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Transnational Ties and Mental Health
of Caribbean Immigrants

Eleanor J. Murphy1,3 and Ramaswami Mahalingam2

Immigration scholars have demonstrated the increasing importance of transnational activities
among contemporary immigrants. While much of the previous research has emphasized so-
cial and economic outcomes, very little attention has been paid to psychological well-being or
mental health. Using a community sample of West Indian immigrants, we developed an em-
pirical measure of the nature and frequency of transnational practices. The resulting Transna-
tionalism Scale is examined for psychometric properties using an exploratory principal com-
ponents factor analysis, and bivariate correlations with pre-existing measures of psychological
well-being, perceived social support, and ethnic identity. Results reveal five factors, some of
which are significantly correlated with measures of psychological well-being, social support,
and ethnic identity. Findings suggest that transnationalism, as a construct, is a valid measure
for this population. We argue that transnational ties shape various aspects of immigrants’
lives.
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In studying immigrants’ social adjustment, social
scientists have focused on assimilation patterns and
factors that may enhance or hinder assimilation in
a particular immigrant group (1). A common defini-
tion of assimilation is the gradual incorporation into
the new society via the adaptation of the customs and
values of that society with a simultaneous relinquish-
ment of traditional customs and values of the send-
ing society. This construct has also been utilized by
many analysts in developing frameworks for under-
standing immigrants’ patterns of general settlement,
their modes of incorporation into the host society,
and the social, economic, political, and psychological
outcomes for these immigrants (1–5). More recently,
however, researchers have noted that the assimila-
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tionist model is significantly limited in view of the fact
that current immigration and settlement patterns are
deviating from the traditional ways in which previ-
ous immigrant groups might have been incorporated
in the United States (6, 7). While assimilation may
have been conceptualized as a linear process at one
time, within the last decade or so, many researchers
have begun to address the notion of a more complex
and globalized form of immigrant adaptation and
integration. For example, many recent immigrants
have been observed to retain extensive ties to their
home countries while attempting to settle and de-
velop in the new country (8). Consequently, a variety
of constructs are now emerging and these relatively
newer expressions have been broadened to accom-
modate the contemporary forms of migration and
settlement.

A highly salient concept that has emanated from
this discourse is transnationalism or transnational
ties (9–13). Among the major transnational theo-
rists, Portes and colleagues have defined transnation-
alism as the maintenance of occupations or activi-
ties that necessarily require regular social contacts
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over time across national borders and/or across cul-
tures (12). Foroun and Glick Schiller (14) advanced
the concept of transnationalism as a constant move-
ment developed and sustained by immigrants who
build extensive networks linking the new country
and the country of origin. At a glance, these def-
initions convey the idea that transnationalism oc-
curs on a variety of levels, from familial and cultural
to economic and political. Instances of transnation-
alism can be found with the Salvadorians living in
New York, who send remittances and write letters
to friends and family back home (15); the Domini-
cans who establish political parties with offices that
span the United States and the Dominican Repub-
lic (16); the West Indians who feature the largest an-
nual ethnic and cultural parade in New York (2, 3);
the Asian-Indians who promote investments in busi-
ness ventures in India (17), and so forth. Indeed,
research analysts have begun to develop theoreti-
cal and empirical bodies of literature that take into
account these forms of interactions. While transna-
tional practices have always occurred, even among
the earliest waves of immigrants, recent technolog-
ical advances (both in the home countries and in
America) have made the study of this topic more
accessible than before (2, 3). For example, prepaid
phone cards along with decreasing rates have allowed
immigrants to indulge in more frequent and longer
contact with loved ones via telephone. Rapid trans-
formations in the media like television, videotapes,
and, most recently, the Internet have exponentially
broadened the range and intensity of transnational
ties. Consequently, virtually every recent immigrant
group features many different forms and levels of
transnationalism.

From previous works on various immigrant pop-
ulations, it is obvious that transnational ties play
an increasingly bigger role in the lives of immi-
grants. Researchers have pondered the relative im-
portance of focusing on transnationalism as a dom-
inant force, and in doing so they have also noted
the complexities and ambiguities associated with this
concept, and are continually attempting to refine
and clarify the process of transnationalism. Certainly,
several questions surrounding this phenomenon re-
main to be addressed. For example, what might be
some between-group and within-group differences in
transnationalism? Can certain transnational activi-
ties be categorized based on some common thread,
such as frequency, modes of access, or the char-
acteristics of the people using them? What role, if
any, do transnational ties play among children of

immigrants who are born in the United States? In
keeping with some of these attempts, the study de-
scribed in this article utilizes an empirical approach
to quantifying transnational practices, by develop-
ing preliminary scale and examining some of its psy-
chometric properties. In addition, social and psycho-
logical outcomes are correlated with this measure
to further validate the transnationalism construct. A
significant body of literature based on ethnographic
research has already provided foundations for de-
veloping empirical constructs. This study employs
some of these descriptions and endeavors to reify
them into a quantifiable measure of transnational
ties.

At this juncture, it would be useful to discuss
various forms of transnational practices, hence pro-
viding a foundation for the items on the Transna-
tionalism Scale. An important caveat is that some
of the activities are not immediately apparent as
transnational activities, since they may seem rou-
tine and common to immigrants and nonimmigrants
alike. However, even the same activity may present
completely different interpretations depending on
whether the individual doing the activity is an im-
migrant or not. For example, a third or fourth gen-
eration Mexican-American who visits Mexico might
view the visit as a more symbolic activity, whereas
for a first generation Mexican, this activity may
have a direct impact on his or her current life
circumstances.

THE NATURE OF CURRENT
TRANSNATIONAL PRACTICES

One of the basic ways in which immigrants main-
tain ties with their home countries is through contact
with relatives and/or friends whom they have left be-
hind (2, 3). This type of contact usually involves com-
munication and the provision of money and goods
by the immigrant to the people left at home. For in-
stance, in West Indian families, a pattern of immigra-
tion called serial migration occurs usually when the
head of a household, usually a mother or father, leave
the Caribbean to seek employment in the United
States. Occasionally the family may migrate as one
unit, but in the majority of families, at least some of
the children are left behind to continue schooling,
while the parent gets established in the new coun-
try. This phenomenon necessitates continuous con-
tact between the parent and the children across bor-
ders, or between the parent and the person(s) left in
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charge of the children. Thus parents may continue
to provide financial support by sending remittances,
or by sending material goods to those left behind
(2, 3, 18). In addition, relatives may communicate
with each other via telephone, airmail, e-mail, and
so forth. Sending remittances and communicating
via letters have been shown to be common transna-
tional activities of Salvadorian immigrants in subur-
ban New York (15).

Another way of achieving contact is by traveling
back to the home country to visit friends and rela-
tives, or providing assistance for friends and relatives
to visit. The frequency and nature of this may depend
on several factors such as affordability of vacations,
immigration status, and conditions in home country
(2, 3, 19). Because of the increasing availability of af-
fordable airline tickets, traveling back and forth on a
regular basis has become relatively easy even for the
less affluent immigrants. The ease of travel in turn fa-
cilitates business and economic transactions between
borders. The question remains whether traveling to
visit should be classified as a transnational activity,
since almost everyone who can afford to travels at
some point in his or her life. Again, this might be
somewhat difficult to tease apart, since only a sub-
jective appraisal by the immigrant may dictate just
what type of travel and visitation is taking place. An-
other form of transnational travel occurs when im-
migrants come to the United States seeking tempo-
rary employment, work in the United States for a few
months, and then return home. This cyclical employ-
ment pattern may continue over a period of several
years, until the immigrant may decide to stay perma-
nently in the United States (20). Examples of such
can be found with housekeepers, nurse’s aides, and
manual laborers.

For many immigrants who are unable to travel
frequently, the presence of a vibrant cultural arena in
the host country may ward off feelings of alienation
and facilitate adjustment. Most immigrants tend to
reside in niches or enclaves for that reason (2, 3,
20). Among Caribbeans, for example, many of the
cultural activities take place in the form of leisurely
and informal get-togethers, parties, and social out-
ings. Other activities such as club meetings, church
services, and concerts may be more formally planned
and attended. Cultural ties do not only maintain
emotional affirmation, but may also lead to instru-
mental support through contact with other immi-
grants (2, 3).

Although some cultural activities may be
pursued on a largely individual and informal basis,

with the view that they are purely social and leisurely
outlets, others may be seen as vehicles for further
agency and developments and thus require more
organized planning in the form of group solidarity
and leadership. Some of these cultural practices may
have further implications for economic and other
social conditions in the lives of immigrants as well as
those remaining in the home countries. Thus a broad
array of political activism may emerge from what
started as cultural pursuits.

Individuals who have achieved a certain degree
of economic autonomy may use their economic suc-
cess in the United States to generate and maintain
further economic activity in their homelands (2, 3,
17). Furthermore, they may start businesses in the
United States that rely on the importing of commodi-
ties from their home countries. Because of the desire
to continue traditional customs, immigrants create a
local market for these goods and services that can
be obtained from resources in their home countries.
Conversely, there may be immigrants who send re-
mittances and products from the United States back
to their home countries to maintain grocery stores
and other businesses there. Other immigrants may
see opportunities for investment in real estate back
home, while establishing the United States as their
primary residence.

Transnational Ties, Social Outcomes,
and Mental Health

The social implications of transnationalism at
the community, familial, and individual levels have
been recognized despite the relative ambiguousity
around its definition (21, 22). Immigration literature
has begun to focus on transnational ties and practices
among new immigrants, with the recognition that
they may serve to socially enhance the immigrants’
lives by directly or indirectly promoting and main-
taining valuable social networks. In fact current bod-
ies of work stress the findings that transnational ties
can produce desirable social and economic among
immigrant groups, including West Indians (2, 3, 23,
24). Yet, transnationalism is rarely studied in men-
tal health literature. However, social support, ethnic
identity, and perceived discrimination, all of which
are impacted by transnationalism, have been pre-
viously linked to psychological outcomes. To date,
there are no studies that examine the ways in which
the maintenance of transnational ties plays a role in
mental health outcomes for Caribbean immigrants.
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Transnational Ties and Social Support

Transnationalism has been shown to solidify so-
cial networks among immigrants (23), which in turn
have implications for psychological well being. This
is because the social networks may produce tangi-
ble resources, social capital, and emotional support
that may offset some of the alienating and stress-
ful effects of immigration. A corpus of research de-
voted to investigating the impact of social support
has resulted in a large number of empirical studies
that provide evidence for the postulation that so-
cial support serves to directly decrease emotional
distress, and also functions as a buffer against the
stress brought about by trying events (25). Allen (26)
maintained that most first-generation and even some
second-generation West Indians tend to have a kind
of “sojourner” status. Thus they keep in close con-
tact with other West Indians by residing in ethnic
enclaves (27), participating in social organizations
such as sports, taking regular trips to the Caribbean,
funding relatives, and sponsoring social and political
events in the Caribbean (21).

Most bodies of social support literature tend to
advance the general view that social support and so-
cial interactions are highly beneficial to psychologi-
cal well being (28). Nonetheless, some studies have
yielded mixed findings on this issue, and point to
the paradoxical nature of such social activities that
may serve to increase rather than decrease everyday
stress (29). Some studies for instance have eluci-
dated the fact that because of their migration pat-
terns some Caribbean immigrants are obliged to op-
erate transnationally (22). Under those conditions,
transnational ties may not necessarily yield positive
consequences. For example, children may remain in
the Caribbean for schooling, while their parents are
in the United States; women may travel back and
forth to obtain temporary domestic work, and so
forth (21). While these activities may help them to
achieve social cohesion, by forcing them to retain
contact with certain networks or people, it might also
place a burden on those in the provider role. In addi-
tion, it can be speculated that a certain type of frus-
trating nostalgia may be induced via prolonged, but
distance contact with loved ones. Besides relational
burdens, it has been debated that relying on transna-
tional connections might be a poor professional and
economic strategy in the long run, keeping immi-
grants in low paying, low-status occupations and en-
hancing suspicion and mistrust of fellow immigrants
(30). So it is reasonable to expect that transnational

ties may promote a desirable social support network
with this caveat in mind.

Transnational Ties and Ethnic Identity

Besides enhancing social cohesion and a sense
of social support, transnational ties may also help
immigrants to consolidate their ethnic identity at a
time when they may find a number of different iden-
tities suddenly thrust upon them. Ethnic identity has
been defined as a person’s subjective sense of be-
longing to a certain group or culture (31). This con-
struct has received a great deal of attention among
social psychologists. Given the multiethnic society
that America has become, largely because of immi-
gration, it is apparent that ethnic identity has im-
portant implications for the way in which people
see themselves and their perception of how soci-
ety responds to them, both of which impact psy-
chological well being (32). For Caribbean immi-
grants of African descent, ethnic identity comes into
play for a number of reasons. Like their European-
descended immigrant counterparts, West Indians
arrive in the United States with the hope to inte-
grate and assimilate into the larger society (5). How-
ever, unlike the former group, the latter group’s
ability to assimilate is restricted along racial lines
(33), like other minority immigrants of color. If
and when they do assimilate, their assimilation by
and large is limited to the larger group of African
Americans.

In the United States, African Americans have
been among the most disparaged groups, even com-
pared to other ethnic minority groups, having a
historical legacy of slavery and oppression (5, 34).
Caribbean immigrants are racially similar to African
Americans and share certain historical elements of
being forcibly removed from their homeland and
brought to another country to work as slaves. How-
ever, immigrants from the Caribbean have been able
to enjoy relative autonomy in their home countries
due to the absence of the colonizers who initially en-
slaved them. There, Blacks are in the majority and
the everyday racial persecution and harassment en-
countered by African Americans is largely absent in
the Caribbean (5, 35). Hence, the immigrants en-
ter the United States with an outlook similar to
that of other immigrant groups—one that encour-
ages them to believe that hard work, education, and
determination can overcome all obstacles, including
racism (6). Phinney and Onwughalu (34) conducted
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a study comparing the effects of racial identity on the
attitudes toward American values, among African
Americans and African immigrants. They found
that for African Americans, a racial identity was
strongly associated with a negative attitude toward
American ideals, but positively correlated with self-
esteem, whereas for the African immigrants, there
was no correlation between racial identity, attitudes,
and self-esteem.

It has been argued that West Indian immigrants
have an identity which stresses their country of ori-
gin; and while they do have a Black racial identity,
it is produces a different kind of consciousness than
that of African Americans (24). Furthermore, immi-
grants with stronger transnational ties tend to have a
stronger ethnic identity, which serves as a potential
buffer against racial prejudice (24). This “identity”
offers them psychological protection in a number of
ways. Firstly, maintaining the idea that they came
from a culture where they are valued and accepted,
and secondly, that they have the option to go back
there if things do not work out in the host coun-
try, and can be very comforting to immigrants who
feel a sense of alienation (24). It has also been sug-
gested that this immigrant identity may be tested and
threatened as they spend more time in the United
States and become more aware of the pervasive na-
ture of racial discrimination (24, 34, 36). This may
lead to increased frustration and dissatisfaction with
life.

As research suggests, ethnic identity may also in-
fluence the perception of and stress associated with
racial discrimination (36). Afro-Caribbeans with an
immigrant identity may understand that racism ex-
ists; they may not necessarily choose to focus on
it as the most determinative factor in their lives.
Instead the emphasis is placed on opportunities and
rewards for ambition and hard work. Again, the abil-
ity to bypass racism as an explanation for poor treat-
ment in society may decline as the immigrant spends
more time in the United States (5, 23). Nonetheless
it is expected that having a strong ethnic identity
will be positively associated with psychological well
being.

It can be seen that transnational practices are
pervasive among contemporary immigrants, and are
likely to increase tremendously over the next several
decades. By developing a transnational measure, this
study hopes to link bodies of literature from the so-
cial and behavioral sciences in order to capture the
nature and utility of transnational ties in the lives of
new immigrants.

METHOD

First generation West Indian immigrants (N =
137) residing in urban New York were recruited to
participate in this study. Potential participants were
solicited via word of mouth, electronic mail, and
fliers, and the surveys were given in a wide range
of settings such as colleges, laundromats, and beauty
salons. Permission was obtained from the City Uni-
versity of New York to recruit students through the
introductory psychology subject pool requirement
on one of their campuses. Students who completed
the survey through the subject pool received one
hour of subject pool credit. In addition, some partici-
pants opted to do a web-based version of the survey,
through which they could submit their responses di-
rectly to the study database via a personal computer.
Those who responded electronically were given a
monetary compensation of $12, while those who
completed the pencil-and-paper version were given
$10.

Participants

Participants consisted of 50 males and 87 fe-
males. They ranged in age from 18 to 60 (M = 27.48,
SD = 9). A total of 12 Caribbean countries of origin
were reported and the age of migration ranged from
10 to 45, with the mean of 19.4 years. The immigrants
reported living in the United States for an average
of 7.7 years. Seventy-one percent of the respondents
were single, 19.7% were married, while 8% were di-
vorced or widowed. About 2% did not complete high
school; 29% had a high school diploma or equiva-
lent; 52% had some college courses, with 10% earn-
ing a college degree, and 3% earning a professional
or graduate degree. The annual household incomes
reported ranged from less than $10,000 to $80,000 or
higher, with the median income range being $30,000–
39,999.

Measures

Transnationalism Scale

Twenty-one items were developed for the
Transnationalism Scale. These items were developed
by drawing upon previous qualitative research that
described the nature and extent of transnational ac-
tivities among various immigrant populations includ-
ing West Indians. The items were grouped into four
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domains (family ties, cultural ties, economic ties, and
political ties) for face validity. Each item described
an activity and the respondents were required to in-
dicate on a 6-point Likert scale (0 = have not done
to 5 = very often), the extent to which they partici-
pated in the activity within the past 2 years. A sam-
ple item is “Buy or import supplies regularly from the
Caribbean.” Individual scores for this measure were
computed by taking an average (mean) of the scores
for each item. Mean scores on this measure could
range from 0 to 5. A reliability coefficient as mea-
sured by Cronbach’s α of 0.87 was generated for this
sample.

Social Support

Social support was measured using the Multidi-
mensional Scale of perceived social support (MSPSS)
(37). This self-report measure consists of 12 items de-
signed to assess a subjective evaluation of social sup-
port from family, friends, and significant other. Par-
ticipants are required to indicate the extent to which
they agree or disagree with the items that are mea-
sured on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree to
7 = strongly disagree). An example of an item is “I
can count on my friends when things go wrong.” The
MSPSS has been used in a wide variety of popula-
tions, settings, and on normal and psychiatric pop-
ulations. Additionally, the scale has been found to
yield high internal consistencies across samples, and
is negatively correlated with depression and anxi-
ety. A Cronbach’s α of 0.90 was obtained for this
measure.

Ethnic Identity

Eleven items from the Multi-Ethnic Identity
Measure (31) were used to assess the extent to which
an individual harbored positive feelings about and
regularly engaged in activities common to his or her
ethnic group. This measure has been extensively used
and validated among a wide range of ethnic groups.
Responses were scored on a 4-point Likert scale
(4 = strongly agree to 1 = strongly disagree). Two of
the items were reversed scored. An example of
an item on this measure is “I am active in so-
cial groups and organizations that include mostly
members of my own ethnic group.” A Cronbach’s
α of 0.69 on this measure was generated for this
sample.

Stress

An index of an individual’s subjective experi-
ence of stress was measured through the Perceived
Stress Scale (38), which was developed for use among
community samples. The initial scale consisted of
14 items and was demonstrated to have adequate
validity for the reference sample. In this study 10
of the items were used to assess the frequency of
which an individual perceives himself or herself as
being able to cope adequately with various situations
over the past month. The responses are scored on
a 5-point Likert scale (1 = not at all stressful to 5 =
very stressful), and four items were reverse scored.
A sample item on this scale is “In the last month
how often have you felt that you were unable to con-
trol the important things in your life?” The reliability
coefficient obtained for this measure was 0.81.

Perceived Racism

The Daily Life Experience (DLE) scale was
used to assess episodes of perceived racism as they
occur from day to day. The items for this mea-
sure were adapted from the brief version of the
Racism and Life Experiences Scale (RaLES-B) (39).
Seventeen items were used to assess the extent to
which a particular event bothered the participant.
The items were scored on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =
doesn’t bother me to 5 = bothers me extremely). Re-
spondents were to first read a statement describing
the event, and then they were required to indicate
how much it bothers them. If they believed that they
had not experienced the event in the past year, they
were to circle “0.” A sample item on this measure
includes “Being observed or followed while in public
places.” A reliability coefficient of 0.95 was obtained
for this sample.

Life Satisfaction

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) is a
commonly used measure to assess global satisfaction
with life. This scale has been utilized among diverse
groups and has been shown to have good internal
consistency and validity (40). The SWLS consists of
five positively phrased statements, such as “The con-
ditions of my life are excellent.” Respondents are
required to indicate the extent to which they agree
or disagree with each statement by using points 1
(strongly agree) through 7 (strongly disagree). An
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alpha coefficient of 0.86, and a split-half reliability of
0.75 were achieved for this sample.

Depression

The magnitude of depressive symptoms was
measured through the Beck Depression Inventory
(BDI). The inventory consists of 14 groups of state-
ments derived from descriptions of symptoms among
clinically depressed and normative samples (41). In
each group, the statements are presented with corre-
sponding numbers, from the least severe (0) to the
most severe (3). Participants are required to choose
the number corresponding to one of the four state-
ments in the group that most describes them. An ex-
ample of a group of statements would be (0) “I do
not feel like a failure,” (1) “I feel that I have failed
more than the average person,” (2) “as I look back
on my life, all I can see is a lot of failures,” (3) “I
feel I am a complete failure as a person.” Thirteen
of the statements were used in this sample, and an α

coefficient of 0.92 was generated, while the split-half
reliability was 0.89.

Anxiety

The Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI) was used to
measure the presence of anxiety among participants
(42). This inventory comprises 21 phrases that de-
scribe symptoms of anxiety. Participants are required
to indicate the degree to which they experienced any
of the symptoms over the past several weeks using a
Likert scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 3 (severely).
A sample items on the BAI are “wobbliness in the
legs” and “fear of losing control.” This measure has
been extensively studied and validated, and used for
its psychometric properties. A coefficient α of 0.93
was obtained, while the split-half reliability was 0.88
in this sample.

RESULTS

None of the respondents reported not par-
ticipating in any transnational activity. The mean
transnationalism score was 1.8 (SD = 0.68). The low-
est average score for this sample was 0.29, while the
highest average score was 4.30, with 90% of the re-
spondents scoring an average of 3.00 or less. De-
scriptive statistics for the Transnationalism scale and
other measures are presented in Table I. The first six

Table I. Means, Standard Deviations and Correlations of the
Transnationalism Scale With Measures of Psychological Well
Being, Perceived Social Support, Ethnic Identity, Stress, and

Perceived Racism

Transnationalism
Other measures Scale (TS) Mean SD

Perceived social support 0.23∗∗ 4.73 1.12
(MSPSS)

Ethnic identity (MEIM) 0.12 3.00 0.50
Perceived stress (PSS) −0.02 2.83 0.66
Perceived racism (DLE) −0.05 2.92 1.20
Anxiety (BAI) 0.13 0.67 0.59
Depression (BDI) 0.20∗ 0.53 0.61
Life satisfaction (SWLS) 0.20∗ 4.20 1.6

∗p < .05; ∗∗p ≤ .01.

items on the questionnaire that made up the “Family/
social ties” domain yielded an average score of 2.72
(SD = 0.94). The next five items that comprised the
“Cultural ties” domain had an average score of 2.34
(SD = 1.34). Following was the “Economic ties” do-
main, made up of five items with a mean score of 1.34
(SD = 1.19). The last group of five items made up the
“Political ties” domain and yielded an average score
of 0.78 (SD = 1.12).

Transnationalism (r = 0.23, p ≤ 0.01) was posi-
tively and significantly correlated with perceived so-
cial support (see Table I). However, there were no
systematic relationships between transnationalism,
ethnic identity, stress, and perceived racism. Among
the measures of psychological well being, transna-
tionalism was significantly and positively correlated
with life satisfaction (r = 0.20, p < 0.05) and depres-
sion (r = 0.20, p < 0.05), but unrelated to anxiety.

A principal components factor analysis was con-
ducted in order to examine the underlying structure
of the Transnationalism Scale. The initial extraction
yielded six components that accounted for 66.6% of
the cumulative variance of the scale. A varimax ro-
tation revealed the presence of six distinct factors,
five of which were analyzed for their psychometric
properties (see Tables II and III). The factors were
tentatively named based on the items that comprised
them. One of the factors consisted of two items that
appeared to be conceptually unrelated and was con-
sequently dropped. Two items were omitted from the
factors because they loaded on two or more items,
and their factor loadings were below 0.50. The five re-
maining factors were subsequently examined in more
detail.

The first factor was called “Political and Eco-
nomic Activism” and comprised two items from the
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Table II. Summary of Items and Factor Loadings for Varimax Orthogonal Six-Factor Solution for the
Transnationalism Scale (N = 137)

Factor loading

Item 1 2 3 4 5

19. Travel to/from Caribbean to do research on political conditions 0.82
13. Own Caribbean business(es) in the United States 0.80
12. Own business(es) in the Caribbean 0.70
21. Actively participating in Caribbean political organizations 0.63
18. Writing for a Caribbean newspaper or magazine 0.62
11. Sponsoring Caribbean entertainers to perform in the United States 0.49a 0.42
10. Participate in Caribbean clubs at school, work or other venue 0.80
8. Participate in or attend games sponsored by Caribbean organizations 0.78
7. Participate in or attend Caribbean festivities 0.64
9. Attend church primarily attended by other Caribbean immigrants 0.58

16. Invest in property in the Caribbean 0.37 0.38a

14. Buy or import supplies regularly from the Caribbean 0.78
1. Send money or supplies back home to relatives 0.59

17. Giving money to support political causes back home 0.47 0.53a

20. Sponsoring charities back home 0.46
2. Travel back home to visit children, parents and other relatives 0.90
3. Travel back home to visit friends 0.88
5. Keep regular communication with relatives back home 0.82
6. Keep regular communication with friends back home 0.77

Note. N = 137 and α = 0.87 for entire measure.
aThe higher loading for items that load within 0.1 on another factor.

Table III. Principa-Components Analysis With Varimax Rotation
and Coefficient Alphas for the Five Factors

Item Factor loading

Factor 1: Political and Economic Activism (α = 0.86)
19. 0.82
13. 0.80
12. 0.70
21. 0.63
18. 0.62

Factor 2: Social and Cultural Ties (α = 0.77)
10. 0.80

8. 0.78
7. 0.64
9. 0.58

Factor 3: Financial and Commercial Ties (α = 0.68)
14. 0.77

1. 0.59
17. 0.53
20. 0.46

Factor 4: Social and Family-related Travel (α = 0.86)
2. 0.90
3. 0.88

Factor 5: Social and Family-related Communication (α = 0.73)
5. 0.82
6. 0.76

Note. N = 137. Items numbered 4, 11, 15, and 16 were omitted
from the factors.

original group of “Economic Ties” and three items
from the original group of “Political Ties.” A reli-
ability coefficient as measured by Cronbach’s α of
0.86 was generated for this domain. The second fac-
tor was called “Social and Cultural Ties.” This factor
consisted of four items all coming from the original
group of “Cultural Ties.” This domain had a relia-
bility coefficient of 0.77. The third factor was named
“Financial and Commercial Ties” and consisted of
four items, one coming from the original “Family and
Social Ties” group, another coming from the origi-
nal “Economic Ties” group and the last two coming
from the original “Political Ties” group. A reliability
coefficient of 0.68 was achieved for this factor. The
fourth factor was named “Social and Family-related
Travel” and consisted of two items from the original
“Family and Social Ties” group and had a reliability
coefficient of 0.86. The fifth factor was named “Social
and Family-related Communication” and consisted
of two items from the original “Family and Social
Ties” group. A reliability coefficient of 0.73 was gen-
erated for this factor.

Bivariate correlation analyses were conducted
among the five factors (see Table IV). There
was a significant negative correlation between the
Economic/Political Activism and Social & Family-
related Communication, and a significant positive
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Table IV. Intercorrelations, Means, and Standard Deviations for the Six Factors of the Transnationalism Scale

1. Political and 2. Social and 3. Financial and 4. Social and Family- 5. Social and Family-
Factor Economic Ties Cultural Ties Commercial Ties related Travel related Communication M SD

1. — 0.41∗∗∗ 0.57∗∗∗ 0.24∗∗ −0.27∗∗ 0.68 1.1
2. — — 0.55∗∗∗ 0.34∗∗∗ 0.14 2.6 1.4
3. — — — 0.38∗∗∗ 0.02 1.8 1.2
4. — — — — 0.08 2.2 1.6
5. — — — — — 3.3 1.3

∗∗p ≤ 0.01; ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001.

correlation between the Economic & Political Ac-
tivism and the other factors. Social and Cultural
Ties was significantly and positively correlated with
all the other factors except Social & Family-related
Communication. Similarly, Financial & Commer-
cial Ties, and Social & Family-related Travel were
all significantly and positively correlated with each
other, but unrelated to Social & Family-related
Communication.

The factors were then correlated with the four
outcome measures of perceived social support, ethnic
identity, perceived stress, and perceived racism. At
this point, the factors are referred to as subscales (see
Table V). Perceived social support was positively
and significantly related to Cultural & Social Ties
(r = 0.21, p < 0.05), Financial and Commercial Ties
(r = 0.21, p < 0.05), and Social and Family-related
Communication (r = 0.27, p < 0.01), but showed no
systematic relationships with Political & Economic
Activism and Social & Family-related Travel. Eth-
nic identity was positively and significantly related to
Social & Family-related Communication (r = 0.29,
p < 0.001), but unrelated to the other four subscales.
Perceived stress was negatively and significantly re-
lated to Social & Family-related Communication
(r = −0.21, p < 0.05), but unrelated to the other four
subscales. Perceived racism bore no systematic rela-
tionship to any of the subscales.

Finally, the associations between the three in-
dices of psychological well-being and the five sub-
scales (see Table VI) were explored. Political Ac-

tivism was positively and significantly correlated with
anxiety (r = 0.27, p < 0.01) and depression (r = 0.37,
p < 0.001), but remained unrelated to life satisfac-
tion. Social & Family-related Communication was
negatively correlated with anxiety (r = −0.21, p <

0.05), while Social & Family-related Travel was
positively correlated with life satisfaction (r = 0.18,
p < 0.05).

DISCUSSION

In creating this measure, we are interested in ex-
ploring the underlying nature of transnational activ-
ities, the basic psychometric properties of the scale,
and whether or not transnationalism is associated
with certain social and psychological outcomes. The
findings of this study indicate that transnationalism is
multidimensional, spanning individual, familial, and
broader social levels, and has important implications
for social adaptation as well as psychological well be-
ing of West Indian immigrants.

The Transnationalism Scale as a whole demon-
strated adequate reliability for this sample. While
the average total score was lower than might be
expected, it may simply reflect that some activities
may be practiced relatively infrequently among this
population. The exploratory factor analysis revealed
five major factors of which showed a conceptual link
between the items. Out of these factors, Social &
Family-related Communication yielded the highest

Table V. Correlations Between Transnational Subscales and Pre-existing Measures of Social Support, Ethnic Identity,
Perceived Stress, and Perceived Racial Discrimination

Measure Subscale 1 Subscale 2 Subscale 3 Subscale 4 Subscale 5

Social support (MDSPSS) α = 0.90 −0.04 0.21∗ 0.21∗ 0.17 0.27∗∗
Ethnic identity (MEIM) α = 0.69 −0.10 0.15 0.05 0.05 0.29∗∗∗
Perceived stress (PSS) α = 0.81 0.09 −0.03 0.02 −0.03 −0.20∗
Perceived racial discrimination (DLE) α = 0.95 0.03 −0.08 −0.05 −0.08 0.01

∗p ≤ 0.05; ∗∗p ≤ 0.01; ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001.
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Table VI. Correlations Between Transnational Subscales and Pre-Existing Measures of Anxiety, Depression
and Life Satisfaction

Measure Subscale 1 Subscale 2 Subscale 3 Subscale 4 Subscale 5

Anxiety (BAI) α = 0.93 0.27∗∗ 0.06 0.11 −0.00 −0.21∗
Depression (BDI) α = 0.92 0.37∗∗∗ 0.05 0.15 0.10 −0.15
Life satisfaction (SWLS) α = 0.75 0.12 0.17 0.13 0.18∗ −0.06

∗p ≤ 0.05; ∗∗p ≤ 0.01; ∗∗∗p ≤ 0.001.

average score, followed by Social and Cultural Ties.
Political and Economic Activism yielded the lowest
average score. This result may be somewhat mis-
leading, given that, on first glance it may seem that
West Indians generally refrain from political activi-
ties. However, it has been posited that many West
Indians engage in political and economic activism
within social and cultural domains (2, 3, 20).

While the original grouping of items reflected
not only the activity being done, but also with whom
that activity was being done, the newly extracted fac-
tors appear to center primarily on the activity that
is done and not with whom it is being done. For
example, “traveling back home to visit family” and
“communicating regularly with family” were initially
grouped together under “Family ties.” After the fac-
tor analyses were conducted, they were separated
under “Travel” and “Communication,” respectively.
This finding lends further support to the idea that the
transnational activities themselves are specific and
not just arising out of social relationships.

The correlational results appear to trump com-
munication as an especially important transnational
activity. Social & Family-related Communication ap-
pears to stand by itself when compared with the other
factors. It was significantly correlated with social sup-
port, ethnic identity, and perceived stress, while the
other factors were either correlated only with so-
cial support, or none of the other social measures.
The West Indian culture has been described as a
“strongly oral culture” (20), with the idea that com-
munity members place great emphasis on communi-
cation as a means of socializing, obtaining, and giving
out important information (43). What might be con-
sidered as idle gossip to others may in fact be seen
as essential pieces of information in this population.
Consequently, there may be instrumental as well as
emotional benefits that ward off stress and promote
a sense of belonging and support to people who fre-
quently engage in this practice.

While transnationalism was positively associ-
ated with life satisfaction, it was also positively asso-
ciated with depression, which is an unexpected result,

given the negative relationship between depression
and life satisfaction. However, it appears that people
who engage in political activism are more likely to ex-
perience depression, and that result may explain the
positive association between transnationalism and
depression. Political and economic activism might be
viewed as functional activities, which may not nec-
essarily yield the emotional rewards that social com-
munication does. Hence West Indians who are very
active politically may be at risk of burnout and other
factors that lead to depression. They may be also
more aware of and less insulated from the harsher
realities of overcoming cultural and economic bar-
riers that plague many immigrant groups. As ex-
pected, Social & Family-related Communication was
negatively associated with Anxiety, consistent with
the idea that this communication serves as an emo-
tional buffer, while Social & Family-related Travel
was positively associated with Life Satisfaction. So-
cial & Family-related Travel may be contingent on
a certain type of economic prosperity, which in turn
may influence life satisfaction among these immi-
grants.

In interpreting the results of this study, it is im-
portant to be aware of some of its limitations. Much
of the sample comes from participants under age
35, who have resided in the United States for less
than 10 years. Additionally, the tendency to produce
socially desirable responses is measurably increased
with self-report measures. This may warrant the ne-
cessity to view some of the psychological outcome re-
sults with caution. However, the results of this study
shed some important light on precise ways in which
transnationalism impacts immigrants. Consequently,
the limitations should not detract from the overall
goal of further assessing and refining measures of
transnational practices

The complex pattern of association between
transnationalism and the social and psychological
factors suggest that this phenomenon comprises im-
portant activities, some of which might be the re-
sult of current circumstances that immigrants find
themselves in, others of which help to bring about
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and maintain improvements in the lives of West In-
dians. This scale is an early and important step in
linking transnationalism with broader adaptation and
integration strategies. While it remains to be seen
whether such a scale can be fitted into a more generic
template and used among other immigrant groups,
the Transnational Scale has already demonstrated
some reliability and validity for use among English-
speaking Caribbean immigrants. It is necessary to
conduct further research that would be instrumental
in refining this measure, thereby increasing its overall
utility in social science fields.
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