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The number and proportion of foreign-born individuals in the U.S. population has increased 

in recent decades. From 1970 to 2007, the foreign-born population more than tripled to 

approximately 37 million (U.S. Census Bureau, 1997; 2008). Foreign-born students are a 

key sub-population of college students. About 23% of U.S. undergraduate college students 

in 2007–08 were either born outside of the U.S. (10%) or were children of at least one first-

generation immigrant parent (13%; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2012). 

Asian students constitute the majority of foreign-born (30%) undergraduates. Although 

foreign-born Asian students compose nearly one-quarter of the college population, limited 

research has examined how rates of alcohol use and depression differ between foreign-born 

and U.S.-born Asian college students (Gonzalez, Reynolds, & Skewes, 2011; Ralston & 

Palfai, 2012). The limited research is worrisome given their increasing rates of college 

enrollment (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011), alcohol consumption (Aud, Fox, & KewalRamani, 

2010), alcohol abuse and dependence (Grant et al., 2004), and underutilization of mental 

health services (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2001). Collectively, these 

factors point to the need for further research tailored to Asian college drinkers.

 1.1. Alcohol use among U.S.- and foreign-born Asian college students

College student drinking is both a widespread and problematic phenomenon with high 

prevalence rates of alcohol misuse (Johnston, O’Malley, Bachman, & Schulenberg, 2005). 

Drinking is a prominent part of American college culture (Borsari & Carey, 2003; National 

Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism [NIAAA], 2007). Up to two-thirds of college 

students report consuming alcohol in the past year (Johnston, O’Malley, Bachman, & 

Schulenberg, 2013), and heavy alcohol use is more common among young adults who are 

attending college than those who are not attending (Timberlake et al., 2007). Issues of heavy 

drinking involve the areas of education, mental and physical health, interpersonal 

relationships, and behavior (Hingson, Heeren, Winter, & Wechsler, 2005). As such, 

excessive alcohol use among students has been identified as a major public health concern 

(NIAAA, 2002, 2007).
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Empirical research indicates that foreign-born Asian college students and young adults 

consume less alcohol and experience fewer alcohol-related problems than their U.S.-born 

counterparts (Lum, Corliss, Mays, Cochran, & Lui, 2009; Szaflarski, Cubbins, & Ying, 

2011). According to a large national survey investigating variation in alcohol abuse patterns 

across racial and ethnic groups, lower rates of alcohol abuse (Diagnostic and Statistical 

Manual of Mental Disorders-IV-TR; American Psychiatric Association, 2000) were found in 

Asian foreign-born young adults (18–24 years old) compared to U.S.-born Asian young 

adults (Szaflarski et al., 2011). This study included a diverse sample of Asians/Pacific 

Islanders young adults who did and did not attend college. Alcohol use was less prevalent 

among foreign-born Asian college students than their U.S.-born counterparts (Lum et al., 

2009).

Variations in alcohol use between U.S.- and foreign-born college students may be shaped by 

drinking cultures (Cook, Mulia & Karriker-Jaffe, 2012; Lum et al., 2009; Nichter, Nichter, 

Carkoglu, & Lloyd-Richardson, 2010). Skog (1985) theorized that individual drinking 

behaviors may be strongly shaped by drinking cultures pervasive in a population or 

subpopulation, as each culture has norms regarding acceptable frequency and quantity of 

alcohol use. Indeed, the strong influence of social norms on alcohol use has been 

demonstrated in the college drinking literature (Baer, Stacy, & Larimer, 1991; Larimer, 

Turner, Mallet, & Geisner, 2004; Perkins & Berkowitz, 1986). Similarly, a drinking culture 

specific to one’s own racial or ethnic subgroup has also been demonstrated as a powerful 

influence (Cook et al., 2012). Relative to foreign-born Asian adults from countries 

characterized by low per capita alcohol consumption, those from countries characterized by 

higher per capita alcohol consumption were more likely to consume a higher amount of 

alcohol annually, to be current drinkers, and to drink with greater frequency (Cook et al., 

2012). As a part of the drinking culture, stigma against alcohol use and problematic drinking 

has been a widely documented factor influencing drinking behaviors in the Asian population 

(Yang, Phelan, & Link, 2008). Furthermore, Buddhist teaching has been linked to abstinence 

from alcohol in Asia (Chamratrithirong et al., 2010) while Confucian and Taoist teachings 

emphasize moderate alcohol consumption (Yun & Park, 2008). In fact, the influence of the 

Buddhist, Confucian and Taoist teachings has been considered as an explanation for the low 

rate of alcohol consumption among Asian Americans. The particular emphasis on peace, 

congruence, and harmony may serve to moderate alcohol consumption. Such teachings may 

account for drinking differences between foreign-born and U.S.-born Asian college students.

 1.2. Depression symptoms among U.S.- and foreign-born Asian college 

students

Depressed mood is another important health concern among college students (Gallagher, 

2009; Kitzrow, 2003). A nationwide survey of college students found that 30% of students 

reported feeling “so depressed it was difficult to function” at some time in the past year 

(American College Health Association, 2009). Higher levels of depression have been 

associated with increased alcohol-related problems (Armeli, Conner, Cullum, & Tennen, 

2010; Geisner, Mallett, & Kilmer, 2012). Depressed college students may engage in 

problematic drinking behavior in part because negative affect impairs short-term impulse 
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control and decision-making (Gonzalez et al., 2011) and drinking may alleviate negative 

affect (Dawson, Grant, Stinson, & Chou, 2005; Geisner, Larimer, & Neighbors, 2004).

Empirical research indicates differences in rates of depression between U.S.- and foreign-

born persons both within an ethnic group and across ethnic groups (e.g., Alegria et al., 2007; 

Almeida, Subramanian, Kawachi, & Molnar, 2009; Cheung, Leung, & Cheung, 2011; Song, 

Ziegler, Arsenault, Fried, & Hacker, 2011; Sumner et al., 2010; Szaflarski et al., 2011; 

Williams et al. 2007). We are aware of only one study that examined college students 

(Szaflarski et al., 2011). This study found that foreign-born young adults experienced higher 

risk of clinical diagnosis of depression relative to their U.S.-born counterparts (Szaflarski et 

al., 2011). In ethnic-specific studies, foreign-born Asian high school students (grades 9–12) 

have two times greater likelihood of depressed mood compared to U.S.-born students (Song 

et al., 2011).

 1.3 Drinking-to-cope tendency among U.S.- and foreign-born Asian 

college students

The issue of comorbidity of alcohol consumption and depressed mood in college 

populations remains largely unaddressed within foreign-born Asian populations (Ralston & 

Palfai, 2012). Perceived acceptability of drinking-to-cope with negative affect (i.e., 

“drinking-to-cope”) may serve as a social force that influences the drinking behavior of all 

members of the network (Baer et al., 1991; Cook et al., 2012; Skog, 1985). Eshun and 

colleagues (1998) examined differences in drinking-to-cope with depressed mood between 

Ghana college students and U.S.-born Ghana college students in the U.S. Results indicate 

that students in the U.S. reported higher frequency of drinking-to-cope with depression on a 

coping questionnaire (Nolen-Hoeksema & Morrow, 1991) than did students in Ghana. An 

important limitation of this study is that it did not directly examine the relationship between 

depression and alcohol use. Furthermore, we are not aware of any study that has examined 

differences in drinking-to-cope tendency between U.S.- and foreign-born Asian college 

students.

 1.4. Covariates in the current study

Differences in alcohol use, depression, and drinking as a coping strategy for depression 

between U.S.- and foreign-born Asian and Caucasian students may also be associated with 

age, gender, and students’ living situations. Foreign-born Asian college students are more 

likely to live at home than their U.S.-born counterparts (Lum et al., 2009). Relative to 

students living with their parents, those living on or near a college campus may be more 

strongly influenced by the college drinking culture, and engage in a higher level of alcohol 

consumption (Hendershot, Dillworth, Neighbors, & George, 2007; Wong, Klingle, & Price, 

2004; Yi & Daniel, 2001). Additionally, gender moderates the relationship between alcohol 

use and psychological distress, such that the relationship is significantly stronger for men 

than for women (Geisner et al., 2004). Finally, age is a significant predictor such that older 

college students drink more frequently (Baer et al., 1991; Larimer et al., 2000, Mooney, 

Fromme, Kivlahan, & Marlatt, 1987) and are more likely influenced by the accessibility of 

alcohol than younger students (Borsari & Carey, 2003; Larimer et al., 2004; Timberlake et 
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al., 2007). Taken together, age, gender, and place of residency are important factors to 

account for. Place of residency was not accounted for in prior studies (Pena et al., 2008; 

Szaflarski et al., 2011). To address this gap in the literature, we will control for age, gender, 

and place of residency in all analyses in the current study.

 1.5. Current study aims and hypotheses

The current research aimed to examine quantity of alcohol use, depressed mood, and the 

relationship between drinking and depressed mood among a large sample of U.S.- and 

foreign-born Asian and Caucasian college students. To increase the rigor of the current 

research, we controlled for age, gender, and place of residency. Given the limited research 

on U.S.- and foreign-born Asian college students, we sought to replicate findings in prior 

research (Lum et al., 2009; Pena et al., 2008; Szaflarski et al., 2011) and we expect that 

foreign-born Asian students will report higher levels of depression and lower levels of 

alcohol use than U.S.-born Asian students. Similarly, consistent with prior research (Armeli 

et al., 2010; Geisner et al., 2012; Gonzalez et al., 2011), we expect there will be an overall 

positive association between depressed mood and alcohol use. A novel component of the 

study is to explore nativity as a moderator of the relationship between depressed mood and 

alcohol use. We hypothesize that the relationship between depressed mood and alcohol use 

will be weaker among foreign-born students relative to U.S.-born students.

 Method

 Participants

A randomly selected list of 3,824 currently enrolled undergraduates age 18–24 was obtained 

from the Registrar Office of a large public university in the Northwest. A total of 1,825 

students (48%) had provided responses in this initial survey. Data from 222 students were 

excluded due to missing response from the nativity variable, leading to a sample of 1,603 

students. Among the sample, the two largest groups consisted of Caucasian (57.2%) and 

Asian with (25.1%), which yielded the current sample of 1,320 students. Students were 

female (56.6%) and with an average age of 19.6 (SD = 1.54). The majors of participants, 

with an average of 2.37 years in school were split into Arts and Humanities (11%), Business 

(13.7%), Science, Math and Technology (39.6%), Social Sciences (13.4%), and Undecided 

or Other (22.3%). Of those individuals who were born in the United States (N = 1,121, 

84.9% of total sample), 78.7% were Caucasian and 21.3% Asian. Of those individuals who 

were not born in the United States (N = 199, 15.1% of total sample), 77.9% were Asian and 

22.1% were Caucasian with an average of 10.4 years in the U.S. Only 3.2% of foreign-born 

students were international students, here for the purpose of tertiary education. Housing 

status was assessed across the sample with 27.4% of participants reporting living on campus, 

18% in a fraternity or sorority house, 13.7% with their parents, and 40.9% in off campus 

housing. Participants were compensated $10 for their participation. All procedures were 

approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board and a federal certificate of 

confidentiality was obtained.
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 Procedures

Data for the present study was drawn from a larger study examining the effectiveness of 

web-based personalized feedback in reducing depressed mood and alcohol use in college 

students. Students were emailed an invitation to participate in a study on drinking and mood. 

The email included a description of the study as well as a link to the study website. A 

separate email was sent that included a personal identification number allowing participants 

to log on to a secure website containing the consent information and 15-minute online 

assessment.

 Measures

 Self-Report of Depression—Depressed mood was assessed using the Beck 

Depression Inventory-II (BDI-II; Beck, Steer, & Brown, 1996), a widely used 21-item self-

report measure of depression. 21 questions (e.g., Sadness, Loss of Interest, Worthlessness, 

etc) in the form of multiple choice items each ranging from 0–3 (I do not feel sad to I am so 

sad or unhappy that I can’t stand it) were summed to create a single composite score, with 

higher scores indicating more symptoms of depression (scores 0–13 indicating minimal 

depression; 14–19 mild depression; 20–28 moderate depression; 29–66 indicating severe 

depression; α = .89)

 Risky Alcohol Consumption—High level alcohol consumption, associated behaviors 

and related problems were assessed using the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test 

(AUDIT; Saunders, Aasland, Babor, de la Fuente, & Grant, 1993). The AUDIT is a 10-item 

self-report measure designed to screen for hazardous and harmful alcohol consumption. 

Multiple-choice items (each ranging from 0–4) were summed to create a single composite 

score (α= .82), with higher scores indicating a greater likelihood of hazardous and harmful 

alcohol consumption. Generally, a cutoff score of 8 has been suggested for detecting at-risk 

drinking in adult populations (Saunders et al., 1993) as well as in college populations, with a 

recent study finding that at a score of 8 the AUDIT showed the best sensitivity and 

specificity in detecting at-risk drinking in a sample of college students (DeMartini and 

Carey, 2012).

 Covariates—Reported age and gender (“0” coded as female) as well as place of 

residence (living with family, living with friends/peers, etc.) were used as covariates in the 

present analyses based on prior research that has found these factors to be associated with 

alcohol use (NIAAA, 2002; Geisner et al., 2004; Larimer, Anderson, Baer, & Marlatt, 2000). 

Among other demographic items, nativity was assessed with the question “Were you born in 

the United States?” A response of “no” (coded as 0), indicated foreign-born status.

 Results

 Descriptive Statistics

Overall, results indicated that individuals scored an average of 8.99 (SD = 8.67) on the BDI-

II, while the average AUDIT score was 6.38 (SD = 6.20). Zero-order correlations, means, 

and standard deviations are presented in Table 1 and indicate that being older, male, born in 

the United States, living with peers (in dorms, fraternity/sorority houses, and off-campus 
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apartments with friends), and having greater levels of depression symptoms were positively 

correlated with greater alcohol use. However, being younger, female, and born outside of the 

U.S. were associated with greater levels of depression symptoms. It should also be noted 

that foreign-born students were significantly more likely to live at home with their parents 

instead of in residence halls or other living arrangements with friends (F = 64.98, p < .001)

 Differences Between Foreign-born and U.S.-born Students on Depression and Alcohol 

Use

A series of independent sample t-tests were conducted in order to determine whether 

differences between foreign-born and U.S.-born students existed in depression and alcohol 

use. Among Asian participants, results indicated that foreign-born students reported 

significantly lower levels of drinking (M (SD) = 3.33 (4.75) vs 4.50 (5.26), t = −2.419, p < .

01) and higher levels of depression symptoms (M (SD) = 11.76 (10.47) vs 9.38 (7.31), t = 

2.38, p < .001) than U.S.-born Asian participants. However, among Caucasian participants, 

there was not a significant difference between U.S.- and foreign-born students on either 

drinking (M (SD) = 6.73 (5.21) vs. 7.43 (5.40), t = −0.73, p = .12) or depression (M (SD) = 

10.88 (8.72) vs 8.29 (7.34), t = 1.64, p =.10).

 Asian Participants

A linear regression was conducted in order to determine whether depression scores predicted 

alcohol use, and if this effect was moderated by nativity among Asian participants. All 

predictors were mean centered to facilitate interpretation of parameter estimates (Aiken & 

West, 1991; Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003). Age, gender, and place of residence were 

entered as covariates. Results indicated that there were main effects of age, gender, and place 

of residence such that being older, male, and living with peers rather than family predicted 

greater alcohol use. Of note, the main effects of nativity and depression were non-

significant. However, results yielded significant interaction between depression and nativity. 

See Table 2 for full regression results. Simple effects analyses (using one SD above and 

below the conditional mean) revealed that depression was a predictor of alcohol use for 

U.S.-born students (β = 0.13, t = 4.99, p < .001) but not for foreign-born students (β = 0.04, t 

= .44 p > .10). See Figure 1 for a graphical presentation of results.

 Caucasian Participants

Results of a similar linear regression to above but with Caucasian participants indicated that 

there were main effects of age, gender, place of residence, and depression such that being 

older, male, and living with peers rather than family, and higher levels of depression 

predicted greater alcohol use. However, there was no main effect of nativity. Additionally, 

the interaction between depression and nativity was not significant. See Table 3 for full 

results.

 Discussion

The current research aimed to examine depressed mood, quantity of alcohol use, and the 

relationship between drinking and depressed mood among U.S- and foreign-born Asian and 

Caucasian college students in a random sample of college students from a large public 
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university on the west coast. As predicted, age, gender, and place of residency were 

significant covariates. These findings replicate prior research (Lum et al., 2009; Pena et al., 

2008; Szaflarski et al., 2011). Foreign-born Asian students reported higher levels of 

depression and lower levels of alcohol use than their U.S.-born counterparts. Consistent with 

prior research (Armeli et al., 2010; Geisner et al., 2012; Gonzalez et al., 2011), there was an 

overall positive association between depression and alcohol use across all students. As 

hypothesized, nativity was a significant moderator of the relationship between depression 

and alcohol use. The relationship between depression and alcohol use was found for U.S.-

born Asian students but not for foreign-born Asian students. In addition, nativity among 

Caucasians yields no significant link between depression and drinking.

Greater symptoms of depression among foreign-born Asian students may be attributed to a 

wide array of stressors. As foreign-born Asian college students face the transition to 

adulthood, they may develop a greater awareness of their individual ethnic and American 

identities, and must negotiate both identities in different contexts in order to adjust to the 

college environment (Buddington, 2002; Unger, Trinidad, Weiss, & Rohrbach, 2004). 

Parental disapproval of the non-traditional identity and associated behaviors and conflicts 

with parents may occur and may cause distress for foreign-born college students (Lau, 

Jernewall, Zane, & Myers, 2002; Song et al., 2011). Furthermore, many foreign-born Asian 

students are the first in their family to attend college and face a tremendous amount of 

pressure to succeed (Buddington, 2002; Unger et al., 2004). Some may have to take care of 

their family and carry additional family responsibilities on top of coursework (Lau et al., 

2002; Malecha, Tart, & Junious, 2012). Finally, foreign-born Asian students are in the 

lowest income group, whereas the reverse has been found for Caucasian students (NCES, 

2012). Socioeconomic disadvantage may be a powerful predictor of depression among 

foreign-born Asian college students (Almeida et al., 2009). Taken together, the presence of 

these risk factors may exacerbate stress among foreign-born Asian students whom already 

have an increased sense of worry regarding academics (Song et al., 2011).

As hypothesized, the association between depression and alcohol use was moderated by 

nativity, such that the relationship was significant for U.S.-born Asian college students but 

not for foreign-born Asian college students. These differences may be attributed to foreign-

born college students having better lifestyles before and immediately following migration as 

well as having more extensive social support relative to U.S.-born Caucasian college 

students (Cunningham, Ruben, & Narayan, 2008). Living at home with family may provide 

greater connection with family and material support (Lum et al., 2009) in addition to 

potentially being less exposed to a campus culture that promotes drinking (Larimer et al., 

2004). Additionally, as a part of the drinking culture, there may be less social acceptance for 

drinking and drinking-to-cope among foreign-born Asian college students as stigma and 

religious and philosophical influences against alcohol use and problematic drinking have 

been widely documented factors influencing drinking behaviors in the Asian population 

(Chamratrithirong et al., 2010; Yang et al., 2008; Yun & Park, 2008). Furthermore, foreign-

born Asian college students may be more likely to turn to different alcohol-free activities 

(e.g., being involved in ethnic student organizations) to alleviate mood symptoms, thus 

reducing the need for using alcohol to cope. Finally, living in a neighborhood with a high 
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foreign-born Asian concentration is associated with lower odds of binge drinking (Kimbro, 

2009), suggesting that neighborhood characteristics may serve as protective factors.

 Clinical Implications

Our sample of foreign-born students (15.1%) exceeds the national average of undergraduate 

college students born outside the U.S. (10%; NCES, 2012), indicating that foreign-born 

students were well represented in this study. Results of the current study may offer insight 

for the development of different alcohol and depression prevention and intervention 

approaches for U.S.- and foreign-born Asian and Caucasian college students. While 

clinicians need to pay attention to alcohol use when working with U.S.-born Asian college 

students presenting with depressed mood, drinking-to-cope may be a less relevant prevention 

target for foreign-born Asian college students. Studying the coping strategies of foreign-born 

Asian students may yield strategies that can be used for all college students. It is important 

to use multicultural models of counseling that explore students’ multiple identities and how 

those link to alcohol use outcomes. Additionally, prevention and intervention efforts for 

depression in foreign-born Asian and Caucasian students should aim to promote students’ 

ability to cope with stress.

 Limitations

Limitations of this research must be mentioned. First, information regarding generation-

status was not available, which would serve as further evidence of cultural norms for 

drinking. Additionally, the present study did not have data of socioeconomic status of the 

participants and was unable to include SES as a covariate. Second, the data were provided 

via self-report and, therefore, subject to bias. However, students submitted their responses 

via online surveys and were informed that their responses were completely confidential, so 

there is little reason to believe use of self-report data influenced the current findings. Third, 

the cross-sectional nature of the research prohibits an understanding of causality in the 

depressed mood/alcohol use relationship. Previous research has found that depression often 

temporally precedes alcohol use (Boden & Fergusson, 2011; Conner, Pinquart, & Gamble, 

2009). However, based on a recent meta-analysis, the plausible causal association between 

depression and alcohol use is that alcohol use increases the risk of depression, rather than 

vice versa (Boden & Fergusson, 2011). Finally, the present study did not investigate the use 

of other substances to cope with depression. It is possible that some foreign-born Asian and 

Caucasian students may choose to use substances other than alcohol (e.g., cigarettes; 

Fosados et al., 2007). The prevalence of tobacco use is especially high in some Asian 

countries (e.g., China) as it is a more socially acceptable behavior in the culture (Ma et al., 

2004; Otsuki, 2003).

 Future Directions

Future research is needed to determine if these relationships are supported when examining 

the differences between U.S.-born college students and specific racial and ethnic groups of 

foreign-born college students. The number of years students have lived in the U.S. should be 

examined as a predictor as prior research has shown an inverse relationship between length 

of residency in the U.S. and smoking rates (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

1992). A decrease in smoking may be correlated with an increase in alcohol use among 
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Asians (Ma et al., 2004). Finally, future studies need to assess specific elements of the living 

situation among foreign-born students such as whether they live in a foreign-born 

community and/or with their family, as well as conducting analyses to separate international 

students from foreign-born students, as international students may experience unique 

stressors and may be influenced by drinking cultures differently (Cunningham et. al., 2008). 

Sample size of the international students was too small (i.e. 3.2% of foreign-born students) 

in this study to conduct such analyses. In addition, given that socioeconomic status is a 

powerful predictor of depression (Almeida et al., 2009), future studies are needed to further 

examine the effects of socioeconomic status disadvantage.

 Conclusion

Despite these limitations, this study paves the way for understanding nativity as both a risk 

and protective factor among college students when examining comorbidity between alcohol 

use and depressed mood. This line of research is particularly important given the rising 

foreign-born college population in the U.S. in recent years and the need to examine 

potentially culturally-relevant factors in order to best understand behavior and inform the 

design of prevention and intervention programs.
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Figure 1. Interaction Between Nativity and Depression Predicting Alcohol Use Among Asians
Note. AUDIT = Alcohol Use Disorders Identification Test; BDI-II = Beck Depression 

Inventory-II; Student status was contrast coded (Foreign-born Student = 0, U.S.-born 

Student = 1).

High/Low = +/− 1 Standard Deviation above the mean.
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