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Abstract
The usage of the new language is a crucial aspect in immigrant youth adaptation. However, despite substantial inter- and
intraindividual variability and dynamic changes, language usage has been studied primarily with a focus on static interindividual
differences. This study utilized a recently introduced Temporal Model of Acculturative Change to test associations between
language acquisition and friendship homophily. More specifically, three concepts were tested: pace (individual rate of change),
relative timing (the deviation from peers with similar length of residence), and transition timing (preparedness for the relocation).
Data comprised a three-wave-longitudinal sample of 820 ethnic German adolescents from Eastern European States who
immigrated to Germany (Mage= 16.1, 57% girls). Results revealed, particularly among recent immigrant adolescents, that
transition timing predicted earlier relative acculturation timing in language usage and that early relative timing in language usage
predicted levels and change rates in friendship homophily (over and above acculturation pace and the actual level of language
usage). Findings highlight the need to better understand the dynamics in acculturation processes of immigrant youth.

Keywords Acculturation timing ● Immigrant adolescents ● Host language acquisition ● Friendship homophily ● Acculturative
development

Introduction

Host language acquisition is one of the most pressing
challenges for immigrant adolescents as they adapt to a new
culture and country (Suárez-Orozco et al., 2018). Host
language usage is associated with socioeconomic and psy-
chological adaptation (Guven & Islam, 2015), enhances
interethnic communication and conveys a shared identity
(Caldas, 2002), and is associated with friendships among
immigrant adolescents (Titzmann et al., 2012). Not sur-
prisingly, language acquisition and usage has received
substantial attention in immigrant adaptation. However,
most studies treat language acquisition and usage as a static

interindividual difference score, and ignore the substantial
inter- and intraindividual variability and the dynamic
changes that take place in language learning. For example,
it is important to understand how acquisition of the host
language may facilitate or hinder same ethnic friendships,
especially if such processes are compared with those in
other same-ethnic immigrant peers. Using a recently
developed Temporal Model of Acculturative Change (Lee
et al., 2020; Titzmann & Lee, 2018, 2022), we investigated
the language acquisition and friendship homophily of a
unique sample of ethnic Germans from Eastern European
States who immigrated to Germany in the late 20th century.

Temporal Model of Acculturative Change

Scholars studying the adaptation of immigrant youth have
recognized the need to integrate developmental concepts on
motion and growth into acculturation theory in order to
better capture the temporal dynamics of acculturation-
related processes (Juang & Syed, 2019; Motti-Stefanidi
et al., 2021; Umaña-Taylor et al., 2014). To achieve this
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aim, Lee and Titzmann introduced a Temporal Model of
Acculturative Change that includes various temporal
dynamic concepts (Lee et al., 2020; Titzmann & Lee,
2018, 2022). Inspired by the developmental literature on
pubertal development (Mendle, 2014; Stumper et al., 2020),
the temporal dynamic concepts of acculturative change
include Acculturation Timing, Acculturation Tempo,
Acculturation Pace, and Acculturation Synchrony (Lee
et al., 2020; Titzmann & Lee, 2018, 2022). Acculturation
Timing is multifaceted and refers to the age at time of
migration (chronological timing), the actual start of accul-
turative changes (transition timing - which may precede or
succeed physical migration), and the deviation of accul-
turative change from relevant others, such as peers from the
same cohort and context (relative timing). Acculturation
Tempo is the duration period of acculturation processes
from start to a defined end. Acculturation Pace is the speed
at which acculturation occurs, which may vary within and
between individuals. Acculturation Synchrony describes
whether adaptation unfolds at the same or different time
across different spheres of life. As acculturation is a highly
dynamic process, these new temporal concepts allow
researchers to better understand the development of immi-
grant youth adaptation.

While theoretically intuitive and appealing, the Temporal
Model of Acculturative Change requires more empirical
evidence using longitudinal assessments of acculturation
changes among immigrants over long periods of time,
ideally, starting before the actual migration. Secondary
analyses of existent longitudinal data can provide initial
evidence for the predictive power and utility of accultura-
tion timing components. Aumann et al. (2022), for instance,
found an accelerated pace in language adoption (i.e., a faster
increase in the use of the new language) among immigrant
youth predicted higher levels of child disclosures to parents
and increased acculturation-related family hassles. These
findings provide new insights into the acculturation gap
literature and may explain mixed findings in previous stu-
dies (Telzer, 2010) by including more dynamic facets of
acculturation change. That is, the same acculturation gap
between parents and adolescents may have different con-
sequences. If it emerges slowly, parents have time to adapt
and intergenerational conflict may be limited or not existent.
If such gaps increase more quickly (i.e., through an accel-
erated adaptation of language use among adolescents),
families may experience more intergenerational conflict.
This finding on acculturation pace is one piece of the puzzle
in studying the dynamics of acculturative change and its
consequences. Evidence on other temporal concepts of
acculturation remains lacking.

Titzmann and Lee (2022) posit that each temporal con-
cept of acculturative change is likely to be relevant for
specific outcomes. For instance, while the study by Aumann

and colleagues (2022) found effects of acculturative pace on
family interactions, it did not find effects of relative timing
– the deviation of immigrants’ adaptation from that of peers
with similar length of residence. Aumann et al. (2022)
concluded that acculturation pace seems more relevant for
explaining family dynamics; whereas, relative acculturation
timing (which emphasizes how quickly an immigrant ado-
lescent adopts new behaviors compared to similar peers)
may be more pertinent to outcomes that refer to peer pro-
cesses. The aim of this study, therefore, was to test the
effects of acculturative relative timing (i.e., acculturation
deviation from immigrant peers with similar length of
residence) and pace (i.e., the individual rate of change) on
peer relations. We also tested predictors of adolescent
relative acculturation timing.

Relative Acculturation Timing in Language Use and
Friendship Homophily

Forming friendships is a central developmental task in
adolescence (Havighurst, 1972; Hurrelmann & Quenzel,
2018) and, in modern multicultural societies, this task
involves friendship selections across and within ethnicities.
Research has found that individuals prefer friends who are
similar in characteristics such as age, ethnicity, or gender
over dissimilar friends - a phenomenon termed friendship
homophily (McPherson et al., 2001). Ethnicity is a parti-
cular strong characteristic for friendship selection, because
it relates to shared personal and family experiences, such as
a common history, language, or cultural community. Due to
these commonalities, intra-ethnic friends often provide
resources for bonding and emotion regulation. By contrast,
inter-ethnic friends primarily provide bridging resources
(Serdiouk et al., 2022); bridging resources are associated
with knowledge and information about the new society.
Both bonding and bridging resources are relevant for young
immigrants’ adaptation and explain unique shares of var-
iance in adaptation outcomes (Serdiouk et al., 2022). As
moving to a new country is associated with high levels of
stress and numerous novel experiences, bonding with intra-
ethnic peers can be expected to help with these circum-
stances and explains high levels of ethnic homophily shortly
after arrival in a new country. The shares of intra-ethnic
friends (despite significant decreases over time), however,
often remain substantial – even after years in the new
country (Titzmann & Silbereisen, 2009). Research has also
shown substantial inter-individual variation in friendship
homophily which is due to differences in attitudes, devel-
opmental stages, language use, or contact opportunities
(Titzmann, 2014).

For friendship homophily (and for many other outcomes
of acculturative change), few empirical studies have
investigated adolescents’ timing of acculturation in
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combination with deviations from peers of similar length of
residence. This lack of research is noteworthy, because
group norms are fundamental for the psychosocial func-
tioning of adolescents, particularly immigrant youth
(Celeste et al., 2016). Peers play a major role in adolescence
(McCoy et al., 2019) and comprise a cosmos of mutual
influence, norm-setting and socialization (Bukowski et al.,
2018). Empirical findings underscore the role of peers in
acculturation. One study, for instance, found that deviations
from group norms can benefit or harm the psychosocial
functioning in immigrant youth (Celeste et al., 2016).
Another study revealed more acculturative problems when
the acculturation orientations of immigrant adolescents
deviated from those of their co-ethnic peers (Titzmann &
Jugert, 2015). These findings underscore the role of peers in
acculturation processes and highlight that focusing on
individual attitudes and behaviors while ignoring such
group-processes may limit the understanding of adoles-
cents’ acculturative processes.

The language used in everyday activities is a particular
strong factor in the explaining inter-individual differences
on friendship homophily. In a multicultural setting, using
the host language not only enhances the inter-ethnic com-
munication, but also conveys a shared identity, transports
knowledge about the host culture (Caldas & Caron-Caldas,
2002; Gudykunst & Schmidt, 1987), and can ease inter-
ethnic spare time activities. Hence, the use of the host
language in daily activities is one of the best indicators of
sociocultural adaptation to a new cultural setting (Masgoret
& Ward, 2006), and past studies have found interindividual
differences in host language use explained levels and
change rates in ethnic friendship homophily among immi-
grant youth in Germany and Israel (Titzmann, 2014;
Titzmann et al., 2012). Previous research, however, has
primarily studied the association between language use
and friendship homophily in terms of inter-individual
differences.

Importantly, acculturation processes unfold across both
the group and the individual levels (Berry, 1997), and,
according to the Temporal Model of Acculturative Change
(Titzmann & Lee, 2022), the group perspective may add to
our understanding of acculturation processes. That is, in
addition to the individual level of language use, it may be
relevant whether adolescents deviate or not from their peers
of similar length of residence and background. Lower levels
of use of the new language, for example, can be expected to
have different consequences, depending on the group
norms. In early stages of immigration, many intra-ethnic
peers may not (yet) communicate in the new host language,
but after many years some adolescents with lower levels of
language use may start to deviate substantially from their
peers with consequences for their socio-cultural and psy-
chological adaptation.

This deviation in relative timing of language use may
occur in two directions. Adolescents can be early (i.e. they
use the new language more often than peers of similar
length of residence) or late (i.e. use the new language less
often that peers of similar length of residence) in compar-
ison to their immigrant peers. Drawing upon theory and
research on pubertal timing, we suggest this differentiation
in relative timing of language use leads to two alternative
hypotheses, the deviance and the stage termination
hypothesis (Petersen & Crockett, 1985). The deviance
hypothesis states that being early or late may affect out-
comes, because any deviation from group norms has similar
consequences. The stage termination theory by contrast
assumes that adolescents who are early in language usage
compared to peers show differences in adaptation to others.
Which of these two hypotheses is supported in relative
acculturation timing is not yet known.

Predictors of Relative Timing in Language Use

Relative timing in the use of a new host language can be
expected to have various precursors based on contextual
variations and acculturation processes. According to
acculturation processes, transition timing seems particularly
relevant. Transition timing specifically captures accultura-
tive change when the actual starting point of acculturation
does not correspond with the date of immigration (Titzmann
& Lee, 2022). Some individuals may prepare for the tran-
sition to a new country years before immigration, which
may give them a head start in socio-cultural knowledge of
the new society, whereas others may delay learning the new
language due to contextual circumstances (e.g., living in
ethnic enclaves for some time after arrival in a new coun-
try). For this reason, indicators for transition timing are
associated with levels of preparation to migrate.

Among adolescents, early transition timing can be
expected to be associated with adolescents’ participation in
the decision to migrate, having the feeling that they were
prepared for the transition, and an expressed wish to migrate
to the new country. These indicators of early transition
timing are expected to be associated with being early in
relative acculturation timing. Indicators for late transition
timing, such as high shares of intra-ethnic peers in the
neighborhood or residing in refugee camps, are probably
associated with a delayed start and can be assumed to be
particularly relevant for immigrant groups who migrate
suddenly, such as refugees.

Aussiedler Immigrants from the Eastern European
States

This study focused on first generation ethnic German dia-
spora immigrants from the Eastern European States to
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Germany (Aussiedler). This Aussiedler group provides a
unique opportunity to study temporal aspects of accultura-
tion timing, because Aussiedler migrants often identified
with Germany before the actual immigration took place.
The history of these diaspora migrants reaches back to the
regency of Katharina II in Russia (Bade & Oltmer, 2003),
when Germans were granted privileges, such as self-
administration and cultural-religious freedom, when they
settled in Russia. These privileges facilitated German cul-
tural retention and identification with the German
homeland.

During World War II, Russian attitude towards ethnic
Germans changed substantially, and discrimination, depor-
tations, and a forced adaptation to the Russian culture (Bade
& Oltmer, 2003; Dietz, 2000) were the result. In the fol-
lowing decades, ethnic Germans adapted to the Russian
mainstream culture, but simultaneously maintained some
German cultural practices, especially within the family
context (Brenick & Silbereisen, 2012). Nevertheless, ado-
lescent Aussiedler migrants who enter Germany were well-
adapted to the Eastern European States and hardly spoke
German when they arrived in Germany (Dietz, 2003).

Today, Aussiedler immigrants constitute one of the lar-
gest immigrant groups in Germany. As compared to other
immigrant groups, they have a somewhat privileged posi-
tion, as they were granted immediate citizenship, social
security, and material support (Dietz, 2000). Hence, in
contrast to other refugee groups, these immigrants were
more prepared for their immigration due to their history and
the process of immigration and acceptance. It is, therefore,
an opportune group to study relative acculturation timing –

particularly if it comes to early transition timing.

Hypotheses

The current study aimed to test some of the assumptions of
the Temporal Model of Acculturative Change. In a first
step, we wanted to test predictors of being early or late in
relative timing and included transition timing as a hypo-
thesized variable from the acculturation timing framework
as predictor. We hypothesized immigrant adolescents who
reported an early transition timing (prepared for the transi-
tion, wish to migrate, having participated in the decision to
migrate) to be in higher likelihood in the early relative
timing of language use (Hypothesis 1). These associations
should be independent of other known predictors, such as
opportunities for contact as indicated by high shares of
intra-ethnic peers in schools (Blau, 1974; Hallinan &
Teixeira, 1987), which create intra-ethnic contact and a less
established need to talk in the new language.

In the second step, we tested whether relative timing in
the use of the new language (early and/or late as compared

to peers of similar length of residence and background) as a
group-based measure of socio-cultural adaptation predicted
friendship homophily in terms of levels (starting values) and
change rates (change between assessments) in friendship
homophily. Specifically, we hypothesized that being early
(stage termination hypothesis) as compared to what is
reported by peers of similar length of residence would relate
to lower levels of friendship homophily and a less pro-
nounced change rate (Hypothesis 2). That we favored the
stage termination over the deviance hypothesis is rooted in
the specific group studied: Aussiedler immigrants have
German roots and strong support in their adaptation so that
we assumed group processes to be particularly relevant if
adolescents adjust more quickly as compared to peers of
similar length of residence. This hypothesis was based on
the assumption that adolescents with early relative timing
report levels and change rates in friendship homophily that
are usually reported much later in the acculturation process.
We also hypothesized (Hypothesis 3) that the association of
relative timing in language use is unique and independent
from the individual level of language use and ethnic
friendship homophily and the individual change rate over
the time points (acculturative pace).

Although the associations of the first three hypotheses
may be observed at different stages of the acculturative
change process, we expected the different timing aspects to
be of particular relevance in early phases of the accultura-
tion process, because immigration to a new country can be
seen as phase transitions in which even “small fluctuations,
or perturbations, have the potential to disproportionately
affect the interactions of multiple system elements, leading
to the emergence of new forms” (Granic & Patterson, 2006,
p. 104). We differentiated between newcomer and experi-
enced adolescents and used 7 years after migration as the
cut-off criterion, because parents of adolescent immigrants
were found to have a more balanced orientation between
their home and their new country, rather than being mainly
focused on the country of origin (Birman & Trickett, 2001).
In addition, research has found this differentiation to be of
relevance empirically in terms of processes and predictions
(Titzmann & Silbereisen, 2009, 2012).

Method

Sample and Procedure

We used data from a large multidisciplinary and multi-
informant longitudinal research project titled “The impact of
social and cultural adaptation of juvenile immigrants from
the Eastern European States in Israel and Germany on
delinquency and deviant behavior.” The original study was
funded through the German Israeli Project Cooperation
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(DIP-4.1) on behalf of the German Federal Ministry of
Education and Research (BMBF), Germany. Hence, the
study employed secondary data analyses on pre-existing
data spanning 3 years, gathered from 2003 to 2006. To
investigate our hypotheses, we used adolescent data from
Wave 1 to Wave 3.

Participants were recruited from schools. Informed con-
sent was obtained from all adolescent participants in this
study and their parents. They were informed about the
process and purpose of the research and their right to refuse
participation without consequences at any time before,
during, and after data collection. Participation in the study
was voluntary and participants were told that they were free
to withdraw their consent to participate at any time without
negative consequences. Inclusion criteria for participation
were the following: first-generation immigrant adolescents
aged between 10 and 19 years, who were born in the
Eastern European States. Adolescents first took part in data
collection at school (T1). Later, adolescents were contacted
by post in 1-year-intervals, after having consented to their
data being used in that way (T2–T3). Those who took part
in the first assessment were entered in a prize drawing; all
participants in later waves received a 10€ voucher from a
statewide electronic store. All procedures performed in this
study were in accordance with the ethical standards of the
institutional and national research committee and with the
1964 Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or
comparable ethical standards. Since we wanted to focus on
Aussiedler from the Eastern European States, participants
who described themselves as Germans were excluded.
Based on the criteria the sample consisted of 1173 Aus-
siedler adolescents from the Eastern European States. From
these, participants who only participated in one measure-
ment point were excluded. As a result, the final sample
consisted of 820 adolescents. Based on the criterion of
7 years after migration we differentiated between 391
newcomers and 429 experienced immigrant adolescents.
Seventy-eight percent of the adolescents participated at all
three measurement occasions. At T1, adolescents’ mean age
was 16.1 years (SD= 2.5, range= 10–19 years), and 57%
were girls. All Aussiedler adolescents were born in states of
the Eastern European States and had a mean length of
residence in Germany of 7.4 years (SD= 4.0, range= 1–18
years) at T1.

As is recommended for structural equation modeling,
missing values of the remaining participants and of all
constructs were handled by the Full Information Maximum
Likelihood algorithm (FIML). FIML has been shown to
reveal robust estimations if missing data do not exceed
25%, which was not the case in our study (Collins et al.,
2001; Newman, 2014). Compared with listwise deletion,
the benefit of the chosen procedure is that it does not lead to

the common disadvantages, such as losing statistical power
or biased parameter estimation (Graham et al., 2003).

Measures

Friendship homophily

We defined friendship homophily as the percentage of intra-
ethnic friends out of all friends. Thus, individuals could
vary in friendship homophily between 0% and 100%. Par-
ticipants reported the number of friends that were (a) native
Germans and (b) Aussiedler. On average, participants
reported a rather large number of friendships (mean
between 23.9 and 25.7, median between 17 and 20
depending on the wave of measurement). These numbers
indicate that the friendships mentioned included an exten-
ded peer network. Friendship homophily was calculated by
dividing the number of intra-ethnic friends by the total
number of intra- and inter-ethnic friends multiplied by 100.

Language use

The mean of two items (“language spoken with friends” and
“language used for reading books or journals”) was used to
assess the individual level of new language use. Participants
rated their language use on a 5-point Likert scale ranging
from “never in German” to “always in German” (correlation
of items: T1: r= 0.52; T3: r= 0.49). Two other items ori-
ginally included in the questionnaire were excluded, namely
“language used with parents” and “language of TV shows
and radio programs”. These were found to be poor indica-
tors, since the use of the new language with parents and of
TV shows depends less on the decision of the adolescents,
but rather on the parent’s decision or on the availability of
Russian programs (not similar across Germany). The mea-
sure of language use was used to create indicators of relative
acculturation timing and acculturative pace (see Analyses
section).

Transition timing

Adolescents reported whether or not they have been pre-
pared both by parents and by others for their migration to
Germany (0= no preparation, 1= preparation). According
to this criterion, 58% of adolescents had been prepared for
immigration to Germany. In addition, adolescents reported
whether they wished to immigrate to Germany on a 3-point
Likert scale (from “didn’t want to come” to “happy to
come”). Adolescents also reported who decided to immi-
grate to Germany – the parents (=0) or the parents together
with their offspring (=1). 12% of the adolescents reported
they were involved in the decision.
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Context variables

Adolescents reported their experiences in the acculturation
process on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “only posi-
tive” to “only negative” (M= 2.57, SD= 1.2). The share
(percentage) of Aussiedler at each school was derived from
official school statistics provided by school principals.
Adolescents indicated the highest level of maternal and
paternal completed education on an internationally com-
parable scale (International Standard Classification of
Education [ISCED]) ranging from 0 (No school level qua-
lification) to 5 (Doctoral degree). The parents were com-
parably highly educated with 72% having a vocational
school degree or higher.

Demographic control variables

The adolescents were asked when they migrated to
Germany, their age and gender.

Analyses

Relative timing of language use was established by calcu-
lating the average level (mean) trend of language use across
each year of residence as well as standard deviations from
it. Adolescents, who scored higher than one standard
deviation above the mean of all individuals with similar
length of residence, were coded as “early” (youth show
higher levels of language use than average peer level),
whereas adolescents scoring lower than one standard
deviation below the mean of all individuals with similar
length of residence were coded as “late” (youth show lower
levels of language use than average peer level).

Acculturative pace was assessed by using latent True-
Change scores (e.g., McArdle & Hamagami, 2001; Steyer
et al., 1997). Latent True-Change scores specify “true
intraindividual change” scores between two or more occa-
sions of measurement as the values of an endogenous latent
variable in the model. In this approach, change over time is
modeled directly in the form of latent difference variables,
which represent intraindividual changes on latent (hence
measurement error-free) level. This also allows to study
interindividual differences in intraindividual change (see for
example also McArdle & Hamagami, 2001). This mea-
surement model requires factorial invariance (equal load-
ings and equal intercepts of the indicators) over time, which
was established in our case (CFI= 0.99, RMSEA= 0.015,
90% CI: [0.00, 0.02]).

Both relative timing and acculturative pace in language
use were used as predictors for friendship homophily in the
analyses. To test our predictions concerning friendship
homophily, we created a latent linear growth curve model to
demonstrate the changes in friendship homophily over the

three measurement points (e.g., Ferrer and McArdle, 2003)
using the statistical package MPLUS8.9. A two group
(newcomer vs. experienced) model was set up with T1
measures as intercepts and a linear slope in both groups.
Slope and intercept were allowed to covary, and variances
in the manifest measures of friendship homophily were
constrained to be equal across the different measurement
points in each group. The two group structural equation
model showed a good model fit (chi-square= 28.5 [26df],
p= 0.08; CFI= 0.979, TLI= 0.944, SRMR= 0.029,
RMSEA= 0.028) according to common criteria (Hu &
Bentler, 1999). In order to test whether the linear model
describes our data sufficiently, we tested this model against
an unconditional model in which the growth parameters
were estimated freely. However, the unconditional model
did not significantly improve model fit (chi-square= 82.2,
p < 0.001; CFI= 0.888; TLI= 0.793; RMSEA= 0.073).
Thus, the linear model was the best and most parsimonious
in representing our data. Inter-individual differences in
intercept and slope of friendship homophily of the growth
curve model served as outcomes of the first set of analyses.

Hypotheses were tested in multivariate regression fra-
mework. For the prediction of membership in the relative
timing groups (Hypothesis 1), we used multinomial
regressions in SPSS. For the prediction regarding intercept
and slope of friendship homophily (Hypothesis 2) we used
linear growth curve models implemented in MPLUS.

Results

The findings confirmed general processes of acculturative
change: Newcomers (length of residence ≤7 years) reported,
on average, an intercept of 63.9% intra-ethnic friends out of
all friends with a significant longitudinal decrease of 3.5%
per year in the study. Experienced adolescents (length of
residence >7 years) reported 55.2% of intra-ethnic friends
with an insignificant decrease of 1.7% per year. We used
multi-group latent-covariate-growth-curve-modelling to
examine the similarities or differences of newcomer and
experienced adolescents regarding the changes in friendship
homophily. To this end, we compared a model where all
associations were freely estimated to a model in which paths
were constrained to be equal for both groups. The multi-
group comparison analysis showed that while the direction
of changes were similar across groups, newcomer adoles-
cents reported to have significantly more intra-ethnic friends
than experienced adolescents as indicated by a significant
chi-square difference test (chi-square= 69.36, p < 0.001).
Data also showed significant inter-individual variation in
intercepts and slopes. Furthermore, among newcomers,
length of residence at first assessment was negatively
associated with the intercept and positively with the slope in
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friendship homophily. This association shows a general
change in friendship homophily among newcomers, who
start with significantly higher levels of friendship homo-
phily and a significantly more pronounced decrease as
compared to later stages in the acculturative change process.
Among experienced adolescents, no association between
length of residence and intercept or slope of friendship
homophily was found – meaning that initial general pro-
cesses of change came more or less to an end and give way
to more individualized levels and change rates associated
with other variables.

Our first hypothesis predicted immigrant adolescents
who reported an early transition timing (i.e., were prepared
for the transition, wished to migrate, had participated in the
decision to migrate) would have a higher likelihood to be in
the early relative timing group of language use (Hypothesis 1).
Among newcomers, these expectations were partly met (see
Table 1). Specifically, newcomer immigrant adolescents
who reported that they were not prepared for the transition
had a higher likelihood to be in the late relative timing
group and a lower likelihood to be in the early relative
timing group. In addition, when newcomer immigrant
adolescents reported that they had an explicit wish to
immigrate, they had a lower likelihood to be in the late, as
compared to the early relative timing group.

In the experienced immigrant group (Table 2), only one
association was found between transition timing and rela-
tive acculturation timing. Experienced immigrant adoles-
cents who reported an explicit wish to immigrate to
Germany also had a lower likelihood to be in the late
relative timing group as compared to the early relative
timing group – a finding that corresponds to the pattern
found among newcomers. In general, we found fewer
effects for the experienced immigrant as compared to the
newcomer immigrant group, which supports the assumption
that relative acculturation timing is particularly relevant in
the newcomer phase.

It is important to note that these findings controlled for
relevant contextual effects, which were more or less similar
among newcomer and experienced adolescents. Attending
schools with a higher share of Aussiedler increased the
likelihood of newcomer and experienced immigrant ado-
lescents to be in the late relative timing group and reduced
the likelihood of being in the early relative timing group. In
similar vein, newcomer and experienced adolescents who
reported negative acculturation experiences reported in
higher likelihood to be in the late relative timing group (see
Tables 1 and 2). An additional finding was that newcomer
adolescent immigrants with more educated parents reported
in lower likelihood to be in early relative timing group.

The second hypothesis expected relative acculturation
timing in language use to predict interindividual levels and
change rates of friendship homophily. Specifically, being Ta
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early in the use of the new language as compared to what
was expected based on the average of adolescents with
similar length of residence was hypothesized to relate to
lower levels of friendship homophily and a less pronounced
change rate. Our findings strongly support this hypothesis
among newcomer adolescents. Newcomers who started
with higher levels of German language use as compared to
the average trend reported significantly lower levels of
friendship homophily and a less pronounced decrease – as
indicated by the regression weights between early relative
timing and intercept and slope of friendship homophily (see
Table 3). No association between relative timing and
friendship homophily was found among experienced
immigrants, which again supported our assumption that
relative timing is particularly relevant in initial phases of the
acculturation process. These findings were independent of
the actual level of language use as well as the individual
change in language use over time, which supported
Hypothesis 3. The individual level of language use was
associated with the slope of friendship homophily among
newcomers and the intercept of friendship homophily
among more experienced adolescents. The individual
change rate over time (which is acculturation pace in terms
of the Temporal Model of Acculturative Change) was
strongly negatively associated with changes in friendship
homophily (slope) in both groups. This finding shows that
individual changes in language use (independent of group
norms and of being a newcomer or experienced immigrant)
are among the strongest predictors for changes in friendship
homophily and underscore the role of language in dynamic
peer processes.

Discussion

Language use and friendship homophily are prominent
associated indicators of socio-cultural adaptation processes.
Hence, these concepts were ideal candidates to test novel
concepts derived from the Temporal Model of Acculturative
Change (Titzmann & Lee, 2022), which presents different
ways to study how acculturation unfolds over time. A core
assumption of the model is that not only the level and rate
of change must be taken into account, but that these changes
must be seen in context of the acculturation process in
general, for example when it starts and how co-ethnic peers
fare with similar length of residence. This study primarily
investigated transition timing and relative timing in accul-
turation processes. Transition timing is the notion that
change may not necessarily start with the actual relocation
to another country, but it may precede or succeed the
physical migration. Relative acculturation timing refers to
deviations from average change processes of peers of
similar length of residence (i.e., being early or late). TheTa
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empirical findings of this study proved the added value of
temporal considerations. First, the new concept of transition
timing (operationalized by pre-migration preparation and
the wish to migrate) predicted relative acculturation timing
(i.e., differentiated between adolescents who were early or
late in using the new language as compared with adoles-
cents of similar length of residence and heritage). Second,
the analyses revealed that early relative timing in the use of
the new language was associated with levels and change
rates in friendship homophily – particularly among new-
comer adolescents. Importantly, these associations were
found after individual levels and change rates (acculturation
pace) in language use were controlled for. The significance
of these well-known control variables shows, however, that
language use is associated with friendship homophily in
various ways –in terms of associated levels, associated
change, and in group deviations.

The findings highlight that a focus on interindividual
differences (concurrently and longitudinally) does help in
understanding how immigrant adolescents fare in the new
society, but that the novel aspects of acculturation timing
can add significantly to predictions. More specifically,
language use has been identified as construct associated
with various outcomes of acculturation (Caldas, 2002;
Guven & Islam, 2015; Titzmann et al., 2012), but it is also a
variable that is particularly prone for migration preparation.
If immigrant adolescents in this study reported the wish to
migrate and preparatory actions, they also reported levels
and change rates in language use that are typical much later
in the acculturation process. In terms of acculturation pro-
cesses this is a strong indication that adaptation does not
start with the physical relocation but can also start much
earlier (in our case) or later. In modern societies with new
forms of transnationalism (Tedeschi et al., 2022) it is highly
likely that length of residence (or chronological timing in
terms of the Temporal Model of Acculturative Change) as
proxy for acculturation processes will be less relevant and
measures of transition timing more prominent to cover the

timing of acculturation. The association of relative timing
and friendship homophily also adds a group perspective to
our understanding of how acculturation unfolds over time.
If an adolescent is new in a country and speaks the language
exceptionally well (or poorly) the co-ethnic and inter-ethnic
context may act with a different understanding as compared
to the same level of language use if the adolescents has been
in the country for a longer period. Both findings together
show that individual acculturation has to be seen more in
context and not as a purely individual affair (Bornstein,
2017).

When newcomer (less than 7 years in the new country)
and experienced (more than 7 years in the new country)
adolescents are compared, we found that the new timing
components are particularly relevant for newcomers. These
findings indicate that deviations from group norms and
considerations of timing are particularly relevant in early
stages of acculturation. This finding may support the notion
that migration to another country can be seen as phase
transitions (Granic & Patterson, 2006) which assumes that
life transitions are situations in which “small fluctuations, or
perturbations, have the potential to disproportionately affect
the interactions of multiple system elements” (p. 104).
Among experienced immigrant adolescents, the develop-
mental system may already be stabilized and deviations
from the group or differences in transition timing may affect
behavior to a lesser extent. An alternative explanation may
be that adaptation processes are more uniform initially after
arrival in Germany and less so after some time, where
proximal contexts and individual choices may increase in
relevance. With this reading, the lower effects among
experienced adolescents may result from measuring relative
timing as the trend across all adolescents in the sample,
although the proximal peer context in the specific class or
school may be more relevant for assessing relative timing.
Unfortunately, we did not have sufficient data to develop a
measure of relative timing in language use based on class-
room or school peers. Future studies could develop such

Table 3 Prediction of Level (Intercept) and change (slope) in friendship homophily

Newcomer Experienced

Intercept Slope (linear) Intercept Slope (linear)

Estimate S.E. p Estimate S.E. p Estimate S.E. p Estimate S.E. p

Age 2.550 0.710 0.0001 −0.712 0.489 0.145 1.721 0.570 0.003 0.254 0.389 0.514

Length of residence −3.593 0.865 0.0001 2.159 0.581 0.0001 1.195 0.781 0.126 0.494 0.541 0.362

Female Gender 0.302 2.458 0.902 0.746 1.938 0.700 1.493 2.681 0.578 0.948 1.865 0.610

Language use T1 −1.482 3.165 0.640 −9.410 2.236 0.0001 −12.467 3.022 0.0001 −1.674 2.412 0.448

Relative Timing late 11.196 6.117 0.067 −6.606 3.894 0.090 −6.883 5.655 0.224 −4.984 4.035 0.217

Relative Timing early −18.523 6.020 0.002 11.748 3.865 0.002 0.015 5.228 0.998 −2.262 5.228 0.516

Pace T2-T1 −26.788 6.330 0.0001 −42.769 8.784 0.0001

Journal of Youth and Adolescence (2023) 52:2357–2369 2365



measures and test whether or not these predict friendship
homophily among experienced immigrant adolescents.

Nevertheless, some contextual factors were associated
with adolescents’ relative timing in language use – even
among experienced adolescent immigrants: The share of
Aussiedler immigrants in school and the negative accul-
turation experiences were associated with later relative
timing, a finding that has been published earlier (Blau,
1974; Hallinan & Teixeira, 1987). These associations show
that contexts remain important in acculturation processes
across stages of adaptation. The exception was that parental
education and male gender was only associated with the
relative acculturation timing of language use among new-
comers. Although the differences between newcomer and
experienced adolescents may require more research, it may
point out the different roles parents play at different stages
of the acculturation process. Among newcomer adolescents,
family members are the primary social contacts and hence,
parental attitudes (which can be expected to vary with
education) may play a more prominent role. Over time,
however, adolescents have established more stable peer
contacts and parents may play a lesser role (as in all non-
immigrating adolescents) (Titzmann & Silbereisen, 2012).
In addition, parental education may not be very relevant
among experienced parents, because they most likely have
changed jobs and may work in professions that are not those
they were trained for in the Eastern European States. The
effect of male gender being in higher likelihood in the early
and less likely in the late relative timing group among
newcomers may be explained by the fact that newcomer
parents endorse more traditional gender role attitudes and
grant more autonomy to boys as compared to girls (Bumpus
et al., 2001) so that newcomer males have more opportu-
nities for inter-ethnic contact. Among experienced adoles-
cents, parental gender roles may be less relevant. Taken
together, our study supports research that contextual factors
are important for acculturation-related processes of friend-
ship formation, but dynamic aspects of acculturation timing
can add to this knowledge - particularly in initial phases of
the acculturation processes.

Although this study is among the first to test novel
assumptions of acculturation timing, it is not without lim-
itations. First, we studied a particular group of immigrants
Diaspora Aussiedler immigrants from the Eastern European
States in Germany. These immigrants share a German his-
tory and (in contrast to refugees) receive citizenship and
support upon arrival. For this reason, this group is parti-
cularly relevant to study early relative timing. Late relative
timing may be more relevant in other groups, such as
refugees, who may be prevented from adaptation through
extended stays in refugee camps and who face much more
juristic obstacles. Second, we tested the association between
language use and friendship homophily, because these

concepts are theoretically very dynamic and known to be
associated - ideal concepts for assessing novel aspects of
acculturation timing. Findings may differ substantially with
other concepts as described in the Temporal Model of
Acculturative Change (Titzmann & Lee, 2022). Third,
despite the fact that we have longitudinal data, we cannot
draw any conclusions with regard to the direction of effects.
Rather, what we observe is co-development (e.g., Buch-
mann & Steinhoff, 2017; Wrzus & Neyer, 2016) with
potentially reciprocal influences between language and
friendship formation: On the one hand, speaking the new
language may increase the likelihood of interactions with
members of other groups who, on the other hand, may
improve the language learning. However, the aim of this
study was less on the direction of effects, but the predictive
utility of novel concepts of acculturative timing. Prospective
longitudinal studies that start before the actual migration
might be advisable to be informative in terms of causality.
Finally, our study has some methodological limitations: It is
based on secondary data analysis which has limits in the
measurement of some variables and availability of peers in
proximal contexts (e.g., the classroom variables). Although
secondary data analysis is a good first step, future projects
may study acculturation timing prospectively with tailored
measures and research designs. Such studies may also profit
from testing other timing components. Given our first evi-
dence, this seems a promising line of research.

Conclusion

The main aim of this study was to demonstrate that accul-
turation is a dynamic process and that individuals vary in the
timing they undergo acculturation-related changes. The
Temporal Model of Acculturative Change (Titzmann & Lee,
2018, 2022) can help to structure the role of time in accul-
turation processes. As in the research on pubertal timing
(Mendle, 2014; Stumper et al., 2020), our study was able to
show that particularly being early in the language acquisition
is associated with friendship homophily and that being early
or late is not a matter of chance, but embedded in the process
of the transition to the new country (transition timing
assessed here through premigration preparedness and an
active wish to migrate). Given the novelty of these concepts
and the fact that this is one of the first studies to test its
assumptions about the dynamics of acculturation, the find-
ings do suggest that time or temporality is an underestimated
factor in current acculturation research – a field that is by
definition a research field on change (Redfield et al., 1936).
The same level of sociocultural adaptation (language use in
our case) may have different implications shortly vs. a long
time after immigration or in comparison to co-ethnic immi-
grants with similar length of residence. Processes of change
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may vary between and within individuals and this variation
in dynamic processes requires more attention (see Bornstein,
2017, for example, for the importance of time in accultura-
tion processes). Knowledge on timing is imperative, as it can
inform research designs (e.g., spacing between waves in
longitudinal research; identification of sensitive life stages
for particular developmental processes, the interplay of short-
term life changes and long-term plasticity) and will help to
better understand mixed results in primarily variable driven
research. In this regard, research on the dynamics of accul-
turation can be informative for other developmental pro-
cesses that unfold differently within and across individuals.
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