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ABSTRACT
Language brokering has been correlated with positive cognitive
advantages, particularly in the younger years of translation. However,
heavy translating has also been correlated with greater levels of
psychological maladjustment. Fortunately, a cultural emphasis on family
may reduce the adverse effects of translating. The current study
examined emerging adults’ psychological health in relation to their
language brokering habits during adolescence, as moderated by the
strength of interdependent and independent values in the family. It was
predicted that a strong sense of familism, or a high value placed on the
family, would moderate the adverse psychological effects of language
brokering. It was found that at low levels of familism, being a language
broker was linked with a greater presence of anxiety symptoms.
However, when familism was high, this value acted as a protective factor
for the brokers. When examining depression symptoms, a strong
connection to mainstream values was linked with less depression
symptoms. Overall, these results suggest that a connectedness to both
cultures may be beneficial to the adjustment of language brokers.
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Overview

The recent separation of families at the US-Mexico border drew international attention toward
the toxic stress parents and children alike may endure throughout the immigration process
(Garcia Coll et al. 2018; Sessions 2018). While the separation of families is not a given, stressful
events tend to precede and follow immigration, resulting in a cumulative stress (Garcia Coll
et al. 2018). For example, financial stress, malnutrition, exposure to trauma and/or crime and
lack of access to healthcare may motivate a family to immigrate initially (Li and Anderson
2016). Though many stressors may persist beyond the event of immigration, novel stressors
also arise as the family begins to navigate their new cultural context. For instance, immigrant
families must acclimate to a new host culture, which often involves the acquisition of a new
language. This familial challenge of learning a new language may rest upon the shoulders of
children within the family who tend to acquire new languages faster (Abello-Contesse 2008;
Snow and Hoefnagel-Höhle 1978; Collier 1987). Such immigrant children may vary in their gen-
eration status, but these children share a common role as the familial bridge between two cul-
tures and languages. Existing literature refers to immigrant children who frequently translate for
their family as language brokers (Orellana 2009), and their well-being in later development is
the focus of the present study.

© 2019 Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

CONTACT Vanessa R. Rainey vrainey@uwf.edu

JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUAL AND MULTICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2019.1630416

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01434632.2019.1630416&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2019-06-17
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2007-1909
mailto:vrainey@uwf.edu
http://www.tandfonline.com


A language broker is a unique type of bilingual individual with intense language translating and
interpretation experience (McQuillan and Tse 1995; Orellana, Dorner, and Pulido 2003; Tse 1995,
1996). These individuals, who may range in age from 4 years to emerging adulthood, are an inte-
gral part of the family’s communication with the majority culture. On an almost daily basis,
language brokers may be called upon to translate for non-majority language speaking family mem-
bers inside the home (e.g. translating newspapers) or in diverse contexts outside the home (e.g.
doctor’s office, parent-teacher conference). Often, the context of the translating situation can be
challenging (e.g. translating legal documents), which exposes child translators to materials and
conversations beyond their age level. Possibly due to these continual high stress situations for
heavy language brokers, some research has found negative psychological adjustment later in emer-
ging adulthood (e.g. Rainey et al. 2014). Other research has begun to investigate the impact of
cultural values, and other family values, as protective factors for the language broker (e.g. Shen,
Tilton, and Kim 2017; Tilghman-Osborne et al. 2016). Identifying protective factors are important
steps in the literature to ensure positive long-term adjustment as language brokers transition into
emerging adulthood, a time marked by struggles with instability, identity exploration, and auton-
omy from their family.

The intent of the current study was to more directly understand how family values might mod-
erate the relation between high levels of language brokering during adolescence and later psychologi-
cal functioning in emerging adulthood. Rooted in Arnett’s (2000) emerging adulthood framework
and Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Bioecological Systems Theory, the following are research questions
and predictions for this study:

(1) How do collectivistic values affect the potential links between heavy brokering experience in ado-
lescence and anxiety and depression in emerging adulthood? It was predicted that greater ties to
their family and a strong sense of familial duty, as measured through the concept of familism,
would help buffer negative psychological consequences of heavy language brokering that
occurred in the adolescent years. Past accounts of language brokering suggest that an ingrained
sense of obligation and respect for the family’s needs creates a greater level of harmony in the
minority family (Tilghman-Osborne et al. 2016). A strong allegiance to an interdependent family
lifestyle may help them to feel more connected to their family and derive a greater sense of sup-
port and purpose from their family members during stressful language brokering scenarios.

(2) How do independent values moderate the potential links between heavy brokering in adoles-
cence and anxiety and depression in emerging adulthood? It was predicted that independent
values would not impact psychological factors to the same degree as familism. However,
these values may still impact language brokers’ overall adjustment during emerging adulthood
because self-reliance and independence may be important for college success or finding a job
during this time. It was important to include both a measure of familism and mainstream values,
as language brokering children are heavily exposed to both cultures through schooling and
translating experiences.

Literature review

Overall, links between heavy language brokering experience and poor psychological adjustment in
emerging adulthood have recently been identified (e.g. Rainey et al. 2014). However, it is unclear
how these links can be mitigated through family values transmitted to the language broker. The fol-
lowing will review this research and provide the conceptual framework for understanding these links.

Past research on the language broker has found both positive and negative outcomes in relation to
language brokering experiences. On one hand, translation and interpretation duties expose these
important family members to diverse environments and mature conversations, thereby strengthen-
ing linguistic abilities and awareness of cultural differences (Guan, Nash, and Orellana 2016; French
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et al. 2006; Fuligni et al. 2008; Weisskirch 2005). Similarly, language brokering fosters communi-
cation skills, fluency, maturity, self-confidence, autonomy, and greater family closeness (Buriel,
Love, and De Ment 2006; Buriel et al. 1998; Dorner, Orellana, and Jiménez 2008; Tse 1995; Wu
and Kim 2009).

On the other hand, scenarios, such as conveying sensitive medical information to parents, may
create a deep sense of worry and anxiety for the translator. This is a common scenario that may
counteract previously seen precocious cognitive advantages for child language brokers (Acoach
and Webb 2004; Buriel et al. 1998; Dorner, Orellana, and Li-Grining 2007; Rainey, Davidson, and
Li-Grining 2016). Although there may be positive socioemotional developments (e.g. increased
empathy) for some language brokers (Guan, Greenfield, and Orellana 2014), this is not always the
case when the level of translating is heavy and burdensome for the child (Chao 2006; Kam 2011;
Kam and Lazarevic 2014; Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001).

Frequency and timing of language brokering experiences

Overall, there does not seem to be a direct effect of language brokering on psychological health (Hua
and Costigan 2012). Research has identified frequency of language brokering as a major factor in
psychological adjustment (Kam 2011; Sy 2006). That is, at lower levels of brokering, these activities
may be beneficial to the child or adolescent’s cognitive and socioemotional development by exposing
them to a wider vocabulary and more diverse situations (Gort 2008; Orellana 2009). However, as the
language brokering load becomes heavier and more burdensome, particularly on a daily basis, these
activities pose a risk to the language broker’s development (Lupien et al. 2009; Martinez, McClure,
and Eddy 2009). In particular, this stress may be problematic when children are translating heavily
during the adolescent years (Rainey et al. 2014; Schulz, Titzmann, and Schlesier-Michel 2013). It is
during this time that adolescents are highly influenced by their peers and have a strong interest in
peer socialisation. Heavy translating duties for the family may conflict with participation in various
social activities and, in turn, create resentment and anxiety in the language broker (Fuligni and Ped-
ersen 2002; Tse 1996). Internalisation of these negative symptoms may occur when brokering is
more frequent, creating patterns that persist into adulthood, which has been found in recent research
examining psychological health and substance abuse (Kam 2011; Rainey, Flores-Lamb, and Gjor-
gieva 2017; Shin and Hecht 2013).

Yet, the overall adjustment of these adolescents, particularly when translating continues into
emerging adulthood, a period roughly defined as ages 18–25, is not well understood (Arnett
2000). Not only are emerging adults optimistic about future opportunities during this sensitive
time period, but they also experience high levels of identity exploration, instability in relationships
and work, and self-focused behaviours (Arnett 2000). These distinguishing features create a distinct
time in which the individual is no longer an adolescent, but is not identifying as having adult respon-
sibilities in their life (e.g. financial independence). Recent research has suggested that language bro-
kering responsibilities may not be entirely relinquished as they transition into emerging adulthood,
and it may be linked with higher levels of stress in college-aged students (Orellana and Phoenix 2017;
Sy 2006; Weisskirch 2013). This becomes problematic when language brokers are attempting to
establish this new level of autonomy (e.g. college, full time job) that may conflict with familial
demands (Arnett 2000; Dorner 2017; Weisskirch et al. 2011).

Protective factors for language brokers

Driven by the Bioecological Systems Theory of development, the current study attempted to under-
stand the context in which the language broker is embedded to more fully understand the long-term
implications of language brokering and potential protective factors (Bronfenbrenner 2005). Accord-
ing to this theory, development is bidirectionally driven by proximal processes in the child’s environ-
ment, such as interactions with the parent. These experiences shape the way in which children
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subjectively interpret future experiences and internalise parental behaviours and feelings. Recent
language brokering research has embodied these concepts by studying proximal processes in the
child’s development, in which cultural values and cultural identification are reinforced, which can
affect perceptions as emerging adults (e.g. Weisskirch et al. 2011).

This work has pointed to the importance of individual and family perceptions of brokering as key
moderating variables (Cline et al. 2011; Guan and Shen 2015; Kam 2011; Kam and Lazarevic 2014). For
instance, when examining alcohol and marijuana use in adolescent brokers, Kam and Lazarevic (2014)
found this link to be attenuated when perceptions about brokering differed. That is, the adolescents who
did not find translating to be burdensome had better overall outcomes. Another study found that at-risk
individuals were less likely to experience depressive symptoms when they identified language brokering
as part of their central identity and maintained confidence in their ability to broker effectively (Kim,
Hou, and Gonzalez 2017). In instances of high parent–child alienation where adolescents felt detached
from their parents, they were also more likely to feel burdened by language brokering and be more sus-
ceptible to depressive symptoms related to this feeling. Conflicts may stem from acculturation gaps
between the parents and child, and open communication gives adolescents opportunities to better inter-
nalise their parents’ cultural values relating to familism and respect (Buckingham and Brodsky 2015),
which in turn can lead to more positive perspectives on language brokering (Shen and Dennis 2017).

Others have speculated that the emphasis of strong family ties and cultural orientation may help
to mitigate the effects of stress during language brokering (e.g. Tilghman-Osborne et al. 2016; Wu
and Kim 2009). In one particular study, it was found that the more Chinese-oriented participants
felt a greater sense of familism, which led to them feeling a greater sense of obligation toward
their family (Wu and Kim 2009). Thereby, translating was not a burden for the adolescents who
embodied these stronger cultural ties. By definition, familism underscores the importance of loyalty,
support, and solidarity held for the family (Germán, Gonzales, and Dumka 2009; Padilla et al. 2016).
These collectivistic values may be advantageous to immigrant children who must navigate the com-
plex responsibility of language brokering. Unlike the Western values of independence and auton-
omy, familism ascribes meaning and value to tasks that benefit the family as a whole.

The intent of the current study was to more fully understand how the relation between heavy
language brokering and poor psychological functioning in emerging adulthood could be mitigated
by values in the family. Specifically, familism highlights the importance of whole family support,
which is a vital component of effective development in the Bioecological Systems framework (Bron-
fenbrenner 2005). Families that embody this value may have a better give and take of translating
responsibilities as the emerging adult gains autonomy. At the same time, families that also emphasise
independence and autonomy may mitigate the stress that a college-bound language broker may face.

Method

Participants

Overall, 419 participants were included in this IRB-approved experiment from introductory psychol-
ogy courses via a Psychology participant pool at a private Midwestern, urban university with a mix of
native US born and international students (Mean age = 18.96 years, SD = 1.10 years, Range = 18–24
years). Participants over 25 years were screened from this study to maintain a focus on the ‘emer-
ging adulthood’ period. Participants not reporting family income were removed due to the impor-
tance of this variable as a covariate and the inability to impute a missing variable such as income. All
participants were validated as bilingual speakers and spoke no more than two languages, as cognitive
functioning among multilinguals is unique from bilinguals (Baumgart and Billick 2018; Schroeder
and Marian 2017). This was done by setting an exclusion criterion on the survey for only participants
who were fluent in two languages. This was also verified with a question at the beginning of the sur-
vey asking if they spoke more than one language. Participants speaking more than two languages
were screened from this study, due to the confounding effects that balancing multiple languages
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could have on the results. Guided by Dorner, Orellana, and Li-Grining’s (2007) criteria, approxi-
mately 15% (N = 64) met the criteria for an ‘active’ language broker during adolescence and approxi-
mately 85% (N = 355) were considered bilingual non-brokers during adolescence.

Although the non-brokers may have reported light translating duties, they did not meet the cri-
teria for an ‘active’ or ‘partial’ language broker (see Dorner, Orellana, and Li-Grining 2007). To meet
this stringent ‘active’ language brokering criteria, participants had to report translating eight or more
items, with at least one item being difficult (e.g. bills, bank statements, legal documents), for an
immediate family member every day in four or more contexts during adolescence, specified as
ages 14–18 (Dorner, Orellana, and Li-Grining 2007). This stringent dichotomous exclusion was
used so that two distinguishable groups could be established (i.e. bilingual non-brokers, heavy
language brokers), as past research has found greater levels of psychological maladjustment when
language brokering occurred at high frequency levels in the family (Martinez, McClure, and Eddy
2009; Rainey et al. 2014; Sy 2006). Note that participants considered ‘partial’ language brokers
were screened from this sample (i.e. translated four or more things in three or more places for an
immediate family member sometimes; or at least one other family member every day or two
other family members sometimes; Dorner, Orellana, and Li-Grining 2007). Spanish/English-speak-
ing bilinguals comprised the majority of the sample (29.1%; N = 122). Approximately 60.9% of the
‘active’ language brokers were still considered current ‘active’ brokers, and 6.3% were ‘partial’ brokers
in emerging adulthood (Table 1).

Other languages spoken by bilingual language brokers included Arabic (3.1%), Assyrian (3.1%),
Bulgarian (1.6%), Croatian (1.6%), Filipino (1.6%), Greek (3.1%), Gujarati (3.1%), Korean (4.7%),
Lao (1.6%), Mandarin (3.1%), Polish (17.2%), Romanian (3.1%), Russian (1.6%), Spanish (45.3%),
Ukrainian (3.1%), Urdu (1.6%), and Vietnamese (1.6%).

For bilingual non-brokers, other languages spoken by participants included Albanian (0.8%),
Arabic (1.1%), Assyrian (0.6%), Bengali (0.3%), Bosnian (0.6%), Cantonese (0.3%), Chinese
(0.8%), Croatian (0.3%), Dinka (0.3%), Farsi (0.9%), Filipino (0.6%), French (3.4%), Gaelic
(0.6%), German (2%), Greek (1.7%), Gujarati (7.6%), Haitian (0.3%), Hindi (3.1%), Hmong
(0.3%), Italian (1.4%), Japanese (1.1%), Korean (0.6%), Lithuanian (0.8%), Malayalam (0.8%), Man-
darin (2%), Marathi (0.3%), Mongolian (0.3%), Montenegri (0.3%), Persian (0.3%), Polish (11%),
Portuguese (0.6%), Punjabi (0.6%), Romanian (1.4%), Russian (1.7%), Serbian (0.6%), Spanish
(26.5%), Tagalog (3.7%), Telugu (1.1%), Thai (0.6%), Twi (0.3%), Ukrainian (1.4%), Urdu (11%),
Uzbeki (0.3%), Vietnamese (1.7%), Yoruba (0.6%), and 0.3% were unidentified.

Table 1. Characteristics of the bilingual language brokers and bilingual non-brokers.

Bilingual non-brokers Bilingual brokers Overall

Mean age 18.98 (1.10) 18.89 (1.11) 18.96 (1.10)
First generationd 7.0%b 3.1% 6.4%f

1.5 generatione 13.8%b 26.6% 18.1%f

Second generation 51%b 68.8% 61.1%f

Third generation or later 13%b 1.6% 12.9%f

Male 27% 18.8% 25.9%
Female 72.4% 81.3% 74.1%
Spoken English proficiencya 9.67 (1.07) 9.64 (0.92) 9.67 (1.05)
Level of understanding of Englisha 9.77 (0.88) 9.70 (0.80) 9.76 (0.87)
English reading levela 9.71 (0.96) 9.57 (0.98) 9.69 (0.96)
Spoken (other language) proficiencya 7.80 (2.01) 8.48 (1.70) 7.90 (1.98)
Level of understanding of (other language)a 8.70 (1.81) 9.02 (1.53) 8.75 (1.77)
(Other language) Reading levela 5.98 (3.37) 7.43 (2.89) 6.20 (3.34)
Median SES based on income levelc 6 ($70–90,000) 4 ($30–50,000)

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses. Some participants (<.5%) did not respond to all demographic questions, unless other-
wise noted. aMean score out of 10 based on self-report. b5.2% of the non-brokers did not respond to all questions needed to
calculate generation status. cBased on self-report categories: (1) Below $10,000; (2) $10,000–20,000; (3) $20,000–30,000; (4)
$30,000–50,000; (5) $50,000–70,000; (6) $70,000–90,000; (7) $90,000–110,000; (8) $110,000–130,000; (9) $130,000 and above.
dImmigrated after the age of 12. eImmigrated before the age of 13; Portes and Rumbaut 2005. f12.9% did not respond to all
questions needed to calculate generation status.
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Measures

Bilingual background questionnaire
Participants responded to a background questionnaire to assess their level of bilingualism and cul-
tural status. This comprehensive questionnaire included the Language Experience and Proficiency
Questionnaire (LEAP-Q; Marian, Blumenfeld, and Kaushanskaya 2007), in which participants
rated their reading, speaking, and listening skills on a scale from 0 to 10 in both languages they
knew. They also answered questions about family structure, income level, and questions that assessed
their immigrant generational status. Another section of this questionnaire examined their language
brokering duties and status during adolescence, using comprehensive questions that asked about
who they translated for, where they translated, what they translated, and how often they translated
(adapted from Dorner, Orellana, and Li-Grining 2007).

Penn State Worry Questionnaire (PSWQ)
The PSWQ (Meyer et al. 1990) is a general trait measure for anxiety, and is capable of distinguish-
ing generalised anxiety disorder. This questionnaire consists of 16 questions given a value of 1
(‘not at all typical of me’) through 5 (‘very typical of me’). For items 1, 3, 8, 10, and 11, the scoring
is reversed. Example items include ‘When I am under pressure I worry a lot’ and ‘My worries
overwhelm me.’ Each participant’s score was calculated by summing these items, with a higher
score indicating more anxiety symptoms. This measure demonstrates strong internal consistency
(Cronbach’s alpha: .86–.95; Brown, Antony, and Barlow 1992; Wuthrich, Johnco, and Knight
2014).

Mood and Anxiety Symptom Questionnaire-Anhedonic Depression (MASQ-AD)
The MASQ-AD is a subscale of the Mood and Anxiety Symptom Questionnaire (MASQ) focusing
specifically on anhedonic depression, or low levels of positive affect (Watson et al. 1995). Test-takers
indicate how much they have experienced each item within the last week from 1 (‘not at all’) to 5
(‘extremely’). The MASQ-AD consists of two factors; 8 questions about typical symptoms of depress-
ive disorders (‘felt really slowed down’) and 14 reverse-scored questions about experiencing positive
emotions (‘felt like nothing was very enjoyable’). The Cronbach’s alpha for the MASQ-AD is .93
(Wardenaar et al. 2010). The final score is an aggregate of items, with higher scores indicating a
greater presence of depressive disorders.

Modified Cultural Values Scale
The Modified Cultural Values Scale was adapted from the Mexican-American Cultural Values Scale,
which is a 50-item measure of culturally linked values (Knight et al. 2010). There are nine subscales,
tied to either ‘traditional’ cultural values or ‘mainstream’ American cultural values. From the ‘tra-
ditional’ cultural values scale, the factor of ‘familism’ was used as the focal point in this adopted ver-
sion, which consisted of three categories, totalling 16 questions: (1) familism support, which
measures the desirability of maintaining close relationships with family (e.g. parents should teach
their children that the family always comes first); (2) familism obligation, which measures the impor-
tance of tangible care-giving (e.g. children should be taught that it is their duty to care for their
parents when their parents get old); and (3) familism referent, which indicates that the family is
used as a communal identity (e.g. when it comes to important decisions, the family should ask
for advice from close relatives).

The ‘mainstream’ Western values included in the full scale and the adopted version consist of
three categories with 14 questions total: (1) material success (e.g. children should be taught that it
is important to have a lot of money); (2) self-reliance (e.g. the most important thing parents can
teach their children is to be independent from others); and (3) competitiveness (e.g. parents should
encourage children to do everything better than others). Each of these subscales consists of questions
measured on a scale of 1 (‘not at all’) to 5 (‘completely’) in regards to how much the participant
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believes in that value. The values for each subscale were averaged separately to create ‘familism’ and
‘mainstream’ value averages of subscales.

To check for differences across the ethnic groups, an Analysis of Variance was conducted and
found no differences in familism or mainstream value scores, F(46, 372) = 1.25, p = .14; F(46,
372) = 0.98, p = .52; respectively. These were then used as the moderator variables in the multiple
regression analyses. Moderation analyses allow us to understand how a moderator variable, familism
or independent/mainstream values, would attenuate the relation between heavy language brokering
and anxiety/depression.

Procedure

Participants were recruited through an undergraduate psychology pool. The online sign-up pro-
cedure included the informed consent, a screening measure asking participants if they spoke only
two languages, demographic questions (e.g. age, sex, family income level), and the bilingual back-
ground survey. Additionally, anxiety and depression were measured using the PSWQ and the
MASQ-AD (Bredemeier et al. 2010; Meyer et al. 1990; Watson and Clark 1991). To assess the con-
structs of familism and mainstream cultural values emphasised in their family, participants also
completed the Modified Cultural Values Scale. Based on whether or not they had significant trans-
lation experience between the ages of 14–18, as determined in the background survey, participants
were categorised as bilingual language brokers or bilingual non-brokers (see above stated criteria in
description of participants).

Results

Descriptives

The overall means and standard deviations of each subscale for the brokers and non-brokers can be
seen in Table 2. An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare socioeconomic status (i.e.
as measured by self-reported family income) in the language brokers and the bilingual non-brokers.
Due to the nature of the sample, it was not unexpected to see income differences (see Rainey et al.
2014). There was a significant difference in scores for the language brokers (M = 4.72, SD = 1.92) and
the bilingual non-brokers (M = 6.04, SD = 2.16), t(417) = 4.57, p≤ .001. That is, the non-brokers
reported higher levels of family income. For this reason, family income level was included as a cov-
ariate in the following moderation analyses.

Due to incongruent sample sizes between the language brokers and the bilingual non-language
brokers, a bootstrapping technique was used in our moderation analyses (Sen and Srivastava
1990). Unequal sample sizes were maintained because the variance of the samples’ dependent vari-
able were equal, which is a common assumption of regression. Specifically, Levene’s test showed that
the variances for anxiety and depression were equal, F(1, 417) = 1.17, p = .279; F(1, 417) = 0.004, p
= .949, respectively.

Familism moderates the link between heavy language brokering and anxiety

To understand the nature of familial influences on the well-being of language brokers, multiple
regression analyses were conducted to determine if family values (i.e. familism and mainstreamWes-
tern values) would moderate the relation between language brokering status and levels of anxiety.
Assumptions of linearity, normally distributed errors, and uncorrelated errors were checked and
met (see Table 3 for intercorrelations). To avoid multicollinearity when using interaction terms,
all of the predictor variables were mean centred prior to analyses (Aiken and West 1991). For the
dichotomous predictor variable broker status, the language brokers and bilingual non-brokers
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were dummy-coded. Hayes’s Process Model macro for SPSS was used to conduct the moderation
analyses (Hayes 2012).

There was a statistically significant interaction between brokering status and familism (i.e. com-
prised of the familism-support, familism-obligation, and familism-referent subscales) in the predic-
tion of anxiety symptoms when mainstream values and family income level were used as covariates
in the moderation analysis, F(5, 413) = 6.31, p < .001, R squared = .06 (see Table 4). According to
Cohen (1988) this is a small effect size. Note that this interaction was significant even when these
covariates were not used in the analysis. It was found that at low levels of familism, there was a posi-
tive significant relation between language brokering and presence of anxiety symptoms, b = 4.66,
95% CI [2.27, 7.05], t = 3.84, p = .0001 (see Figure 1). When familism is at the mean, there was a simi-
lar significant positive relation between language brokering and anxiety symptoms, b = 2.12, 95% CI
[0.39, 3.85], t = 2.41, p = .0164. That is, at low and mean levels of familism, language brokering is
linked with more anxiety symptoms. However, when familism is high, this relation disappears, b
=−0.42, 95% CI [−2.66, 1.83], t =−0.37, p = .7152, suggesting that language brokering in families
with high familism values could serve as a protective factor for language brokers. In other words,
at low levels of familism, active brokers were significantly higher in anxiety compared to non-bro-
kers. Whereas, endorsing lower levels of familism appears to strengthen the link between brokering
and greater anxiety symptoms. These results held when gender was controlled for in the analyses.

When this moderation analysis was conducted with ‘mainstream values’ as the moderator, there
was no significant interaction. Specifically, mainstream values did not moderate the relation between
language brokering and anxiety scores, controlling for familism and family income, b =−2.26, SEB =
1.43, t =−1.59, p = .1137.

Table 2. Means and standard deviations of the bilingual language brokers’ and bilingual non-brokers’
anxiety and depression scores.

Bilingual non-brokers Bilingual brokers

Anxiety symptoms (PSWQ)a 52.83 (13.32) 57.26 (12.13)
Depression symptoms (MASQ-AD)b 57.72 (13.98) 56.22 (13.43)
Familism scorec 3.83 (0.72) 3.94 (0.69)
Familism support 4.07 (0.79) 4.17 (0.72)
Familism obligation 3.88 (0.76) 3.99 (0.71)
Familism referent 3.53 (0.81) 3.65 (0.80)
Mainstream scorec 2.90 (0.61) 2.91 (0.56)
Material success 2.17 (0.96) 2.03 (0.83)
Self-reliance 3.52 (0.48) 3.56 (0.40)
Competitiveness 3.02 (0.87) 3.12 (0.85)

Note: Standard deviations are in parentheses. aout of scale of 80, bout of scale of 110, caverage score.

Table 3. Variable intercorrelations.

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

Non-brokers

1. MASQ_AD –
2. PSWQ .262** –
3. Mainstream values aggregate score .061 .018 –
4. Familism aggregate score −.182** .190** .308** –
5. Family income −.113* −.077 .021 −.086 –

Language brokers

1. MASQ_AD –
2. PSWQ .383** –
3. Mainstream values aggregate score −.306* −.190 –
4. Familism aggregate score −.276* −.222 .325** –
5. Family income −.146 −.076 .062 .250* –

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed); **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
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Mainstream independent values moderate the link between heavy language brokering
and depression symptoms

In a similar manner to the above moderation analyses, the number of depressive symptoms was used
as the outcome variable to understand if family values (i.e. familism and mainstreamWestern values)
would moderate the relation between language brokering status and levels of depression. Assump-
tions of linearity, normally distributed errors, and uncorrelated errors were checked and met. All of
the predictor variables were mean centred prior to analyses and broker status was dummy-coded.
The familism aggregate score and family income level were used as covariates in the analyses.

Unlike the anxiety scores, there was no interaction found between language brokering status and
familism in the prediction of depression symptoms, b =−0.53, SEB = 1.10, t =−0.48, p = .6315.

Table 4. Multiple regression analysis summary for language brokering and anxiety symptoms, moderated by level of familism
(mainstream values and family income covariates; N = 419).

Variable b SEB t p

Constant 58.95 4.07 14.49 <.001
Familism aggregate score 2.65 0.92 2.87 .0043
Language broker statusa 2.12 0.88 2.41 .0164
Interaction: Language broker status × Familism −3.55 1.10 −3.24 .0013
Covariate: Mainstream values aggregate score −1.16 1.17 −1.00 .3197
Covariate: Family income −0.34 0.31 −1.07 .2850

Note: Overall model summary: F(5, 413) = 6.31, p < .001, R squared = .0574. aThe reference group for dummy-coding was the bilin-
gual non-brokers.

Figure 1. The interaction between language brokering during the adolescent years and anxiety symptoms, as moderated by their
sense of familism. The values for the moderator are plus/minus one standard deviation from the mean. Note that familism and
anxiety were measured in emerging adulthood, while the language brokering status during adolescence was retrospectively
recalled during emerging adulthood.
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However, a statistically significant interaction between language brokering status and mainstream
values was found in the prediction of depression symptoms, F(5, 413) = 8.22, p < .001, R squared
= .08 (see Table 5). According to Cohen (1988) this is a small effect size. Note that this interaction
was statistically significant even with the covariates (i.e. family income, familism score) removed
from the moderation analysis. It was found that at low levels of mainstream values, there was not
a significant relation between language brokering and depression symptoms, b = 1.47, 95% CI
[−1.37, 4.32], t = 1.02, p = .3089 (see Figure 2). At a mean level of mainstream values, there was
also not a significant relation, b =−1.06, 95% CI [−2.85, 0.74], t =−1.16, p = .2468. However, at
high levels of mainstream values, a significant negative relation was found between language

Table 5. Multiple regression analysis summary for language brokering and depression symptoms, moderated by level of
mainstream values (familism and family income covariates; N = 419).

Variable b SEB t p

Constant 79.22 4.03 19.63 <.001
Mainstream values aggregate score 1.77 1.21 1.47 .1425
Language Broker statusa −1.06 0.91 −1.16 .2468
Interaction: Language broker status × Mainstream values −4.21 1.68 −2.51 .0123
Covariate: Familism aggregate score −4.38 0.91 −4.82 <.001
Covariate: Family income −0.84 0.32 −2.65 .0084

Note: Overall model summary: F(5, 413) = 8.22, p < .001, R squared = .0771. aThe reference group for dummy-coding was the bilin-
gual non-brokers.

Figure 2. The interaction between language brokering during the adolescent years and depressive symptoms, as moderated by the
level of mainstream values emphasised in their family. The values for the moderator are plus/minus one standard deviation from
the mean. Note that mainstream values and depression were measured in emerging adulthood, while the language brokering
status during adolescence was retrospectively recalled during emerging adulthood.
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brokering and depression symptoms, b =−3.59, 95% CI [−6.08, −1.10], t =−2.84, p = .0048. That is,
when the family believes in very strong mainstream values, being a language broker was linked with a
lower presence of depression symptoms. Low levels of mainstream values did not appear to harm the
language brokers. These results held when gender was controlled for in the analyses.

Discussion

The current study examined the moderating effect of different cultural values in the family (i.e. famil-
ism, mainstream values) on the relation between language brokering and psychological adjustment
during emerging adulthood. Although past studies have found both positive and negative cognitive
and socioemotional effects of brokering, not many have focused on the long-term adjustment of
these individuals (Buriel, Love, and De Ment 2006; Dorner, Orellana, and Li-Grining 2007; Rainey,
Davidson, and Li-Grining 2016). Emerging adulthood, a time at which adolescents tend to break
away from the family, can be a stressful experience (e.g. starting college, working full time). This
is especially the case for language brokers who have become an integral part of the family unit
(Sy 2006). Although these adult-level conversations and materials may have brought adolescent
translators to a new level of comprehension and understanding, this may heighten their anxiety
levels and worry about family functioning.

Current research has begun to explore why heavy translators are showing higher levels of malad-
justment in adolescence and emerging adulthood (Rainey et al. 2014). More importantly, several
studies have attempted to identify protective factors that the family can use in practice (Cline
et al. 2011; Kam 2011; Kam and Lazarevic 2014). To illustrate, some have found that perceptions
toward brokering and strong family ties are key protective factors (Kam and Lazarevic 2014; Tilgh-
man-Osborne et al. 2016). The current study extended this research by examining family cultural
values, both interdependent and independent, as protective factors in potential relations between
heavy brokering during adolescence and psychological maladjustment in emerging adulthood. It
was also designed to assess familial protective factors for language brokers who had heavy translating
duties during adolescence. Thereby, both ‘heavy’ language brokers and bilingual non-brokers with
minimal translating duties were sought out.

Overall, when adolescent language brokers’ levels of anxiety were examined during emerging
adulthood, it was found that familism moderated the link between language brokering and higher
levels of anxiety. The language brokers overall had greater levels of anxiety than the bilingual
non-brokers. However, a strong sense of familism embodied by the family helped mitigate language
brokers’ anxiety levels. These results suggest that familism may buffer the negative effects of translat-
ing in regards to anxiety. The concept of familism encompasses a strong sense of obligation and com-
passion toward the family as a whole (Germán, Gonzales, and Dumka 2009; Padilla et al. 2016). If
this value is underscored by the family unit, then there is likely a greater sense of caring and under-
standing toward the adolescent broker, which is reciprocated by the broker toward their family.

Conversely, when the adolescent language brokers’ depression symptoms were examined during
emerging adulthood, it was found that independent-focused, mainstream values overall moderated
the link between language brokering and depression symptoms. Overall, there was not a significant
difference in depression levels for the brokers and non-brokers. However, possessing high main-
stream values overall was linked to lower depression symptoms for the language brokers in emerging
adulthood. Mainstream values include factors such as independence and self-reliance. These values
could work to battle feelings of helplessness that may lead to depression. This is particularly impor-
tant during this emerging adulthood phase, which calls for a need for self-reliance and independence.

Overall, these results help to inform research and families that certain cultural values, whether
interdependent or independent, are important components of the family unit that help protect ado-
lescent language brokers from the deleterious effects of heavy translating. Although past studies have
found language brokering to strengthen linguistic and cultural awareness (Buriel, Love, and De Ment
2006; Buriel et al. 1998; Guan, Nash, and Orellana 2016), we now know that not all language brokers
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are the same. Every experience is different, from the age when brokering responsibilities began, the
duration of brokering, and the intensity of these brokering experiences. Several studies point to
adverse effects emerging when children translate heavily on a daily basis (Lupien et al. 2009; Marti-
nez, McClure, and Eddy 2009).

Both interdependent and independent were included in this study to build on past research that
aimed to understand long-term implications of language brokering. Historically, studies have
focused on protective qualities of interdependence within the family (Tilghman-Osborne et al.
2016). However, qualities of self-reliance and independence may be desirable as well when achieving
autonomy from their family. Our findings suggest that a healthy balance of both values may be ben-
eficial to the language broker.

These results align with research investigating the developmental impact of biculturalism. As
such, a deeper level of biculturalism leads to better overall adjustment for adolescents and emerging
adults (French et al. 2006; Fuligni et al. 2008; Guan, Nash, and Orellana 2016; Love and Buriel 2007).
Moreover, a sense of bicultural self-efficacy, where individuals feel confident in their ability to func-
tion in two cultures, has been linked to psychological well-being (David, Okazaki, and Saw 2009).
This appears to be important during emerging adulthood, when adolescents enter periods of social
transition and conflicts between family obligations and personal autonomy. Adolescents use this
time to explore their cultural background and gain a better sense of their own ethnic identity, leading
to increased belonging to their respective cultures (i.e. having high group-esteem; French et al. 2006).

Limitations and future directions

Although informative about language broker adjustment during emerging adulthood, retrospective
data has its limitations. For instance, language brokering duties may have been difficult to recall.
However, through the use of stringent dichotomous groups (see Dorner, Orellana, and Li-Grining
[2007] criteria), participants in the mid-range of translating duties, who may have had difficulty
recalling these duties, were eliminated from the analyses (i.e. partial brokers). Two groups were cre-
ated with significant differences in brokering experiences. Future studies should examine language
brokering as a continuous variable, rather than a dichotomous variable.

Another limitation of our study was that our sample attended college and the majority of partici-
pants were female. As such, our findings may be primarily applied to college-going bilingual indi-
viduals who also happen to be majority female (Buchmann and DiPrete 2006). Future research
should include a group of language brokers who are not college bound, as they may have a different
profile than those in the current study. The language brokering literature would also greatly benefit
from investigating these research questions longitudinally and beyond emerging adulthood, perhaps
when they are entering the workforce.

Another notable limitation was that our cultural values scale was adapted from the Mexican-
American Cultural Values (MACV) scale and used for a variety of ethnic backgrounds (Knight
et al. 2010). While the original measure was normed with a Mexican-American sample, it does
not use exclusive language to index individuals’ value of family (e.g. No matter what, children should
always treat their parents with respect and Older kids should take care of and be role models for their
younger brothers and sisters). Such inclusive language allows this measure to be used more easily with
other races/ethnicities. Given that existing literature supports that familism is an important cultural
value for other races/ethnicities, (Kim 2010; Li 2013) and no significant differences in familism were
found across cultural groups in the present study, the MACV proved to be a good indicator of both
interdependence and independence within the family unit. Although family values, particularly that
of familism, were discussed in relation to families originating outside of the United States, it should
not be expected that all families of these cultures would emphasise these values or be completely
characterised by these values. As noted in the effect sizes of the results, there are still many other
characteristics of the family that could explain variations in psychological adjustment.
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Finally, cultural values may essentially be tapping into other variables, such as generational status
or acculturation level (Acoach andWebb 2004; Weisskirch 2005). For instance, one past study found
that those self-reporting less acculturation had heavier language brokering duties and higher levels of
stress (Weisskirch and Alva 2002). Future research should account for acculturation level in their
analyses. In addition, we are also assuming that the family cultural values have remained stable
across the adolescent years. These are typically values that are internalised throughout childhood
and adolescence and tend to remain stable (Min, Silverstein, and Lendon 2012). However, we did
not directly measure stability across time, so there is a need for future studies to address this
longitudinally.

Conclusions

The current study was intended to explore the impact of different cultural values on psychological
adjustment during emerging adulthood in a sample of diverse language brokers. By attending to
different family contexts in which the child is embedded, we can gain a greater understanding of
individual outcomes for language brokers (Bronfenbrenner 2005) who are potentially at-risk after
significant translation has accumulated. It was found that although anxiety levels may be higher
in language brokers who are currently in the emerging adulthood phase, this can be buffered with
greater levels of familism at home. Additionally, although overall depression levels were not higher
for the language brokers, there is still evidence that independent values such as self-reliance are help-
ful to the language brokers’ depression levels. Moreover, the findings from this study suggest that
being connected to both cultures, rather than just one culture exclusively, may be beneficial to the
long-term adjustment and well-being of language brokers that had heavy translating duties during
adolescence. Based on these findings, we encourage families of language brokers to foster and accept
bicultural development, rather than exclusive acculturation into the mainstream culture or their
heritage culture. This would mean relinquishing control over their child’s cultural experiences
and allowing for exploration of both of their identities. Additionally, as this sample was obtained
from a college campus, these findings may allow campus counsellors to more fully understand
the source of elevated anxiety for clients with a background in language brokering.
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