and insufficient cultural integration (o = .71).
Discrimination. The five-item Everyday Dis-
crimination Scale (EDS) was used to measure dis-

crimination (Williams, Yu, Jackson, & Anderson,
1997). Participants were asked questions about
recent experiences with personal discrimination
such as being treated with less courtesy or respect
than other people or receiving poorer service than
other people at restaurants or stores. Responses
were rated on a four-point scale ranging from 0
= not at all to 3 = a lot. A mean score on these
items was obtained, with higher scores indicating
more experiences of discrimination. The EDS
has demonstrated internal consistency (0 = .77)
(Sternthal, Slopen, & Williams, 2011) and in the
current sample (o = .87).

Coping. The Brief COPE inventory was used
to measure adaptive coping behaviors. The self-
report scale consists of 14 coping subscales with
two items each (Carver, 1997). Participants were
asked how often they engage in certain behav-
iors and cognitions when coping with specific
stressful situations (in this study, immigrant-related
stressors). Sample items are as follows: “I've been
getting help and advice from other people” (ins-
trumental support) and “I've been taking action to
try to make the situation better” (active coping).
Responses range from 0 = I haven’t been doing
this at all to 4 = I have been doing this a
lot. Carver (1997) reported internal reliability
for the 14 subscales to range from o = .50 to
a = .90. The few studies alluding to African
immigrant coping in relation to immigrant-related
stressors point to the use of community support,
religious support, and active efforts to improve
situations (Akinsulure-Smith, 2017; Sellers et al.,
2006; Showers, 2015). Thus for this study, the
following subscales were assessed: religious coping
(a = 1.0), active coping (a = .80), and use of
instrumental support (@ = .67), all of which
indicated good internal consistency. High scores
indicated greater use of the particular coping
strategy.

Sociodemographic Variables

Additional sociodemographic variables that may
influence social exclusion were analyzed. These
included gender, age (in years), race (white, black,
Middle Eastern/North African, and other), marital
status (not married = 0, married = 1), educa-
tion (no degree = 0, bachelor’s degree or more
= 1), and income (<$15,000, $15,000-$35,000,
$35,001-$55,000, and $55,001+).
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Data Analysis

Univariate and bivariate analyses were conducted
via SPSS version 23.0. To examine the moderat-
ing effect of coping strategies on the relationship
between discrimination and social exclusion, path
analyses were performed using Mplus version 8.0
(Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). Model fit was
evaluated using the root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA) and standardized root
mean square residual (SRMR) values below .08
for acceptable fit, comparative fit index (CFI) and
Tucker—Lewis Index (TLI) values greater than .90
for good fit (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2011).

RESULTS

Descriptive Information of the Sample
and Study Variables

Descriptive characteristics of the sample are shown
in Table 1. At the bivariate level, income, age,
and education were significantly associated with
social exclusion (p < .05). Gender and race had no
significant associations with the outcomes. Thus,
only age, education, and income were retained as

Table 1: Sample Characteristics (N = 409)
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Variable % M (SD) Range
Gender

Male 32.3

Female 67.7
Age 31.8 (9.2) 18-62
Race

Black 84.1

White 4.9

Middle Eastern/North African 5.6

Other 5.1
Income

Under $15,000 23.5

$15,000-$35,000 24.2

$35,001-$55,000 19.1

Over $55,000 32
Education

Less than high school 5.4

High school or more 22.0

Technical college 15.2

Bachelor’s degree 38.9

Master’s or more 18.6
Immigrant type

First generation 50.6

Second generation 49.4
Marital status

Not married 58.9

Married 411

Note: Percentages do not necessarily add up to 100 due to rounding error.

confounders in the moderation analyses. Results
showed that participants reported moderate levels
of material deprivation (M = 1.43, SD = 0.92),
1.47, SD =
0.76), slightly higher levels of limited access to
basic social rights (M = 1.81, SD = 1.22) and
insufficient cultural integration (M = 1.86, SD =

limited social participation (M =

1.06), and relatively low levels of discrimination
(M = 0.99, SD = 0.80). Findings also revealed
that participants were using moderate levels of
the three coping strategies. Specifically, religious
coping was most used (M = 1.66, SD = 1.04),
followed by active coping (M = 1.63, SD =
0.96) and instrumental support (M = 1.28, SD =
0.90). Means, standard deviations, and zero-order
correlations for the study variables are shown in
Table 2. As expected, results showed that increased
perceived discrimination was associated with an
increase in social exclusion (p < .001).

Moderation Analyses
Moderated models of path analyses were con-
ducted to test the hypothesis. The model includ-
ed interaction terms, and thus the predictor
and moderator variables were standardized to re-
duce multicollinearity and maximize interpretabil-
ity (Aiken & West, 1991; Frazier, Tix, & Barron,
2004). Separate hierarchical sets of path analyses
were conducted for each coping strategy. In step 1,
social exclusion was regressed on discrimination
and the coping strategy to observe their main
effect on the outcomes. In step 2, interaction terms
for discrimination and the coping strategy were
entered in the model to observe the interaction—
moderation effects. In step 3, age, education, and
income were added as potential confounders to
examine whether moderation effects persisted net
of controls. A significant regression coeflicient for
the interaction term would indicate a significant
moderation effect. A positive beta would sug-
gest that the coping strategy amplifies the relation-
ship between discrimination and social exclusion,
whereas a negative beta would suggest that the
coping strategy buffers the relationship (Aiken &
West, 1991). All models showed good fit to the
data as was indicated by nonsignificant chi squares,
CFI ranged from .992 to .998, TLI from .924 to
967, RMSEA from .030 to .060,and SRMR from
.006 to .019.

Table 3 provides the results of the path analyses.
Perceived discrimination was found to significantly
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Table 2: Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations of Study Variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Material deprivation 1.000 0.513** 0.338** 0.373** 0.245** 0.059 0.020 0.004
2. Social participation 0.513** 1.000 0.168** 0.438** 0.197** 0.022 -0.068  —0.005
3. Basic social rights 0.338** 0.168* 1.000 0.076 0.409** 0.071 0.098* 0.091
4. Cultural integration 0.373** 0.438™* 0.076 1.000 0.179** —-0.022 —-0.064 0.018
5. Discrimination 0.245** 0.197* 0.409** 0.179** 1.000 0.156™* 0.192*  0.084
6. Religious coping 0.059 0.022 0.071 —0.022 0.156** 1.000 0.471*  0.460**
7. Instrumental support 0.020 —-0.068 0.098* —-0.064 0.192** 0.471* 1.000 0.515**
8. Active coping 0.004 —0.005 0.091 0.018 0.084 0.460** 0.515**  1.000
M 1.430 1.470 1.810 1.860 0.990 1.660 1.280 1.630
SD 0.920 0.760 1.220 1.060 0.800 1.040 0.900 0.960

p < .05.*p < .01.

predict all four dimensions of social exclusion in all
the models (p < .05). Instrumental support coping
also showed significant effects on limited social
participation and insufficient cultural integration
(p < .05). Results showed three significant moder-
ation effects of coping strategies on the relationship
between discrimination and social exclusion. This
included the interaction term for discrimination X
active coping and discrimination X instrumental
support coping. After controlling for the effects
of age, gender, and income, only the interaction
for discrimination X active coping remained
significant.

To examine the nature of the two-way inter-
actions, simple effect analyses were conducted.
The intercept and the unstandardized coefficients
for the predictor and the moderator were entered
to plot the interaction effects (Dawson, 2014). In
Figure la, results indicate that low utilization of
active coping strategies increased vulnerability
for material deprivation and limited social par-
ticipation, whereas high utilization of active
coping was associated with less social-economic
exclusion, even when perceived discrimination
was high. In addition, increased utilization of
instrumental support coping strategies despite high
levels of discrimination decreased vulnerability
for material deprivation (see Figure 1b). The
interaction between active coping and discrim-
ination accounted for an additional 1 percent
of variance in material deprivation and limited
social participation, and that of use of instrumental
support and discrimination explained an additional
2 percent of variance in material deprivation.
Despite the small effect size, these findings were
significant and can be meaningful given the
difficulties of detecting moderation effects in

nonexperimental studies (Yip, Rowlinson, & Siu,
2008).

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this study was to examine the
moderation effects of coping strategies on the
relationship between discrimination and social
exclusion. First, the coping strategy of active cop-
ing was found to be a significant moderator. These
findings suggest that frequent use of active coping
weakened the negative effects of discrimination
on the social exclusion dimensions of material
deprivation and limited social participation. Con-
versely, less use of this coping strategy amplified this
relationship. A meta-analysis by Pascoe and Smart
Richman (2009) found that active or problem-
solving coping, which entails directly dealing with
stressors, was most effective in buffering negative
effects of discrimination on health. For example,
studies among Asian immigrants found that active
or problem-solving coping lessened the association
between discrimination and mental health (Noh
& Kaspar, 2003; Yoo & Lee, 2005). Thus, this
coping strategy appears to also have a buffering
effect on the impact of perceived discrimination
on socioeconomic outcomes.

The second significant moderator was the use of
instrumental support, which entails seeking help or
advice from others. This indicated that African
immigrants who frequently sought instrumental
support in the face of discrimination were able to
significantly reduce their likelihood for social
exclusion on the limited social participation do-
main. This result is consistent with logical interpre-
tation and studies that have found the use of social
support to be effective in dealing with discrimina-
tion (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009; Wei et al.,
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Table 3: Moderation Analyses Results for Three Coping Strategies

Limited
Access to Limited Insufficient
Material Basic Social Social Cultural
Steps Deprivation Rights Integration Integration
B R? B R p R B R?
1 Discrimination (DS) 248 .06 405** 17 1997 .04 4797 .03
Active coping —-.017 .057 —.022 .003
2 DS 259 .07 .398*** A7 212 .05 84 .04
Active coping —.032 .067 —.040 —-.005
DS x active coping —-.098* .061 -.117* —-.052
3 Controls (age, income, education) 21 .20 A1 .07
DS 223 .385%** .189*** 180**
Active coping —.044 .052 —.041 —.008
DS x active coping -.072 .078 —-.099* —.045
1 DS 252 .06 406 17 219 .05 .199 .04
Instrumental support coping —.028 .020 —.110 —.102
2 DS 264" .08 407 17 223" .05 203 .04
Instrumental support coping —.034 .020 —112* —.105*
DS X instrumental support -.118* —-.010 —.041 —.048
3 Controls (age, income, education) 21 .20 .10 .07
DS 226" 3927 .196*** 198
Instrumental support coping —-.030 .021 —.096 —-.097
DS X instrumental support -.079 .013 —-.015 —.041
1 DS 243" .06 .408*** 17 199" .04 A87# .04
Religious coping .021 .007 —.009 —.051
2 DS 2427 .06 4017 17 202 .04 84 .04
Religious coping .025 .022 —.016 —.046
DS X religious coping .018 .072 —.033 .024
3 Controls (age, income, education) .20 .20 .10 .07
DS 210%™ .393 183 .184
Religious coping .007 —.001 —.027 —.061
DS X religious coping .004 .069 —.040 .016

Notes: All coefficients shown are standardized. In step 3, coefficients for control variables not shown. Significant interactions denoted in boldface.

*p <.05.*"p < .001.

2010). In addition, most African cultures are col-
lectivistic and value the use of social support from
their families and community in dealing with chal-
lenges experienced as immigrants in the United
States (Akinsulure-Smith, 2017; Sellers et al., 2006;
Ting, 2010). Thus, the helpfulness of using instru-
mental support in dealing with discrimination
reflects a culturally congruent coping strategy.
Although religious coping was found to be
the most frequently used strategy among African
immigrants in this sample, it did not show any
significant moderating effects on the relationship
between perceived discrimination and social ex-
clusion. These findings warrant further investi-
gation for individual meaning and application of
religious coping as variations in these would likely

entail varied effects on outcomes. For example,
Fabricatore, Handal, Rubio, and Gilner (2004)
found that passive religious coping had exacer-
bating moderation effects. It is also possible that
the persistent and chronic nature of discrimination
may render religious coping unable to buffer its
negative effects. Furthermore, it is important to
speculate why all the coping strategies in this study
failed to moderate the effects of discrimination
on the social exclusion dimensions of insufficient
cultural integration and limited access to basic
social rights. These findings may suggest that the
discrimination—social exclusion relationship on
these dimensions may be complex and structural
and thus not easily mitigated by individual coping
strategies.
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Figure 1: Moderating Effects of Coping Strategies on the Discrimination-Social

Exclusion Relationship
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Implications for Social Work Practice

Findings from this study have several implications
for social work practitioners. First, it is impor-
tant for practitioners to increase their awareness
of African immigrant experiences and assess the
level of discrimination and its impact on their
social—cultural and structural-economic participa-
tion. When clients present with discrimination-
related issues, clinicians need to be sensitive to
culturally congruent coping as they assess for the
role of coping in the link between perceived dis-
crimination and outcomes. Specifically, findings
suggest that practitioners need to understand how
active coping and use of instrumental support
can help to mitigate the negative effects of dis-
crimination on socioeconomic exclusion. Conse-
quently, practitioners could promote active coping
by exploring problem-solving options with clients

and linking them to needed services and resources.
Practitioners can also help clients develop and use
social support networks in dealing with discrim-
ination. For instance, practitioners could connect
more isolated clients with social support systems
(such as community members, other immigrants,
or members of their faith tradition) from which
clients can receive additional support.
Practitioners should also consider variations in
coping strategies among individuals across cultures
and how these may affect the impacts of discrim-
ination. An exploration of how immigrants cope
can provide valuable knowledge to practitioners.
Findings suggest that interventions that go beyond
individual coping strategies are needed in allevi-
ating negative effects of discrimination on social
exclusion. Specifically, individual coping strategies
failed to moderate the effects of discrimination on
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limited access to basic social rights and insufficient
cultural integration. This calls for social workers to
assess for discrimination at individual and structural
levels and advocate for policies and interventions
that mitigate discriminatory practices facilitating
decreased access to basic social rights and limiting
cultural integration among African immigrants.
Consistent with the work of Akinsulure-Smith
(2017), this study also found religion and spiritual-
ity to be important coping assets among African
immigrants. Although findings showed that reli-
gious coping did not buffer the negative effects of
discrimination on social exclusion, social workers
might conduct spiritual assessments to determine
the role that religion and spirituality play in the
clients’ lives (Hodge, 2006). An increased under-
standing of the value clients place on religion and
spirituality could help practitioners better tailor
their interventions to clients’ needs. For example,
supporting religious coping while facilitating addi-
tional coping mechanisms may help clients better
address stressors associated with social exclusion.

Limitations, Research Implications, and
Conclusion
Findings of this study should be viewed in the con-
text of several limitations. First, the sample recruit-
ment strategy entailed self-selection and referral,
which leads to bias. Second, causal inference cannot
be made due to the use of cross-sectional data.
Third, measures of coping used in this study
were developed from Western cultural perspec-
tives, hence it is unknown whether coping strate-
gies developed from a collectivist cultural per-
spective would demonstrate similar moderating
effects. Last, findings cannot be generalized to
other ethnic-minority immigrant groups without
the replication of findings in those groups. Despite
these limitations, this study expands our under-
standing about factors that may help reduce the
negative effects of perceived discrimination on
the social exclusion of African immigrants in the
United States. Future research can examine the role
of culture-specific coping strategies as moderators,
as well as the role of maladaptive coping strategies
that may be used among African immigrants, as
this study did not examine the effects of unhealthy
coping strategies.

This study is an important first step in quanti-
tatively linking coping strategies as buffers in the
relationship between perceived discrimination and

socioeconomic outcomes among African immi-
grants in the United States. Findings from this
study add to the emerging literature on African
immigrant research and expand the discussion to
coping strategies, discrimination, and multidimen-
sional social exclusion. Increased research in these
areas can provide the foundation for the develop-
ment of policies and interventions that can facil-
itate the well-being of African immigrants in the

United States. HT1
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