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Series Editor Foreword

The AFTA SpringerBriefs in Family Therapy is an official publication of the
American Family Therapy Academy. Each volume focuses on the practice and
policy implications of innovative systemic research and theory in family therapy
and allied fields. Our goal is to make information about families and systemic
practices in societal contexts widely accessible in a reader-friendly, conversational,
and practical style. AFTA’s core commitment to equality, social responsibility, and
justice is represented in each volume.

In Transition and Change in Collectivist Family Life: Strategies for Clinical
Practice with Asian Americans, Karen Mui-Teng Quek and Shi-Ruei Sherry Fang
have put together a collection of articles designed to bridge research and contex-
tually informed practice. In contrast to approaches that broadly stereotype Asian
clientele or are informed primarily by first-generation experience, this book
explores the nuances and tensions involved as Asian American families grapple
with change. Each chapter offers an inside look at relational units such as husband
and wife, daughter-in-law and mother-in-law, grandparents and their adult children
as they confront work and family choices, changes in roles and hierarchies, par-
enting, and spiritual/religious values and communities. Their research examines
how family members manage societal contexts such as patriarchy and class while
also bringing to light changing (and not changing) meanings around intergenera-
tional and bonds and loyalties and couple dynamics.

Quek and Fang resist the impulse to generalize Asian American families and
instead offer a sample of the diversity within this large umbrella classification. As a
researcher, I recognize the commitment and dedication necessary to do this kind of
intimate study. As a clinician and family therapy educator, I value the details and
examples provided—and admit to being surprised by some of the findings. The
cultural lens applied to this research helps readers interpret family patterns and
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cultural dilemmas that could easily be misunderstood and pathologized or over-
looked all together. Each author offers suggestions to guide clinical practice and
expand therapists’ understandings of the kind of services that might be helpful.
Readers will find themselves enriched by the strengths and commitments of the
Asian American families profiled in this interesting book.

Carmen Knudson-Martin
Series Editor

AFTA SpringerBriefs in Family Therapy
Lewis & Clark College

Portland, OR, USA
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Chapter 1
How Asian-American Couples Create
Relational Harmony: Collectivism
and Gender Equality

Karen Mui-Teng Quek and Carmen Knudson-Martin

Social harmony is valued in collectivism (Hsiung and Ferrans 2007). Independent
behaviors or emotional expressions that might disrupt harmony are discouraged.
But Chinese Americans live in a multicultural context. Besides embracing collec-
tivist values, Chinese American women and men actively participate in the domi-
nant culture that celebrates values such as individual rights, personal autonomy, and
self-determination (Kibria 2002; Kim et al. 2014; Osyerman et al. 2002). In this
chapter, we (Karen and Carmen) examine the ways Chinese American couples with
young children utilize these contrasting sets of values to negotiate family life.

Karen is a Chinese Singaporean who teaches in a couple and family therapy
program in the U.S. She has invested many years studying relational dynamics
between individuals in couples from Singapore, America, Greece, China, and the
Philippines. Carmen is a woman of Euro–American heritage who directs a mar-
riage, couple, and family therapy program. She has a special interest on how
gender, culture, and power impact couple relationships. In our previous work
together, we found that couples in Singapore seem to maintain aspects of both
collectivism and individualism as they move toward more equal partnerships (Quek
and Knudson-Martin 2006, 2008; Quek et al. 2011). We are intrigued by how
Chinese American couples in the U.S. manage these issues.

This chapter is a revised version of Quek, K., Knudson-Martin, C., Rue, D., & Alabiso, C.
(2010). Relational harmony: A new model of collectivism and gender equality among Chinese
American couples. Journal of Family Issues, 31, 358–380.

K.M.-T. Quek (&)
Marital & Family Therapy and Mental Health Counseling Programs,
Bethel Seminary, Bethel University, San Diego, CA, USA
e-mail: karen-quek@bethel.edu

C. Knudson-Martin
Counseling Psychology Department, Lewis and Clark College, Portland, OR, USA

© American Family Therapy Academy (AFTA) 2017
K.M.-T. Quek and S.-R.S. Fang (eds.), Transition and Change in Collectivist
Family Life, AFTA SpringerBriefs in Family Therapy,
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-50679-1_1
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Social Harmony, Self-directedness, and Equality

We approach this study from a social constructionist perspective in which rela-
tionship patterns are seen as ongoing phenomena, constructed and reconstructed
through daily interactions (Gergen 2009). Although marital interaction is highly
influenced by the options available within a given societal context, we believe that
partners also have the potential to create and modify how they perform gender and
culture in their lives. As such, elements of social harmony and self-directedness are
likely to be in flux.

To maintain traditional social harmony, individuals interact in prescribed ways
that minimize direct conflict and social discord (Hsiung and Ferrans 2007).
Communication flows downward from superior to subordinate, and roles are
informed by family membership, social position, gender, age, and social status
rather than qualification and ability. Therefore, the husband performs as head of the
household but still shows deference and loyalty to his father and older brothers. The
wife–mother acts as the relational link between her husband and children and
typically defers to her husband for major and public decisions. Social sensitivity
and other-directedness are vital to maintaining social harmony (Glicken 2006).

Self-directedness tends to be valued in the Euro–American cultural context and
reportedly contributes to life satisfaction (Kwan et al. 1997). Self-directed persons
rely on their own judgment in choosing a course of action. They value expression of
one’s opinions, thinking for oneself, self-reliance, and achievement of one’s goals
(Hofstede 2001). Persons who strongly endorse self-directedness typically hold less
traditional attitudes toward marital roles than those who value social harmony
(Triandis 1995).

We consider equality in terms of partners’ relative status in the relationship and
the extent to which each accommodates and attends to the other (e.g.,
Knudson-Martin and Mahoney 2009). We expect that in equal relationships, part-
ners are mutually able to influence the other and that relationship patterns and
decisions reflect the interests, opinions, and needs of both partners. These egali-
tarian ideals are widespread across Western societies (Sullivan 2006); however,
taken-for-granted gender patterns tend to organize family life such that equality is
still often more a myth or aspiration than a reality (Coontz 2005; Knudson-Martin
and Mahoney 2009).

Method

In order to explore how Asian-American couples in the U.S. draw on collectivist
and individualistic values, and how gender hierarchies are transformed or main-
tained in this process, we interviewed 20 heterosexual Asian-American couples
with young children. Interviews focused on how they established parenting, family,
and household responsibilities and how they attended to and communicated with
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each other. Questions were open-ended so that participants could expand on issues
most meaningful to them. The analysis followed the techniques for developing
grounded theory (Corbin and Strauss 2008; Quek et al. 2010).

Harmony: A Unifying Concept

All the couples in the study appeared to prioritize harmony. However, they did so in
different ways. Three couples endorsed a relatively traditional form of harmony that
emphasized social norms and order, which we termed “structural harmony.” Nine
couples practiced a new “relational harmony” that integrated values from both
individualism and collectivism and emphasized mutuality within the marriage.
Eight fell on the spectrum in between these two forms of harmony. To examine how
these families fashion harmony, let us look inside a few homes. In the examples that
follow, we illustrate the distinctions between relational harmony and structural
harmony, with an emphasis on how they relate to gender equality.

Structural Harmony

Structural harmony is based on social norms that support obligation to the whole.
Couples in this category retained traditional collectivist patterns even if wives
worked outside the home. Their relationships include: (1) a focus on order,
(2) hierarchical authority structure, (3) rigid roles, (4) one voice, and
(5) norm-directed behavior. Taken together, these elements maintain a hierarchical
and gendered relationship system.

Dawn and Dave: A model for structural harmony. Dave and Dawn live in a
middle class neighborhood. They are proud parents of three boys, 9-year-old James,
7-year-old Jessie, and 5-year-old Jack. Dave is an educator. When their firstborn
arrived, it was a taken-for-granted that Dawn would give up her paid position in a
corporation and assume the role of a full-time homemaker.

Order. Dawn, like the other couples classified as Structural Harmony, said that
smooth functioning was more important than equality or fairness: “When you think
about being fair or desiring equality … it just creates more problems.” She later
emphasized that in their home, she and Dave seek to carry out their “roles and
responsibilities.” She retains structural order by asking, “What role am I supposed
to take to make it a better relationship?” In response to her own question, she
remarks,

My responsibility is to be a supportive wife for Dave. Hopefully there’s not too much stress
at home when he comes home … I’ll be able to have dinner on the table so that he doesn’t
have to worry about what’s for dinner … and oh … like the household chores, I guess
things that I need to call for carpet cleaning or trying to fix appliances if something is
broken.

1 How Asian-American Couples Create Relational Harmony … 3



Hierarchical. Dave recognizes that Dawn’s role is difficult and is aware that as a
male and the sole provider, he could continue to do the same things that he nor-
mally did when their child was born:

For example, between last year and this year after our firstborn arrived, I wouldn’t change
as far as my job responsibilities and the time I spend … Sometimes if I just want to go out,
it’s easier for me to go out. I didn’t really adjust too much in what I do, but obviously Dawn
has had to change a lot.

Though Dave helped with bathing and feeding whenever he was home because it
made Dawn happy, Dawn is the primary parent in the family and Dave fits par-
enting around his work life.

Structural harmony ties decision-making to family roles and position. Male
headship creates order by giving the husband authority to decide; however, Dave
may elect to defer power to his wife when it comes to issues concerning their
children. Though she describes internal struggles, Dawn accepts her role in order to
maintain peace. This upholds a gendered hierarchy wherein men are privileged over
women.

Rigid roles. Cultural gender norms guide Dawn’s explanation of her role: “The
fact that I’m female and because I’m a mother… so I think of myself… [in] the role
of caregiver.” She orchestrates Dave’s involvement with their son: “Dave comes
home and gets to play with the baby and have daddy time while I make dinner.”Dave
is not expected to be knowledgeable about children: “I would ask, ‘What do I do now
[withmy son]? He is in his ninthmonth’… and I yell at her when she doesn’t know…
because she is supposed to know everything and she can fix it all.”

One voice. In order to avoid unpleasant interaction, one voice represents the
dyad at any one time. If there are two perspectives, both women and men may hold
back to avoid conflict. But Dawn and Dave are very clear on whose voice is
primary. For example, when asked about how the couple makes decisions, Dawn
remarked, “Before I schedule anything I always check with Dave to hear what he
says … I defer to him because he’s in charge of all of that in our household and in a
way that’s his power.” Though Dawn has the “expert voice” in childrearing, Dave
is consulted for final decisions within this household.

Norm directed. Dave andDawn dutifully model their relationship roles according
to what they believe is expected and modeled by Dave’s immigrant parents. The
couple did not see any choice in how they structured their roles. However, Dave
recognizes that as a male he has somewhat more personal freedom than she does:

She has to stay at home and take care of Aaron when I’m more flexible in what I can do… I
can kind of hang out and talk to coworkers or go out spur of the moment to do a couple
more things and then come home.

He is aware that she misses “‘me’ time and time with other people without having
to worry about having someone at [her] side all the time.” However, the couple
does not see a different option for family organization.

Couples who describe living primarily within structural harmony see limited
choices in how to organize their lives. When partners organize their lives according
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to cultural norms, personal sacrifices for the common good are expected and are not
always acknowledged. Though this applies to men as well as women, in a structural
harmony paradigm, women seemed to carry an especially heavy burden for keeping
the family going smoothly, and opportunities for mutuality between the partners
appear limited.

Relational Harmony

Relational harmony assumes and promotes equal partnership. These couples cre-
atively synthesize their collectivist roots with individualistic values of the dominant
culture to construct this type of harmony. It includes (1) a focus on mutuality, (2) a
collaborative authority structure, (3) flexible roles, (4) two voices, and (5) personal
agency. Taken together, these elements create a more egalitarian relationship
system.

Kristy and James: A model for relational harmony. Relational harmony
appears focused on maximizing mutuality. Even though the relationship remains
primary over individual needs, individual expression is encouraged and personal
desires are acknowledged. Kristy and James are a dual-career couple with two
children—Jamie, 9 years old and Jenny, 4 years old. Kristy is a physician and John
works as an educator. As they continue to struggle, negotiate, and recreate a
relationship that mutually benefits both, they are aware that there is nothing auto-
matic about their model for relational harmony. They have to work out all the
details.

Mutuality. When a couple values relational harmony, their marital commitment
shifts from an obligation to the institution of marriage to a commitment between
partners. The relationship is characterized by mutual respect for each other and for
each other’s desires and needs. Kristy elaborated by suggesting that mutuality
embraces differences of opinions: “Even though two people can be completely
different, whatever they say and do would have some merits” and therefore is
worthy of serious consideration. In contrast to Western models that emphasize male
autonomy (e.g., Jordan 2004; Knudson-Martin and Mahoney 1999), both women
and men appear attuned to the needs of the relationship and their partner’s needs.
Partners think in terms of “we” rather than “you” or “I.” James indicates that
mutuality includes an expectation of equality whereby “two people still nurture
each other” as the milieu of family life continues to change. With the arrival of their
firstborn, both of them struggled with frustration and ambivalence produced by the
competing demand of paid work and parent care. Kristy recalls, “I did talk about
James staying home to watch Jamie and I would work full time because financially
that would make more sense. But he wants to work and I think it’s good for him to
work.” James adds, “Both of us have made sacrifices in our work schedules and
personal time when we have Jamie.”

Collaborative. Relational harmony is based on a collaborative authority struc-
ture that shares responsibility for decision-making. These partners describe “having
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equal say,” “making deals,” collecting and evaluating information together, and
accepting the other’s point of view. Couples describe a shared effort to decide what
is best for their family. As young parents to Jamie, Kristy and James express
different priorities for their daughter. Kristy worries about the details in Jamie’s life.
Is she clean? Is she well-fed? James asks, “Is she happy?” But both fully participate
in the decision-making and neither feels entitled to “always get what they want.”
Acknowledging that communication with Kristy is essential regarding all aspects of
childcare, James takes an active role in identifying the daily routines that center
around “who’s picking her up, who’s dropping her off.” Collaboratively they rec-
ognize “that we really need to make sure we are on the same page … We want to
avoid confusion for her because she’s not old enough to know that we both have
different toleration levels.”

Flexible roles. In relational harmony, couples demonstrate role flexibility. Both
husbands and wives feel free to modify their roles within the family structure as
needed, rather than determine them by gender or tradition. Work and family tasks
are negotiated according to availability, choice, and family needs. Even though
Kristy and James have established a routine flow of their everyday lives whereby
Kristy takes Jamie to daycare every day because James’ workplace is much farther
from home, he brings their daughter home two days a week. During the summer,
James is off from teaching, so he has more time to take care of the children in order
for Kristy to continue her level of commitment at work.

Men are clear that they share responsibility for household and childcare tasks.
James shares what he believes to be their practices: “We don’t really have assigned
tasks. If something bothers you more, you do it.” To support his statement, Kristy
chimes in, “What I noticed was a lot of stuff to do at home. I end up putting my
energy to taking care of the baby, and washing bottles for her … But then I’ll leave
our dishes alone and then after a while, James will get irritated and he’ll wash ours.”
James adds, “Washing dishes is simple for me and I take care of the rest … Since I
don’t have the baby, it’s easier for me to get food for our dinner. Also whoever is at
home makes sure Jamie gets fed.”

Two voices. Relational harmony intentionally includes multiple perspectives.
Kristy states that she usually has interesting conversations with James because “he
likes to ask questions where there’s probably no right or wrong answers.” He sees
this as important to maintaining harmony. James has his own opinion on certain
issues, but he wants to know “my opinion. I could be sitting there thinking hard
because nobody has ever asked me before.” So for Kristy, this relationship allows
her the opportunity to get her point across, the opportunity to show what’s both-
ering her, even if her voice and perspective could be different than James’.

Self-directed. Relational harmony recognizes individual experience and choice.
As emphasized by James, Kristy is very verbal. Therefore, she has no qualms about
expressing her personal goals, and James supports her choices just as much as she
supports his. Both of them want to work, but the decision to work has different
meaning to each of them. To her, it makes good financial sense for her to work full
time, while to him, he sees his work as essential to his sense of being. In relational
harmony, both partners consider their own wants and desires, as well as those of the
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partner; both feel free to take initiative and vocalize their desires, and these are
processed within the couple’s construct of “we.” To maintain relational harmony,
couples appear to deliberately not privilege male goals and interests.

In-between structural and relational harmony: Couples in transition.
Although we are able to categorize couples to facilitate understanding of the pro-
cesses involved in structural and relational harmony, most couples, to varying
degrees, move back and forth between them. The structural harmony mindset is still
well ingrained. Accordingly, a couple’s move toward relational harmony does not
simply happen. Many experience a push-and-pull process in which they learn to
balance the multiple influences in their lives. At least 30% of the couples inter-
viewed show the most evidence of being in the transitional phase. These couples
describe tensions along each of the dimensions that contribute to structural or
relational harmony: (1) conflict between relational and structural goals; (2) unclear
authority structure; (3) intersection of family and workplace; (4) harmonizing
multiple voices; and (5) incorporating personal agency.

Competencies for Counseling Asian-American Couples:
Collectivism, Individualism, and Harmony

Therapists should be aware that Asian-Americans are likely to value harmony but
may be in some kind of transition regarding how it is practiced. Many contem-
porary Asian-American couple relationships have challenged the traditional social
order and have modified and transformed the marital system. They have forged a
pattern that is highly “we” focused, but also more equal than traditional gender
structures. They are creating a new type of harmony that embraces individualistic
values such as collaborative decision-making, flexible roles, two voices,
self-directedness and validation of partners. While family is still the central value,
priority is given to caring for the marital dyad and the nuclear family. Therapists
working with Chinese American couples must therefore enter into a continual
process of understanding the experiences of the couple before them instead of
adhering to preconceived assumptions about collectivism among this ethnic group.

First, couple therapists need to assess the varying facets of harmony that
Asian-American couples exhibit. Though many 1.5- and second-generation
Asian-Americans are changing the meaning of social harmony, it is critical to
know the type of harmony—structural harmony, relational harmony, and the
in-betweens—that informs their relationship. Figure 1.1 provides a useful guide.

Secondly, couple therapists need to focus on the gender context. For many
Asian-Americans, the pull between multicultural worlds with differing gender
practices remains a struggle. Most couples are likely to find that their values and
actual practices may sometimes contradict. How to manage ambiguities in gender
hierarchies and an equitable division of work and family labor may leave some
couples confused about appropriate roles and what is fair. Dealing with the conflict

1 How Asian-American Couples Create Relational Harmony … 7



arising from giving voice to multiple perspectives may also be a challenge, and
women in particular may feel guilty as they attempt to harmonize personal agency
with the needs of the family as a whole.

Therapists should help couples unravel the multiple strands of social expecta-
tions rooted in gender dynamics, and encourage considering and fostering shared
responsibility for monitoring family welfare and mutual concerns for professional
development. There have been successful stories of Asian-American couples who
learn to engage both the collectivist norm of “we-ness” and the individualistic value
of self-directedness (Quek et al. 2010). In fact, we found that the collectivist focus
has helped men engage more willingly in shared responsibility for the relationship
and household tasks.

Thirdly, couple therapists could attune to gender-specific issues based on col-
lectivist values and traditions. It is not uncommon for Asian-American wives to
hold quite closely to the notion of male headship. Wives who express this view
most often do not want to forego mutuality and shared decision-making but still
want their husbands to fulfill a leadership role. It is also not uncommon for
Asian-American men to restrain emotion, as traditional collectivist values foster the
restriction of male emotion for the sake of upholding the family name and pre-
serving one’s reputation. The Asian-American men in this study seemed to want an
equal partnership with their wives and expected to take on household tasks. We
encourage therapists to identify and validate these positive shifts and help both
women and men reframe masculine ideals such that they are functioning more
adaptively and flexibly with a far richer range of behavioral and emotional skills.

Finally, couple therapists must attend to the ambivalence of cultural modification
experienced by those couples vacillating between relational and structural goals and

RELATIONAL HARMONY
HARMONY IS THE RESULT OF THE 

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PARTNERS.

STRUCTURAL HARMONY
HARMONY IS THE RESULT OF A SET OF 

ROLES AND RULES

Mutuality. Shared commitment 
toward maintaining the relationship.

Goal  
Issue: What is the purpose of 

attaining harmony?

Order.  Regulate behavior to fit within 
taken-for-granted societal norms.

Collaborative. Decisions are expected 
to be shared. Even when husband is 
framed as the head of the family, he is 
not assumed to have the authority to 
make decisions alone.

Authority Structure
Issue: How is power shared in the

decision-making process?

Hierarchical. Decision-making authority 
is tied to role and position in the family. 
Male head has ultimate authority, but 
may elect to defer power to wife. 

Flexible roles. Work and family tasks 
negotiated according to availability, 
choice, and family needs.

Division of labor
Issue: How is the intersection of 
family and workplace managed?

Rigid roles. Work and family tasks 
assumed on the basis of cultural rules 
regarding gender.

Two voices. Harmony intentionally 
includes multiple perspectives.

Expression of Differences
Issue: How are multiple voices

harmonized?

One voice. Harmony requires aligning 
with the perspective of dominant partner 
or family elders.

Self-directed. Individual recognized 
as source of his or her own experience 
and choice.

Personal agency
Issue: How is free will integrated 

into the marriage?

Norm directed. Personal experience and 
options determined by cultural roles and 
rules.

Fig. 1.1 Social harmony assessment guide. Adapted from Quek et al. (2010)
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obligations, unclear authority structures, the intersection of family and workplace,
conflict when two voices are expressed, and incorporating personal agency for both
women and men. Conscious negotiation of these issues is likely to make more
options visible to couples and help them devise a satisfying cultural integration.
These couples will also benefit from education that helps them successfully bridge
cultures in ways that work for them.

The relational orientation of collectivist cultures can help promote mutuality if
therapists validate these cultural strengths and help couples, especially men, tap into
them. Examples of questions for couples to explore are: How are mutuality and
empathy experienced in your relationship? How has paying attention to your
partner’s personal and professional welfare enriched your sense of couple-hood and
family?
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Chapter 2
Addressing Power and Resistance
with Chinese American Daughters-in-Law
and Their Immigrant Mothers-in-Law

Kristy Y. Shih

Contentious mother-/daughter-in-law relations have long been a popular soap opera
theme. These in-law relations are also stereotyped as conflictual in the folklore and
popular cultures of Asia and in the United States, and are often the subject of jokes,
situation comedies, and movies (e.g., Everybody Loves Raymond, 1996–2005;
Monster-in-law, 2005). The stereotype depicts the relationship between mothers-
and daughters-in-law as fraught with jealousy and competition as these women vie
for the affection and loyalty of the man who is the son to one and husband to the
other. Their disagreements often center on how domestic tasks and childcare should
be done, and who has the authority to make decisions (Shih and Pyke 2010). The
man who is son to one and husband to the other is often depicted as being stuck in
the middle trying to please two demanding, unreasonable women. Rarely are these
women portrayed as unified in struggles against male family members and patri-
archal arrangements. In fact, their conflicts are often trivialized, making it easier to
poke fun at them. Despite the explicit sexism of such images and the rise of feminist
scholarship over the past 40 years, there is still little scholarly literature on the
dynamics between women of different generations who are thrown together through
heterosexual marriage.

Research on in-law relationships has been sporadic. The lack of research on this
important family relationship prompts several scholars to advocate for the need for
such examination in family scholarship (see, Goetting 1990; Lee et al. 2003;
Walker 2000). Recent research efforts have focused on the caregiver roles of

This chapter is a revised version of Shih, K. Y., & Pyke, K. (2010). Power, resistance, and
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daughters- and sons-in-law (e.g., Globerman 1996) and aid and support given to
aging parents and parents-in-law (e.g., Lee et al. 2003; Shuey and Hardy 2003).
Others have examined the influence of in-laws on marriage (Bryan et al. 2001) and
relationship ambivalence (Turner et al. 2006; Wilson et al. 2003). Even when there
is research on in-law relationships, most have studied white samples of mothers-
and daughters-in-law, and seldom has research examined this relationship in fam-
ilies of a different racial/ethnic background (see, for exceptions, Jackson and
Berg-Cross 1988; Shih and Pyke 2010; 2015).

There are several reasons that may contribute to such limited research on this
type of family relationship. First, most family scholars focus their inquiry on pri-
mary family relationships, such as marital relations or parent–child relations; few
place an emphasis on secondary family relationships, such as those between in-laws
(Cotterill 1994; Turner et al. 2006; see also, Lopata 1999 for a discussion). Second,
in-law relationships are multifaceted as they are often influenced and mediated by
other relations in the family system (Turner et al. 2006). Finally, the complexity and
sensitive nature of the mother- and daughter-in-law relationship make it difficult to
find appropriate methods to study this relationship (Cotterill 1994; Turner et al.
2006). In this chapter, I examine gender and power dynamics of mother-in-law and
daughter-in-law relationships in immigrant families from China, Hong Kong, and
Taiwan.

I am a Taiwanese American sociologist who teaches in a HumanDevelopment and
Family Studies program in the U.S. I have interests in, and have conducted research
on, immigrant and transnational families, gendered family power dynamics, and
intergenerational relationships. I have invested many years studying the power
dynamics and relationships between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law in
Chinese, Taiwanese, and Mexican American families.

Understanding Hidden Power and Emotional Economies

In studying power relations, I consider overt as well as covert dynamics (Komter
1989; Lukes 1974). Overt power measures decision-making and conflict outcomes
and assumes power is exercised in a direct and observable manner (Blood and
Wolfe 1960). However, it does not address how power dynamics shape latent and
invisible processes that prevent issues and conflicts from erupting to the surface
(Komter 1989). One way covert power works is by preventing issues from being
raised. This occurs when the less powerful individual anticipates the needs of the
more powerful party and does not raise issues due to fear of a negative reaction. The
less powerful individual, in choosing his/her actions, then internalizes the needs and
desires of the more powerful person, even when doing so may compromise her/his
own wishes. Because individuals are often unaware of covert power, it is important
to assess whether respondents feel they can raise issues without fear of dire con-
sequences, or if they desire changes that they do not attempt to implement because
of a sense of helplessness.
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I also draw on the concept of an emotional economy of entitlement, obligation,
and gratitude (Hochschild 1989). Cultural ideologies concerning what certain
family members owe to or are owed by other memberships inform emotional
economies. For example, norms of filial piety can shape emotional interplays of
entitlement and obligation and, in the process, also shape power dynamics between
family members (Pyke 1999; Shih and Pyke 2010). Norms of filial piety can lead a
mother-in-law to feel entitled to deference and service from her daughter-in-law,
who might feel obligated to provide such care, thus reducing her power. In families
that do not subscribe to filial piety, however, the mother-in-law will not feel entitled
to such services and the daughter-in-law will not feel obligated to provide them. If
the daughter-in-law provides caregiving services to her mother-in-law, those ser-
vices are likely to be regarded as a gift for which the mother-in-law is expected to
be grateful and is obligated to reciprocate in some way. However, mothers-in-law
and daughters-in-law may not be in agreement about what constitutes a gift, what
constitutes an obligation, what they owe, and what they are owed in their
relationship. Conflicts, resentment, and resistance can occur when they disagree.

Method

Fifteen second-generation Chinese American daughters-in-law were interviewed
about their relationships with their mothers-in-law. Each respondent is married to a
Chinese American man whose mother is, like the respondent’s own mother, a
first-generation immigrant from China, Hong Kong, or Taiwan. Interviews focused
on daughters-in-law’s general feelings toward their mothers-in-law, conflicts, any
shared interests or leisure activities, traits they like and dislike about them, domestic
tasks they do together or provide for each other, expectations they have for their
relationships, and instances when their mothers-in-law have tried to influence their
home lives or marriages. Open-ended interview questions allowed interviewees to
elaborate on their responses. Data are analyzed with a constant-comparative method
and followed the strategies for developing grounded theory (Glaser 1965).

Domestic Expertise and Childrearing as Domains
of Power, Gratitude, and Ambivalence

Most Chinese American women interviewed describe having mothers-in-law who
display some degree of entitlement to the authority and deference accorded elders in
traditional Chinese culture. Daughters-in-law typically feel obligated to show
respect and honor toward their mothers-in-law. However, they do not feel they owe
the older women unconditional or unearned deference.
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Many Chinese immigrant mothers-in-law have to work at acquiring and main-
taining their power by assuming the role of domestic “expert” to establish a hier-
archal relationship with their daughters-in-law. They offer advice and
recommendations to their daughters-in-law on matters of health, daily household
management, meal preparation, finances, and childrearing.

Whether the mother-in-law is successful in her efforts to acquire and maintain
power depends on if the daughter-in-law is grateful for her mother-in-law’s advice
or resents it as a threat, insult, or attempt to dominate. When a daughter-in-law is
grateful, she is more likely to view such advice or assistance as a gift and follow her
mother-in-law’s wishes. Anne provides an example of a grateful daughter-in-law.
Anne happily receives her mother-in-law’s instructions and serves as her “helper”
when they cook together. Anne says, “It’s neat to be able to learn a few things that I
didn’t know and I’m appreciative that she is willing to teach me.” In contrast, when
daughters-in-law do not feel like they need the assistance or advice, they express
resentment rather than gratitude toward the household services their mothers-in-law
provided. Daughters-in-law interpret such advice or assistance as their
mothers-in-law’s lack of confidence in their ability to care for their families.
Samantha says,

If I’m cooking a Chinese dish and I forgot [to use] ginger, it’s no big deal to me. [She’d
say], “Oh, when I make that dish, I put ginger in it.” I translate that to mean, “You think I’m
cooking this wrong.” I’m sure [that’s what she means].

Madison shares another instance:

When my husband and I first got married, my mother-in-law used to come over and she
would bring two weeks’ worth of food. It was kind of insulting to me because I felt like she
was suggesting I wasn’t feeding her son properly … She would also do laundry … I told
my husband, “She doesn’t have to do that. I know how to do laundry!”

Chinese American women who describe their mothers-in-law’s advice as unwel-
come believe they are using the guise of offering suggestions to give orders and
criticize the way they manage their households and perform domestic tasks. These
daughters-in-law perceive such advice as a burden imposed on them by their
mothers-in-law. Many are offended by the implicit message that they are not good
wives or mothers. In these relationships, the mother-in-law often has difficulty
establishing power and authority in her interaction with her daughter-in-law
because the younger woman does not feel obligated nor willing to defer to her
demands. In addition, a daughter-in-law’s resentment for having endured the bur-
den of the mother-in-law’s offensive intrusion can result in her feeling that some-
thing is owed to her in the emotional economy of their relationship.

Several women who resent their mothers-in-law for giving domestic and chil-
drearing advice are limited in their resistance. This is partly due to their dependence
on the assistance they receive from their mothers-in-law, for which they are
grateful. They feel contradictory pulls of gratitude for those services and resentment
toward their mothers-in-law’s influence in their home lives. Their feelings of
ambivalence often result in vacillation between resistance and deference to their
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mothers-in-law. Childcare is an area in which such ambivalence is the most evident.
Ella provides the best example:

I was trying to take my son off the bottles … I wanted everybody who was taking care of
him to not feed him from the bottle, but try to feed him from the cup. My mother-in-law
initially resisted. Every time we came home, we would find her picking up the bottle and
feeding him.

As Ella explains, her feelings of gratitude and indebtedness to her mother-in-law
make her unwilling and unable to impose her wishes:

I thought I couldn’t say anything because she was here taking care of my son while I was
working. [I] felt like I owed her for that … I think about times [when] I get frustrated and I
don’t want to hurt her feelings. I sometimes feel bad [getting into conflicts with her]
because she’s helping out so much. I don’t want to do anything that might make her feel
like she’s not wanted or her help is not appreciated.

Mia also experiences a lot of conflicts with her mother-in-law with regard to how to
care for her infant son:

When I had my first son, we left my son with her. We had certain things that we wanted her
to do … [be]cause we were paranoid about SIDS. She wouldn’t do it so that would upset
me because I felt like I can’t trust her … If she believes that we’re not doing the right thing
with our kids, she would overrule us … It made me feel annoyed because I feel like we’re
the parents, so parents should be the ones ultimately in charge of how we raise our kids.

Despite their conflicts, Mia is grateful to her mother-in-law for her childcare
assistance. Mia’s gratitude leads her to feel obligated to reciprocate, which she does
by offering insincere praise to her mother-in-law. Mia continues, “I try to thank
[her] for everything because that really goes a long way with her … I’ll make a
special effort to thank her for everything she does, however minor it is, so she won’t
feel unappreciated.”

Chinese American women’s reliance on their mothers-in-law’s childcare assis-
tance reduces their power. Although these women describe not liking the inter-
ference of their mothers-in-law, neither can they live without it. They thus move
between resentment and gratitude, generating an emotional wave of ambivalence
that stalls their resistance.

Husbands as Mediators

On their own, Chinese American daughters-in-law who depend on mothers-in-law’s
childcare assistance lack the power to bring their mothers-in-law into compliance.
These wives turn to their husbands to negotiate on their behalves with their
mothers-in-law when conflict or disagreement erupts. In most instances, their hus-
bands tend to support their wives’ resistance and do not insist that they implement
their mothers’ directives or behave as docile daughters-in-law. Husbands and wives
thus enjoy a cross-gender alliance that empowers and elevates the status of
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daughters-in-law. In some situations, it is only after the husband joins his wife in
reprimanding his mother that the older woman begins to change her behavior.

Mia frequently butts heads with her mother-in-law regarding childrearing issues
until her husband steps in. She said of their childcare situation, “So finally my
husband spoke to her and said, ‘If you continue this way, we can’t leave our son
with you at all.’ Then she started to do what we asked.” Mia is confident that she
enjoys greater power as a result of her husband’s support: “My husband’s pretty
much on my side and [my mother-in-law] knows it, so she tries very hard to
maintain a good relationship with me because she knows that she’s going to be on
the losing end.”

Melissa’s mother-in-law ignores her request that she stop carrying her baby
daughter every time she cries until Melissa’s husband mediates the situation. She
says,

My mother-in-law came out first to help out when my daughter was born. As soon as the
baby made the slightest whimper, my mother-in-law would scoop her up … Her way of
comforting the child was to walk her around the house and rock the baby in her arms to get
her to stop crying … I said to her, “Mom, please stop carrying her around because I won’t
be able to do that when you leave.” She kind of ignored me … Finally, my husband backed
me up and told his mom, “Mom, you can’t carry her around because when you leave,
[Melissa’s] not going to be able to handle carrying both of them just because one of them is
crying …” My mother-in-law wasn’t happy, but she stopped carrying my daughter around.

Chinese American daughters-in-law express that they would especially like their
husbands to step into mediate in situations in which they feel they do not have the
power to negotiate with or demand desired changes from their mothers-in-law.
Daughters-in-law sometimes resent their husbands when they perceive their hus-
bands to be unwilling to mediate conflicts, however. Pauline wants her husband to
speak up and be firm with his mother, especially when the mother-in-law crosses
the line with their children. It frustrates Pauline when she feels that her husband
does not speak up enough on behalf of the kids. Pauline provides an example of
when her mother-in-law was not getting along with and was being extremely
critical of her oldest daughter:

I was torn between [whether or not to] step in. I felt like as a parent, I needed to protect my
daughter, but at the same time, I was afraid if I step in, my mother-in-law was going to see
me as interfering or protecting her … So I was afraid I was going to make it worse for my
daughter by my stepping in. I wanted my husband to do it. I felt like he wasn’t doing it.
I was getting frustrated with him. I said, “You need to stop the way your mother goes over
the boundary with [our daughter]. You have to protect her; you are her parent!”

Pauline’s story reveals her powerlessness. She worries about the possible reper-
cussions both for herself and her daughter if she were to speak up against her
mother-in-law. Pauline does not confront her mother-in-law due to her fear of her
mother-in-law’s negative reaction. However, she is torn as she needs to defend her
daughter from her mother-in-law’s criticism. There is no observable conflict
between Pauline and her mother-in-law because conflicts are being suppressed.
Conflicts would be observable if Pauline expressed her desires or voiced her
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concerns to her mother-in-law. In this situation, Pauline believes that only when her
husband intervenes would her mother-in-law stop her criticism of their daughter.

Some daughters-in-law believe that it is not their place to question their
mothers-in-law. They believe that their husbands are in a better place and have
more power vis-à-vis their mothers to request changes. This perception could
explain why many of the women in this study rely on their husbands to facilitate
their relationships with their mothers-in-law. Emma puts it:

If I really want to get a point across, I will just let my husband say it because he is better at
being completely honest. I have to care about her feelings, but he doesn’t. He has the
leverage of being the son, and she will take whatever he says. She will argue with him, but
at least it is her son … My husband can do whatever he wants because he is the son.

Most of the wives with children depend on the power and authority of their hus-
bands to get their mothers-in-law to follow their wishes. Chinese American
daughters-in-law in these families can elevate their power by bargaining with
patriarchy. They draw on traditional male authority by enlisting their husbands’
support and mediation as a strategy to maximize their power vis-à-vis their
mothers-in-law. By so doing, they remain dependent on their husbands to represent
their interests, and thus implicitly consent to and reproduce male authority.

The Covert “Backstage” Resistance of Daughters-in-Law

Chinese American daughters-in-law frequently engage a covert form of resistance
by appearing to agree and comply with their mothers-in-law while not actually
implementing their suggestions in their absence. They thus engage a formal or
symbolic display of deference to their mothers-in-law in their presence. Ella feigns
agreement with her mother-in-law’s suggestions when in her presence, even when
Ella does not agree with her advice. She nods her head in apparent agreement;
however, she does not always carry out the advice when her mother-in-law is not
around:

With my son, if [my mother-in-law] tells me, “Morning is very cold and you have to keep
him in pajamas for a little longer,” most of the time she’s not here in the morning, so I
change him anyway. I don’t keep him in his pajamas.

Stella explains her behavior when she does not agree with her mother-in-law:

She talked and I listened and nodded, which is typical of most intergenerational interaction
with your elder … There’s supposed to be a way around that, which is you thank them for
their advice and say, “I’ll think about it.” Just don’t say no to their face.

Sarah refers to this kind of performance as a balancing act:

I hear what you are saying. I may not necessarily do it, but I don’t necessarily have to tell
her that I didn’t do it her way. Or I usually just say, “Okay, we’ve already taken care of it
…” in a respectful way. Like saying, “I appreciate what you’re saying, but we may not
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necessarily following what you are asking us …” It’s kind of like balancing a fine act
between not being obedient in a sense, and still being respectful.

Mia describes a similar performance in her interactions with her mother-in-law:

She’ll see something on TV or read something in the Chinese newspaper then she tries to
tell me, “Don’t do that or you shouldn’t eat that.” I just smile. In this way, I do the Chinese
thing. I just smile and nod. But I totally ignore her [advice].

Mia explains that pretending to agree with her mother-in-law allows her to “keep
peace” while also abiding traditional expectations of respect.

It is on the front stage that daughters-in-law are most likely to behave and
interact in accordance with the norms, moral codes, and hierarchies associated with
the cultural expectations of their immigrant parents-in-law. In the ethnic world of
their mothers-in-law, Chinese American women display the filial respect and
obedience that they understand is expected of “good” Chinese daughters-in-law by
nodding, smiling, or saying nothing when they disagree. Further, by not overtly
disagreeing, Chinese American daughters-in-law avoid open conflict without
actually having to comply and give up power over their households. Even those
daughters-in-law who are not dependent on the services of their mothers-in-law
typically do not engage overt resistance for fear of hurting their feelings, showing
disrespect, and creating the impression of being a “bad” daughter-in-law.

When they are on the backstage where their mothers-in-law are not present,
however, Chinese American daughters-in-law have greater freedom and can enact
values and norms that conflict with those that they appear to accept on the front
stage. The backstage autonomy of daughters-in-law to organize their households
and parenting practices with little influence from their mothers-in-law is made
possible because of the support and agreement of their husbands.

Working with Chinese American Women and Their
Mothers-in-Law

Practitioners and therapists need to be aware of the situation-dependent nature of
family power dynamics. Power should be understood as an ongoing process and not
a zero-sum game. Power dynamics and outcomes shift across time and in different
situations, and who has the most power in any given relationship can also change.
Therapists working with Chinese American women and their mothers-in-law also
need to consider hidden power dynamics rather than focus solely on power outcomes
of who wins an argument. Conflicts (e.g., an argument) may not be observable
because a daughter-in-law may have anticipated the needs of her mother-in-law and
behaved accordingly so as to avoid potential conflicts. Or a daughter-in-law may
have accepted an undesirable situation without voicing her concerns to her
mother-in-law out of a sense of futility or fear of negative repercussions. Therefore, it
is important for therapists to assess whether a daughter-in-law feels she can raise
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issues or implement desired changes in her relationship with her mother-in-law
without negative consequences.

When working with Chinese American women and their mothers-in-law, ther-
apists should also consider how emotional economies inform power dynamics in
their relationships. Feelings of entitlement, obligation, gratitude, and resentment
need to be made explicit in the process. A daughter-in-law who receives assistance
from her mother-in-law may be unwilling or unable to voice her displeasure or
desire for change because she depends on and is grateful for such service. She may
feel indebted to her mother-in-law and reluctant to overtly challenge her advice,
thus reducing her power vis-à-vis the older woman. When a daughter-in-law (or
mother-in-law) describes feeling obligated to provide or coerced into providing
services or attention to the other, or resents doing so, it could be an indicator of less
power.

Therapists should be cognizant of the power the husbands/sons hold in these
families. This study points to the important role of the husband/son; he acts as the
mediator rather than the instigator of conflicts between his mother and wife.
Chinese American women in this study seemed to rely on their husbands’ support
in negotiating with their mothers-in-law, especially in the realm of childrearing and
childcare. Some women express despair and resentment when they feel their hus-
bands are not willing to support them or mediate strained relationships with the
mothers-in-law. Spousal support thus acts as an important resource for women who
feel powerless vis-à-vis their mothers-in-law. Therapists should engage men to
mediate the relationships when working with Chinese American women and their
mothers-in-law. The role a husband plays in family discord is important not only
with regard to how the disagreement is resolved, but also how his handling of the
situation may shape future family interactions.

As shown in the interview accounts of some Chinese American
daughters-in-law, the strategy of front-stage compliance and backstage resistance
seems to be a common strategy in Chinese culture, as well as any family system that
emphasizes the formal display of respect toward elders. Practitioners and therapists
who work with Chinese American (as well as other Asian American)
daughters-in-law and mothers-in-law need to be aware of both backstage as well as
front-stage behaviors to be able to capture and address covert forms of resistance
that occur behind the scenes. When a daughter-in-law complies with the wishes of
her mother-in-law in her presence, it does not necessarily mean she is powerless
vis-à-vis her mother-in-law. It may be a strategy she uses to avoid open conflict and
to achieve her goals for gaining some control over her household. It is essential for
therapists and clinicians to not assume that ritualistic displays of deference in public
or among extended family translate into powerlessness in the private realms. It is
important for therapists to explore what a daughter-in-law does on the backstage
when her mother-in-law is not present. This is particularly so when working with
individuals who come from a culture that places much emphasis on formal displays
of respect and familial honor in public.
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Chapter 3
Through Religion: Working-Class Korean
Immigrant Women Negotiate Patriarchy

Seongeun Kim

Religion serves as an important instrument in the lives of women, particularly as a
tool to help them to deal with problems arising from patriarchal marriages and to
negotiate gender relations (Brusco 1995; Chen 2005; Chong 2006; Griffith 1997;
Mariz and Machado 1997). Studies on Asian American women and religion show
that middle-class Asian American women refashion their marital and family rela-
tionships through religion, especially to increase their autonomy and power (Kurien
1999; Chen 2005). Kurien (1999) shows that although Hindu congregations were
patriarchal, professional Hindu American women gained more power and auton-
omy, and were more likely to establish egalitarian marital relationships, than were
Hindu women in India. These women, who are critical transmitters of the Hindu
and Indian cultures in their communities, construct a culture stressing men’s
responsibilities for family.

By stressing women’s interpretations of conservative religion in unusually lib-
erating and empowering ways, this body of research addresses immigrant women’s
creative ways of using religion in their marriages (Chen 2005; Kurien 1999).
However, a question raised in the research is whether working-class Asian
American women use religion the same way as middle-class Asian American
women do. Thus the purpose of this chapter is to explore how working-class
Korean immigrant Christian women living in the United States employ religion to
navigate their marriages, which are very steeped in patriarchal traditions.

This is a revised version of Kim, S. (2010). Korean American women navigating marriage
through evangelical Christianity. Journal of Comparative Family Studies, 41(5), 735–748. This
chapter is reprinted with permission of the Journal of Comparative Family Studies, all rights
reserved. Do not copy or print in any format. Copyright Journal of Comparative Family
Studies.”
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Gender Relations in Working-Class Asian American
Families

Studies on working-class Asian American families (Espiritu 1997, 2003; Glenn
1985; Kibria 1993) show that employed working-class Asian American women
prioritize the collectivistic goal of the family unit’s economic survival over gaining
independence or autonomy from their husbands or partners. In the United States,
men of color may have extremely limited economic opportunities and consequently,
their incomes are sometimes insufficient to provide for their families. In these
situations, their Asian American wives commonly work outside of the home,
making it a priority to pool their income with their husbands’ earnings for the
family’s survival (Espiritu 1997, 2003; Glenn 1985; Kibria 1993; Moon 2003). In
such a context, these women tend not to be able to increase the marital power
gained from earning incomes in order to change the division of household labor
(Espiritu 1997, 2003; Kibria 1993; Moon 2003).

Nevertheless, as working-class Asian American women earn more money out-
side the home, conflict, and tension in their marriages often ensues. As a result,
husbands tend to resist their wives’ growing economic power (Espiritu 1997, 2003;
Min 1998): many working-class Korean American men expect their wives to do
household work and continue to serve them (Min 1998). In response to the strain on
their marriages and their husbands’ resistance to change the power dynamics at
home, some Korean American women try to avoid confrontation with their hus-
bands so as to maintain harmonious family relationships (Lim 1997; Min 1998).

While working-class Asian American women’s paid work and resultant income
may be important to the family, they are not absolved of housework due to their
breadwinning activity as men would be. Typically these women retain responsi-
bility for the household and add the role of workforce employee to their domestic
duties. They continue to place their families’ survival above their own struggle with
their husbands (Espiritu 2003). In short, martial power is not fairly distributed for
these women. In contrast, middle-class Asian American couples in which both
partners are working experience more egalitarian gender relations than low-income
couples, which is mainly due to the smaller income differential between the partners
and middle-class women’s success in challenging their husbands’ involvement in
housework (Espiritu 2003).

While working-class Korean American men have more power in their marriages
due to the influence of patriarchal ideology, middle-class Asian American women
have been successful in practicing egalitarian values in their martial relationships.
How do working-class Korean immigrant women continue to be in a position of
lesser power despite being employed? This chapter attempts to address this
dilemma using religion as a resource, because religion, specifically Christianity,
remains influential in the South Korean community in the United States.

My interest in this topic stems from my research trajectory of working with
Korean American families and gender. I am a South Korean who has taught courses
in the Human Development and Family Studies program at a public university in
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United States and currently teaches in South Korea. While in the United States, I
was intrigued by the ways that Korean immigrant women living in the United States
use their Christian faith to bargain with patriarchy.

Method

I conducted this research with a sample of seventeen working-class Korean
American Christian women in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. The
descriptor “Korean American Christian women” indicates first-generation Korean
immigrant women who came to the United States as adults and who believe in the
quintessence of being Christians, to confess their sins and to have faith in Christ as
their Savior. Also, all of these women were in marital relationships at the time of
the research, and none of the women had any history of divorce or remarriage.
Additionally, “working-class women” refers to women who are “employed in a
position with little or no managerial authority and that does not require highly
complex, educationally certified (i.e., college-level) skills” (Lareau 2003, p. 278).

I used in-depth interviews to gather data on the research questions, and I asked
about the following four topics: (1) the women’s immigration and work experi-
ences, (2) their Christian identity and faith, (3) their husbands’ involvement in
housework, parenting and religious activities, and (4) the women’s relationships
with their husbands and the influences of religion on those marital relationships.
I used grounded theory methodology to collect and analyze data (Corbin and
Strauss 2008).

Results

Navigating Patriarchal Marriage Through Christianity

The findings from this research show that working-class Korean American
Christian women use religion to handle the problems of patriarchal marriage and to
improve their family life. For these women, religion is a vital tool not only to deal
with their husbands’ traditional gender practices but also to implicitly influence
their husbands to be more responsible and more religious family men.

Particularly, these women utilize specific Christian teachings preached in Korean
churches to interpret their own and their husbands’ gendered practices, and to
further develop strategies to tolerate marital problems. As they gain new Christian
teachings, these women’s strategies include: (1) changing their own gender role
expectations with regard to their husbands’ religious values and commitment,
(2) taking primary responsibility for housework, (3) becoming submissive, and
(4) creating invisible resistance to their husbands. Through it all, working-class
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Korean immigrant women maintain the status quo of gender relations within their
marriages and suppress the desire to explicitly challenge their husbands. However,
these women experience a perspective shift, viewing their gendered practices as
ways to transform their husbands to be more involved with family and religion.

Changing Their Own Gender Role Expectations
with Regard to Husbands’ Religious Values and Commitment

Ten women (59%) rarely challenged their husbands to increase their involvement in
parenting and with family, thus maintaining their current gendered marital structure.
Although these women were dissatisfied with their husbands’ participation in
housework and limited time for parenting, they tended not to express their dis-
pleasure, trying to make their marriage calm and conflict free. Instead, they cre-
atively found ways to frame their husbands’ involvement as parents. They
considered how their husbands adopted Christian values in parenting practices.
Some of these Christian traditions and values included praying for children, treating
children as gifts from God, being a less controlling father, and supporting the
development of the children’s Christian identity. As long as their husbands adopted
Christian parenting principles, these women learned to tolerate their husbands’ lack
of involvement in other areas of family life. For example, although Jin-Yong
wished her husband (an employee at a dry cleaner) could be a better provider
economically, she did not let his low income bother her. Very importantly, she took
into account how he treated their children with respect and love. These are core
values in parenting. Additionally, he provided some instrumental care for their
children when needed. Her frustration increased when she sought more involvement
in shared parenting. However, she found peace when she was able to reframe her
expectations of her husband to being a man of biblical faith and a good Christian
father to their children. She said

He really respects his kids and treats them very nicely. Unlike many other Korean fathers
[who are very authoritarian and controlling], he neither nags nor controls over his kids. He
does not nag at all! Well, when I compare my husband with other men who are very
capable, earn a lot of money, and speak English fluently, he is not that great. But, I really
believe that he provides more important things to his kids [raising kids with evangelical
teachings]. Sometimes, I wish my husband was able to give more things to his kids; if he
can speak English fluently and better, it would be really nice. But, he really loves his kids
and I value it more than his economic capability as a father and husband.

Not only did these women reframe gender role expectations for their husbands’
practice of Christian values in parenting, but they also saw their husbands’
involvement in local Korean churches as an important component in their marital
relationships. They believed their husbands’ participation in Korean churches,
either as lay leaders or members of any service committee, provided a good
foundation for them to become and remain Christian family men. It was through
their husbands’ involvement in religion that their children learned about altruism,
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and it was because of their leadership roles in the church that husbands refrained
from anti-family behaviors such as smoking, drinking, or spending more time out
with friends than with the family. Women whose husbands already made com-
mitments to church service rarely placed additional demands on their husbands in
terms of family responsibility and involvement, and even expressed feeling that
their husbands could not devote as much time to the family because they had to be
involved in their churches.

Although studies on religions and Korean immigrants show that male-centered
hierarchical church structures are oppressive to Korean women (Kim 1996, 1997;
Kim and Kim 2001; Kim et al. 2001; Lee 2001; Moon 2003; Park 2001), many
women in this study supported their husbands’ involvement in church
leadership. For these women, their husbands’ church leadership roles symbolize
strong Christian manhood and faithfulness to God and the Korean immigrant
community. However, these women indicated that at times they were ambivalent
about their husbands’ decision to sometimes prioritize church over taking care of
the family. Nevertheless, the women let go of their wishes.

Taking Primary Responsibility for Housework

All the women in this study wanted their husbands to bear more responsibility with
regard to housework, but they themselves took primary responsibility for the vast
majority of household chores and family care. These women did the day-to-day
domestic tasks, including meal preparation, disciplining children, planning and
managing housework, and emotionally and physically caring for their families and
children, with occasional help from their husbands with vacuuming, garbage dis-
posal, or washing dishes.

However, women experienced struggles and tension as a result of being
responsible for the bulk of the domestic labor in their families. Five women (29%)
mentioned that, although they were working outside of the home, their husbands
strongly resisted helping out with housework, and consequently they had to
accommodate and adjust to their husbands’ resistance. To deal with their husbands’
lack of cooperation, these women used Christian teachings that emphasized har-
monious marriages. Mi-Sun struggled for about 10 years to get her husband to help
with household chores, often encountering severe tension between her husband and
herself. Sadly, all her efforts were in vain. She eventually accepted that her husband
refused to help out at home and she tried to accept the status quo as to gender
relations by adhering to religious teachings in order to avoid conflict in their marital
relationship. She states

I always thought that I was miserable because my husband did not help at home after he
came from work. I worked so hard for our family’s livelihood here in the U.S. and in Korea.
I always complained about his lack of involvement in housework and parenting my kids.
I fought against him all the time. But I learned that it did not work at all, and my husband
did not change even a bit. One day, when I was in the church, I heard a sermon, and it hit
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my mind. My pastor said that God sent perfect husbands for us, and since then, I realized
that he might be the perfect person for me. Well, I don’t know if it is a healthy way of
keeping marriage, but I think I have to accept him as he is. I struggled about this issue more
than ten years. We fought unbelievably many times, especially when I could not stand my
husband. But I think God changed my mind to accept him for who he is, and I am at peace
since then. I even regretted that I challenged my husband for about ten years, and if I had
just accepted, I would not have wasted this ten-year-period of struggles.

Although the rest of the women also viewed themselves as the primary doers of
housework, they mentioned that their husbands made some adjustments after the
women appealed to their husbands on the basis that they (the women) had worked
outside the home since their move to the United States. Their husbands’ partici-
pation in housework was minimal, such as washing the dishes, vacuuming, folding
laundry, or getting some shopping done for these women, but they felt that their
husbands’ contributions were enough. In doing so, they avoided conflict in their
marriages.

Becoming Submissive

Korean American Christian women in this study mentioned that as their faith and
reliance on Christian teachings grew, they had become less confrontational and
resistant to their husbands in dealing with marital conflict. These women, who used
to raise their voices and resist their husbands when marital conflicts arose, came to
realize that their overt challenges only hurt their husbands’ egos without resolving
the problem. Rather than resorting to confrontation, they gradually turned to
Christian teachings for guidance about attaining peaceful resolutions and keeping
harmonious family relationships.

These women discussed their decisions to change the manner in which they dealt
with marital conflict and became submissive to their husbands in relation to their
identity as mothers and as Christian spouses. About six women (35%) mentioned
that it was mainly for the sake of their children that they refrained from challenging
their husbands and creating conflict in their marriages. Some had even contem-
plated or attempted to divorce their husbands because of their husbands’ hierar-
chical and highly traditional attitudes toward women. However, they made
maximum efforts to preserve their marriages because they needed the “husbands’
hands” and financial contribution for their children’s well-being. In such circum-
stances, these women utilized Christian teachings that addressed not sinning while
angry and wifely submission to deal with marital conflict. Some wives viewed their
submission as a way to improve their families and felt compelled to endure difficult
martial relations instead of pushing for a greater domestic labor contribution from
the husbands. Most of them (N = 11, 65%) attributed their avoidance of conflict
and their submission to their husbands as a way to maintain their Christian identity.
Some even believed that challenging their husbands was against God’s will.
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Ironically, these women found that in becoming more submissive, they moved
away from contentious behaviors, which resulted in not threatening their husbands’
egos, and thus their husbands listened and respected them more. The husbands’
positive behavior changes confirmed and reinforced these women’s subservience to
their husbands, which in turn impacted the wives’ responses to conflict: “they
lowered their voices in times of conflict” Jin-Yong said that she was extremely
lucky to have her husband because he was a caring husband and father. When he
awakened his two daughters, he hugged and kissed them, and most importantly, he
prayed for them to have bright days. However, on occasions when she felt the need
to complain about his insensitivity toward her, she stopped from doing so as she
recalled Christian teachings regarding contentiousness.

Creating Invisible Resistance to the Husbands

Although these women, influenced by Christian teachings, tended to be accom-
modating to their husbands, they covertly challenged and have been challenging
their husbands to become Christian family men. They believed that religious and
spiritual transformation and maturity provided their husbands with strong Christian
moral standards to guide them in their roles as fathers and husbands.

Without damaging their husbands’ egos, these women tried to subtly and
invisibly challenge their husbands, mostly through prayers. Focusing their eyes on
the God of hope, they saw prayer as the surest way to influence their husbands. In
particular, those women whose husbands were neglecting their responsibility to
earn a living and were abandoning the family have relied greatly on prayer to
reform their husbands. Although Gum-Sook’s husband has not been a bad provider,
since both of them run a dry cleaning operation, he was frequently out drinking and
playing poker games, sometimes staying out until early in the morning. Before her
husband became a Christian several years ago, she had prayed and cried out to God
to deal with her husband’s alcoholism and negligence toward their family. She
strongly believed that her prayers for her husband’s salvation, spoken over the
course of more than ten years, really transformed him. Although she is not com-
pletely satisfied with the person he is, at least she had less trouble in her marriage
because her husband was no longer an alcoholic and ceased his emotional abuse.
She mentioned

Well, I could not change him, but my Christian faith did. He is so much better now. He was
an atheist, but as he became a Christian, he has gotten better… But, he is still bad… I had to
endure my husband’s negligence for his family. There were so many times when I felt that I
could not live with him any longer, really. Also, he is extremely temperamental unlike me,
and I could not handle him at all. And, he did not do anything to take care of his kids. He
was extremely bad… I heavily relied on my faith and prayer. I did not have anybody I
could rely on here in the U.S. except my two aunts. My parents and brothers were all in
Korea. I am not the kind of person who easily talks about my stuff to people, and I only
talked to one of my aunts. But, when I got deeply frustrated and was in despair, I prayed
hard to God and cried out loud to Him. I could not talk to my mother because I did not want
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my mother to worry about me. Also, I did not want my younger brothers to worry about me.
To whom could I ask for help? God was the only one. I prayed so hard… [crying] I really
believe that the changes that happened in my family were all God’s work, and I am greatly
thankful to Him.

Prayers are an important tool that women use to reform husbands and inspire
their husbands’ leadership (Griffith 1997), though this does not necessarily mean
that Korean Christian women in this study believed their husbands to be the spir-
itual leaders of the home. Even though their husbands may not have borne greater
responsibility for leadership within the household, however, these women never-
theless believed prayers have helped their husbands to be more involved with their
families. For instance, ever since Kyung-su married, her husband has been
neglecting his responsibility as the head of the family, spending money recklessly
on gambling, severely abusing her emotionally, committing adultery, and being in
and out of employment. She contemplated leaving him. However, her firm belief in
and hope for her husband’s spiritual transformation led her to endure all these
difficulties in her marriage. To the best of her ability, she persisted in her efforts to
bring her husband before God so that he might experience spiritual transformation.
These working-class Korean American women believed that prayer would bring
about spiritual transformation, ultimately making their husbands more responsible.

Relatedly and consistently, in their daily interactions, some of the women
refrained from any behavior that would contribute to their husbands’ loss of interest
in and commitment to the Christian faith. For example, these women have reduced
their involvement at church if their husbands expressed displeasure about the wives
being too committed to their church-related events.

Discussion

Based on the above stories, I can see that working-class Korean American women
residing in the United States are very conflicted because of how traditional patri-
archal conceptions of marriage and heterosexual gender roles conflict with the
difficult reality of handling work both outside and within the home. The old,
deep-seated belief system dies hard, and it has been an uphill battle for these
women on a daily basis. They are not able to trade their income for a corresponding
reduction in their household chores and parenting tasks. The stress they encounter
takes its toll on them and their relationships. Looking for resources from within,
they resort to using religion to handle their problems. These women are devout
Christians who seek Christian teachings and principles on gender and human
relationships to cope with life’s challenges. Religion is a powerful resource that
shapes their perceptions of their husbands, and it is a channel used to move their
husbands to become more engaged in their marriages and family life.
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Competencies for Counseling Working-Class Korean
Immigrant Christian Women

Therapists should be aware that, unlike middle-class Asian American women who
use religion to reject some of the traditional demands imposed on them and to gain
power and autonomy in their marriages (Chen 2005; Kurien 1999), working-class
Korean American Christian women may use religion in more accommodative ways.
In terms of dealing with their husbands’ traditional gender beliefs and practices,
these women accept traditional gender relations reinforced by the religious teach-
ings of their faith. At the same time, they use religion to change their husbands into
more responsible and more involved family men, but they do so covertly. Religion
serves an important function in supporting these women implicitly in their attempts
to persuade their husbands to become committed to their marriages and involved in
family life.

First, therapists who are working with Christian Asian American women need to
be aware that their use of religion in marriage may be class specific, and therefore
therapists will need to explore how some Asian American women of different social
classes view their religious beliefs. It should not be assumed that the meaning of
religion in the lives of these women is the same across different social classes. It is
critical for therapists to attend to the significance of religion for the women they
serve and the complex ways they interpret religious teachings and apply faith in
their marriages.

Second, therapists need to focus on the gender context of working-class Korean
immigrant women and their marriages. These women make significant financial
contributions to the family, but their husbands resist increasing their own partici-
pation in housework and childrearing. In such marriage conditions, women expe-
rience great tension and internal struggle, as they feel forced to accept the status quo
as to gender relations and suppress their desire to explicitly challenge their hus-
bands. Dealing with the tension and internal struggle involved in navigating
patriarchal marriage is painful and burdensome. Therapists should attend to these
women’s struggles and challenges, and seek ways to empower them using resources
from within their cultural background.

Third, when working with Korean husbands and wives, therapists should con-
sider their socialization in the patriarchal structure and find ways to attend to the
immigrant women’s culture-specific ways of negotiating gender. These women’s
submission and covert ways of challenging their husbands using religion is deeply
rooted in Confucian ideology about family and gender relations, which stresses
women’s “total obedience and endurance as a prerequisite for family harmony and
cohesion” (Chong 2006, p. 714). Therapists can encourage both women and their
husbands to come to the therapy sessions together and in particular, help husbands
understand why and how their wives resort to religion as a coping mechanism.
Further, therapists could encourage husbands to resist cultural beliefs and messages
that place the responsibility for familial harmony on women.
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Finally, therapists can promote gender equality in dual-career couples as they
seek to understand the meanings and use of religion in the lives of Asian American
Christian women of different social classes. It is especially important for therapists
to intentionally position themselves to enable these women’s struggles and pain to
be heard by their husbands (Knudson-Martin 2012). Getting the husbands to
understand how the women use religion to make accommodations and to sacrifice
for the survival of their families would promote equality in the couple’s
relationship.
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Chapter 4
Bridging the Relational Space Between
First- and Second-Generation Chinese
American Christians

Jessica ChenFeng

In the literature about the family and relational health needs of Asians and Asian
Americans, there is a gap when it comes to researching Chinese American
Christians (Atwood and Conway 2004; Benner and Kim 2009; Hung Hisu and Ng
2002; Kim et al. 2014; Lam and Chan-So 2014; Lim et al. 2009). 31% of Chinese
Americans identify as being Christian (Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life
2012); this is the largest religious group for Chinese Americans, even higher than
those who identify with Buddhism or other religions (Yang 1999).

My interest in this topic is very much connected to my experiences growing up
in Southern California as a second-generation Chinese/Taiwanese American
Christian. Based on my experience as well as the literature, I know that first- and
second-generation Chinese American Christian families face many of the same
challenges that other Asian immigrants face: intergenerational conflict, accultura-
tion difficulties, the stress of being a minority in a majority European-American
cultural context (Lee et al. 2009; Min and Yang Sao 2005; Park 2008). At the same
time, our families have found unique support in the Chinese Christian community.
However, it is unclear exactly how the Christian faith intersects with intergenera-
tional dynamics in Chinese American families. Thus the purpose of this study is to
understand this intersection so that family therapists can better connect with the
cultural, generational, and spiritual ways of pursuing health and wellness for this
population.

This chapter is a revised version of ChenFeng, J, Knudson-Martin, C., & Nelson, T. (2015).
Intergenerational tension, connectedness and separateness in the lived experience of first and
second generation Chinese American Christians. Contemporary Family Therapy. DOI:10.1007/
s10591-015-9335-9.
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Intergenerational Dynamics and the Chinese Church

In this study, the term “first generation” refers to Chinese parents who immigrated
from Taiwan, Shanghai, Canton, Hong Kong, Beijing, and Korea; “second gen-
eration” is used to describe adult children who were born and raised in the
American context; and “1.5 generation” refers to now-adult children who arrived in
the United States as children or adolescents. Existing research on intergenerational
relationships has tended to focus on the intergenerational strains related to accul-
turation differences (Lee et al. 2005; Tsai-Chae and Nagata 2008), parenting styles
and warmth (Juang et al. 2007; Lim et al. 2009), and differences in cultural
expectations (Chung 2001; Tsai-Chae and Nagata 2008). The differences between
the first and second generations are often framed as an issue of collectivism versus
individualism, Eastern versus Western ideologies, and controlling versus flexible
parenting (Cheah et al. 2013; Lee et al. 2014; Lim et al. 2009). Quantitative studies
on intergenerational conflict highlight negative impacts on the second generation,
including lower self-esteem, depression, indecisiveness about career, and behav-
ioral problems (e.g., Juang et al. 2007; Lee et al. 2005). The majority of these
quantitative studies, however, focus on the experiences of youth and college stu-
dents. Very little is known about the relationships that second-generation adults
have with their first-generation parents using a qualitative method. Even less
research has been done to understand relationships between immigrant Chinese and
U.S.-born Chinese who are socialized in a Christian environment.

Little is known about what happens when Chinese American families become or
grow up as part of the Chinese American church. Chinese churches support families
by providing alternative ways of living out family life. For instance, pastors might
challenge traditional Chinese parenting styles by encouraging more open commu-
nication between parents and children and less controlling parenting techniques
(Chen 2006). The church also shapes how Chinese American families face prob-
lems; the church may reframe the meaning of cultural values. For example,
reframing the concept of saving face can reduce the stigma associated with seeking
mental health support (Cao 2005). These are just some of the ways the Christian
church may significantly impact Chinese American families.

Method

I approached this study as someone who comes from within the community of
Chinese American Christians, as I grew up in a close-knit Chinese/Taiwanese
American church. For this study, I engaged two colleagues, Carmen
Knudson-Martin and Timothy Nelson, both of European-American heritage, who
are interested in the larger social context and justice. I contacted pastors and leaders
of Chinese and Asian American churches, and through snowball sampling, 16
participants across churches of various Christian denominations volunteered to be
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interviewed. Participants self-identified as Christians and English speakers.
I interviewed eight first-generation participants and eight second-generation par-
ticipants, with an equal number of male and female participants in each generation.
The ages of first-generation parents ranged from 49 to 59 years old, and the ages of
second-generation adult children ranged from 29 to 34 years old. Participants
identified as being Chinese and Taiwanese in ethnicity, with family history in
Taiwan, Shanghai, Canton, Hong Kong, Beijing, and Korea. I applied interpretative
phenomenology for the analysis process (Smith et al. 2009).

Intergenerational Tension and Disconnection

A recurring theme that surfaced was that both generations each felt that the other
generation did not or could not understand their own generation’s experiences
because they were raised in different contexts. The phenomenon of immigration
created a generational culture gap, resulting in first-generation parents being shaped
by one sociocultural context and the second generation being shaped by a different
(American) sociocultural context. The consequences of this generational difference
are tension and disconnection. There is tension because there seems to be a longing
to connect, and at the same time, an awareness of loss—no matter how much effort
is made, one generation may never feel truly known or understood by the other
generation. This in turn causes a feeling of disconnection. Many first-generation
parents expressed that their children would never understand a significant piece of
who the parents are. For example, Kelly is a Taiwan-born, 55-year-old mother who
raised her son through a difficult divorce. She spoke of her sadness about the
disconnect she feels with her adult son:

I reach out to my [son], but he doesn’t want me to reach out to him, and I just feel that the
more I pursue, the more I push him away. And my generation is hardest because we still
have that traditional foundation in us, which we want to instill into the next generation. But
the next generation, they grew up here. It’s American here. They will not understand where
we came from. So it’s kind of sad. It feels like you lost that culture because they will never
understand.

In a similar way, the second-generation adult children spoke of not being
understood by their parents. They discussed how their choices (e.g., regarding
spouses, career, college, church) would often collide with their parents’ expecta-
tions. Helen is a Taiwan-born 28-year-old who immigrated to the United States at
age eleven. She expressed the hurt and disconnect she experienced in her rela-
tionship with her parents because it was difficult for them to accept the things that
are important to her:

They weren’t very supportive of my fiancé because he’s not Taiwanese and he doesn’t
speak Chinese… They would always make snide comments like “If we just kept you in
Taiwan or did this or that, you’d be getting married to a Taiwanese person.” And they
constantly compare my pending nuptials with other people whom they know in Taiwan
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who married other Taiwanese people… I think it’s just very uncomfortable for them to
open up their home to someone of a different culture even if he is Asian.

This lack of knowledge and understanding exhibited by each generation toward the
other generation’s contextual experiences has been associated with increased gen-
erational tension and greater disconnection. Participants responded to their expe-
riences of tension and disconnection in one of two ways—either they created a
special intergenerational connection or they encountered separateness with that
generation.

Intergenerational Connectedness

The term “connectedness” reflects the experience participants had of pursuing a
more active, engaging relationship with their other-generation family member(s). It
is worth noting that all of the second-generation participants shared about main-
taining a sense of connectedness with their parents. Intergenerational connectedness
can be subcategorized into two ways of responding to the tension/disconnect:
(1) mutual acceptance and (2) adaptive pursuit.

Mutual acceptance. Both generations of participants in this category seemed to
accept and find peace with intergenerational disconnect. There have been cultural or
spiritual differences between the generations, but this did not create relationship
distress. Because of how they sought to live out their Christian faith, persons in this
category were proactive in trying to grow and connect with members of the other
generation.

First generation. Jennifer exemplifies a Christian mother who wants to live in a
way that honors her beliefs in God. Jennifer is a 56-year-old married mother of
three adult children. She primarily sees her role as the parent through the lens of her
Christian faith, more so than through Taiwanese culture. When confronted with her
own cultural assumptions or expectations, she is willing to consider making
changes in light of her Christian faith in order to connect with her children:

Everything that we do, God is the center… I always tell [my children], “As long as you are
walking in God’s way, that’s all we ask.” It’s never like “I want this. I don’t want you to
marry this. I don’t want you to do that,” [but instead,] “What is it that God wants for
you?”… One time I came home from work and I opened the door and [my younger son]
said, “Mom is home!” He ran into his room and he was trying to tidy up his room. I will
always remember that day… I don’t want to come home and have my kids behave like
that… Those are little lessons here and there that help me as a mom to learn that what I was
doing is not right and I need to change.

Second generation. Five second-generation participants experience mutual
acceptance with their parents. They seem to be able to let go of past frustrations and
make intentional efforts to understand their parents’ different perspectives. Joshua is
a 28-year-old clinical psychology resident who used to fight with his father, and he
shared how his faith in God taught him to prioritize relationships and transformed
the way he engages with his father:

36 J. ChenFeng



A huge turning point… was this incident where we were eating in front of the TV and [my
father] accidentally ate my mom’s share of the food… And my mom got hurt and [my
father]… demanded that I give up my share to mom… I was like “What?! Really? You’re
not even going to apologize!?” When I gave that incredulous kind of look, he hit me.
I don’t think I had been slapped in the face before, so he was furious. He sent me to my
room… Shortly after he came up… and he apologized. He said he was sorry and he was out
of line… He had never apologized before. I started crying… it was kind of a redemptive
moment.

Joshua shared about this incident because through this experience he came to better
understand his father, and their relationship shifted toward one of acceptance.
Though this encounter may run contrary to Chinese social norms, this process was
made possible due to their shared Christian faith, which allowed for both genera-
tions to exercise humility and facilitate redemption and reconciliation.

Adaptive pursuit. Three second-generation adult children and one
first-generation mother fell in this subcategory. These participants desired to con-
nect with their other-generation family members but experienced less mutuality in
their relationships. They were willing to make changes in themselves in order to
preserve the relationships, even if this was not reciprocated.

First generation. Michelle is a 58-year-old divorced Chinese mother with a
married daughter who is a young mother. When Michelle experiences her daughter
as withdrawn, tired, and not wanting to connect, she attempts to learn better ways to
engage with her daughter and son-in-law in order to maintain relationships with
them. Engagement with someone who does not want to connect is not easy. But for
Michelle, tolerance and humility are Christian values she exercises as she continues
to seek her own growth so that she can deepen her connection with her daughter:

With faith, sometimes I get so excited. Now I learn that I really need to gauge [my
daughter’s and son-in-law’s] spiritual life, their condition and what stage they are in,
whether they are ready for it or not. I’m learning [to wait] so that I don’t share something
prematurely because it will only frustrate them.

Second generation. There were three second-generation participants who
seemed to long for more connection and understanding from their parents, even
though their efforts were mostly unilateral. These second-generation participants
felt like they were making efforts to engage their parents and understand the cultural
differences at play, but that their efforts were not reciprocated. Helen, who was
introduced earlier, persists in trying to better understand her parents. Though she
feels hurt because her parents struggle to accept her fiancé, and though it might be
easier to give up on maintaining that parent–child relationship, it is important to her
to live out Christian values such as honoring her parents. She tries “to see them as
loving and nurturing. So I try to give them the chance… the chance to love me, but
with that chance, you become very vulnerable to being hurt by their words.” She
sees that “it takes a lot of time” and that even though reality is not as she wishes it
were, there has been much change. Because Helen hopes and believes in God’s
desire for peace and reconciliation, she continues to be intentional in relating to and
connecting with her parents.
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Intergenerational Separateness

All of the participants who responded to intergenerational tension and disconnect
with “separateness” were first-generation parents. Though the term “separateness”
might imply that they wanted to remain apart, this is not the case. These parents
shared that as much as they would like to communicate with their adult children
more frequently, they were intentionally leaving some relational space or “sepa-
rateness” between them and their adult children. This seemed to be the only way
they knew how to interact with their children. They seemed to function and do life
on their own while trying to hold tightly onto those parent–child relationships,
missing a certain relational element in the process. The experience of “separate-
ness” can be subcategorized into two themes: (1) clinging to faith and (2) rooted in
traditional roles.

Clinging to faith. Two first-generation mothers described having this experi-
ence. They both yearn to connect more deeply with their sons, and while they make
efforts to call their children and be available, they still wonder if they are good
enough mothers. They get the sense that their sons do not want the sort of con-
nection these mothers long for, which challenges how they understand their iden-
tities as mothers. As they wrestle with this, they consider the beliefs of their
Christian faith and how that faith provides them identity and hope.

Tina is a 59-year-old first-generation Taiwanese mother who is married with two
adult sons. While raising her two boys, she struggled to overcome language barriers
and acculturation gaps. She wishes that she could be more connected to her sons
and expresses a sense of deep sadness, helplessness, and desperation because she
feels she cannot do anything to deepen the intimacy of those relationships:

One thing that I… regret or… sad… [sort of] incomplete in my relationship with my kids.
I didn’t participate or I don’t know if I should participate or not… I feel I didn’t participate
much in their life in general. Therefore, there’s not much communication. They don’t call
me that often, they don’t check on me…

Though Tina continues to wrestle with her role as a mother, her faith in God has
been a source of hope and strength. It helps her envision the relationships she could
have with her sons in the future:

I just hope my kids and grandkids in the future… that they will receive God’s mercy… I
really hope that I can participate in their lives… communicate and share the faith.

Rooted in traditional roles. All of the four first-generation fathers had this
experience. They remained grounded in a traditional Chinese fathering role in
response to intergenerational tension/disconnect. They stood firm on what they
believed and understood about parenting based on their Chinese cultural back-
ground. While the mothers felt a sense of loss and sadness because of the “sepa-
rateness” and thus were led to a position of “clinging to faith,” the fathers talked
about this “separateness” simply as the way things have been between parents and
children. Fathers demonstrated less expression of emotional impact, holding to the
traditional Chinese role of what it meant to be a father—to be the breadwinner of
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the family. These fathers tend to respond in pragmatic ways and use reasoning as a
channel for engaging their children.

Steve is a 59-year-old father of two young adult children. He sounds comfortable
in his traditional fatherly identity, and even though he sees “Caucasian people”
parenting differently, he remains secure in his Chinese way of parenting:

I am [a] very traditional father. When they got some needs… I play my role. I support them
and share their life in school. We tell them what kind of experiences we had in the past… to
tell them… how to handle their situation… If there is no [need], [my son] is not going to
call us. It is not like the Caucasian people. They have very good intimate relationship[s]
between parents and children. They hug all the time.

Steve goes on to explain that he accepts that he is a Chinese father who will not
always understand his children’s “Caucasian” world, and that there will be cir-
cumstances under which he cannot help his adult children because they have grown
up in an American context and he will not respond like American parents.
Similarly, Charles, a 55-year-old architect, believes that “separateness” is devel-
opmentally appropriate. He shared, “When I was their age, I made a lot of decisions
by myself. So I try to encourage [my children] to make their own decisions.” These
first-generation fathers seem to lack expression of warmth. In different ways, they
provide “instrumental” support for their children. That is, they make sacrifices for
them but also anticipated that their children would go through challenges and
growth experiences in the American context as ethnic minorities.

Discussion and Clinical Implications

These stories of how first- and second-generation Chinese American Christians
respond to intergenerational tension and disconnect can be summarized by four
observations: (a) Even in the midst of disconnection, there was a strong desire and
intention to maintain family relationships. (b) An understanding of one’s Christian
identity informed family relationships. (c) There were generational differences in
experiences of and responses to disconnection. (d) There were gender differences in
the experiences of first-generation parents.

Maintenance of Family Relationships

Even though each generation described experiencing a feeling of disconnect from
the other generation, these family members did not simply let that divide them. In
whatever ways they understood or knew, they guarded their family ties. The gen-
erational culture gaps were not significant enough to break family relationships, and
their statements suggest that their Christian faith played a role in their efforts to
maintain and preserve familial bonds.
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Therefore, clinicians can practice using sociocultural attunement (Pandit et al.
2015), a clinical concept to support the understanding of the socio-contextual
meanings of their clients’ experiences. It is important to affirm the ways that family
members maintain their relationships by exploring questions such as:

• What are they already doing that leads to intergenerational connectedness?
• What peers at church or in other support systems encourage the first-/

second-generation family member to persist/be adaptive in the midst of family
conflict?

• Who in their community could be a resource to help each generation to
understand the other?

Additionally, it may be helpful to use a strength-based approach, which would
encourage clinicians to find resources and strengths pertinent to the cultural
backgrounds of these families.

Christian Identity Informing Familial Relationships

A number of the participants pointed to Christian identity as influencing who they
are and how they choose to engage with family members. The Christian faith
provides intrapersonal and interpersonal resources to address family conflicts as
well as a foundation upon which a new family identity could be built without
forfeiting the traditional Chinese values they hold most dear (e.g., honor, respect,
loyalty). Within the Christian framework, parents do not have to position them-
selves so hierarchically to connect with children. Thus, in the spirit of mutually
upholding family traditions and relationships, adult children could consider taking
more initiative to connect with their parents. In clinical work, therapists can help
clients explore this Christian identity with questions such as:

• What does it mean to be Christian and Chinese?
• What Christian values support them in their role as a parent/child? An identity in

Christ may mean that they no longer find their primary worth in another being or
thing, but rather, they know that in pain and loss, they are deeply loved by God.
This worldview can provide Christians humility to be in challenging relation-
ships while also giving them a sense of their own worth and affirming the
entirety of who they are, including their cultural backgrounds.

• Therapists can also better understand how Chinese American Christian parents
and children see their roles by looking at biblical texts such as the story of the
Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–32). This story highlights the love of a father for his
two sons. However, both sons love the father not for who he is, but only for
what he can give them. The parable invites both the first and second generation
to reflect about their relationships and roles as parent/child.
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Generational Differences

The two generations responded to intergenerational tension in different ways. Some
first-generation mothers were active in connecting with their children, and other
mothers felt a lack of closeness but remained available and found support in their
Christian faith. The fathers were not surprised or as emotionally impacted by the
tension and disconnect in their relationships with their children. They felt they
needed to allow their adult children to learn on their own. Contrary to the first
generation’s parenting experiences, all the second-generation participants described
feeling connected to their parents. This indicates that, upholding the cultural and
Christian norm of respecting parents, these second-generation Chinese American
Christians are willing to work on their relationships with their parents. In clinical
practice, it would be important to validate the unique experiences and responses of
both generations by asking:

• What are the hopes, dreams, and challenges of your parents’ immigration story?
• How much does the second generation know about these stories and how do

these stories impact them?
• What has been difficult for the second generation about being raised in a

bi-cultural environment?
• How does the Christian faith change or shape how members of one generation

are willing to connect with the other generation?

Gender Differences in First Generation Parents

There were also clear differences between the experiences of first-generation
mothers and first-generation fathers. It seemed natural for fathers to be “separated”
to provide room for children to grow, whereas mothers were more emotionally
impacted by the feeling of disconnect. Therapeutically, it would be imperative to
tend to the gendered ideas, influences, and expectations of mothering and fathering
by asking:

• What parenting roles do mom and dad play at home?
• Where did these ideas of parenting as mother/father come from?
• How have these roles been beneficial or detrimental to building up the family?

The Typology of Parent–Child Relational Orientations (TP-CRO) (Kim et al.
2014) may be a helpful guide for these conversations.
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Conclusion

Based on the findings of this study, there is hope for the future as generations grow
older. Though there are disconnect, loss, and tension as a result of immigration and
acculturating, the influence of one’s Christian faith and identity can address rela-
tional issues and foster meaningful connection between generations. This study
affirms the call for therapists to consider the integration of spirituality with clinical
work (Carlson et al. 2010), as well as to address the significance of religion and
culture (Carneiro 2012). Because there is still little integration of support between
Christian communities and mental health communities, we hope that studies like
these will encourage the church and mental health field to come together to offer
support to these families.
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Chapter 5
From Walking the Thin Line Between
Work and Family to Self-compassion:
Working with Asian American Career
Mothers

Kandice Hsu and Liang-Ying Chou

Esther’s baby, Som, was a little over 4 months old when he started going to
daycare. Esther, who has always been a working woman, found herself returning to
work as soon as her maternity leave was up. It was quite an adjustment for both
Esther and Som transitioning from homecare to daycare. Esther was feeling frus-
trated and guilty to send her baby to daycare at such young age due to lack of help
from extended family. Although Esther has the opportunity to extend her maternity
leave, financial considerations, eagerness to return to “normalcy,” and the desire to
complete her work project led her to the decision that it was time to return to work.
Being a career mother has been fulfilling and yet stressful at times. Her story
reflects many Asian American career mothers’ experiences. Over the past few
decades, the United States has seen both an increase in women’s participation in the
workforce and a rapidly growing Asian population. The nation has witnessed a
significant rise in the percentage of dual-income families. More and more women
have entered the labor force during the past two centuries, partly due to changes in
federal legislation, educational attainment, and job opportunities (Landivar 2014).

In view of these changing demographic patterns, the increasing female presence
in the workforce, and shifting societal attitudes about work and family, we (Kandice
and Liang-Ying) are curious about the experiences of career mothers—women who
both manage a career and raise children—in the context of Asian American fam-
ilies. We are both women of East Asian descent. In our personal and professional
lives, we have close ties to the Asian American community and observe many
Asian American women experiencing role shifts from career women to career
mothers or from stay-at-home mothers to career mothers. Knowing how tough it is
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to be a career woman who must manage expectations associated with gender,
culture values, and Western social structure, we also want to understand what it is
like to be an Asian American career mother. In this chapter, we present data from a
phenomenological study to challenge the traditional view on external supportive
factors for career mothers, and most importantly to introduce a groundbreaking
internal growth perspective that highlights the process of how career mothers create
meaning to support their role as career mothers.

Traditional Views of Work and Family Among Asian
American Women

The term “career mothers” refers to women who are mothers who work outside the
home for an income in addition to the work they perform at home raising their
children (Encyclopedia of Children’s Health, n.d.). To varying degrees, all career
mothers face the challenge of simultaneously juggling different, often competing
roles. For instance, when a child is sick, a parent, usually the mother, stays home to
take care of the child or worries about her child at work. This creates a role conflict.
She must choose between prioritizing workplace demands or parental responsi-
bilities. In Asian cultures, a collectivist orientation may influence this prioritization
process, as it often emphasizes family members’ obligations to one another and the
support of family needs and goals over those of the individual. Familial harmony is
highly valued, and it is often expected that one will sacrifice individual needs and
rights for the good of the family (Quek et al. 2010).

Additionally, a hierarchical structure within Asian collectivist societies typically
supports a gender-segregated division of labor, wherein women are responsible for
the domestic realm and men for the work realm. Thus, these collectivist values may
further burden Asian women who decide to become career mothers. According to
the U.S. Department of Labor (2013), employed mothers continue to shoulder the
majority of household responsibilities, rather than sharing them equally with
employed fathers. As a result, role conflict experienced by Asian career mothers is
likely to be heavily influenced by cultural expectations of childcare and household
labor.

Existing studies (Bakker and Demerouti 2007; Lo et al. 2003) have explored the
idea of work–family conflict, which is defined as a form of inter-role conflict in
which pressures from the work and family domains are mutually incompatible in
some aspects. Research on the topic of work–life balance has demonstrated that
conflict may arise from a variety of sources (Brough et al. 2013), such as
strain-based, behavior-based, and time-based, and that the relationship between
work and family can be bidirectional—that is, family can interfere with work and
work can interfere with family (Carlson, Kacmar, and Williams 2000). Moreover,
both directions of conflict have shown to negatively impact work–family balance.
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Expansionist Theory

The expansionist theory is one of the most common theories employed to under-
stand an individual’s experience with multiple roles. It states that multiple roles (for
both women and men) are beneficial as reflected in their mental, physical, and
relationship health (Barnett and Gareis 2006; Lee and Phillips 2006). In other
words, adding the worker role is beneficial to women and adding a family role is
beneficial for men. Furthermore, added income, social support, opportunities to
experience success, and increased self-complexity (Barnett and Hyde 2001) are
additional benefits of assuming multiple roles. For example, added income brought
in by a career mother may mitigate a family’s financial difficulties.

The expansionist theory stresses the importance of role quality and its part in
mental, physical, and relationship health (Barnett and Hyde 2001). Role quality
may be understood as the role holder’s subjective experiences in a role, including
perceptions of role rewards and difficulties (Cardenas et al. 2004). The perceived
importance and quality of one’s role may mitigate the stress related to the multiple
roles of a career mother. As such, career mothers who perceive their work role as
important and rewarding are more likely to better handle the demands of competing
priorities of work, family, and individual lives.

Social Support

In current literature, social support is one of the most frequently discussed topics
related to the experience of career mothers (Blanch and Aluja 2012; Greenhaus and
Allen 2011). Social support is defined as the physical and emotional comfort given
to an individual by family, friends, coworkers, and others (Pines and Zaidman
2003). It includes a sense of belonging to a community in which members love and
care for one another, as well as a community that values and thinks well of the
individual. Kahn and Antonucci (1980) identified three interpersonal components to
social support: (a) affect—expression of liking, admiration, respect, and love,
(b) affirmation—expressions of agreement or acknowledgement of the appropri-
ateness or rightness of some act or statement of the individual and (c) aid—
transactions in which direct aid or assistance is given. Unsurprisingly, career
mothers who belong to strong social support networks are less likely to demonstrate
burnout symptoms in their attempts to fulfill their multiple roles (Blanch and Aluja
2012).

Some research has been done regarding how career mothers manage work and
family. Simon (1995) found that women reported more work-to-family conflicts
than men, and attributed them to marital problems, feelings of guilt, and negative
self-evaluations as parents and spouses. Studies suggest that the balancing of work
and family life is more stressful for women than for men (Hammer et al. 2005;
Simon 1995). However, there is a lack of understanding regarding the ways that
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career mothers construct and give meaning to their roles and experiences. Their
process of integrating work with responsibilities within the home, and their ability
to make sense of these multiple roles, have yet to be explored. In this vein, we
cannot help but wonder about the meaning and essence of what it is like to be an
Asian American career mother and how these meanings evolve.

Discussion in this chapter is inspired by the findings from phenomenological
research. The study used in-depth qualitative interviews with ten self-identified
Asian American career mothers whose ages range between 26 and 35 years old and
who have at least one dependent child. Participants either were born in the United
States or have lived in the United States for more than 10 years. Most of them held
at least a bachelor’s degree. Open-ended questions were used during the interviews
to explore the meaning of being a mother, the meaning of work, and how Asian
American career women attend to these commitments. Research data were collected
by interviews and analyzed following Moustakas’ method (Moustakas 1994). This
method was chosen to best understand what the participants experience as career
mothers and how they experience it. It involved transcribing the interviews and
developing a list of significant statements and/or keywords that captured and
described the essence of the participants’ experiences as career mothers.

Building Connection Between External Resources
and Internal Strengths

The stories of these Asian American career mothers disclose how they are shaped
and reshaped through life influences, perceptions of careers and relationships, etc.
within their social locations. Specifically, their voices reveal the importance of
involving both external resources and internal strength during the journey of
becoming a career mother. A creation of meaning involving both external resources
and internal strengths emerges from their narratives.

Connection to External Resources

The support and connections that these Asian American women receive from their
spouses, social circles, and workplace are tremendously important. These connec-
tions include: (1) teamwork between the couple in managing the needs of the
family, (2) joint effort from extended family to provide physical and emotional
support, (3) normalizing with friends and peers, and (4) a pro-family work culture.
Together, these connections highlight both the emotional and physical support they
received from relationships with different groups of people in their lives. These
connections are external and made through negotiated relationships, in contrast to
internal connections made with oneself, which are discussed later in this section.
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Teamwork between the couple in managing the needs of the family. Among
these Asian American women who view the family work as primarily their
responsibility, spouses are viewed as a source of support. Teamwork between wife
and husband is manifested in the division of housework and childcare. Yuki and
Abby shared:

My husband is very supportive and we have this mutual understanding. He works too and
he works hard. We have the mutual understanding of “If you’re really tired today but I’m
not, I’ll take over in taking care of the baby. Or if you’re really tired, you can go to sleep
and I’ll clean up today.” This mutual understanding is teamwork. (Yuki)

I’m lucky that my husband helps me a lot with the kids and he cleans the house. He doesn’t
cook but he helps with cleaning and washing the dishes. Sometimes he helps me put out the
groceries to be cooked so that when I come home from work, I can start cooking right
away. Usually after we eat, he does the dishes so I can go shower and relax for a bit. (Abby)

Abby and Isabelle further illustrated the importance of dividing up childcare
responsibilities using this teamwork approach

My husband goes to work earlier than me, so he comes home earlier than me. I work later
and come home later. It really works out well because when my older daughter goes to
daycare, he comes home earlier so he can pick her up from school. (Abby)

Being a mom is busy work but at least my husband is here, so he usually takes my oldest
child and she would be with him. I would have my son so that is at least a 1:1 ratio so that’s
why it is helpful to have a supportive husband. (Isabelle)

Joint effort from extended family to provide physical and emotional sup-
port. These career mothers also discussed the importance of their extended family
members, such as grandparents and siblings, in providing them with physical
support, such as helping out with childcare, and providing emotional care by being
supportive and having a nonjudgmental attitude toward career mothers. One mother
shared that sometimes her sister took her children out for the day so that she could
have a little time to herself. Also, many mothers identified that geographic prox-
imity to grandparents aided them in childcare. Cindy shared:

When I had my second daughter, my mom came from Vietnam to help me take care of my
kids. She now lives with us. Before I had my second child, my mother-in-law was taking
care of the first one while my husband and I went to work. She lives about five minutes
away from us. (Cindy)

The joint effort from extended family also encompassed emotional support. Dani
shared about the emotional support she received when she needed a break from
caregiving. She said:

My family is very helpful, very non-judgmental… My family is supportive. If I want to
vegetate and don’t want to do anything, they will still be there for me. There is no pressure
from them. There is acceptance, non-judgment and support.

Normalizing with friends and peers. Many career mothers identified that
normalizing the challenges of balancing work and family with their friends, col-
leagues, and other career mothers has been helpful to them. One mother, Beatrice,
shared that “touching base with other mothers has been helpful for me… especially
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as a first-time mother. I felt like I could ask if what I’m experiencing with my
daughter is normal.” Hearing and sharing experiences with friends and peers about
their utilization of maternity leave, resumption of work after delivery, duration of
breastfeeding, etc. helped to relieve these young mothers’ anxiety and normalize the
many demands they faced. These experiences and knowledge bring comfort and
connection with career mothers who share similar social locations.

Pro-family work culture. All the career mothers discussed their relationships
with their employers and identified factors that were helpful as they sought to juggle
multiple roles. These factors include workplace culture as well as relationships with
colleagues. A pro-family work culture included benefits such as a flexible work
schedule, an understanding supervisor, and a workplace that encourages family
involvement. One mother remarked that her work is very flexible with time: “If
something happens with my daughter in school, I can go home from work right
away and my boss will be OK with that.” Another shared that her flexible work
schedule is one of the reasons she stayed with her company for so many years:

They [employers] are super flexible, and that’s the reason I stay too. Towards the end of my
pregnancy, I took half days and they were very understanding. They are like a family. We
all know each other; we’ve seen each other grow up and have kids, so they are very
understanding and flexible. It makes a difference, like if my son is sick and I have to leave
early, they don’t mind. That’s one of the reasons I know why my coworkers stayed too
because they are so flexible with that. As long as you have everything done and [are] not
slacking off, you’re OK. (Yuki)

In terms of supervisory practices, having an understanding supervisor or man-
agement makes a tremendous difference:

The management staff all has family so they are really understanding… If I need a day off,
they don’t ask me why. Rather, they will ask me if I’m OK, but they never question why I
am not at work. You don’t have to give them an explanation if you don’t want to. They are
just really understanding of people having a life outside of work. (Ella)

Workplaces can even encourage family involvement by hosting child-friendly
events at work and having “bring your children to work” days. Grace applauded her
family-oriented work environment:

The whole organization is family friendly. The benefits are awesome. We even have this
Halloween event where you can bring your children to work that day.

Connection to Internal Strengths

Learning about self. Most women from this study identified a connection to their
internal strengths that helps create the narrative of who they are as career mothers.
The process of finding these internal strengths occurs through a culmination of their
experiences and lessons learned as they balance family and work. These internal
strengths include having self-compassion, patience when adjusting to a new role,
and being flexible with expectations.
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Self-compassion. One of the most powerful and important internal strengths is
self-compassion. Self-compassion is about extending forgiveness, acceptance, and
kindness to oneself when confronted with personal failings. These sentiments
highlight the relationship one builds with the self. Showing self-compassion means
learning to accept one’s current situation and limitations without feeling bogged
down by the demands of multiple roles as a career mother. The following state-
ments were chosen to highlight the idea of self-compassion:

The advice I would give to a mother stepping into the role of a working mother is to have
self-compassion because at the end of the day, you are the only one that understand[s] and
know[s] how hard things can be with the demands and pressures. Try not to be too hard on
yourself. Don’t take yourself too seriously. Do meaningful things that keep you going, rest
if you must, and enjoy when you can. (Dani)

Give yourself a break. We all make mistakes and no one is perfect. I know at least with
talking to a lot of moms, we are very hard on ourselves. We are probably the hardest on
ourselves when it comes to things we forget to do. (Jenny)

I would encourage them that it’s OK to ask for help. It’s OK to take time for yourself. There
are days where you don’t have to do it all, and that’s something I have to remind myself [of]
all the time. You don’t have to be a superwoman all the time. You can ask for help and that
is OK. (Fiona)

Patience when adjusting to a new role. It is important to have patience when
adjusting to being a career mother. Like any adjustment phase, it requires time to
adapt to the new role and responsibilities. This also means being patient with
oneself and allowing oneself to experience the ups and downs of this new role. One
mother shared that the adjustment to being a career mother was very difficult for her
at first. She often questioned whether she could handle juggling work and being a
mother. However, she reminded herself to “not be in a hurry to get back to your old
routine. Take some time to enjoy being a mother. This adjustment phase is not
forever. Just be patient and take your time. Everything is going to be OK.”

Being flexible with expectations. Another internal strength comes from being
flexible with expectations. Women said that this means being flexible with your
schedule, expectations, and any changes that come along the way. For example,
Yuki shared that being flexible with her own schedule helped ease her stress:

Just pick your battles because there will be days where working and being a mom, you just
have to learn to let things go. Like laundry. I always have to do laundry on Sunday, always
Sunday. But once I was back to work, you realize that Monday is OK; I can do laundry on
Monday too.

Another mother talked about shifting her priorities and re-organizing the fam-
ily’s priorities as a way to be flexible with the changing demands of raising a child.
She said:

I had a conversation with my friend and we were just chatting about going back to work
and so forth, and she’s having a hard time with her workplace. Her workplace was being
less supportive. I told her to go over her priorities with her husband and figure out what her
short-term and long-term goals are. The time with the baby is very short. Although it may
seem long, it’s just a phase in life. The babies grow up and it becomes another ball game.
(Jenny)
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Beatrice suggested that being flexible with oneself is simple: “You roll with the
punches. Life happens and stuff happens and you roll with it.”

Creation of Meaning Through the Interaction Between
External Resources and Internal Strengths

These results highlight the significance of external resources and internal strengths.
These are not two separate spheres, but rather, intersect to create a dynamic and
systemicallymeaningful interaction between social environments and careermothers.

The career mothers interviewed exhibited great tenacity of spirit, seeking to
make the best of their situations and looking for the silver lining despite challenges
along the way. For example, they chose to see positive feelings of fulfillment and
excitement in their work. One mother shared:

I honestly love my job. I really do. I’ve been there a while so I had students that come back
and to visit when they have kids. It’s so rewarding to see the families and kids that made it.
It makes me proud for them and also for my work as it makes a difference… Oh yeah, it’s
not just about money. (Yuki)

In above example, Yuki felt that the external resource (grateful clients) builds
her internal strength (valuing the impact of her work) to create a meaningful
experience in her career.

On the other hand, some mothers are motivated by their internal strengths. For
example, Grace shared, “I want my daughter to grow up knowing that her mother
was able to do it all and be successful. I want her to know that she can as well.
I want to model that for her.” In this example, Grace’s internal strength strongly
influences her self-image as a career mother and her desire that her daughter be
successful like her. This internal strength helps her utilize external resources,
ultimately allowing her to achieve a balance between her work and family life.

Career mothers shared that taking on a paid job also allows them to use the
education they have worked so hard to earn. Some of them also expressed that they
had worked prior to having children and felt like they earned their positions at work.
Thus, to stay home after having children would be a waste of both the time they
invested in their education and careers. Moreover, many of them expressed the
importance of career as a status symbol in Asian cultures. One mother said, “Being
Asian, status is really important. I want to show people that I work, I have a good job, I
make good money, and I am successful.” In this example, her internal strength comes
from her cultural expectation, which helps her commit to both work and family.

The voices of these Asian American career mothers demonstrate the influence of
external resources and internal strengths in creating a well-rounded experience of
what it means to be a career mother. The creation of meanings involves a con-
nection between social and environmental resources (external) and intrapersonal
motivations, beliefs, and goals. Each aspect plays an important role in the experi-
ence of career mothers.
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Going Beyond External Supportive Factors: An Internal
Growth Perspective

Based on the experiences of these Asian American career mothers, we can see that
integrating work and family life requires going beyond identifying and accessing
external resources. Contrary to the current one-directional view of work–family life
balance, which highlights the significance of supportive factors coming from
external resources such as family and friends, we are able to identify a cyclical
process involving an internal growth perspective.

This perspective involves a process whereby the meaning-making experiences of
career mothers are created through the interaction between external resources and
internal strengths. While the external resources give career mothers space to
combine career goals with family aspirations, internal strengths coming from the
self seek to operationalize this process. Internal strengths focus on the self and show
how growth and empowerment can also come from within. The internal growth
perspective shows that a career mother’s experience is fluid because it is constantly
shaped by the interactional relationship between external resources and internal
strengths. Depending on how career mothers access their internal strengths and
external resources, it changes their state of experience. It also highlights the active
role that career mothers play in shaping their experiences by identifying internal
strengths rather than relying solely on external resources (e.g., familial support,
community, spirituality, etc.) to help them achieve family and work life balance.

In our study, the career mothers laid out two important components related to an
internal growth perspective: learning about oneself and finding meaning in one’s
role as a career mother. First, learning about oneself involves having
self-compassion, patience when adjusting to being a career mother, and flexibility
with expectations. Many career mothers often feel like they have to be superwoman
and do it all by having the perfect family and career. However, learning about
oneself as a career mother requires self-compassion and giving space to oneself in
order to grow and adapt. Second, the internal growth perspective is about the
interactional process between external resources and internal strengths, a process
that constantly shapes the career mother’s experience. Figure 5.1 illustrates the
cyclical process of engaging both external resources and internal strengths. This
process reflects that internal strengths and external resources are equally influential
to this experience. It also speaks to the fluidity of a career mother’s experience, as it
is continuously shaped by all the elements in the system.

The internal growth perspective suggests that internal strengths do not develop
in isolation; rather, they are continuously shaped by experiences with the external
world. For example, one mother shared that she realized it is OK to ask for help
from her family. By acknowledging that she does not have to do it all, this mother
allowed herself to turn to an external resource. In this case, her familial support
reinforces her internal strength of being resourceful and knowing when and what
she needs in order to help her balance family and work. With the internal growth
perspective, we see a more in-depth connection between a career mother and her
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environment, including significant others and extended families, and how being
aware of her internal processes leads to more awareness of available external
resources and the utilization of these resources.

Guidelines for Clinicians: Using a Connection-Building
Approach

The three messages we hope to deliver to clinicians working with career mothers
are: (1) the existence of internal strengths and their influence on career mothers’
experiences, (2) the interactional relationship between external resources and
internal strengths, and (3) recognizing and challenging societal idea that parenting
is a woman’s job. We hope that clinicians will help career mothers develop the
“self-of-a-career-mother” by creating empowering meaning that is inclusive of their
work, family, and self. The phrase “self-of-a-career-mother” is a modification of the
term “self-of-a-therapist.” Similar to the understanding of “self-of-a-therapist,”
self-of-a-career-mother promotes one’s inner process—accepting what is, knowing
oneself, and looking at possibilities (Lum 2002). To do so, we recommend clini-
cians consider a connection-building approach that is based on the internal growth
perspective discussed previously to help career mothers get in touch with their
internal strengths and activate the cyclical process of engaging both internal
strengths and external resources. The following are some pointers that can help
clinicians engage the internal growth perspective:

• Facilitate discussion with the client to explore one particular experience in
which she was aware of the relationship between internal strength and external
resources.

Fig. 5.1 Internal growth
perspective
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• Explore the client’s external resources such as faith community, friends, and
extended families and then discuss how these have reinforced an internal
strength.

• Involve fathers in co-parenting as this process can positively impact on client’s
inner strengths.

• Help clients create a work/family narrative that sees parenting beyond a
woman’s job while involving self-compassion when faced with challenges.

Clinically, we promote working with Asian American career mothers from a
circular process wherein a discussion of external resources as well as the
involvement of significant others and extended families becomes routine in the
meaning-making process. We would also like to encourage all clinicians working
with this population to take an advocacy role and challenge the societal discourse of
parenting as a woman’s job by encouraging significant others, spouses, and
extended family to be accountable for their role in shifting this societal discourse.
As career mothers learn to advocate for themselves and engage with external
resources, it allows them to further develop their connections to internal strengths
and solidify self-empowerment. In other words, based on the internal growth per-
spective, a client’s ability to self-advocate serves as an indicator that symbolizes her
integration of internal strengths and external resources, as well as reveals the
nurturing and engaging nature of her environment in which family work is shared
responsibility among family members.
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Chapter 6
The Role of Chinese Grandparents
in Their Adult Children’s Parenting
Practices in the United States

Hao-Min Chen and Denise C. Lewis

More than 2.5 million grandparents are taking on the role of parents in the United
States. Because of various factors, such as parental death, substance abuse, incar-
ceration, mental health issues, military deployment, teen pregnancy, abandonment,
abuse, or neglect, these grandparents provide primary care for their grandchildren
(Facciolo 2012). Previous studies have reported that grandparents, including
Chinese grandparents, contribute to cooking, shopping, housekeeping, and caring
for grandchildren in their households, and that some grandparents experience stress
due to the extensiveness of these responsibilities (Goh and Kuczynski 2010).
However, there are few studies exploring more deeply these areas of Chinese
grandparents’ lives. The limited information available about Chinese multigenera-
tional households in the U.S. and their unique family dynamics creates challenges
for mental health professionals seeking effective engagement with these families.
We aim to respond to the needs of the field by exploring cultural and contextual
backgrounds surrounding intergenerational relationships and Chinese grandparents’
involvement in their adult children’s parenting practices in the United States.

Hao-Min Chen is an international faculty member and therapist originally from
Taiwan. She believes that family relationships are socially constructed and are
shaped by cultural contexts. Thus, she pays attention to socially constructed power
associated with ethnic norms when studying Chinese grandparents in the United
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States. Denise Lewis is of Euro-American heritage and is a cross-cultural family
gerontologist with many years of experience studying intergenerational relations.
She has particular interest in the ways families interpret responsibilities and provide
care, and how shifts in sociocultural understandings are navigated within and across
generations. In this chapter, we strive to create space for the voices of those living
in Chinese multigenerational households in the United States and explore the
politics of diverse social locations.

Grandparents, Parents, and Grandchildren

Grandparents in China contribute to their adult children’s households by cooking,
shopping, housekeeping, and caring for grandchildren (Goh and Kuczynski 2010).
Goh (2006) found that grandparents in South China experienced childcare as
mentally and physically exhausting. Similarly, a cross-sectional comparative pilot
study conducted in Taiwan found that 55.6% of Chinese grandparent caregivers
reported psychological distress, even though 86.7% of these grandparents received
caregiving support from other family members (Lo and Liu 2009). Despite these
statistics, some theorists indirectly suggest that engaging with a younger generation
can be a positive experience, as it might provide a sense of meaning for the
grandparents in their later stages of life (Byers et al. 2008). Studies in Taiwan
confirmed this hypothesis, reporting that grandparent caregivers were more likely to
have better self-rated health, higher life satisfaction, and fewer depressive symp-
toms (Ku et al. 2013). In any case, findings based on research in Asian countries
(e.g., Goh and Kuczynski 2010) do not necessarily reflect the experiences of
Chinese families and grandparents in the United States.

Chinese grandparents’ level of involvement in their adult children’s parenting
practices in the United States has not been adequately explored (Nagata et al. 2010).
Studies on U.S. populations of Chinese grandparents focus on direct caregiving
from grandparents to their grandchildren (Nagata et al. 2010). Additionally, Nagata
et al. (2010) note that Chinese grandparents living in the United States are often
confronted with unique challenges, such as employment, immigration/visa issues,
changes in environments and lifestyles, and the possibility of dependency on their
adult children or grandchildren (Nagata et al. 2010). They have not addressed
Chinese grandparents’ relationships with their adult children and their roles in
multigenerational households in the United States.

Grandparents exert influence on familial and parental systems (i.e., grandparent-
parent subsystem), which impacts their adult children’s parenting practices. Many
Chinese grandparents in the United States provide indirect parenting support or
direct caregiving to their grandchildren (Yoon 2005). Younger, able-bodied
grandmothers are more likely than comparable grandfathers to give care to their
grandchildren. Consistent with their cultural values, grandparents in the United
States focus on their grandchildren’s moral character development, manners, and
achievements.
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Chinese Families in a Changing Society

The historical and cultural backgrounds of Chinese societies have influenced
Chinese families living in China, Taiwan, and the United States. The Communist
takeover of China, the one-child policy, the Cultural Revolution, and changes in the
economic growth of China have created major social, economic, and political
changes throughout Chinese societies across Mainland China, Taiwan, and the
United States. Changes in Chinese familial relationships in the United States
include the erosion of traditional roles, power shifts across generations, and dis-
cordant interpretations of filial piety. Both older and younger generations challenge
and redefine traditions and are exploring new roles.

Family structure and power shift. The one-child family planning policy, ini-
tiated in the 1980s and ended in 2015, is a population control program of the
Chinese government. Beginning in the 2000s, the government began to allow more
exceptions to this policy for parents who are ethnic minorities or for situations in
which both parents are themselves each an only child. Consequently, the one-child
policy has made a substantial impact on Chinese family hierarchy. Prior to the
implementation of the policy, grandparents were viewed through a traditional
Confucianism lens (Lee and Mock 2005) as authority figures in the family and were
the ultimate experts on parenting and raising children (Chuang 2009). The
policy-dictated four-two-one structure (four grandparents, two parents, one child)
has effectively prolonged parental indulgence and promoted a more Westernized
child-centered parenting approach, especially in well-educated families (Chuang
2009). Autonomy of parents and grandchildren has increased, and this shift of
hierarchy and relational power has created power struggles between older and
younger generations when dealing with differences in parenting.

Changing interpretation and the practice of filial piety. The principle of filial
piety is greatly cherished in traditional Chinese culture. Adult children are expected
to provide care for their older parents (Chuang 2009). Some Chinese adults in the
United States, however, do not feel responsible for the care of their older parents.
Thanks to improvement of the overall economic environment in their countries of
origin, many aging parents are now able to support themselves financially rather
than relyling on their adult children. In addition, adult children are influenced by
Western individualistic ideas of family practices and no longer consider providing
care for their parents an obligation. Although filial piety and family connections are
still emphasized, actual practices of filial piety have become more diverse and
personalized in the United States. This means that adult children may show their
appreciation and respect for their older parents in nontraditional ways, such as
through phone calls or gifts rather than visits (van Willigen and Lewis 2006).
Factors such as an individual’s gender, self-reported health, availability of other
family members, his or her familial relationships, and overall familial and relational
history influence who is providing care to elderly parents. Chinese grandparents,
though, continue to offer assistance to their adult children’s households and view it
as a way to enjoy family happiness, maintain emotional closeness, and nurture a
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stronger sense of filial obligation in the family. Most Chinese grandparents in the
United States report a noninterference rather than a directive style of engagement as
grandparents, a departure from the traditional pattern that is based on strong hier-
archical traditions (Nagata et al. 2010).

This chapter explores contemporary Chinese family dynamics between grand-
parents and their adult children in the United States. Our findings are based on
interviews with nine Chinese families residing in the United States. Families’
stories surrounding their perceived changes in power dynamics, intergenerational
relationships, and boundaries across individualism and independence are explored.
Furthermore, by adopting the concept of grandparents’ “involvement” and
“family-defined” parenting participation, we show how Chinese families interact
when viewed through a culturally responsive lens. This lens provides insights into
the collision of collectivism and individualistic traditions associated with families in
the United States.

Method

The epistomological, theoretical, and methodological foundations of this study are
found in social constructionism, narrative theory, and ethnography. We conducted
semi-structured interviews using open-ended questions with Chinese grandparents
and their adult children who were originally from Mainland China (7 families) or
Taiwan (2 families) and who lived in a southern region of the United States. Each
family consisted of members from three generations (i.e., at least one grandparent,
one parent, and one grandchild). Grandparents and parents were interviewed sepa-
rately, using each participant’s choice of Mandarin or English. Participants’ accul-
turation levels varied. In general, parents were more acculturated than grandparents.
Some grandparents spoke fluent English and were familiar with American customs,
food, and ways of living, while others barely spoke any English and socialized only
with people who spoke the same language. Analysis followed a pathway of open
coding, focused coding, thematic development, and conceptually clustered matrices.

Parenting and Grand-parenting Involvement

Stories from both generations describe the grandparents’ types and degree of
involvement in their adult children’s parenting practices. Family stories often begin
with the younger parents’ needs for childcare and household assistance in the
United States. Extended family members, including grandparents from the other
parent’s side, discuss ways to fulfill the adult children’s childcare needs and
determine types of involvement in supportive practices. Influences of culture of
origin, familial relationships, and local communities are found in family members’
narratives.
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How Did the Grandparents Get Here?

Most of the Chinese parents are first-generation or 1.5-generation immigrants,
young professionals, and full-time workers. They spoke English well and were
familiar with American ways of living. However, they juggle job demands,
childcare, and adjustment to a foreign country, and are in need of someone trust-
worthy to help with household chores, childcare, and emotional support and
decision-making. One father (Li) said that he works full time and that “operating
under another language is challenging… When I get home, I am exhausted and
don’t have any energy left for a crying child or a full load of dirty laundry. My wife
and I [could] really use some help from my mom.” Many parents prefer someone in
the family who understands Chinese culture and who values family. They view
assistance from grandparents as economical, trustworthy, and, more importantly,
culturally and linguistically appropriate. Parents mention that their children learn
Chinese languages (e.g., Mandarin or other dialects) and cultural norms from
grandparents. Moreover, involving grandparents creates more family time and
strengthens closeness among family members.

The four-two-one family structure of China that focuses more on the younger
generation’s needs often facilitates a negotiation process for answering younger
parents’ requests for help from the older generation. Modern families from Taiwan
with one or two children have shared this tendency too. Often grandparents from
both the mother’s and father’s sides expressed their willingness to help. This is
consistent with the work by Shwalb et al. (2004) and Chuang (2009). A collective
negotiation ensued and it established who, and in what order, grandparents would
travel to the United States to provide help to their adult children. Similar to findings
by Nagata et al. (2010), this decision depends on the health condition, work
demands, and residential areas of the grandparents. An additional complication can
arise because of limits on the length of time a grandparent may legally remain in the
United States due to visa restrictions. Grandparents often chose to take turns so they
could both respect the legal limits of their stay and extend and maximize the support
they provide to their children’s generation.

Grandparents’ Involvement in Parenting Practices

Both grandparents’ and their adult children’s narratives revealed a great level of
positive and supportive grandparent involvement in parenting practices in the
United States. No one described grandparents’ involvement as negative or inter-
fering. However, the forms of parenting involvement varied from family to family.

Due to the various contextual and societal shifts, Chinese families residing in the
United States are deviating slowly from traditional social norms. Instead of
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following these traditional expectations, such as a more rigid practice of filial piety
and the assumption that grandparents hold absolute power when it comes to raising
the grandchildren, families now formulate different definitions about the “right
amount” of parenting participation from grandparents. The right amount can
include offering direct childcare to the grandchildren, emotional support and
decision-making aid to the younger parents, meal preparation, and chore assistance
to the whole family. These findings confirm systemic assumptions of nonlinear
relationships between family members, and they imply multiple (direct and indirect)
ways of connecting and providing support. Chinese grandparents do not only
provide direct care to the grandchildren but also support the parenting systems (i.e.,
the younger parents) and their families as whole units. One mother, Sun, described
multiple ways her mother helped support her and her growing family. She said:

There is a lot housework you have to do every day. My mom gets up 6 o’clock every
morning and makes breakfast for us. After that she dresses my daughter for school when I
do my yoga of the day… When I am out for work, she does the laundry, cleans the house,
and prepares for dinner… When my daughter gets home, she plays with her and takes her
out for a walk. After that, she bathes my daughter and feeds her….

Most grandparents offered help within but not outside their households. For
example, they wash laundry but rarely talk to their grandchildren’s teachers.
Possibly because of language difficulties or unfamiliarity with the local systems,
grandparents tend to not interact with personnel from their grandchildren’s school
systems or medical providers. In addition, when interacting with grandchildren,
most grandparents demonstrate a nondirective style, which differs from traditional
values that focus on grandparents’ absolute power in the household, (Nagata et al.
2010). For example, Grandmother Zhao deferred to the parents’ authority and said,
“They are the parents. They have the responsibilities to teach them [the grand-
children] and to discipline. We are the grandparents. We play with them.”
Grandmother Chou made a similar point, saying, “I would be crossing the line if I
discipline [my grandson]. She [the parent] is the mother. It is her responsibility.”
Grandparents respect the parenting decisions their adult children make and only
give advice when asked. They express their opinions openly but refrain from
enforcing them. Grandmother Feng noted this change from traditional elder-centric
intergenerational relationships. She said, “The time is so different. Things are dif-
ferent from where I was raised. My daughter grows up here and knows more about
the system… She went to college here. She has her own way of parenting, a more
Americanized way.” Like her, other Chinese grandparents view the difference
between generations regarding parenting as associated with changes across time and
the influence of Western individualism and education.

Grandparents often talk about various issues encountered by their adult children
and offer listening, empathy, and insights. Topics discussed include parenting
differences in Mainland China, Taiwan, and the United States, across both gener-
ational and cultural axes. Their conversations also include daily life challenges,
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such as difficulty finding a job, places to eat authentic Asian food, or how to buy a
good house in a nice school district. The actions of the grandparents, such as food
preparation and helping with house chores, are instrumentally supportive, while
conversations are emotionally supportive of the young couples’ decision-making.
The combination of instrumental and emotional support from the grandparents to
the parents relieves some of the cultural and environmental stress felt by the adult
children. It also indirectly improves adult children’s parenting practices in the
United States.

Instrumental and emotional assistance given from the older generation to the
younger generation is counter to the traditional practice of filial piety, in which
younger family members serve and provide emotional and instrumental support to
their elders. However, many young couples feel comfortable with their older par-
ents’ assistance and are appreciative of them. They make efforts to repay or reward
their older parents with sightseeing or shopping, making sure they feel cared for and
valued in return. Father Wang described how he and his wife recognized the
sacrifice of his mother and compensated her efforts by taking her out for sightseeing
trips. He said, “It was not easy for her to make it here,” and he wanted to show his
gratitude. Similarly, Mother Chien shared, “I got my father-in-law some electronic
devices he likes. I took him out for shopping and we compared product details and
prices together. I always seek to get something he likes.”

Coping as a family in a foreign country. Grandparents and their adult children
constantly emphasize the value of family togetherness and highlight the strengths of
each family member. Instead of focusing on their stresses and problems, they chose
to underscore their daily life coping strategies as individuals (grandparents and
parents) and as a collective family. Childcare and household assistance needs of the
younger parents are often viewed as family issues instead of individual issues.
Grandfather Zhao exemplifies how the collectivist view overshadows individual
needs. He said of his son, “He [the adult child] needs me and I am here.” Both
grandparents and parents cherish the contributions they make to one another, with
parents attributing their parenting success or their children’s achievements directly
to the grandparents’ involvement. One mother (Chien) described the role her
mother played in her young daughter’s success:

Our life here is hard. We need a lot of help. That is why my mom is here. We are so happy
that she is here. Yu [my daughter] won a painting trophy last month. It is because of my
mom’s help that Yu and I can survive here.

Family togetherness is also communicated through food. In many Chinese
families, food is a way to connect with one another. By preparing and sharing food,
grandparents show their love and support for the younger couples in a nonverbal,
sacrificial way. Mother Chien described her family relationship using food as a
metaphor for closeness:

My in-laws devoted all of their hearts and efforts to my husband. Chinese parents are like that.
If there was only one thing left to eat in the household, they would give the food to the child
even though he/she is an adult now… Their family survived poverty but every time when I
visit their house, they offer me the best food they have instead of eating it themselves.
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Similarly, Grandmother Sun said in a soft voice with tears in her eyes, “As long
as he likes the food I cook. I will cook for him forever.” Her love for her adult child
and her grandchildren was well served in each dish she made.

As mentioned previously, grandparents and parents in this study embrace an
overall optimistic perspective and choose to focus on positive segments of
engagement. They rarely complain about their problems and stressors, instead
focusing on their strengths and their daily life coping strategies as individuals
(grandparents and parents) and as a collective family unit. Their stories about
challenges and how they overcome those challenges with effective family-centered
coping strategies reflect a cultural value of family cohesiveness carried through to
the next generation.

In summary, many Chinese grandparents play a supportive role in their adult
children’s parenting practices and provide household assistance in the United
States. Grandparents contribute to these multigenerational households by offering
direct childcare to the grandchildren, emotional support and decision-making aid to
the younger parents, or meal preparation and chore assistance to the whole family.
However, as mentioned earlier, the “right amount” of this grandparental involve-
ment is often negotiated among the family members and may vary widely from
family to family.

Recommendations for Therapists

A systemic and strengths-based approach is recommended when working with a
Chinese population involving grandparents, adult children, and their offspring.
Specifically, we recommend that therapists focus on relationally appropriate prac-
tices. Since a more family-involved lifestyle is expected in Chinese families, it
could be relationally appropriate to acknowledge intergenerational relationships by
inviting grandparents to sessions to better understand a Chinese family’s relation-
ship dynamics. Conversations with grandparents may give therapists more infor-
mation about the needs and challenges of the younger parents, as well as provide
the younger parents with insights about how to best acknowledge their parents’
participation and influence on their own parenting practices.

Cultural strengths provided by grandparents, similar to recommendations made
by Lee and Mock (2005) that address family members’ perceptions of social
changes, and how these cultural strengths and social changes influence intergen-
erational relationships, should be explored. Sample questions include: “What
support do you receive from extended family members? Do you think it is the ‘right
amount’? Why or why not?” “How does the economic change in China affect our
family in the United States?” “Do you think the economic change or one-child
policy influence how you parent your child/grandchild? Why or why not? What are
the influences?” However, when discussing the modern grandparents’ role and
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involvement in their adult children’s parenting, therapists must avoid preconcep-
tions or automatic imposition of static viewpoints. For instance, therapists should
not assume that every Chinese grandparent is happy to raise his or her grandchild,
or that all families are equally impacted by the social changes discussed herein or
respond to those changes in the same ways.

Focusing on the value of family and interpersonal harmony as a function and
goal of therapy could be achieved by inviting each family member to talk about his
or her views and perceptions of the cultural expectations for grandparents and
parents. It is equally important that therapists do not assume that every Chinese
family is under the same influence of these philosophical traditions emphasizing
harmony in interpersonal relationships. Moreover, to better serve this generation of
grandparents, we recommend mental health agencies actively seek out multilingual
therapists. Most Chinese grandparents whose first language is not English prefer
therapists who speak their language, such as Mandarin, Cantonese, or other dialects.

Finally, we suggest therapists remain attuned to the delivery of caring, under-
standing, and empathy in each session. Particularly, when engaging grandparents,
basic attending skills such nodding, smiling, and summarizing should be used
liberally. Therapists should consider a systemic view in order to be culturally
appropriate for comprehending different layers of interactions between family
subsystems (e.g., grandparents and parents, parents and grandchildren, grandparents
and grandchildren). Clinicians are encouraged to explore both individual stories and
relational and collective family narratives regarding parenting. We caution, how-
ever, that grandparents and parents from Mainland China and Taiwan are a
heterogeneous group. Knowledge presented in this chapter can serve as scaffolding
to therapists’ understanding of the general culture. Therapists should always be
aware of the individual differences associated with geographical locations, histor-
ical events, and environmental variances.
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Chapter 7
Balancing the Old and the New: The Case
of Second-Generation Filipino American
Women

Jennifer L. Del-Mundo and Karen Mui-Teng Quek

Second-generation Filipino American women face the stressful task of managing
the influences of two cultures, balancing the conflicting expectations and values of
Filipino culture and American culture simultaneously (Salam 2005). Finding a
balance between being “too ethnic” in the eyes of the dominant culture and being
“too American” in the eyes of their families and wider ethnic group can be difficult
and frustrating, impacting adjustment processes and identity development (Espiritu
and Wolf 2001; Nadal 2011).

The issue of identity among second-generation Filipino American women can be
better understood when examined from a historical perspective that considers the
relationship between the Philippines and the United States (Zhou and Xiong 2005).
Although the Philippines is considered part of the continent of Asia, Filipinos are
perhaps more dissimilar than similar to other Asian groups and cultures in a variety
of ways due to a long history of colonization by Spain and later by the United
States. Tuason et al. (2007) suggest that Filipinos are an atypical Asian subgroup
with variations within the culture that include differing values, traditions, language,
and physical appearance.

Beginning in the 1900s, Filipinos came to the United States in several waves to
study, work, and serve in the military. Despite often working in menial and
labor-intensive positions, Filipinos continued to glorify life in the United States
(Espiritu 1995). The Philippines was a U.S. colony for about fifty years, and
consequently, many Filipinos and Filipino Americans developed a colonial men-
tality, viewing themselves as “less than” relative to the dominant white American
group (David 2008). Researchers argued that this colonial mentality is common for
many Filipinos and negatively impacts their ethnic identity and ultimately, their
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mental health (David and Okazaki 2006). Relatedly, the history of Filipino immi-
gration to the United States is embedded with incidents of discrimination. This
discrimination, and the associated devaluation of Filipino culture, has important
implications for current Filipino American women and how they perceive them-
selves and their culture (Espiritu and Wolf 2001).

Second-Generation Filipino American Women

Literature regarding the position of Filipino American women in society is
conflicting. Women’s gender roles are described as either egalitarian or patriarchal
(Agbayani-Siewert and Jones 1997). This may be due to the fact that prior to
Spanish occupation of the Philippines, Filipino culture and society were matrilineal.
However, after Spanish influence took hold of Filipino natives, concepts related to
machismo and the patriarchal religion of Catholicism were incorporated into
Filipino culture (Enrile and Agbayani 2007).

Family role expectations continue to be confusing and challenging for Filipino
American women because successful first-generation Filipino female workers who
migrated overseas tend to enact gendered scripts prevalent in the Philippines (Paul
2015). As these female migrants continue their traditional supporting duties as
daughters, wives, sisters and/or mothers, their gender-role modeling has created an
expectation for daughters to behave according to more conservative gender roles
(Enrile and Agbayani 2007).

Therefore, it is important to understand the experience of women of Filipino
descent, as their intersecting gender and cultural contexts can potentially influence
their interpretation of gender and ethnic identity and their understanding of roles in
varying ways (Heras 2007). In this chapter, we (Jennifer and Karen) aim to
understand how second-generation Filipina Americans’ views of women and
gender roles affect their identity construction. Jennifer is a second-generation
Filipino American woman who finds it difficult to strike a balance between both
cultures, specifically, the Filipino culture of her home life and the American culture
of her social life. Karen is Singapore-born Chinese woman who teaches in a couple
and family therapy program in the United States. This chapter is based on Jennifer’s
original study that Karen supervised.

Study Design

We used a qualitative phenomenological design to allow the women to share their
contemporary and lived experiences related to adjustment and perceptions of self
and ethnicity, as well as stories of marginalization that may impact their overall
sense of who they are and the world they live in. All 19 American-born Filipinas
were born in Southern California. Their ages ranged between 18 and 35 years old
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with an average of 27 years. Twelve were married. Of the 19 participants, three
were in college, one held an associate’s degree, 13 had bachelor’s degrees, and two
had master’s degrees. Those who worked held white-collar jobs. Only two of the
participants were able to speak Tagalog in addition to English. All of the partici-
pants’ parents immigrated to the United States between the 1960s and the 1980s.

Conflict in Gender Roles and Identity

All second-generation Filipino American women in this study experienced gender
marginalization. They seemed to receive the shorter end of the stick in life because
they were not spared from second-class treatment based on their status as females.
Many expectations were imposed on them. Their stories describe dissonance around
gender roles and identity. On one hand, they were expected to fulfill traditional
gender roles, such as having a family, being obedient to their parents, and com-
pleting domestic tasks. On the other hand, they were to simultaneously fulfill
contemporary Western female roles, such as obtaining a good education, having a
successful career, and making money. One of the participants, Kathleen, summed
up the general sentiment: “You don’t date anyone until you finish school. You don’t
have sex until you’re married. Everything has to be in perfect order: school, then
boyfriend, then you get married, then have kids.”

Traditional Gendered Female Roles

Even though other researchers have suggested that Filipino Americans held both
egalitarian and conservative attitudes toward gender roles (Agbayani-Siewert 2004;
Enrile and Agbayani 2007), nearly all participants reported that they were expected
to provide attention associated with their gendered responsibilities, i.e., accepting a
domestic role as their central identity. It seems that holding an egalitarian attitude is
not tantamount to practical gender equality in their day-to-day responsibilities.
Almost all women identified “making family your top priority” as an important
expectation in Filipino culture. Many of them were raised in close-knit families and
had a sense of duty to them. Parents instill the message that as adults, women are
expected to extend this sense of duty to their own families and extended families.

Family matters: The imperatives of the gender structure largely determine that
women are the custodians of family relationships (Philpot et al. 1997). In other
words, women are strongly socialized to prioritize relationships and tend to orga-
nize their lives around family social events. Many participants remembered their
parents requiring them to have meals together as a family every night. During these
times, no one was supposed to focus on anything else except interacting with one
another. Katie stated “You’re supposed to be spending time, like talking about your
day. It’s really important to wait for each other, even if someone comes home late.”
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Danielle had a similar experience and remembered that she would even have to
refuse going out with friends or social events if it interfered with her family’s
mealtimes. They learned these lessons at a young age. Emily’s interactions with her
family extended beyond mealtimes. She remembered having large family parties
nearly every weekend. Family gatherings seemed boisterous, as she recalled people
drinking, playing mahjong and poker, and listening to music. Regarding the family
relations, she states:

Growing up, no matter what age… I’m always doing things with family. I’m always
choosing to do things with family, like celebrate my birthday with my family… I’m always
hanging out with my mom.

As part of the expectation that they will be the custodians of family relationships,
women are expected to care for and respect their parents or elders. Maria stated that
respect for elders is an important Filipino value. For example, younger Filipinos are
expected to bow and touch their forehead to the back of an elder’s hand. This ritual,
called mano po, expresses respect for the elder, asks for the elder’s blessing, and
honors the elder’s wisdom and life experience. Besides providing care for elderly
family members, Faith noticed that Filipinos expect younger Filipinas to exhibit
respect toward any Filipino who is older than them. One way younger members of
the Filipino community convey this respect is by utilizing terms such as manang
(older sister), manong (older brother), ate (older sister), or kuya (older brother). On
the one hand, United States-born Filipino women seem to be returning to the core
cultural values of their parents and they “do not follow the typical acculturation
framework wherein the longer a group is in the host country the more acculturated
they become” (Ernile and Agbayani 2007, p.1). On the other hand, as young Filipino
females, their experiences are not independent of social positions like age, culture,
and gender. In fact, intersection between age and gender within the Filipino cultural
context places these participants as social capital to perpetuate and maintain their
cultural norms. Even though they embody traditional ideals and behaviors, social
networks of respecting and caring people add to quality of life and familial bonding.

Be pretty and marry a good husband: Filipino American women have been
raised to embrace a strong sense of obligation to their immediate families. One
familial expectation is to be beautiful and be married, as their identity depends on
whether they can get married and whether they can have children. Therefore, they
report pressure to maintain their appearances well so that they can attract a husband
and subsequently start their own families. Growing up, Faith recalled how she was
often criticized and reprimanded if she did not keep up her appearance. She states

So there’s a concern if I get injured… as a result of getting injured, my physical appearance
would be diminished in some form. Any time I fell over and got a scar, I was criticized.
I needed to maintain a certain level of beauty in order to find a man. Pretty simple. As a
teenager, I had acne. My uncles would rub my forehead and say, “It’s like sandpaper.”…
Aunties who came to visit… the first words out of their mouths, “Oh my God! Look at you
now. You’re so fat… Do you never stop eating?… Tabachoy na! (She’s a fatty now!)”

Likewise, Emily shared that her aunt, who is a celebrity and actress in the
Philippines, often gives her advice about beauty. Emily, who prided herself on her
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athleticism, stated her aunt would tell her, “You look really good, but don’t forget
that men like their women soft… Be fit but not too fit because a guy likes his
woman feminine.”

Many of the participants were in agreement regarding which physical features
are usually associated with being Filipino: dark skin, almond-shaped eyes, short
stature, flat noses, and dark hair. Although these features simply describe the
general appearance of Filipinas, the participants seemed to equate these features
with unattractiveness. As a result, Samantha, Emily, and Sharon perceived them-
selves as less powerful and less influential because they viewed their appearances as
less attractive. They have absorbed subtle gender messages through various
socializing agents such as their parents and extended families.

Samantha shared that at the age of 4 or 5 years old, she remembered feeling
disappointed about her appearance: “I remembered being upset that I wasn’t
blonde… I had Barbie dolls with blonde hair, so I thought I was blonde.” She
recalled feeling confused and angry in that moment. Currently, she still appears to
hold white Americans as the standard of beauty. She thinks blondes are prettier, and
she feels “instantly jealous” when she sees a blonde person. She also equates being
Filipina with certain physical characteristics such as “tan, dark hair, short, and flat
face,” and she commented that Filipinas tend to have flat noses, a negative feature.
She recalls her mother and aunts pinching her nose as a child and commenting that
it is important to not have a flat nose. In addition, her mother and aunts ingrained in
her that Filipinas who appear mestiza (of mixed descent with European bloodlines),
with fairer and lighter skin tones, are considered the prettiest. Her mother cautioned
her to not play outside so that she would not become too dark. Despite these
comments, Samantha then stated that she believes every woman is beautiful and
that there should not be one standard of beauty. At the same time, she commented
that she hates how she looks due to her nose flattening when she smiles, and she
hates her “chubby” body shape and her face shape.

Be domesticated: Women in this study describe being taught feminine
domesticity. They are trained to catch a man with their beauty, and that to keep him,
they must be good with domestic chores. Within their own families, most women
continue their domestic roles and are responsible for caring of the children,
cooking, and cleaning. Maria noted the significance of these expectations as she
referenced these expectations twice in the interview: “As for other expectations,
marry a good husband, make sure he is Filipino, be a good mom, know how to
cook… all the domestic kind of things.” Later she repeated again: “There are
definitely a good number of [Filipino] families that expect their daughters to marry
a good husband, be the perfect wife, and know all the domestic chores, cook good
food, cook good Filipino food.” Emily shared a similar experience. She asserted

You better learn how to cook, and you better clean without complaining… I have two new
friends that are Filipino, and they cannot cook or boil water. I find that so weird. I’m like,
“But you’re Filipina. You should know. What did your mom do? Nothing?” I grew up with
my mom telling me to be the homemaker but also have a career… the best of both worlds.
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Daughters in second-class position: Enrile and Agbayani (2007) stated that
Filipino women are viewed as inferior to Filipino men due to machismo and
marianismo values. Marianismo is associated with the ideal of true femininity that
women are supposed to live up to—i.e., being modest, morally upright, and sex-
ually pure until marriage—and then being faithful and subordinate to their hus-
bands. As such, parents from South and East Asian countries generally prefer sons
to daughters. Raley and Bianchi (2006) pointed out that parents tend “to invest
more resources in their sons, disproportionately abort female fetuses and sometimes
resort to female infanticide.” In this gendered context, daughters are expected to
behave submissively to males in public, and are not always allowed the same
privileges as their male siblings. In order to fulfill these centuries-old expectations,
these Filipino American women are often perpetual second-class citizens in their
own households. They are devalued and face marginalization in their home settings
in contrast to male siblings.

As a female abiding by marianismo traditions, Sharon was expected to not have
a boyfriend until she was at least eighteen years old. Further, she was required to
help with household chores, behave respectfully, refrain from back talk, obey her
parents, remain quiet, and be a doting daughter. She remembered how her father
would wake her up early on the weekends so that she could clean the house,
vacuum, do the laundry, wash the dishes, and put away objects before being
allowed to engage in fun activities, while her brother played video games.
Similarly, in Maria’s family, her brother was treated differently than her and her
half-sister. Even though Maria has a higher GPA than her brother, she was still
expected to do more household chores than her brother. Further, her parents were
less strict with him, affording him more freedom in terms of socializing and dating.
When Maria expressed her anger about the unfairness to her mother, she replied
“He’s a guy.” Likewise, Cathy noticed that her father continues to exhibit prefer-
ential treatment toward males during family parties. At those gatherings, she
observed that her father offered beers only to the males but never offered Cathy a
beer, despite Cathy was of legal drinking age. Her father’s behavior made her
question her worth. She thought “We’re not good enough to have a beer? You don’t
think we can enjoy that kind of stuff?”

Contemporary female roles. In the past, many women had painfully given up
their career dreams and higher education for feminine domesticity. But these
contemporary Filipino American women were expected to obtain a higher educa-
tion, perform well academically, and establish a successful career. For example, at
thirty years old, Jessie’s parents continue to push her to study and pass her nursing
board exams. This is true of Maria’s life as well. Like Jessie, her mother expected
her to become a nurse and obtain high grades in school. Maria admitted that she has
internalized this pressure to excel academically, characterizing herself as
self-motivated and internally pressured to perform well in school.

Joanne, Kathleen, and Faith noted that in their experience, attending college is
the minimum academic expectation for Filipino American women. Faith explained
that attending college was never an uncertainty or a question but rather a reality that
she was required to complete. Immigrant Filipino parents tend to drive their
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second-generation Filipino daughters to overachieve relative to the median level of
education for most Americans. Such a high academic bar is set for these women.
Indeed, this standard was met by many of the participants. The expectation of
attainment of higher education that eventually led to gainful employment signifies a
departure from traditional cultural values and is consistent with shifting expecta-
tions about Filipino daughters’ roles in the family.

Further, most of the participants established professional careers. For example,
their jobs include teacher, photographer and business owner, therapist, registered
nurse, social worker, marketing manager, and financial aid counselor. Besides
trying to aim high academically, it seems that Filipino American women are
expected to be gainfully employed. Katie recalled that she saw these same values
reflected in her own mother’s behaviors. She characterizes her mother as an “in-
dependent woman” who stressed to Katie that America is full of opportunities for
her to excel. Katie’s mother reminded her:

… to make something out of myself, whether it be a nurse or a doctor… Anyway, she was
always hinting toward making a lot of money as an independent woman… As long as we
have our own means of living and we’re successful, and we love what we do, I think that’s
all she really wanted.

The expectation of academic success described as a stepping-stone to a better future
with a good career and financial independence. Second-generation Filipino
American women in this study expect to take on multiple roles. It is unclear
whether some women would find this to be empowering, but Lynn perceived this as
a burden. She stated

When it comes to roles—even if you work—you’re the housewife. You’re the one always
cleaning, doing everybody’s laundry, and taking care of the kids… We’re taken for granted
for all the things that we do… It’s just expected.

Like the expectation of having at least a college education, it seemed like the
multiple roles held by Filipino American women stem from expectations of their
family units and the Filipino community, and represent a minimum standard. Rather
than recognizing how remarkable it is that these women function in their multiple
roles, they are taken for granted and seen as ordinary, fulfilling only the minimum
expectation. There is little fair exchange of household labor, even when these
women bring money to the table.

Faith shared a similar experience regarding multiple roles: “We are strong
because we can endure a lot…We take on the cooking and the cleaning…We bring
the money at the same time, and stay on top of it to make sure our kids are not getting
into things they’re not supposed to be getting into… and then as a female, we have
the added pressures to maintain our appearance… the dispersal of responsibility
domestically does weigh heavily on the female more… almost always.”

In the workplace and in other social settings, participants reported that they were
also marginalized as females. Laura recalled that she was exposed to various insults
and put-downs related to being female in professional settings. She recalled her
male friends and male coworkers teasing her for being a “girl.” During an internship
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at a social service agency, many male interns did not take her seriously and
assumed she did not know much about videogames because she is female. Katie
co-owns a photography business with her fiancé and feels devalued as a female in
this joint venture, as only his name is included in the business name. Furthermore,
when they have worked on various assignments, their clients assumed she is her
fiancé’s assistant. She also noticed that when she sends out e-mails with her sig-
nature, clients often reply by addressing their e-mails to her fiancé. Despite their
website explaining that they work as a team, she said that clients often contacted her
fiancé for inquiries and business needs. Working with her fiancé and the consequent
reactions of clients have caused her to feel cast aside and dismissed as a woman. As
a result, she felt the pressure to work harder and win more awards to obtain the
same amount of recognition in the photography business as her male fiancé.

The Balancing Act: Gendered and Contemporary Roles

Through our interviews and analysis, we began to realize that second-generation
American Filipinas, who are expected to assume both traditional and contemporary
roles, suffer from several role issues. They suffer from role overload because on a
day-to-day basis they shoulder multiple burdens of performing well at their outside
jobs and be fully responsible at home. Hochschild (1989) used the term “second
shift” to describe women who continue to be fully responsible at home after work
outside the home. It is not uncommon for many of them to have serious problems
involving physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion. Besides that, the demands of
old and new values are in direct conflict with each other because the behaviors and
attitudes expected in a work environment may be starkly different from the
behaviors and attitudes at home. Thus these different sets of role requirements, very
often at odd with each other, create role conflicts. In role overload, these women
have to juggle and balance a multitude of responsibilities. In role conflict, they have
to split themselves in two to do their jobs correctly.

It has been suggested that even though society is advancing, gender issues and
bias are alive and well today (Risman 1998; Tichenor 2005; England 2010).
Furthermore, machismo, an ideology that supports male dominance, was strongly
encouraged during Spanish colonization has had a profound impact on gender
attitudes toward Filipino women (Mananzan 1987). Historical, gender, cultural, and
social structures continue to shape the identities of these women on individual,
familial, and social levels. On one hand, they are expected to value family, be
obedient to elders, maintain appearances, and complete domestic tasks. On the other
hand, they are expected to excel academically, go to college, and develop suc-
cessful careers. These expectations seem to coincide with the research of Enrile and
Agbayani (2007), who noted that the gender roles of Filipino women are often
conflicting, vacillating between egalitarian and patriarchal. It is often so ingrained
in them that they do not recognize it. Instead, the participants eagerly took on more
tasks at home and in the workplace simultaneously. With these multiple roles came
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multiple demands, but they seemed resigned to the fact that this is what they needed
to do. They appeared to rationalize their assumption of multiple roles by stating that
it was simply expected and quite normal to them to perform the gendered division
of labor at home as well as to provide financial security for the family.

As daughters in Filipino households, they experienced being devalued because
males are more valued than females. Additionally, Filipina Americans emphasized
the value of female beauty. Some participants verbalized that it was preferred to
have fair skin, an exotic mestiza look, elevated noses, and lighter eyes. Bulloch
(2013) recognized that as a result of a long history of being colonized by the West,
Filipinas tend to negatively compare their appearances against white Americans and
believe that fairer skin is associated with higher socioeconomic status. While men
are not held to the same standard, the gendered message Filipinas receive is to
pursue beauty so that they can attract a husband. Expectations about appearance
further reinforce an identity of inferiority among these women, as they are con-
stantly bombarded with messages of not being beautiful enough.

Espiritu and Wolf (2001) found that Filipino Americans tend to have decreased
self-esteem despite functioning seemingly well in terms of academics, work, and
family. This seems to coincide with the experiences of this study’s participants. The
expectation to excel in all areas of life seems to be deeply ingrained in their
identities as women. They seem to place value on themselves within the context of
the success of their family relationships and are driven to achieve in order to sustain
their families. Therefore, verbalizing protest or disagreement would reflect weak-
ness as well as diminish a large part of their identities. As such, many of them may
be suffering alone and in silence.

In summary, the female Filipino American participants in this study were born
into and lived through a world of dissonant messages in terms of their cultural and
gender identities. Many faced marginalization, criticism, messages of inferiority,
and harsh expectations that have impacted their sense of self. Despite all of these
experiences, they seem to have fulfilled their parents’ dreams and expectations of
living a life of opportunity in America. In some way, they have been able to
navigate their incongruent and marginalizing experiences by adapting to both their
dissonant internal and external worlds. None of these women may ever admit it, but
they truly are quite exceptional.

Aiding Change: Strategies for Clinical Practice

Without exception, participants in this study experienced some form of marginal-
ization due to their cultural backgrounds as a Filipina and a woman. Consequently,
clinicians need to be aware of this phenomenon and take this into consideration
when working with this population. Specifically, it may be helpful for assessment
questions to focus on family immigration stories and cultural self-labels. Direct and
specific questioning about how experiences associated with marginalization have
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impacted Filipino American clients’ lives, self-concept, and behaviors may be
helpful.

Another important area for clinical consideration is the multiple roles and
expectations that many Filipino American women endure. Traditional models of
being a woman are no longer the standard for this group, as many of them are
required to function in many roles in the workplace, school, and family. The
intersections of these multiple roles are likely to contribute to their general emotional
and psychosocial functioning. Given that they have been socialized to view their
multiple roles as normal rather than anything exceptional, they may not necessarily
disclose in treatment that this is a source of stress for them. Clinicians need to be
aware that these women may downplay or minimize their levels of distress.
Additionally, Filipino American women may be unlikely to verbalize discomfort or
feelings of being overwhelmed. Thus, it is important to screen for depression;
symptoms may not be apparent, since they may present as rather high functioning.
Strength-based models of therapy may be helpful to these high-achieving women
who do not necessarily see their accomplishments for what they truly are. Looking at
these issues through a gender lens and within the context of their relationships can
help increase a clinician’s understanding of their experiences.

Regarding interventions, clinicians should be mindful and careful in challenging
dissonant thoughts and behaviors. Seemingly unhealthy fluctuations in
self-perception and relationships, as well as inconsistent behaviors, may have an
adaptive function for Filipino American women. In some cases, these dissonances
allow them to be flexible, live in multiple worlds, and navigate the incongruent
experiences that led to their internal dissonance in the first place. It may be helpful
for clinicians to increase awareness of the conflicting messages derived from their
experiences and contexts. Clinicians can also help these women reframe their
seemingly incongruent behaviors and thoughts as adaptive and resilient, while also
helping them recognize the unequal burdens they carry. It may be helpful for
clinicians to normalize the need to have multiple identities, given their dissonant
experiences and exposure to discrimination. Clinicians can work with these women
to reinforce a positive narrative that supports their own constructions of gender
identity within their cultural context. Therefore, taking a gender-equity perspective
that considers how these women want to enact their multiple identities necessitates
interventions targeted at empowering them to level their playing field.
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Chapter 8
Cultural Transmission to Cultural
Transformation: The Case
of Contemporary Chinese Americans
in a Faith-Based Community

Peter C. Lim

“We are more American and feel that we should be able to make our own decisions… we
should be respected. We are not kids anymore. [But in our faith community]…we are
treated less than that or perceived as less than that, even though we have our own kids who
are high schoolers.” – the voice of a frustrated American born Chinese.

Every faith community has a cultural script. Understandably the Chinese church
in America functions as a community of shared cultural beliefs and behaviors set
apart from the American culture (Jeung 2005; Yang 1999). Historically its existence
came about because language and cultural barriers prevented Chinese immigrants
from assimilating into the dominant Anglo church. Coping with decades of intense
immigration discrimination also encouraged the Chinese faith community cling to
its ethnic identity (Alumkal 2003). Fear of cultural attrition due to assimilation
intensifies the role of the Chinese church as the preserver and transmitter of its
communal ethnic identity to the American-born generations. In choosing cultural
transmission over cultural transformation, the Chinese church is socially wired to
operate as an extended family system through its relational dynamics patterned after
the Confucian hierarchy to support the cultural identity retention process. More than
two decades after Helen Lee’s seminal and provocative article (Lee 1996), “The
Silent Exodus,” generations of American-born Chinese continue to flee from their
immigrant parents’ church to escape this cultural entrapment.

Several ethnographic studies of Chinese Christians suggest that the ABC gener-
ation in the Chinese church often feels caught between two cultures (Jeung 2005; Cha
et al. 2006; Yang 1999). These works focused on the role of the ethnic immigrant and
Asian American churches and the challenges they faced in the identity construction of
the American-born generation. What seems lacking is the understanding of the
Chinese faith-based community as a system with family ties that can bind the healthy
construction of the identity of the American-born generation. In this chapter, I
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examine how the cultural tug-of-war between generations can be the space in which
both generations become mutually enriching and empowering if they are willing to
co-construct new ways of relating, learning, and leading. In family therapy, these
hoped-for-solutions require members from each generation to collaborate and to
avoid cut-offs (Friedman 1985).

I am a freelance church missional health consultant and strategist based in
Southern California. I have invested many years studying and engaging
American-born Chinese in their faith journey. Using participant observation as a
methodology for this project, I participated actively in the activities of Chinese
American churches for more than 15 years. Since the Chinese church is well known
for assumptions and unspoken rules inherent in its Chinese way of doing things, I
am interested in discovering the social construction of reality as experienced by
American-born Chinese (ABCs) in the Chinese church. I am hopeful that family
therapists will be informed about the relational issues within the Chinese faith
community and be adept at translating this knowledge into cultural competent
systemic therapy for Chinese Americans.

Method

This chapter is part of my doctoral dissertation that embraces a participatory
observation approach to give voice to the disenfranchised ABC generation and to
provide insights that may help to prevent their continued flight from the Christian
faith community. Additionally, family therapists become clearer about assumptions
that undergird Chinese family and their faith communities. These assumptions are
translated into family therapy concepts (multigenerational transmission process,
family projection process, togetherness, and separation) which unless recognized
and corrected, produce generation after generation of similar familial patterns.

Thirty-five American-born Chinese whose ages range between 21 and 35 par-
ticipated in one-on-one interviews. In total, 27 Chinese churches completed surveys
consisted of general information to capture the demographic composition of the
participant’s church and the participant’s cultural identity and motivations for
staying in or leaving the Chinese faith community.

Findings

Based on the analyses from the interviews and church surveys, it is evident that
there is more reality to the stereotypical contentious generational relationships in
the Chinese church. On one hand, the competition for cultural allegiance to preserve
their Chinese identity often exacts a big emotional toll as the American-born
Chinese navigates between and betwixt their bicultural identities. On the other
hand, generational tensions can be more benign and less conflictual when the
strength of family ties is used to build and not to bind generational relationships.
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Chinese Faith-Based Community as a Strong-Group
Surrogate Family

Analysis concurs with Friedman’s seminal work (1985), Generation to Generation,
that illuminates how relational dynamics in this type of faith community mirror the
emotional processes of the families that make up the church itself. From an
observation of the groups within the Chinese churches in this study, the Chinese
faith community is not only made up of families and focused on families, it is run
like a big, extended family with multiple generations under one roof. This parallels
the traditional definition of a Chinese family that includes a wide network of
kinship (Guo 1995). In traditional Chinese families, the children are not raised
solely by their parents, but are cared for by a wide range of related adults, such as
grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins, and even wet nurses. Likewise, as a family
system, the Chinese faith community is a complex organization with multigener-
ational and multicultural components.

Most interviewees report they find the hierarchical structure within the faith
community stifling. Tony, an ABC from a Chinese Church in CA, remarked “When
we fail to follow the structure, not only have I failed, but I am a failure.” Most
remark that they saddled with the moral obligations of compliance because of their
generational status in the family system of a Chinese church. This parent–child
dynamic, coupled with the “interesting integration of Confucianism and
Christianity,” helps the church “become an institutional base for passing on
transformed Confucian values to younger generations” (Yang 1999, p. 51). This
faith community acts as a living cultural repository for the American-born gener-
ation. The cultural conformity focuses on external behavior change by enforcing
cultural rules and norms, spoken and unspoken.

Preserving Chinese Cultural Tradition

Most interviewees express frustration as they perceive the immigrant generation as
stubbornly clinging to traditions of their country of origin, traditions that they
themselves are not naturally drawn to inherit or preserve. Besides operating the
church community like an extended family, many interviewees also share about
cultural preservation from the Confucian and Christian teachings. For instance, in
church they learn about the fifth of the Ten Commandments that provides a nuance
that relates honoring parents as an act of filial piety. The word honor is translated as
“孝 敬”(xiao jing) instead of simply as “尊敬” (zun jing). The latter means “re-
spect” and that is how most of the American-born generation will understand the
word “honor.” But the Chinese translation of Deuteronomy 5:16 demands honoring
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one’s parents as an act of filial piety since the word “孝” (xiao) means being filial.
In fact, the logogram of the Chinese character for filial piety, 孝(xiào), shows the
younger/older dichotomy with the character of an old man over a younger person.
This indicates how the Chinese virtue of filial piety is endorsed through the Bible.
This virtue depicts a relational dynamic that is clearly influenced by the age or rank
of the relational hierarchy, requiring the obeisance and respect of the younger
person toward the older. Conflict arises as both generations read the fifth com-
mandment from different cultural and generational lenses (Ge 1998).

There are tensions between the immigrant and the American-born Chinese when
one generation uses religious participation and the use of Christian teachings to
maintain their ethnic culture and social networks while the other generation finds it
burdensome to continue to uphold such traditions. The family system in the Chinese
church tends to reinforce the cultural expectations of the social obligations of
children toward parent, deference to opinions and wishes of parents over the
children’s desires. They do so by reconstructing the Confucian family values and
traditions through modifying the moral vocabulary from one of filial pieties to
religious discipleship. Consistent with findings in this study, Chen (2006) observed
that “Taiwanese parents used evangelical Christianity to reproduce some traditional
Taiwanese values by morally reframing these as acts of Christian discipleship rather
than using the Confucian vocabulary of family duty” (p. 575). Obedience to God
now provides the moral authority that parents have over their children. Christian
discipleship in the Chinese church frames the familial codes of parent–child rela-
tionship as one of personal choices—the choice one has in obeying God. Chris’
incendiary comment about the role of culture in his Chinese church illustrates this
frustration:

It is amazing that when you take the Chinese culture and combine it with the mid-west
conservative evangelical thought, you get a wonderful synergism. [I] am already feeling
insecure of my performance because of my parents who are pushing me to do better in
school … with the American dream that I am pursuing, and my parents wanting to see me
do better than they do. I have the pressure to be good Chinese children in our Chinese
sub-culture in the US… and that I don’t want to do anything that will shame the family or
create disharmony. … You put those things together you have the capacity to manipulate
people to love God and to follow the church.

Under such cultural script, the Chinese faith community duplicates the dominant
relationship of a parent–child dyad with the Confucian dictum that “parents are
always right” (Hsu 1981, p. 79). In this context, the English congregation com-
prising the American-born Chinese, many of whom are children of members in the
Chinese congregation, assumes the role of the child while the Chinese congregation
assumes the role of parental leadership and authority. While the filial obligation of
this parent–child dyad helps in the transmission of culture, the same relational
dynamic is often stifling for the identity development of the American-born gen-
eration. Here is what Joshua has to say about his Chinese church in Chicago:
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We are more American and feel that we should be able to make our own decisions… we
should be respected. We are not kids anymore. In fact, we are not your kids! We are not
related to you! … [But under the cultural script constructed] …as a whole the English
congregation comprising all the American born Chinese is related to the Chinese congre-
gation. We are being perceived as their kids. Sometimes you are just too old to feel like
that…to be someone’s kids. If you fight your way through and get connected with people,
then you are fine. If you don’t, there is a disconnect with the other aspects of your life. I am
well respected and honored at work but to be in the English Congregation where all the
American born Chinese come together, we are treated less than that or perceived as less
than that even though we have our own kids who are high schoolers.

Given this parent–child relational dynamic between the Chinese and English
congregations, the authoritarian and directive Chinese parenting style presents a real
challenge. Any perceived problem behavior from the American-born generation is
often thought to be due to a lack of discipline of the child. When the younger
generation tries to show autonomy in making decisions, acting like autonomous
Americans, it is often perceived as an attack on the immigrant generation. The latter
would view such attacks as cultural deviations of the younger generation and dislike
of their Chinese identity, while the former would think of it as their coming of age
process in independent decision-making. Self-reliance and autonomy are the
American hallmarks of identity formation (Hofstede 2001). Most participants
remark that the pressures of a strong-group culture just strike their generation as
restrictive, if not somewhat oppressive. And because of the deeply embedded
Confucian propriety of “saving face” to maintain respect for the older immigrant
generation, they often feel disempowered in the Chinese church community,
lacking a voice to make their own decision (Ge 1998). They are expected to “keep
quiet” or show deference to the older generation whenever there are differences. As
a result, participants from this study state that they are emotionally drained and
think that they do not have a voice. They are unsure about their identity formation
within the Chinese faith community.

In fact, the struggle for autonomy to develop their identity, especially when it
involves cultural deviations, is sometimes identified as a problem that necessitates
corrective and disciplinary actions. Typical behavior correction includes
shame-based and duty-bound compliance and submission to those in authority (i.e.,
the immigrant generation) to maintain harmony and achieve the greater good for the
community. On other occasions, the American-born generation is extolled to
practice the virtue of “eating bitterness,” (吃苦, chī kǔ), a Chinese virtue of
enduring hardship for the sake of character formation. This strategy is often used to
extract loyalty from the second-generation Chinese when they resist complying
with parental or the immigrant generation’s demands. This relational dynamic is
disempowering for the American-born Chinese. It isolates them as the problem to
be solved while leaving the unhealthy communal/family system that maintains the
tension between the generations intact.
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Chinese Identity in This Surrogate Family

The issue of personal identity is at the very heart of the generational tensions in the
Chinese church community. Performing as a surrogate family, the Chinese faith
community in the United States plays a powerful role in the retention and trans-
mission of their ethnic identity in their second-generation members while helping
the immigrant generation assimilate to life in the United States. For this reason, the
findings suggest that many Chinese families come to the Chinese Christian com-
munities of faith to enable their children to have an exposure to Chinese culture and
be connected with their Chinese American peers in the church (Alumkal 2003).
Chinese Christian parents often turn to these faith communities to make sure their
kids are “on the right track.” The expectations of the immigrant parents are often
centered on the identity formation of their children. They expect the faith com-
munity to help develop good Chinese Christians out of their children, with the
unspoken emphasis on being good Chinese. Often the interviewees report that the
immigrant generation tends to address such hopes in the language of spiritual
identity formation. Here is how Daniel, a second-generation Youth Pastor Intern in
a Chinese church, views his Chinese church as shaping the ABC generation to be
good Chinese more than being good Christians:

The pressure on the younger generation to be good Chinese Christians whose performance
in schools and vocational track in college … heavy expectations on youth, not just for
academic performance that their lives will look a certain way. I felt a tension between
parents and youths … sometimes what their parents want is not necessarily what their
youths want … what these Chinese parents want is for the youth group to serve as a
surrogate parent for some of these kids to help them to behave well and to keep them out of
trouble…make sure they are encouraged to do well in school … at times I felt that tension
because my priority is for discipleship and spiritual formation but they are interested in
that as a secondary goal; their primary goal would be “I want my kids to respect me, do
well in school, be obedient.” Sometimes I tell the parents that I am not your kids’ parents
(emphasis mine).

Preserving the Chinese ethnic identity is paramount to the immigrant generation.
The Chinese ethnic self is understood in one’s connectedness to a network of
familial and social relationships. This self-definition contrasts with the mainstream
American individualistic self in that the self in the dominant American society is
individuated, self-contained, and separate, being defined by clear boundaries from
others (Hofstede 2005). The Chinese ethnic self is more of an interdependent,
relational self (Kagititcibasi 2007). A Chinese individual typically subordinates
personal interests to group interests. To discover and develop the self-identity, one
needs to inquire into the interconnected nature of relationships and to uncover some
of the principles embedded in those relationships. Ge (1996) writes “self in the
Confucian sense is defined by a person’s surrounding relations, which often are
derived from kinship networks and supported by cultural values such as filial piety,
loyalty, dignity, and integrity (p. 83)” For example, Chinese often stress social
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interactions and describe themselves in terms of social roles. They often feel the
need to uphold culturally endorsed aspects of the self to gain positive appraisal by
others.

The relational tension heightens between the immigrant and the second gener-
ations due to one generation who wants to preserve the Chinese ethnic identity that
stresses the importance of the collective over the individual, while the
American-born generation wants to embrace the American cultural paradigm of
individualism. Instead of pitting autonomy against relatedness, it is better to rec-
ognize that autonomy and relatedness are both basic human needs (Knudson-Martin
1994). Any family context that satisfies and reinforces these two needs would be a
stronger family with individual members who develop strong individual identity
while remaining connected to the community. Given the construal of the Chinese
self, an individual’s identity involves multiple layers of relations with others, with
sensitivity to the hierarchical positions of these relationships. This paradigm cor-
responds with Kagitcibasi (2007)’s concept of the autonomous-related self, in
which she questions the claim that one has to separate in order to develop auton-
omy. Similarly, the biblical concept of self also endorses this idea of the devel-
opment of self-identity in relation to and in the context of a community. However,
for the Chinese faith community, balancing between togetherness and separation
with the goal of achieving an autonomous-related self is still a work in progress.

The importance of group interest and kinship connectedness in defining “self” in
the Chinese culture presents unique challenges. Confucian principles provide the
basis for organizational bureaucracy that calls for loyalty through submission and
conformity to group goals. The individuals are perceived as part of a network of
social relations, in which they find their own identities with reference to the
group. Individuals exist for the benefit of the group, and adopt group goals and
opinions. According to Triandis (1989), the self is considered to have three distinct
dimensions: private (what I think of myself), public (what other people think of
me), and collective (what specific groups of people think of me). The Chinese
conception of “big me” (大我, dà wǒ, the group) and “little me” (小我, xiǎo wǒ, the
individual) illustrates the subordination of the individual identity to the collective
identity. It is expected of the individual, the “little me” to make sacrifices to
complete the big me—牺牲小我, 成全大我 (xīshēng xiǎo wǒ, chéngquán dà wǒ).
Successful ethnic self-identity is measured by one’s ability and willingness to
maintain interdependence between the individual and the group, rather than by a
process of separation and individuation as conceptualized in Western psychological
theories.

The mainstream American concept of individualism is often frowned upon
because it appears to the immigrant generation as selfishness or self-centeredness—
an unnatural attempt to isolate the self from the group and to prioritize personal
interests over group interests. As a result, the Chinese church community typically
places stronger emphasis in maintaining togetherness and harmony. These concepts
tend to rank higher than autonomy and self-actualization needs of the individuals.
De-emphasizing the individual interest and the reinforcement for group harmony is
supported by the Chinese cultural traits of being reserved, restrained, and respectful
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(in a formal way); but being restricted in expressions of personal feelings and
opinions is the disempowerment of the ABC generation. In fostering a successful
relationship between the “big me” and the “little me,” the Chinese culture teaches
individuals to be concerned about how others will react or what others think so that
they can maintain face. If one does not fulfill expectations of the group on self, then
one loses face and therefore experiences shame and loses self-confidence. This is
both the contributing factor and outcome of the low differentiation in the relational
dynamics between generations in the Chinese faith community.

Implications

When cultural transmission is enabled by the embedded Chinese family systemic
values and dynamics in the faith community, it creates a stuckness between the
generations. Such relational dynamics is stifling to the American-born Chinese who
wants greater autonomy and self-expression. This stuckness makes the search for a
balance between generational relations in a bicultural Chinese church like a quixotic
quest. Whereas it is necessary for any individual to discover one’s identity in
relationship within a community, the group-centeredness of the Chinese faith
community presents challenges for American-born Chinese. Often the individual’s
identity is defined by the group goals and community-defined expectations. Success
or failure in life is measured by how well the individuals do in attaining these group
goals and community-defined expectations.

Neither social orientation of individualism nor collectivism is intrinsically good
or bad. The strong-group orientation of the Chinese faith community can be stifling
to the individuation process of the American-born generation. Locating the indi-
vidual in a relational system according to their rank, role and responsibility pres-
sures the American-born Chinese to conform culturally to the immigrant
generation. The Chinese faith community then teeters constantly on the edge of
generational tensions, and often maintains social harmony by enforcing the
authoritarian and paternalistic control of the immigrant generation. Under such
circumstances, the generational tension creates the kind of emotional anxiety that
ultimately hampers healthy identity development among the American-born gen-
eration. Unfortunately, many choose to leave such communities to find breathing
room for their development, but only to find themselves needing years of recovery
because they have only left physically and not emotionally.

Intervention requires a larger systemic change, i.e., developing a healthy family
system in the Chinese church that recognizes the need for balance between sepa-
rateness and togetherness. As Augsburger (1986) emphasized, the individual self
can only be defined and differentiated in the context of a relationship to a
group. Neither the Chinese faith community’s group-centeredness nor the
American-born Chinese’s search for individuality has to be sacrificed in the process
of defining self. Augsburger (1986) summed up this balance well:

86 P.C. Lim



The individual-in-community is the primary unit of humanness. …Humanness is
not individually defined, nor is it a description of all the uniqueness, variation, or
possibilities within community. … Persons, as individuals in their respective
communities, are irreducibly valuable, of unalterable worth, and are to be prized as
ends in themselves. Thus neither the community nor the individual is to be valued
above the other. Both find maturity in the balanced prizing and integration with
each other (p. 108).

The irony of striving harder to be a family to provide a safe space to transmit
culture is that it inadvertently builds emotional barriers and gridlocks that causes the
ABCs to resist being conformed to that culture. Instead, the Chinese faith com-
munity can provide a safe space that balances togetherness and separation in such a
way that the individuals among the American-born generation feel supported by the
community. Stripping the quintessential strong-group culture off its
“group-before-self” trademark will create emotional space for greater interdepen-
dence in the community. That in turn supports the individuals among the ABCs to
discover and develop their personal identity in the context of relationship with
significant others. When this happens, there is greater likelihood for members of the
younger generation to blend and integrate the opposing influences stemming from
the liminality of their bicultural identity into a more cohesive identity. In many
social situations, second-generation Chinese Americans will be defined by their
“Chinese-ness,” even in this era of multiculturalism. This identity is used as a tool
to define themselves in relation to others. Sometimes they are compelled to
demonstrate their Chinese cultural competence and authenticity even while they are
asserting their “American-ness.” If the challenges of transmitting the cultural her-
itage to the ABCs can be understood as bringing what is best about the past to
create what is promising for the future, the focus will be shifted from cultural
transmission to cultural transformation. This type of paradigm shift is the
second-order change in systemic therapy where change has happened in the rules
that govern the internal structure.

In clinical practice, therapists who work with the Chinese immigrant and
American-born generations need to connect with and validate them simultaneously.
Both individuals in differing generations have their own version of reality, which
causes a cultural collision. It will also be helpful to note that both generations share
the similar goal to reclaim community (ChenFeng et al. 2015). Therapists can help
them define and reclaim a new type of community that appropriated elements of
Chinese cultural traditions, various expressions of mainstream American culture
and biblical teachings. As both generations work on their shared future, they should
be encouraged to imagine creative ways in which they would like to realize their
preferred future. Both generations must understand that cultural differences can
provide richness and choice, and they are not “right” or “wrong” choices, nor are
they “good” or “bad” choices. Instead, they can creatively think of integrating
cultural traditions to create new “rituals” for both generations to share in the church,
embracing and celebrating the legacy of both cultures. At the same time, they can
maintain a flexibility to accommodate different interests and needs of each
sub-group by retaining appropriate traditional rituals where possible. It is necessary
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to be flexible and tolerant to find the best way of satisfying as many of the needs of
both generations as possible, whether separately or together. They should con-
centrate on important situations only, the ones that can create meaning to both
generations in the Chinese faith community.
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Chapter 9
Bicultural Identity as a Protective Factor
Among Southeast Asian American Youth
Who Have Witnessed Domestic Violence

Skultip (Jill) Sirikantraporn

Domestic Violence and Southeast Asian American Youth

Children and youth who are exposed to domestic violence (DV) often experience
mental, emotional, and social harms that can affect their developmental growth.
Exposure to DV may occur in the form of seeing the actual incidents of abuse
between the caregivers; hearing threats or fighting noises; observing the aftermath
of the violence (e.g., bruises, blood, broken objects); and being aware of the tension
and fear at home. Many youth experience guilt and engage in self-blame for the
abuse at home, for not being able to protect the abused caregiver, and/or for being
angry at one or both caregivers (National Crime Victimization Survey 2008).
Exposure to DV may then result in hopelessness, helplessness, depression, anxiety,
somatic symptoms (e.g., headaches, stomachaches, bedwetting), and other
trauma-related symptoms (Rossman 2001). These consequences are exacerbated in
youth due to their age-limited cognitive and developmental capacity to make sense
of the violence at home.

Many Southeast Asian American (SEAA) youths witness DV in their families.
Approximately 40–60% of Asian women in the United States have reported expe-
riencing physical and sexual violence at the hands of their intimate partners
(Yoshihama and Dabby 2015). In addition, over 45% of Southeast Asian Americans
reported knowing someone during their lifetime who has lived in a domestic vio-
lence situation (Yoshihama and Dabby 2015). The actual prevalence of violence
among SEAA families is difficult to know. Research suggests that the known rates
may likely be lower than reality, as Asian victims in the United States are less likely
to report intimate partner violence (National Asian Women’s Health Organization
2002). Due to cultural, linguistic, and social barriers, many SEAA victims are unable
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to acknowledge and speak out about DV. Many Asian values emphasize familial
harmony over an individual’s needs and encourage “saving face” by not sharing
negative family matters with others in order to preserve family pride (Kramer et al.
2002). In addition, many SEAA victims may not want to risk being alienated from
their ethnic community by speaking out about DV, which is often seen as a
“Western” problem that does not exist within their ethnic culture (Southeast Asia
Resource Action Center [SARAC] 2003). A mistrust of United States authorities and
fear of deportation may also discourage many victims from reporting. Moreover,
many SEAA families lack awareness and knowledge about accessing mental health
services. These factors create confusion and additional pressure to keep DV a family
secret, which in turn puts children who witness the violence at greater risk.
Considering these factors, I believe that more understanding and targeted research
should be done to shed more light on the impact of DV on SEAA youth.

Domestic Violence and Resilience Among Youth

Domestic violence is an extreme risk for youth that weakens their resilience.
Resilience is defined as reduced vulnerability to environmental risks, and the ability
to overcome a stress or adversity, with relatively good outcomes despite risk
experiences (Rutter 1987). Many children who witness DV are at risk of being
abused and neglected themselves. In addition, those who witness DV may inter-
nalize violence as a way to resolve conflicts, which further diminishes their ability
to learn healthy ways to form relationships outside of their families (Rossman
2001). Youth resilience literature concurs that one of the most essential protective
factors for youth against psychopathology is the presence of caring and nurturing
caregivers and family relationships (Rutter 1987). This factor plays a crucial role in
boosting youths’ ability to develop positively and bounce back successfully from
life stressors. Violence between their caregivers, however, means that this very
important protective factor may be disrupted and compromised, which puts youth at
great risk of developing maladjustment problems. This phenomenon has already
been observed among Southeast Asian youth in one study, which found that youth
who reported that their parents “talked nicely and did not yell” adjusted signifi-
cantly better academically than those who did not (Xiong et al. 2005). This led me
to hypothesize that SEAA youth who have witnessed DV would be less resilient
than youth who have not.

Acculturation Among SEAA Youth and Resilience

Acculturation continues to be the central focus when researchers discuss the health
and well-being of immigrants. I therefore focused my research on this concept as it
pertains to SEAA youth. Southeast Asian immigrants, including Vietnamese,
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Cambodian, Laotian, and other ethnic groups residing in these countries such as
Hmong, Mien and Cham, account for one of the most rapidly growing immigrant
groups in the United States (SARAC 2003). Asian immigrants are often grouped
together as one homogenous cultural group in research studies, which undermines a
clear understanding of the unique needs and histories of Asian subgroups.
For SEAA immigrants, the experience of immigration is often fraught with trauma
before, during and after immigration. For instance, following the Khmer Rouge
atrocity and the Vietnam War, Southeast Asian immigrants and their children fled
their homes and started to immigrate to the United States since the late 1970s.
Several sociocultural factors, such as exposure to war-related trauma in their home
countries, a loss of socioeconomic status, and acculturative stress upon immigration
to the United States may contribute to high familial and marital discord, which may
in turn lead to or exacerbate domestic violence (Chan 2004).

Many Southeast Asian refugees immigrated with their young children. Southeast
Asian youth who are either American born or immigrated with their parents at a
very young age experience an immigration and acculturative process that is unique
and often different from that of their parents (Serafica 1997). Children are often
found to acculturate to the host culture (the United States in this case) faster than
their parents due to early exposure to English training and socialization into
American values. These differences may lead to acculturation gaps among SEAA
families that can be a source of conflict (Sue and Sue 2008), which further com-
plicates how SEAA youth cope with DV.

Acculturation literature suggests that it is not the process of acculturation itself
that is positive or negative for immigrant youths’ adjustment; instead, the levels of
acculturation play a crucial role (Dinh et al. 2008; Xiong et al. 2005). As youth
attempt to establish their own cultural identities that are influenced by both the host
culture and their parents’ native cultures, they often experience pressure to resolve
differences between these two sets of culture. This process has implications for
youths’ adjustment and well-being. Berry’s theory of acculturation (Berry 2001)
suggests that there are four levels of acculturation: integrative (biculturalism),
assimilation (highly identified with the host culture), separation (highly identified
with the native culture), and marginalization (identified with neither cultures).

Of the four-acculturation levels, biculturalism has been found to be associated
with positive adjustment to the new culture (Berry 2001). Several studies in Asian
populations have also found bicultural identity to be a positive factor in relation to
adolescents’ health and well-being (Nguyen and Benet-Martínez 2007; Xiong et al.
2005). One positive characteristic of biculturalism can be seen as the ability to
flexibly negotiate the demands of the social context that arise from two cultures
without compromising one’s sense of cultural identity (Vargas-Reighley 2005). In
the face of adversity, bicultural competence affords youth flexible problem-solving
and coping capabilities (Vargas-Reighley 2005). The ability to comfortably com-
municate in both languages facilitates youths’ socialization, decreases social iso-
lation, and increases success in help-seeking behavior (Dinh et al. 2008;
Vargas-Reighley 2005). The increased social competence and communication
ability in both cultural settings found in bicultural youth may reduce the impact of
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isolation, confusion, and threats to safety for those living in households with DV.
This led me to hypothesize that among SEAA youth who have witnessed DV, those
who identified themselves as bicultural would show the highest level of resilience,
compared with those who identified themselves as highly Asian or highly
Americanized.

Method

In order to test my hypotheses, I conducted a cross-sectional quantitative study,
exploring the relationship between three main variables: Southeast Asian American
youths’ experiences witnessing domestic violence, their level of acculturation, and
their level of resilience.

I recruited participants from two community-based organizations (located in the
Northwest and Northeast United States) that provide youth development programs
for Southeast Asian American youth. These organizations provide comprehensive
social services (such as mental health counseling, case management, English and
citizenship classes, youth social skills groups, and youth violence prevention pro-
grams) to Asian American youth. The youth were recruited from local schools and
voluntarily signed up to be part of the youth programs. All participants were from
the weekly youth groups that met between December 2007 and February 2008.
A total of 83 youth completed the study materials. The participating youth (whose
ages ranged from 13 to 18) were informed of the purpose of the study, including the
voluntary basis of participation, confidentiality issues, compensation for the study,
and mental health service referrals when needed. Youths’ assent and parental
consent for all participating youth were obtained. All but one participant (N = 82)
had at least one parent who had emigrated from a Southeast Asian country
(Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar or Vietnam) and were included in the analysis.

All participants completed the following measures:

Demographic form: This page included general background information regarding
school, grade, gender, age, specific ethnicity (how they identified themselves eth-
nically), length of residence in the United States, and the length of their partici-
pation in the youth program.

The 5-item witnessing domestic violence questionnaire: The questionnaire was
based on the definition of DV set forth by the National Crime Victimization Survey
(2008). Youth who answered “yes” to at least one of the questions were grouped as
“having witnessed DV” and youth who answered “no” to all the questions were
grouped as “not having witnessed DV.” This study only examined the reported
experiences of those who have and have not witnessed DV. The severity of the DV
was not explored in this study. The questions were as follows:

• Have you ever heard one of your caregivers put down the other caregiver in
front of others?
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• Have you ever heard one of your caregivers call the other caregiver names when
angry?

• Have you ever seen one of your caregivers push, kick, punch, slap, hit or hurt
the other caregiver?

• Have you ever heard one of your caregivers threaten to hurt the other caregiver
or to hurt him/herself?

• Have you ever had the impression that one of your caregivers does not feel safe
at home because of potential violence from the other caregiver?

Youth Risk and Resilience Inventory (YRRI): The YRRI was used to measure youth
participants’ resilience levels. The YRRI was designed to screen for the presence of
risk and resilience factors to identify signs of emotional stress and personal assets to
assess their impact on the individual. For the purpose of this study, I administered
the 18-item Resilience Factors. The YRRI has been used in youth substance abuse
programs, youth correctional facilities, and domestic and family violence programs
and shelters (Brady 2007). The scores were categorized into five levels of resilience
based on the cutoff raw scores: 1 = very low, 2 = low, 3 = average, 4 = high, and
5 = very high.

Suinn-Lew Asian Self-identity Acculturation Scale (SL-ASIA): This measurement of
acculturation among Asian Americans was adapted from a similar scale used to
measure acculturation among Hispanics, called The Acculturation Rating Scale for
Mexican Americans (Suinn 2001). The 21-item SL-ASIA is a standardized
Likert-scale measurement that has been tested for validity and reliability for mea-
suring acculturation and self-identification in relation to several aspects of Asian
culture, such as language, music–movie preference, food consumption, and ethnic
self-identification (Suinn 2001). Each question is measured on a 5-point scale,
where choice 1 is indicative of high Asian identity (Asian-identified) and choice 5 is
indicative of high Western identity (Western-identified). A score of 3 is classified as
bicultural. The scale was initially found to have a 0.88 alpha coefficient, and
subsequent studies have reported similar alpha coefficients from 0.86 to 0.88
(Chung et al. 2000).

Results

A total of 82 youth participated in the study, their ages ranging from 13 to 18 years
old with the mean age of 16.25. The ethnic groups represented by the youth
participants were as follows: Cambodian (21.9%), Vietnamese (18.3%), Mien
(14.6%), Laotian (12.2%), and other Southeast Asian ethnic groups and/or com-
binations of ethnic groups (33%). Of 82 youth, 59 youth (71.95%) reported having
witnessed at least one type of DV.
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Domestic Violence and Resilience

The study findings supported the first hypothesis. The t-test analysis was used to
find the mean difference in the level of resilience between the youth who had
witnessed domestic violence (n = 59) and those who had not (n = 23). Youth who
had witnessed domestic violence scored significantly lower on the resilience level
(M = 3.40, SD = 0.94) than those who had not (M = 3.86, SD = 0.57), t = 2.30,
p = 0.05.

Acculturation and Resilience

The results also supported the second hypothesis, which predicted a curvilinear
relationship between the levels of acculturation and resilience among youth who
had witnessed domestic violence (n = 59). The author used the scatter plot graph
option in Microsoft Excel StatPlus and curve estimation within the regression
analysis in SPSS to analyze the relationship. A curvilinear relationship between the
level of acculturation and resilience was observed. The quadratic analysis yielded a
significant increase in prediction, R = 0.259, p = 0.001. The results indicated that
the youth who had witnessed domestic violence and who were bicultural scored
highest on the resilience level, compared with those who were highly Asian or
highly Westernized.

Discussion

I examined two relationships in this study: the impact of DV exposure and
Southeast Asian youths’ levels of resilience, and the levels of acculturation and
resilience between those who had and those who had not witnessed DV. The results
of this study showed that SEAA youth who reported witnessing DV scored lower
on their resilience scale, which supported my first hypothesis. These findings
confirmed what is known in the literature—that DV is a risk factor that diminishes
youths’ resilience. Disrupted family cohesion resulting from DV may indicate the
absence of an important protective factor for youth development, that of a nurturing
and caring familial environment. This may expose youth to multiple additional
risks, including being the direct victim of abuse and neglect, interrupted healthy
communication and socialization, and disrupted academic support at home.

While negative consequences of DV on youth have been elucidated, many youth
who witness DV also exhibit resilience or the ability to bounce back from the
distress (Martinez-Torteya et al. 2009). Among SEAA youth, the role of accul-
turation as a protective factor had not yet been explored. I hypothesized that among
those who had witnessed DV, youth who self-identify as bicultural (the integrated
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level of acculturation) would score higher on resilience. This hypothesis was also
supported. The results indicated that bicultural youth were the most resilient despite
having witnessed domestic violence. The level of resilience was lower among youth
who were self-rated as highly Asian or highly Westernized. This finding was
consistent with those of several studies supporting the theory that biculturalism is
related to positive adaptation despite life stress among immigrant youth (Castro
et al. 2007; Xiong et al. 2005). In the presence of domestic violence, which often
disrupts nurturing bonds and communication between caregivers as well as between
youth and their caregivers, youths’ ability to reach out and form relationships in
outside social settings becomes extremely essential. Bicultural youth may possess
cultural flexibility, cultural identity cohesion and linguistic abilities that allow them
to confidently and competently communicate with both the host culture and their
parents’ native cultures. This in turn may alleviate isolation and increase their
ability to cope with stress at home.

There were some limitations in this study. First, the study used convenience
sampling by recruiting youth from the youth programs organized by
community-based organizations. This limits the findings’ generalizability in relation
to other Southeast Asian youth populations due to a possible self-selection bias.
Second, the small sample presents another generalizability limitation, and the
findings should be considered preliminary. Lastly, the severity of DV (e.g., how
many forms of DV did the youth witness?) was not examined because the study was
designed to compare youth who had and youth who had not witnessed DV. Future
research should examine the effects of the severity of DV that youth witness on
their resilience.

Clinical Implications

Based on my study’s findings and relevant literature, I would like to offer a few
suggestions for mental health professionals when working with SEAA youth and
families. First, the large percentage of youth who reported having witnessed
domestic violence highlights the need for a domestic violence screening tool for
Southeast Asian populations and culturally relevant psychoeducation on domestic
violence. The educational materials and the screening tool should be available in
different Southeast Asian languages, such as Khmer, Vietnamese and Lao, for
youth and their parents who may be more comfortable with their native languages.
Screening should also be incorporated into regular examinations in educational and
healthcare settings to capture youth and parents who otherwise would not volunteer
their DV experiences.

Second, mental health professionals should take possible cultural differences into
account to better serve the SEAA population. For instance, different views of what
constitutes domestic violence may hinder communication between a client and
mental health clinician. For example, physical and emotional violence may be
tolerated and/or accepted in some SEAA families and may not be easily detected
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without the appropriate level of rapport with clinicians and culturally respectful
psychoeducation about DV. Acculturation also plays an important role. Information
from this study helps to guide mental health professionals and youth programs in
proactively assessing youths’ acculturation level from the youths’ own perspectives
and acknowledging the strengths and challenges associated with those varying
degrees of acculturation. A bicultural level of acculturation has been shown to be a
protective factor for an ethnic minority population, and therefore bicultural
self-efficacy training is recommended to alleviate these problems. Bicultural skills
and competence training programs are recommend, as they may serve to strengthen
both a youth’s Southeast Asian and Asian American identities, which may be a
protective factor to further prevent bicultural stress or to assuage the impact of it.

Third, it has been suggested that the influence of the acculturative process among
minority youth may be mediated by family dynamics (Smokowski et al. 2009).
Therefore, when working clinically with Southeast Asian youth, it is recommended
to assess the levels of acculturation of the whole family, as differences in accul-
turation between youth and their parents have been shown to exist and may
potentially contribute to familial stress and exacerbate violence in the home.
Furthermore, supportive family dynamics have been cited as one of the most
important protective factors against many youth problems and should be empha-
sized when working with Southeast Asian families.
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