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Abstract

This study analyzed the degree of loneliness, as well as acculturation and adaptation factors
related to it among African migrants. The study sample consisted of 759 migrants (48.5%
females) from four ethnocultural groups (Angolans, Cape Verdeans, Guineans, and
Mozambicans) living in Portugal. Participants’ mean age was 37 years, and the mean length
of sojourn in this country was 21 years. Participants completed self-reported questionnaires
to evaluate social contacts, language proficiency, ethnic identity, perceived discrimination,
psychological adaptation, sociocultural adaptation, and intercultural adaptation; moreover,
loneliness level was evaluated using the ULS-6 scale. Most participants did not report high
levels of loneliness. However, as expected, loneliness correlated negatively with social
contacts, ethnic identity, and Portuguese language proficiency, whereas it correlated
positively with perceived discrimination. The three adaptation factors negatively predicted
loneliness beyond acculturation factors. This study also discussed the implications of this
research for counselors.
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1. Introduction

Migrants experience challenges, such as loneliness, in acculturating and adapting to the society
of settlement [1, 2]. However, research on whether and how acculturation and adaptation are
involved in loneliness is scant [3-5]; therefore, this research addressed this gap.

Extensive cross-cultural research has been conducted on acculturation and its outcome,
adaptation [1, 6, 7]. Acculturation refers to the cultural and psychological changes occurring after
coming in contact with groups and people from various cultural backgrounds [8, 9]. This process of
change occurs in both dominant and non-dominant individuals and groups. Living and working
abroad may involve new social contacts, language barriers, challenges to ethnic identity, the
experience of discrimination, and obtaining culturally appropriate skills and psychological resources
in the new context. These modifications may affect the loneliness experienced by migrants.

Loneliness has been related to weak health and subjective well-being; therefore, it is a relevant
factor affecting migration outcomes [10-12]. To comprehend and potentially change conditions
driving loneliness, several studies have focused on factors linked to loneliness [13-15]. In this
context, this study determined acculturation and adaptation factors that contribute to loneliness
among African migrants living in a European cultural context.

1.1 Loneliness

Loneliness is considered a universal human experience, and social relations are vital to
overcoming the same [16]. Every people can feel lonely in any cultural context [17]. Loneliness is
defined as “the unpleasant experience that occurs when a person’s network of social relationships
is significantly deficient in either quality or quantity” ([18], p.15). Central to this definition is the
assumption that loneliness is a subjective and negative experience resulting from a perceived
deficiency in one’s social relationships.

Loneliness poses negative effects that are equal to those created by a pandemic [19]. Indeed,
loneliness is associated with numerous negative physical problems, such as obesity, elevated blood
pressure [11], a high risk of mortality [20], and mental health outcomes, such as depression, suicidal
thoughts, and aggression [10].

Only few studies have focused on migrants’ loneliness in Portugal [5, 21]. Because loneliness is
linked to well-being, it is important to deepen our understanding of the factors affecting loneliness
among African migrants in Portugal.

1.2 African Migrants in Portugal

Intercultural relations have been going on for millennia, especially in Portugal, from its founding
in the 12" century until the present day. Both emigration and immigration are prominently
observed in Portugal. Since the 1970s, i.e., after the April 1974 revolution and accession to the
European Union in the mid-1980s, Portugal has become a destination country. During this period,
the majority of immigrants came from countries with which Portugal had historic relations (e.g.,
Cape Verde, Angola, Brazil, Mozambique, Sdo Tomé e Principe, and Guinea-Bissau). However, since
the 1990s, cultural and linguistic diversity in immigrant origins has been observed, and a new period
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of the migrant experience began with the arrival of East Europeans (e.g., Ukrainians, Moldavians,
Russians, Romanians) and Asians (e.g., Chinese).

Several ethnocultural groups constitute the immigrant population in Portugal. In 2019, based on
data from the Foreign and Borders Service [22], 590,348 foreign citizens lived in Portugal,
constituting 5.7% of the total population. An increase in the immigrant population has been
observed since the 1990s, when only approximately 100,000 immigrants were present. Afterward,
a 600% increase in the immigrant population occurred in the following decades. Brazilian
immigrants (151,304; 25.6%) were the most numerous, followed by Cape-Verdeans (37,436; 6.3%),
Angolans (22,691; 3.8%), Guineans (18,886; 3.2%), and Mozambicans (3,501). Among these, the
African migrants are mostly concentrated in the Lisbon area and employed in the industrial and
construction sectors.

A variety of factors motivate Africans from African countries with Portuguese as the official
language to migrate to Portugal: a shared language, family and friends already residing in this
country, international agreements, and the possibility of better work opportunities [23, 24].
However, African migrants living in Portugal have received little attention from acculturation
researchers [25, 26].

Portuguese nationals exhibit positive and protective attitudes toward immigrants [27].
Moreover, the current political agenda on migration embraces a multicultural ideology. The
“Migrant Integration Policy Index” [28] assesses policies that promote integration into societies,
resulting in migrants feeling secure, confident, and welcome in the society of settlement. Sweden
is ranked first among 52 countries for easiest immigration policies, followed by Finland, and Portugal
[28].

1.3 The Present Study

The goal of this research was twofold. The first objective was to analyze the relation between
several facets of acculturation and loneliness. Acculturation is a complex and multifaceted
phenomenon, with the core features of social contacts, ethnic identity, the language proficiency of
the country of settlement, and discrimination [1, 2].

Interactions with migrants of the same nationality are important indicators of acculturation.
Ponizovski and Ritsner ([29], p. 408) indicated that “newly immigrated persons find themselves in a
drastically different network of social relationships and experience multiple stressors, including
losses.” Migration often results in loneliness because it involves the establishment of new relations
in the host country. Previous research indicated that migrants create novel attachments in the
country of settlement through their work, language courses, or the neighborhood [30]. However,
the lack of social contact with ethnic and national friends may increase loneliness among migrants
[30].

Host country language proficiency and migrants’ ethnic identity also represent the key indicators
of acculturation [31]. It seems that host country language proficiency may be important to prevent
migrants’ loneliness. Previous studies have suggested that poor language skills in the host country
present a risk of loneliness for migrants [32-34]. Ethnic identity denotes the migrants’ sense of
belonging to their ethnic culture and provides emotional stability and personal security [35].
Previous research reported a positive association between ethnic identity and adjustment [36].
Ethnic identity negatively predicted loneliness among Chinese migrants [5]. However, most of the
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research on ethnic identity was conducted on secondary and university students [37]. Conversely,
this study focused on adult individuals. Smith and Silva [37] observed that the association between
ethnic identity and well-being among people of color was moderated by age, suggesting that
“studies with participants who were younger tended to yield effect sizes of a higher magnitude than
those in which participants were older” (p. 49). This result suggests that a strong ethnic identity
benefits adolescents and young adults more than older adults.

The level of discrimination perceived by migrants also affects their acculturation. Perceived
discrimination which is an acute acculturative stressor [38], refers to the subjective interpretation
of being unfairly treated because of prejudice and discrimination. For instance, perceived
discrimination was observed to be negatively connected with life satisfaction and mental health
[39], leading to higher levels of loneliness [5, 21, 40, 41].

The second objective of this study was to investigate the relationships between adaptation and
loneliness. Adaptation “refers to the relatively stable changes that take place in an individual or
group in response to external demands” ([36] Berry, 2006, p. 52). We considered three domains of
adaptation: psychological, sociocultural, and intercultural adaptations.

Psychological adaptation refers to the personal well-being and optimal mental health in the host
society and is sometimes referred to as “feeling well” [2, 42]. Research has demonstrated an intense
relationship between lonely feelings and mental health problems [12]. Sociocultural adaptation
concerns “intercultural competence with emphasis on behavioral domains” ([43], p. 662).
Intercultural competency requires the acquisition and maintenance of culture-specific skills to
function effectively in the society of settlement and is sometimes referred to as “doing well” in the
activities of the new cultural context. Research on loneliness reported that poor social skills were
an antecedent of loneliness. For example, young people with poorer social skills reported higher
loneliness [44]. In this context, it can be expected that sociocultural adaptation would be negatively
related to loneliness. Intercultural adaptation refers to how well migrants can develop friendly
intercultural relations [9] and is referred to as “relating well” in the new society [45]. Tolerance can
be considered an indicator of intercultural adaptation or an attitude toward social equality; it
contains two aspects: ethnic tolerance and social egalitarianism [9].

Studies examining relationships between demographic factors and loneliness are inconsistent [2,
5], which may be related to the poor effects of demographics and that other factors determine
loneliness. Therefore, in this research, we considered whether loneliness could be determined by
psychological factors, namely acculturation and adaptation factors. Previous research
demonstrated that acculturation and adaptation predict loneliness more strongly than demographic
factors [21]. For example, in a sample of Portuguese youth residing in Switzerland, acculturation
and adaptation factors were more important than demographic factors in predicting loneliness [34].

Based on the review of theory and empirical findings, we hypothesized the following:

H1: Loneliness is negatively associated with social contact with nationals and co-ethnic migrants.

H2: Loneliness is negatively associated with national language proficiency and ethnic identity.

H3: Migrants who report greater loneliness also report higher perceived discrimination.

H4: Adaptation factors negatively predict loneliness beyond acculturation factors.

H5: Acculturation and adaptation variables account for a larger proportion of the explained
variance in loneliness than demographic variables.
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2. Methods
2.1 Participants

A total of 759 African migrants, including 391 men and 368 women, aged between 18 and 64
years (M = 37.15; SD = 11.24), were included in the study (see Table 1). The average duration of a
sojourn in Portugal was 21.36 years (SD = 10.64). Approximately half of the participants were
married (49%), and 48% of them had not completed secondary education. Around 32.8% of
participants were blue-collar workers, 27.1% were white-collar workers, 9.5% were managerial
workers, 11.3% were professionals, and 18.5% did not work. The predominant religion reported by
the participants was Roman Catholic (63%).
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Table 1 Socio-demographic characteristics of the African migrants.

African migrants (N = 759)

Variable n (%) M (SD)
Age (years) 37.15(11.24)
Gender

Male 391 (51.5%)

Female 368 (48.5%)
Nationality

Angola 221 (29.1%)

Cape Verde 214 (28,2)

Length of stay in Portugal

Marital status

Level of education

Work

Religion

Guinea-Bissau
Mozambique

Married
Not Married
Not answered

Less than secondary school

Secondary school
Higher education
Not answered

Unskilled work
Skilled work
Managerial work
Professional work
Without work
Not answered

No religion
Roman Catholic
Protestant
Muslim

Other

Not answered

211 (27.8%)
113 (14.9%)

373 (49.1%)
364 (48.0%)
22 (2.9%)

366 (48.2%)
149 (19.6%)
207 (27.3%)
37 (4.9%)

249 (32.8%)
206 (27.1%)
72 (9.5%)
86 (11.3%)
140 (18.5%)
6 (0.9%)

114 (15.0%)
476 (62.7%)
57 (7.5%)
43 (5.7%)
58 (7.7%)
11 (1.4%)

22.43 (10.92)

2.2 Measures

Demographics. Data on demographic characteristics, including age, gender, place of birth, length
of residence, education level, marital status, occupation, and religion, were collected.
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Ethnic and national social contacts. Ethnic social contacts were measured using two questions
on the number and frequency of interactions with co-ethnic friends [21]. An example is: “How often
do you meet close (co-ethnic) friends?” (a = 0.73). National social contacts were measured using
two identical questions evaluating the number and frequency of interactions with Portuguese
nationals (a = 0.69). Response choices ranged from 1(Never) to 5 (Daily).

Ethnic identity. This scale was evaluated using a measure created by Phinney et al. [35] that
consisted of 4 items. An example is: “I am happy to be (ethnic).” Response choices ranged from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In this study, the Cronbach’s alpha of ethnic identity was
0.91.

Language proficiency. Four items were used to assess proficiency in speaking, reading, writing,
and understanding the national language [21]. An example is: “How well do you speak the
Portuguese language?” Response choices ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very well). The Cronbach’s
alpha of language proficiency was 0.93.

Perceived discrimination. Five statements were used to assess the direct experience of
discrimination (e.g., “I have been teased or insulted because of my [national group]”) [46]. Ratings
ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha of perceived
discrimination was 0.91.

Psychological adaptation. Psychological adaptation was measured using three scales:
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) [47-49], Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RSES) [50, 51], and Scale
for Psychological Problems (SPP) [36, 42]. The SWLS consists of 5 items that assess global life
satisfaction (e.g., “The conditions of my life are excellent.”). The RSES includes 10 items, measuring
one’s evaluation of self-worth (e.g., “I take a positive attitude toward myself”). The items of SWLS
and RSES were rated on a 5-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The SPP
consists of 15 items to assess the extent to which people experience depression (e.g., unhappiness),
anxiety (e.g., nervousness), and psychosomatic symptoms (e.g., tiredness) by using a 5-point scale
ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (all the time). A composite score for psychological adaptation was
computed by averaging scores for life satisfaction (Cronbach’s a = 0.84), self-esteem (Cronbach’s a
=0.70), and psychosomatic symptoms (Cronbach’s a = 0.90), as has been previously performed (e.g.,
[52, 53]).

Sociocultural adaptation. The Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS) measures competence in
daily intercultural living among migrants [43, 54]. Respondents reported how much difficulty
(ranging from 1 [no difficulty] to 5 [extremely difficulty]) they experienced while facing 20 social
situations in the host country (e.g., the climate and using the transport system). Items were recoded
so that higher scores indicated lower levels of difficulty. The Cronbach’s alpha of sociocultural
adaptation was 0.91.

Tolerance. This instrument evaluates both ethnic tolerance (6 items; e.g., “It is good to have
people from different ethnic groups living in the same country”) and social egalitarianism (5 items;
e. g., “If people were treated more equally, we would have fewer problems in this country”) [55,
56]. Ratings ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The Cronbach’s alpha of
tolerance was 0.70.

Loneliness. The brief 6-item (ULS-6) Portuguese version of the Revised UCLA Loneliness Scale was
used [57, 58]. One example is: “People are around me but not with me.” Response choices ranged
from 1 (never) to 4 (often). Cronbach’s a of loneliness was 0.77.
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2.3 Procedure

Migrants were recruited from the Lisbon Metropolitan area by two trained research assistants.
The participants were approached through snowball sampling (family members or friends of the
respondents). In addition, migrants were recruited from associations. Regarding ethical
considerations, the research was executed according to the legal and ethical norms in Portugal.
Respondents were informed of the goal of the investigation, informed consent was obtained, and
anonymity was assured. Migrants were free to withdraw from the survey anytime without providing
any explanation. Respondents were not paid. On March 11, 2020, COVID-19 was declared a
pandemic by the World Health Organization; this could have further affected loneliness. However,
our data were collected before the COVID-19 outbreak.

2.4 Data Analysis

Six kinds of analyses were performed. First, we calculated descriptive statistics of all scales to
provide the respondents’ global picture of their acculturation and adaptation. Second, the internal
consistency of the multi-item scales was assessed using Cronbach’s alphas. Third, a one-sample t-
test was computed to know if the mean scores of the scales were above or below the scale midpoint.
Fourth, analyses of variance (ANOVA) were used to examine eventual demographic effects. Fifth, to
demonstrate the relationships between loneliness and social contacts (H1), language proficiency
and ethnic identity (H2), and perceived discrimination (H3), Pearson’s product-moment
correlational analyses were conducted. Finally, to determine the factors affecting loneliness,
hierarchical regression models were performed (H4 and H5). IBM SPSS statistical software 26 was
used. The criterion for statistical significance was set at 0.05.

3. Results

Prior to testing the hypotheses, descriptive statistics were calculated, and a set of ANOVAS were
performed to examine eventual relationships between demographics and loneliness. Table 2 lists
the descriptive statistics of the measures used. One-sample t-test revealed that the mean score of
loneliness (M = 1.99; SD = 0.68) was significantly below the scale midpoint of 2.50 (p < 0.001). In
fact, 71% of migrants reported a score below the scale midpoint. Moreover, on average, the sample
experienced a slightly low level of loneliness. The average score of perceived discrimination (M =
2.02; SD = 1.04) was significantly below the scale midpoint of 3 (p < 0.001). The average scores of
ethnic social contacts (M = 3.45; SD = 0.87), national social contacts (M = 3.71; SD = 0.78), ethnic
identity (M = 4.19; SD = 0.99), Portuguese language proficiency (M = 4.28; SD = 0.78), tolerance (M
=3.67; SD = 0.61), and sociocultural adaptation (M = 3.59; SD = 0.82) were also significantly greater
than the midpoint (3) of the scales (p < 0.001). Therefore, this sample of African migrants reported
a positive portray of their acculturation process and outcomes.
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics of the psychometric instruments used and their intercorrelations (N = 759).

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1 - Loneliness 1.99 0.68 -0.77
2 — Ethnic social contacts 3.45 0.87 -0.20*** -0.73
3 — National social contacts 3.71 0.78 -0.23*** (0.38*** -0.69
4 — Ethnic identity 4.12 0.99 -0.22*** 0.46*** 0.15*** -0.91
5 — National language proficiency 4.27 0.78 -0.13*** (0.23*** (0.37*** 0.06 -0.94
6 — Perceived discrimination 2.02 1.04 0.38*** -0.02 -0.15%** -0.14*** -0.07 -0.91
7 —Tolerance 3.67 0.61 -0.34*** (0.24*** (.15*%** (0.23*** (0.19*** -0.26*** -0.7
8 — Sociocultural adaptation 3.59 0.82 -0.38*** 0.16*** 0.20*** 0.04 0.10**  -0.37*** 0.29*** -0.91
9 — Psychological adaptation 3.08 0.45 -0.44*** (0.28%** (. 21*%** (.33*** (0, 20*** -0.28%** (.33*** (,32***

**%p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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Subsequently, we analyzed the relationship between loneliness and demographic variables.

Age. The sample was categorized into two groups: young adults (18—35 year-olds) and middle-
aged adults (36—64 year-olds). No significant difference in loneliness was observed (F [1, 757] = 0.09;
p > 0.05; n?=0.000) between the two groups.

Gender. No significant difference in loneliness was observed between men (M = 2.00; SD = 0.67)
and women (M = 1.99; SD = 0.69; F [1, 758] = 0.07; p > 0.05; n?= 0.000).

Education level. Significant difference in loneliness was observed among migrants with varying
education levels (F [2, 721] = 7.94; p < 0.001; n? = 0.022). Migrants who did not complete secondary
education (M = 2.10, SD = 0.68) were lonelier than those who completed secondary schooling (M =
1.91, SD = 0.67) or tertiary education (M = 1.90, SD = 0.68).

Marital status. No significant difference in loneliness was evidenced between married (M = 1.98,
SD =0.67) and unmarried participants (M = 1.98; SD = 0.68; F [1, 736] = 0.00; p > 0.05; n?= 0.000).

Length of residence. Respondents were categorized into two groups: those with 15 years or less
length of stay and those with more than 15 years length of stay. No significant difference in
loneliness (F [1, 755] = 1.49; p > 0.05; = n*> = 0.002) was observed between migrants who stayed for
a shorter time (M = 2.04; SD = 0.66) and those who stayed for a longer time (M = 1.97; SD = 0.69).

Ethnocultural groups. A statistically significant difference in loneliness was observed among the
ethnocultural groups (F [3, 758] = 7.41; p < 0.001; n? = 0.029). Scheffe tests indicated that Guinean
migrants (M = 2.13, SD = 0.76) reported more loneliness than Angolan (M = 1.87; SD = 0.65; p <
0.001; 95% CI [0.07, 0.44]) or Mozambican (M = 1.87; SD = 0.55; p < 0.05; 95% Cl [0.04, 0.48])
migrants. Cape Verdean migrants’ loneliness (M = 2.06, SD = 0.66) did not exhibit significant
differences among the ethnocultural groups.

Table 2 presents the correlation matrix of the acculturation and adaptation factors. Significant
negative correlations were identified between ethnic social contacts, national social contacts, and
loneliness, thereby supporting our first hypothesis. Significant negative correlations were also
identified between ethnic identity, Portuguese language proficiency, and loneliness, thereby
supporting our second hypothesis. A significant positive association was evidenced between
perceived discrimination and loneliness; this finding supports the third hypothesis. Therefore, all
correlations between acculturation factors and loneliness were as expected.

To test whether adaptation factors predicted loneliness beyond acculturation factors,
hierarchical multiple regressions were performed. Before performing regressions, collinearity
diagnostics were explored to guarantee that the variance inflation factor did not surpass 10 and the
tolerance statistics were above 0.2 [59]. The analyses did not suggest problems with collinearity.
Demographics were considered as control variables in the first block. Dummy variables were
created for gender, marital status, and ethnocultural groups, with Angolans as the reference group.
Acculturation factors were added in the second block. Finally, adaptation factors were added in the
third block.

In the first block, the results indicated that only 2% of total variance in loneliness was explained
by demographic factors (F [8, 611] = 1.69, p = 0.10). Cape Verdeans (8 = 0.12, p < 0.05) emerged as
a significant demographic predictor (see Table 3). In the second block, the results demonstrated
that 21% of total variance in loneliness was explained by independent variables (F[13, 611] = 12.46,
p < 0.001). Among demographic variables, loneliness was predicted by Mozambicans (8 = -0.14, p
<0.01). Among acculturation factors, loneliness was predicted by lower national contacts (6 =-0.15,
p < 0.001), lower ethnic identity (8 = -0.16, p < 0.001), and greater perceived discrimination (8 =
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0.35, p < 0.001). In the third block, these three acculturation factors remained in the model, and all
adaptation factors significantly predicted loneliness. Loneliness was predicted by lower
sociocultural (8 = -0.15, p < 0.001), psychological (6 = -0.28, p < 0.001), and intercultural
adaptations (8 = -0.10, p < 0.01). In this block, the results demonstrated that 33% of total variance
in loneliness was explained by independent variables (F [16, 611] = 18.27, p < 0.001), thereby
supporting the fourth and fifth hypotheses.

Table 3 Hierarchical regression models of demographic, acculturation, and adaptation
factors predicting loneliness among African migrants.

Variables Block1,B 95%Cl Block 2, B 95% CI Block 3,B 95%ClI
Demographic factors

Age 0 [-0.01, 0.01] -0.04 [-0.01, 0.00] -0.05 [-0.01, 0.00]
Gender 0.01 [-0.10,0.12] 0.02 [-0.07,0.12] O [-0.09, 0.09]
Marital status 0.02 [-0.10, 0.15] 0.03 [-0.08, 0.15] 0.01 [-0.09, 0.12]
Level of education -0.07 [-0.13,0.01] -0.04 [-0.09, 0.04] 0 [-0.06, 0.06]
Length of residence -0.02 [-0.01, 0.01] 0.01 [-0.01,0.01] O [-0.01, 0.01]
Cape Verdeans? 0.12%* [0.03,0.31] 0.03 [-0.10, 0.18] 0.03 [-0.09, 0.17]
Guineans® 0.07 [-0.05, 0.27] -0.03 [-0.20, 0.10] -0.04 [-0.21, 0.08]
Mozambicans® 0.02 [-0.14, 0.21] -0.14** [-0.47,-0.08] -0.06 [-0.28, 0.05]
Acculturation factors

Ethnic contacts -0.03 [-0.11, 0.05] 0.04 [-0.04, 0.10]
National contacts -0.15***  [-0.21, -0.06] -0.12** [-0.18, -0.04]
Language proficiency -0.02 [-0.09, 0.06] 0.03 [-0.04, 0.10]
Ethnic identity -0.16*** [-0.18, -0.05] -0.12** [-0.14, -0.03]
Perceived discrimination 0.35*%**  [0.18,0.29] 0.21*** [0.09, 0.19]
Adaptation factors

Sociocultural adaptation -0.15*%**  [-0.19, -0.06]
Psychological adaptation -0.28***  [-0.53, -0.30]
Intercultural adaptation -0.10** [-0.21, -0.03]
R? 0.02 0.21 0.33

Adjusted R? 0.01 0.2 0.31

R? change and significance 0.02 0.19%** 0.12%**

Note. Beta coefficients are reported here.
2 The reference group is Angolans.
*p <0.05; ** p<0.01; ***p <0.001.

4, Discussion

Results from this study provided insight into the contributions of psychosocial resources to our
understanding of loneliness; this study focused on African migrants living in Portugal, who represent
four ethnocultural groups that have rarely been studied in the context of acculturation and
adaptation. The five hypotheses were supported by the results. In fact, loneliness was related to
multiple factors.
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A striking feature of our findings was the relatively low scores of loneliness. Past research
reported mixed results on loneliness among migrants. A previous study highlighted that migrants
are prone to loneliness because they may face discrimination [60]. For instance, African
international students in Portugal were lonelier than native students [61]. Similarly, migrants from
Poland reported more loneliness than Dutch natives [62]. Turkish—Dutch and Moroccan—Dutch
older adults were lonelier than native Dutch older adults [63]. However, few studies have reported
no differences in loneliness between migrants and natives [21, 34]. In this study, we did not compare
African migrants’ loneliness with that of natives. Moreover, our participants experienced slightly
low loneliness (M = 1.99), which was significantly lower than that obtained, for instance, in
preceding research on Chinese migrants residing in Portugal (M = 2.63) [5]. This finding, along with
the results of the acculturation and adaptation factors, suggested that our sample was a “healthy”
sample.

Guineans reported higher loneliness than Angolan and Mozambican migrants, while Cape
Verdean migrants did not differ significantly from the other three African groups in loneliness. One
important aspect of Guinea—Bissau is its diversity. “Particularly in terms of ethnic differentiation, it
comprises a remarkable variety of languages, cultural practices, and forms of social organization”
([64], p. 263). One possible explanation for the highest loneliness score among Guineans could be
that these migrants are more diverse in their ethnic identity. However, further research should
clarify this aspect.

Lower contacts with nationals and co-ethnic migrants were related to more loneliness. These
results supported the first hypothesis. Migrants who have more contact with natives and co-ethnic
migrants face less loneliness. In contrast to the current findings, the positive effect of having native
friends on loneliness was not observed among European migrants in Belgium [65].

The second and third hypotheses were also supported by the finding that language proficiency
and ethnic identity were significantly related to loneliness. The findings reflected that higher
proficiency in the host country’s language is related to a decrease in loneliness. This is consistent
with the findings of previous investigations that have reported a link between increased national
language proficiency and diminished loneliness [32-34]. Therefore, interventions at this level may
reduce migrants’ loneliness. Ethnic identity negatively correlated with loneliness, a finding that is
consistent with those studies highlighting that ethnic identity is a positive personal resource [36,
37]. Moreover, its maintenance is a key factor in alleviating loneliness.

Our findings demonstrated that greater perceived discrimination was significantly related to
higher levels of loneliness. This is consistent with the findings of a previous investigation reporting
that perceived discrimination was linked to decreased psychosocial well-being [38, 41]. Despite low
levels of perceived discrimination reported by African migrants in Portugal, it plays an essential role
in their experience of loneliness.

The finding of adaptation factors negatively predicting loneliness beyond acculturation factors
supported the fourth hypothesis. As expected, psychological adjustment emerged as a significant
predictor of loneliness. Lesser was the psychological adaptation; the lonelier were the migrants.
This is consistent with literature demonstrating that people with superior mental health exhibit
lower loneliness [10, 61].

Sociocultural adaptation also significantly predicted loneliness. Greater intercultural competency
protects against loneliness. Previous studies have suggested that greater adaptation difficulties
were related to lower psychological adjustment [5, 66].
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Although ethnic contacts and language proficiency appeared to have significant effects on
loneliness at a bivariate level, they did not emerge as independent predictors of loneliness in
multivariate regression analysis. This suggests that some variables, such as national contacts, ethnic
identity, and perceived discrimination, altered the effects of ethnic contacts and language
proficiency on loneliness.

Current research expanded the relationship between “relating well” and “feeling lonely”, as
tolerance significantly predicted loneliness. Greater tolerance also seemed to protect against
loneliness. This finding opens a novel window because intercultural adaptation has only recently
been included in the acculturation literature [9].

This research identified several determinants of loneliness. However, acculturation and
adaptation factors accounted for a larger proportion of the explained variance in loneliness than
the demographic factors, thereby supporting our fifth hypothesis. ANOVA and regression analyses
demonstrated that demographics do not contribute prominently to the migrants’ loneliness. This
weak effect of demographic variables (2%) is in line with the findings of past research on mental
health problems [42] and loneliness [5, 21]. Nevertheless, the inclusion of demographics allowed us
to control their effect in the regression models.

The study has a few limitations. First, the design was cross-sectional; therefore, the findings
cannot imply causality between acculturation and adaptation factors and loneliness. Second, this
study was based on self-reported questionnaires. Therefore, future investigations should include
objective measures. Third, the recruitment of the sample was accomplished through the snowball
method, leading to a limitation in sample representativeness. Additionally, our data were collected
from the urban area. Future research should collect data from the rural area also to compare the
levels of loneliness between the two areas.

Notwithstanding these limitations, the findings replicated earlier results and demonstrated a
part of the large web of psychosocial factors in which loneliness is embedded. The research
highlighted the importance of psychological factors in health service allocation and, hence, provided
implications for interventions for migrants of African background. For instance, concerning the
connection between loneliness and policy, it is more relevant to accomplish interventions designed
to reduce loneliness by targeting psychological factors that are easier to modify than targeting
demographic factors that are difficult to modify. For example, interventions can not only be directed
at stimulating migrants’ participation in the new cultural context (more native friends, high language
proficiency, and low perceived discrimination) but also at aspects like their ethnic bond (more co-
ethnic friends and strong ethnic identity with the home country).
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