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ABSTRACT 

MICHAEL WONG 

IMP ACT OF INTER GENERATIONAL DIFFERENCES ON CHINESE AMERICANS 
IN FAMILY THERAPY: A QUALJTA TIVE STUDY 

AUGUST2008 

The purpose of this study was to examine how intergenerational differences in 

worldviews impact Chinese American family relations, and to open a window into the context 

in which conflicts arise, and discover possible ways to resolve them. The participants were 

fifteen teenagers between fifteen and nineteen years of age and their parents who attended two 

Chinese churches in the northwestern United States. The participating parents were born in 

China and had emigrated with their children before their children began fonnal schooling. 

The investigator found that the most challenging sessions in therapy were with families 

whose intergenerational conflicts were related to their functioning in the multicultural context 

of being both Chinese and American. Dissimilarities in value systems and social norms 

between different generations of Chinese Americans provoke arguments over which culture 

should be the basis for family rules of conduct. Certain conflicts stem from conforming to 

different behavioral standards and values of dissimilar cultures. In this research, the norms that 

are at odds in the participants are those from China, their country of origin, and the United 

States, their new home. 

The study focused on differences in values and meaning making processes of daily 

Jiving, which then flowed over into expectations and family functions. The use of a 
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phenomenological approach allowed this qualitative study to elicit the intricate and 

experiential nature of family life. It enabled the researcher to transform the received 

experiences of family members into clusters of meaning and themes. 

Through analysis of data collected from in-depth interviews with parents and teens, the 

researcher identified areas in which they encountered pervasive challenges that were unique to 

Chinese American families. The result was a coherent picture of intergenerational differences 

and their impact upon the fifteen families interviewed. The identified themes were organized 

into five categories. The categories were: (a) academics, (b) allocation of time and attitude 

towards leisure activity, (c) attributions to cultural influences, and (d) authority and 

parenthood. These were subsumed under (a) parents' perspectives, and (b) teenagers' 

perspectives, in order to facilitate the comparison and contrasting of intergenerational 

differences. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

"What's going on with these kids?" and "What's wrong with the younger generation 

today?" These are common expressions of exasperation and incredulity. Someone may be 

trying to make sense of certain behaviors, or the consequences of those behaviors. Teenage 

activities can indeed be surprising and alanning. Parents ask "What were you thinking?" Often 

they do not wait for a reply, because the question is rhetorical, and the implication is " I guess 

you weren 't thinking, were you?" 

The differences in perspectives and cultural norms between members of a younger 

generation and their elders are often attributed to the invisible but palpable gap between 

different generations. Additionally, conflicts stem from conforming to the different behavioral 

standards and values of different cultures. In this research, the norms that are at odds in the 

participant families are from China, their country of origin, and the United States, their new 

home. 

The difficulty ofbridging the gap between parents and teens in first generation Chinese 

Americans in family therapy is thus intensified by the challenge of dealing with cross-cultural 

values and perspectives. Their difficulties are compounded when they find themselves caught 

between contradictory cultural norms. The differences in values and perspectives between 

members of Chinese American immigrants are exacerbated by how individuals face the 

myriad challenges of acculturation (Fouad & Tang, 1997; Wu & Chao, 2005; Ying, Lee, and 

Tsai, 2004; Yu, 1984). Families and therapists wrestle with differences in perspectives and 



cultural norms between parents and children, and in some cases, with even a third 

generation - grandparents visiting from China on extended or long-term stays in the same 

household. Cultural conflicts arise between different ethnic groups, but strike closer to home 

when family members live in a multicultural context because they are bridging the different 

worldviews of China and America. 

This research examined perspectives contributing to intergenerational conflicts and 

suggested adaptive approaches and perspectives based on the data collected from 45 hours of 

interviews with parents and teenagers. Conflicts did not arise only from stressors related to 

acculturation; the generation gap was further widened by different degrees of family members' 

assimilation into American culture. Themes that highlighted the intergenerational differences 

in worldviews and value systems identified in this qualitative study were unique to Chinese 

American families as members accepted or rejected different philosophical perspectives and 

behavioral norms from Chinese and American cultures. 

Statement of the Problem 

Researchers have examined the worldviews and acculturation of Chinese Americans 

and compared them with those of Caucasian Americans as well as with those of C hinese living 

elsewhere, in Australia, Europe, and Taiwan (Feldman & Rosenthal, 1990; Huntsinger, Jose, 

Liaw & Ching, 1997). Research supported the finding in this research study that Chinese 

American parents display high expectations related to academic achievement (Chen, 200 I ; 

Huntsinger et al., 1997) as well as to family obligations (Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999; 

Fuligni, Yip, & Tseng, 2002) in comparison with other cultures. Different and conflicting 

perspectives and expectations of Chinese American family members militate against the 

preservation of harmonious relationships. 
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The majority of this investigator's counseling sessions over the past decade have been 

with Chinese American families. The most challenging sessions are with families whose inter

generational conflicts were related to their functioning in the multicultural context ofbeing 

both Chinese and American. Dissimilarities in value systems and social norms between 

different generations of Chinese Americans incite arguments over which culture should be the 

basis for family rules of conduct. This investigator observed that the rapidity of acculturation 

varies between families and certainly between members of any single family, further 

contributing to the intensity of intergenerational conflict. 

Sue and Zane (1987) found that one reason ethnic minorities were inadequately served 

at mental health centers was therapists who do not understand their clients' cultural and 

multicultural backgrounds. This is further complicated by intergenerational differences in 

perspectives and expectations (Tung, 2000; Ying & Tracy, 2004); such differences often 

arising from the clash of eastern and western cultural norms. Interest in cross-cultural and 

intergenerational conflicts is reflected in professional research journals and the popular press 

as well. 

The value systems underlying daily life decisions and behaviors are frequently 

addressed in counseling with Chinese American families, in particular those who are 

predisposed to the application of values and perspectives transmitted through centuries of 

influence by Confucian philosophy and ethics. A strong sense is inherent in historical and 

current Chinese culture, of specific roles and relationships that are considered proper between 

persons in those roles (Confucius, 1992; Shen, 1999). Therapists who grasp that these covert 

assumptions are often hidden but powerful obstacles to problem resolution, will better serve 

their Chinese American clients in therapy. 
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An issue that frequently surfaces in counseling with Chinese Americans is the tension 

between individualism and collectivism. First generation Chinese Americans are often steeped 

in a social tradition that de-emphasizes individual independence and autonomy, and is 

entrenched in the observance of hierarchy in interpersonal relationships (Le & Stockdale, 

2005; Zhang, 2004 ). American individualism is a counterpoint to the collectivism of Chinese 

culture, and is an area where intergenerational differences come into sharp contrast in family 

therapy with Chinese Americans. 

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to examine how intergenerational differences in 

worldviews impact Chinese American family relations, and to open a window into the context 

in which conflicts arise, and discover possible ways to resolve them. Decades ago, Bateson 

(1979) stated that "nothing has meaning except it be seen as in some context" (p.l5). 

This qualitative study provided a window through which Chinese American family relations 

may be understood in the context of lived experiences. Through analysis of data collected from 

in-depth interviews with parents and teens, the researcher hoped to reveal areas in which 

Chinese American families encountered the most pervasive difficulties. 

Research Questions 

The following questions formed the qualitative components of this study: 

1. How do intergenerational differences in worldviews impact Chinese American family 

relations? 

2. What intergenerational differences in worldviews present the greatest challenges in 

Chinese American family relations? 

3. What interventions might be indicated by the findings and conclusions of this study? 
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Interview Questions 

The following questions were posed during interviews with the participants: 

1. How is the way you look at life different from your son/daughter/parents? 

2. Do these differences result in conflicts within your family? 

3. Do you think these differences and conflicts are unique to Chinese American families? 

Definitions 

For the purpose of clarification, the following terms were used in the study. 

Chinese Americans: Refers to immigrants or those born in the U. S. who are of 

Chinese descent. 

Caucasian-Americans: Refers to immigrants or those born in the U. S. who are of 

European descent. 

Assumptions 

The investigator assumed that 

I. The participants would be open, willing, and truthful with the researcher. 

2. The participants would be willing to share their insights and experiences. 

Delimitations 

The sample for this study included 15 families with a teenager between 15 and 19 years 

of age. The following delimitations were used in selecting participants: 

1. Participants were limited to Chinese American families. 

2. Participants were from the cities of Kirkland, Redmond, and Bellevue, in the Greater Seattle 

area of Washington State. 

3. Participants were members or attendees at two Chinese Christian churches in the area. 
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4. All participants were known to the investigator, with the exception of four teens whom the 

investigator had not met prior to the interviews. 

5. The investigator serves as pastor in one of the two churches from which the participants were 

selected. 

Theoretical Perspective 

The underlying tradition of inquiry this research was built on is the phenomenological 

study. This approach is well suited in a study focusing on lived experiences. Phenomenology 

has itself been defined in subjectively different ways in religion and philosophy. Immanuel 

Kant used the term in its scientific context in 1786 as the study of the appearance of things 

(Cohen, 1987). The phenomenological approach is a means to concept clarification and theory 

development (Haase, 1987). 

Cohen ( 1987) noted that phenomenological descriptions of participants enable 

researchers to see them as they really are, and to come to know them in their own reality, but 

the investigator remained conscious of the natural tendency for a researcher to project his own 

theories and assumptions onto the participants. The experiential nature of a phenomenological 

approach recommended itselfto this qualitative study of Chinese American family relations 

and the process of making meaning out of life (Creswell, 1998). Perceptions of reality change 

when the meanings attached to them are altered (Beck, 1976: Fisch, Weakland, & Segal, 

1982). The social sciences have long emphasized the need to understand behavior in context 

(Brooks, 1986; Germain, 1991 ). Therefore, therapists serving this population would intervene 

more effectively as they increase their understanding of the lived experiences of Chinese 

Americans in their family systems. 
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Summary 

The majority of this investigator's counseling sessions over the past decade have been 

with Chinese American families. The most challenging sessions are with families whose inter

generational conflicts were related to their functioning in the multicultural context of being 

both Chinese and American. Dissimilarities in value systems and social norms between 

different generations of Chinese Americans incite arguments over which culture should be the 

basis for family rules of conduct. Conflicts stem from conforming to the different behavioral 

standards and values of different cultures. 

The purpose of this study was to examine how intergenerational differences in 

worldviews impact Chinese American family relations, and to open a window into the context 

in which conflicts arise, and discover possible ways to resolve them. There have been different 

definitions of the differences between generations of Chinese American family members. In 

this study, the differences focused upon were the value systems and meaning making 

processes of daily living, which then flowed over into expectations and family functions. 

The use of a phenomenological approach allowed this qualitative study to elicit the 

intricate and experiential nature of family life. It enabled the researcher to transform the 

received experiences of family members into clusters of meaning and themes. The 

phenomenological report provided readers with a window into the essence of the participants' 

experiences. Therapists and others interested in the Chinese American milieu will be given 

insight from this phenomenological study of what it is like, from the unifying themes that 

emerged from their narratives, to live in a multicultural context. 
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CHAPTERll 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Phenomenologists agree that there is not one phenomenological methodology but many 

methods that uphold the primacy of subjective experience (Creswell, 1998). Various 

approaches to phenomenological studies hold in common the researcher's obligation to 

suspend preconceptions in order to better understand the experience of the participants, "and 

not impose a priori hypothesis on the experience." (Cresswell, 1998, p. 277). This investigator 

performed the review of literature after the collection and analysis of data. In doing so, the 

investigator was better able to bracket personal experiences, assumptions and former 

knowledge acquired through the professional literature. 

Acculturation of Chinese Americans 

Rhee, Chang, and Rhee (2003) described acculturation as the cognitive and behavioral 

changes that result from close contact between cultures, specifically in the adoption of the 

language and values of the dominant culture. Research has revealed that stress is inherent in 

the process of acculturation. Immigrants who come to America face a dilemma: assimilating in 

order to feel at home and function effectively as members of a new society, and maintaining 

cherished values and cultural norms in order to keep their unique sense of identity (Rhee et al. , 

2003; Yu, 1984). There are treasured traditions that families hope to pass on to later 

generations. But their beliefs and value systems could be different, even at odds, with those of 

their adopted country. 
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The generation gap between immigrant parents and their children is exacerbated by the 

greater ease with which the younger generation becomes acculturated in America. 

Nevertheless, the younger generation's path is fraught with difficulties (Huang & Leong, 

1994). In some families, the teens may be far ahead of their parents in the process of 

acculturation resulting in a sense of uneasy disconnection as the gap widens between 

generations (Leung, 1997). Researchers have suggested that some intergenerational conflicts 

in families are the result of parent-adolescent acculturation discrepancy (Fang & Wark, 1998). 

Conditions then become ripe for the beginning of a vicious cycle where cause and effect are 

difficult to determine. It may be the acculturation discrepancy that caused intergenerational 

conflict, or the conflict that resulted in different rates of acculturation. 

Recent research (Lee, Yoon, & Liu-Tom, 2006) discussed the flawed assumption that 

individuals can orient themselves to only one culture, with the implication that the native 

culture is deficient in comparison to the dominant culture. Lee et al., found that immigrants 

possess the ability to retain their native cultural characteristics while they are acquiring those 

of the host culture. The researchers defined the bi-directional process of incorporating cultural 

norms and retaining native cultural characteristics by using the composite term: 

"acculturation/enculturation." Acculturation being the acquisition process and enculturation 

the retention of native culture. 

This investigator analyzed the data, discovered emergent themes, and proposed 

solutions to the intergenerational conflict addressed in this research. In light of the research on 

acculturation/enculturation, it is believed that Chinese American immigrants will find ways to 

decrease the intensity of conflicts arising from intergenerational differences. It was discovered 
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that the solutions were inherent in the ways that these families were able to improve their 

relationships and close the generational and cultural gap between members. 

Filial Piety in Chinese Culture 

A enduring cultural value that forms the foundation of parent-child relationships in 

traditional China is filial piety. Sih (1961) characterized filial piety as the virtue of all virtues 

and the soul of Chinese culture. It is central to Chinese culture for centuries and embodies 

loyalty, respect, and devotion to parents. The counterbalance to the expected loyalty, respect, 

and devotio~ to parents is the selfless sacrifice of fathers and mothers for their children's 

future. This devotion to children in Chinese families encompasses Herculean efforts to provide 

the best educational advantages. A concomitant outcome of parental devotion is the burden 

upon the children to bring honor to the family through their academic achievements. 

Rhee et al. (2003) found that Asian adolescents expressed more difficulty when 

compared to their Caucasian peers, in discussing problems with their parents and felt the need 

to be careful about what they said to them. This was an affirmation of studies describing the 

hierarchical nature of all social interactions and relationships in Chinese and other Asian 

cultures. It can be surmised that filial piety rests upon the hierarchical structure that is an 

essential facet of the Chinese zeitgeist for centuries (Chao, 2001, 1994 ). The families in this 

research revealed the paradox of how filial piety can either aid or hinder the mitigation of 

intergenerational differences. Chao (200 1) suggested that authoritative parenting styles were 

less beneficial for Asian American children than for European Americans. The children in this 

current study who felt genuine respect for their parents responded positively to the 

authoritarian parenting of Chinese American parents in spite of their observation that their 

Caucasian friends' parents were less stem and demanding. The children who harbored 
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rebellion chafed against the "un-American" style of parenting as an outgrowth of their 

rejection of hierarchical structure and the value of filial piety. These paradoxical responses 

were reflected by the findings from this review of the literature that was performed after data 

analysis and discovery of emergent themes. 

Academic Expectations 

It may be difficult to overstate the reverence Chinese families have for education. 

Much has been written about the centuries old impact of Confucian ethics upon Chinese 

culture. For hundreds of years, it has molded the way people interacted on all levels of society. 

His philosophy is synonymous with Chinese history and culture, and has outlasted 

imperialism, colonialism, and communism. The Chinese people's enduring belief in education 

is firmly grounded in the Confucian perspective on meritocracy. 

Indeed, cultural background is a major force influencing family beliefs about the value 

of education and how academic expectations are communicated by parents and received by 

their children (Chen, 2001; Chen & Lan, 1998). As the present study reveals, there is a range 

of reactions teenagers display toward the academic expectations of their parents. And by far, 

the responses in the majority of the interview data made direct references to academic issues in 

the Chinese American family. Research has not ignored the connection between parental 

expectations and the academic achievements of Chinese Americans even though part of the 

reason is based on fear of disgracing the family by failure in school. 

The review ofliterature reveals concurrence with findings of the present study that 

Chinese immigrant parents tend to communicate and reinforce expectations for their children 

to pursue a narrow set of occupations (Tung, 2000). This usually amounts to a stated 

preference for careers in the fields of science over the arts, as more reliable sources of good 
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income and stability. Parents may provide their children with music and art lessons, but most 

would be aghast by the suggestion that the child might one day hope to make a living being a 

musician or an artist. Unless they were to be teachers in the arts. In fact, the extracurricular 

classes served the purpose of creating a larger window of opportunity when it was time for 

college applications. 

Many of the families' plans and activities (at times even vacation plans) had a built-in 

component of educational benefit. Collective sacrifices by the family system are viewed as a 

necessary and acceptable practice in service of preparation for the future career of the next 

generation. So it came as no surprise that the participants in the present study made numerous 

comments about their perspectives on academics, and it was often the very first topic 

mentioned in the interviews. 

Authority in Chinese American Families 

One should not come to a hasty conclusion that Chinese American parents are 

unregenerate dictators and authoritarians, for it had been noted in research that there is a local 

construction of meaning (ernie) that qualifies an ethnocentrically Western (etic) perspective of 

the seemingly relentless controlling nature of Chinese parenthood. The apparent behavioral 

control of Chinese parents includes the concepts of'~iao xun" meaning "training," and "guan," 

most closely translated as meaning "to love and to govern"- which need to be examined in 

understanding Chinese culture (Chao, 1994). 

While traditional Chinese values emphasize interdependence and deference to authority 

(Moy, 1992), which goes hand in hand with the hierarchical structure of Asian society (Fong, 

1973), researchers also found that authoritarian parenting did not harm Chinese American 

parent-child relationships to the same extent it did in European American families (Chao, 
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2001). The data analysis in the present study revealed findings concurrent with Chao in the 

efficacy of an authoritarian parenting style in Chinese American families. 

Family systems theory provided the framework to understand the unanticipated result 

that an authoritarian approach within the hierarchical structure of Chinese American families 

actually increased the level of family function. Miller, Ryan, Keitner, Bishop, & Epstein 

(2000) reminded readers that unexpected results may be understood from the perspective of 

family systems theory which assumes that: "1) all parts ofthe family are interrelated. 

2) One part of the family cannot be understood in isolation from the rest ofthe family system. 

3) Family functioning cannot be fully understood by simply understanding each of the 

individual family members or subgroups. 4) A family' structure and organization are important 

factors that strongly influence and determine the behavior of family members (p. 169)." 

Researchers in family relations emphasize the mutual impact of family members upon each 

other and ultimately the whole family (Crane, Ngai, Larson, & Hafen, 2005). Family systems 

theory would provide families with ways to understand the negative impact of discrepancies in 

parent-child acculturation given the understanding that all parts of the family are interrelated. 

Family Obligations 

Chinese American perspectives on family obligations are different from those of 

Caucasian American culture, though they are different more in degree than in kind. It would be 

inaccurate to imply that Chinese Americans have a greater sense of family obligation than 

other ethnic groups. But the fact remains that research supports to a degree, some of the 

stereotypical characterizations of Chinese in America. The investigator recalls a comment 

made by his Thai American nephew many years ago while he was a freshman at Cornell. 

Having lived in the United States since birth, he identified more with his Caucasian friends 
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than with, in the 1960s, the practically non-existent Asian American citizens of that small 

upstate New York college town. He and his friends stumbled into freshman classes with large 

numbers of Asian students and stumbled right back out The justification, in their own words, 

for their quick decision to drop the class was: "Too many black hairs!" They felt the odds for 

doing well in classes graded on a curve with so many Asian students were ~gainst them. It was 

the classes in hard sciences and engineering that were "overpopulated" with ''black hairs." 

Selecting a career is a daunting task, but Chinese American teenagers are faced with 

the additional challenge of balancing their own interests with what their parents consider 

acceptable (Leong & Serafica, 1995). Chinese American teens in the present study were 

ob}jgated to their families to the extent that career choices must be signjficantly moderated by 

considerations of the parents' wishes. That the teens are willing in varying degrees to comply 

with parental perspectives and values, were explained in a study by Fuligni, Yip & Tseng 

(2002). In their research with a sample of 140 Chinese American adolescents, the authors 

reported that their sample were better able to balance family obligations with academic 

demands than balancing family obligations with their social life with peers on a daily basis. 

The investigator found the teenagers in the present deserved recognition and respect for 

their resilience because of the disparate worlds they straddled daily at home and in their social 

milieu away from home. Fuligni et al. reported that "neither the extent of involvement in 

family obligations nor the balancing of family obligations with other activities were associated 

with psychological distress among adolescents (p. 302)." 

Summary 

There are several points to be noted from this review of the literature. First is the 

realization that Chinese Americans share a great deal in common in the process of 
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acculturaticin!enculturation. They also share similar perspectives on filial piety and academic 

expectations - two values that seem to be closely related in the sample population for the 

present study. This may be explained by their closeness in socioeconomic status and 

educational levels, in addition to the fact that they regularly participate in church activities. 

However, this literature review also highlighted that Chinese Americans are not a 

homogenous group. Not all Chinese American parents are immigrants nor are all Chinese 

American children high achievers. There is no pattern that may be identified among Chinese 

American parenting that produces children who excel consistently in academic pursuits. 

Chinese American parents vary in their involvement with their children's education according 

to their length of stay in the United States, the extent of their acculturation, and their 

familiarity with their local school system. 

And in very broad and general terms, one might distinguish three categories into which 

all Chinese American parents might fit. There are those parents who are born in this country, 

who have lived through all of their school years in the United States and are therefore the most 

familiar with the school system. Then there are those parents who received their early 

schooling in China but attended college in the United States and on the measurement of 

acculturation/enculturation belong between the first and third groups of parents. The third 

group are those immigrants who completed their schooling in China and do not see themselves 

as much a part of American culture as the other two groups. 

The sample in the present study was comprised of those fitting the description for the 

second cat~ gory of Chinese American parents. With the exception of just one family, all the 

parents were from China, and all had continued their education in America. Therefore, the 

findings of this study are generalizable to other Chinese American families with profiles fitting 
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the description of the second category of parents. Detailed descriptions of the participants are 

provided in Chapter lbree. Drawing the sample from two similar and related Chinese churches 

in the Seattle area contributed to the generalizability of the present study if one maintained 

awareness of the common descriptors shared by the participating families. 
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CHAPTER ill 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Method and Theoretical Orientation 

This chapter discusses (a) research design, (b) instrumentation, (c) the researcher as 

person, (d) participants, (e) procedures, (f) data analysis, and (g) protection of human 

participants. A qualitative approach was used in the systematic collection and analysis of data. 

Creswell ( 1998) indicated the suitability of the investigative process of in-depth interviews to 

explore lived experiences. The in-depth interviews allowed participants to describe their 

unique experiences and perceptions within the context of their family system. The employment 

of the phenomenological method incorporated open-ended questioning that allowed 

participants maximum freedom in self-expression. 

Face-to-face audio interviews were digital1y recorded and transcribed for data analysis. 

Peer review of data analysis was executed by a colleague, who was a former doctoral student 

in the researcher's Department of Family Sciences, to increase the level of validity. 

The colleague holds an assistant professorship at a Chinese university in Taiwan. 

Research Design 

The nature of the research questions and the researcher as an active learner (Creswell, 

1998) led to the utilization of qualitative research techniques. A phenomenological approach 

guided this qualitative res~arch because the researcher's goal was to understand the perception 

of participants, and Jearn about their experiences and how they live (Creswell, 1998). 
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Qualitative research techniques were employed because the purpose of this study was to 

explore the participants ' experiences in depth (Patton, 1980). 

The purpose of this study was to examine how intergenerational differences in 

worldviews impact Chinese American family relations, and to open a window into the context 

in which conflicts arise, and discover possible ways to resolve them. Bateson (1979) stated 

that "nothing has meaning except it be seen as in some context" (p.l5). This qualitative study 

contextualized Chinese American perspectives and may inform therapists that they might 

intervene in ways that are relevant to clients' experiences. Through analysis of data collected 

from in-depth interviews with parents and teens, the researcher hoped to reveal some of the 

areas in which Chinese American families encountered the most difficulties. 

Qualitative research techniques used in this study provided a window through which 

Chinese American family relations may be understood in the context of lived experiences. 

Through analysis of data collected from in-depth interviews with parents and teens, the 

researcher discovered areas in which Chinese American families encountered the most 

pervasive difficulties. 

The participants in this study were Chinese Americans living in the greater Seattle 

metropolitan area, in the suburbs of Bellevue, Kirkland, and Redmond. All the families 

interviewed were also members of two Chinese Christian churches, one in Bellevue and the 

other, served by the investigator, in Kirkland. They were voluntary participants and known to the 

investigator except for four teenagers whom he bad not met prior to the interviews. Voluntary 

participation was the result of free choice, without any form of coercion or obligation to take 

part, and upon participation, to continue through the course of the research study. Thirty-seven 

participants were interviewed in this research. 
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Parents were interviewed prior to the teens with one exception. Participants from each 

family were interviewed on the same day with the exception of three families where members 

were interviewed on different days. Family members were advised not to discuss their 

interviews with each other until aU members have completed their interviews with the 

researcher. Except for the three families whose members met with the researcher on separate 

days, there was no opportunity for them to interact with each other between interviews. 

Instrumentation 

Interview questions and the researcher were the instruments. Three research questions 

were developed in order to explore what the researcher was interested in understanding. The 

interview questions were designed to answer the research questions about intergenerational 

differences in perspectives in Chinese American families and the possible conflicts arising 

from those differences. In addition to the interview questions, the prompts and further 

open-ended questions are provided in Appendix B. 

Research Questions 

1. How do intergenerational differences in worldviews impact Chinese American family 

relations? 

2. What intergenerational differences in worldviews present the greatest challenges in 

Chinese American family relations? 

3. What interventions might be indicated by the findings and conclusions of this study? 

Interview Questions 

The following questions were posed during interviews with the participants: 

1. How is the way you look at life different from your son/daughter/parents? 

2. Do these differences result in conflicts within your family? 
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3. Do you think these differences and conflicts are unique to Chinese American families? 

The interview protocol followed by the researcher in every interview are listed in Appendix B. 

The interview prompts {Appendix C) were used to keep the questioning open-ended and to 

elicit descriptions of the participants' subjective experiences and the meaning they made from 

them. Some comments were made by the interviewer reflecting the answers given to verify the 

accuracy of the interviewer's understanding and to encourage further elaboration of their 

responses. 

The Researcher as Person 

The researcher is a device of data collection who is able to analyze data inductively and 

identify concretely with the participants (Creswell, 1998). However, a caveat exists based on 

Rubin and Rubin (2005) who observed that the researcher's philosophy impacts how he 

collects the data. It is a distinctive aspect of qualitative research that the researcher is part of 

the research process (Patton, 1980). It is the inherent nature of qualitative research that the 

researcher's values and background influences the research results, but he must diligently set 

them aside as much as is possible (Creswell, 1998). The researcher realized that some of the 

delimitations for this study were specific to his position as pastor of the participants in this 

sample. 

The researcher was born in Hong Kong, raised from age two in Singapore and 

Malaysia, until 1969, when he emigrated with his family to New York. He is a doctoral student 

at Texas Woman's University. Beginning in 1993, the researcher had provided counseling at 

clinics and churches in Dallas, Irving, and Plano, in Texas. He holds a Masters in Biblical 

Studies from Dallas Theological Seminary and was a Licensed Professional Counselor (LPC) 

in Texas before moving to Washington. 
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While in graduate school, he was also on staff as pastor at two churches, one in Plano, 

Texas as assistant pastor, and currently, in Kirkland, Washington, as senior pastor. At both 

locations, the congregants were mainly Chinese from mainland China, most of whom were 

converted to Christianity following their arrival in the United States. The researcher perceives 

the Chinese American experience of acculturation from the perspective of personal experience 

and shares certain aspects in common with the participating parents and teenagers in this 

study, being born to Chinese parents living outside the United States and growing up through 

late adolescence in America. 

He has been employed in New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco in publishing 

and advertising. A difference between the researcher and participants is their more recent 

arrival in the United States, within the last fifteen years, and that they are from mainland 

China, whereas the researcher spent his early adolescence in Southeast Asia, and have visited 

China once, in 2005. 

The researcher believes that Chinese American families face many of the challenges 

that confront many first generation immigrants, with some unique aspects attributed to their 

specific country of origin. Family members desire and achieve different degrees of 

assimilation into American culture, resulting in the exacerbation of the gap between 

generations. The participants in this study experienced internal conflict and intergenerational 

conflict as they made conscious and unconscious choices to assimilate or reject the cultural 

norms of American society. As this process takes place within the context of the family 

system, the researcher observed and elicited common themes relating to family obligations and 

some unspoken expectations regarding relationships, education, and moral ethics. 
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The researcher bracketed his own beliefs and assumptions, and approached the 

interviews with the awareness that the interviewer is susceptible to bias and assumptions, 

assigning meaning to responses from his own experience of acculturationlenculturation. 

One method the interviewer employed to bracket personal assumptions and perspectives was 

the use of many probing questions, and re-stating participants' responses to verify that what 

they meant had been accurately received and understood. 

Participants 

The participants in this study were C hinese Americans living in the Seattle, 

Washington metropolitan area. All were known by the researcher with the exception of four 

teenagers whom he did not meet prior to the interviews. All participants were informed of the 

purpose of the study and invited to participate with full written consent. Voluntary 

participation was the result of free choice, i.e., without any form of coercion or obligation to 

take part, and upon participation, to continue through the course of the research study. Of the 

thirty-seven participants, twenty-two were parents and fifteen were teenagers. 

The participants were members from fifteen families. One or both parents were 

interviewed, followed by one teenager from each family interviewed separately from the 

parent(s). Both parents were interviewed together if they both agreed to participate in the 

research. Fifteen teenagers were interviewed separately. They were between 15 and 19 years of 

age, 9 of whom were girls, and 6 were boys. There was one 15-year-old, four 16-year-olds, five 

17-year-olds, four 18-year-olds, and one 19-year-old. Their average age wasl7, and their median 

age was 17. 

Twenty-two parents comprised of 14 mothers and 8 fathers from the same fifteen 

families were interviewed separately from their children. The parents' ages were between 42 and 
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55 years old and their average age was 47.63 years old. There were software engineers, research 

scientists, a realtor, and paralegal. Twelve of the 15 families consisted ofboth father and mother 

with at least 2 children, except for one family with only one child. 1bree families ' 

heads-of-household were women, one widowed, one divorced, and one single aunt with custody 

of2 teenaged nephews. Eleven of the women were employed full-time, including the 3 single 

female beads-of-household. In 7 out of the 15 families, both parents participated in the interview 

process. 

The participants were qualified when they met the following criteria: 

1 . Participants were limited to Chinese American families. 

2. Participants were from the cities of Kirkland, Redmond, and Bellevue, in the Greater Seattle 

area of Washington State. 

3. Participants were members or attendees at two Chinese Christian churches in the area. 

4. All participants were known to the investigator, with the exception of four teens whom the 

investigator had not inet prior to the interviews. 

5. The investigator serves as pastor in one of the two churches from which the participants were 

selected. 

Procedures 

The researche r posted notices and announcements were also printed in the service 

bulletins in the church where he serves as pastor. The criteria were further explained to 

volunteers after they offered to participate since only a general outline of the criteria were 

printed in the service bulletins. Snowba11 sampling was used to locate the remaining number of 

families to bring the sample size to fifteen families . Information about the call for participants 

and the nature of the research, as well as qualifications for participation, were transmitted by 
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word of mouth between families in the researcher's church as well as to the church where the 

researcher spoke several times a year. Interested families were met by the researcher who 

further clarified the delimitations to ensure the volunteers met the criteria for participation. 

Interviews were conducted at the homes of the families with the exception of one 

parent and one teenager, who was interviewed in a classroom at the researcher's church. 

The parents were interviewed prior to the teens with only one exception. All participants from 

the same family were interviewed on the same day with the exception of three families where 

the parents and teens were interviewed on different days. Family members were advised not to 

discuss their interviews with each other until all members have completed their interviews 

with the researcher. Except for the three families whose members met with the researcher on 

separate days, there was no opportunity for them to interact with each other between 

interviews. The collected data revealed the veracity of answers given because of observable 

concurrences between parents' and teens' responses to open-ended questioning. There were 

many examples of convergence between parents and teens as they made references to the same 

issues they considered salient in their family relations. 

The interviews were conducted in English. Howev~r, both English and Chinese were 

used interchangeably as would often occur in the natural flow of conversations between 

bilingual Chinese Americans. When Chinese was spoken during the interviews, the dialect 

used by participants and interviewer was Mandarin Chinese. The colleague who executed the 

peer review of data analysis also verified portions of the interviews that were translated from 

Chinese into English during transcription of the digitally recorded interviews. There was no 

divergence between the researcher and his colleague regarding the fidelity the translations for 

those portions of interviews in which Chinese Mandarin was spoken. 
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Data Analysis 

The researcher proceeded with detailed examination of the data for emergent themes 

and patterns after completing the transcription of forty-five hours of interview recordings. 

The work of transcribing the recorded interviews was laborious and rewarding, yielding over 

two hundred pages of verbatim transcriptions. A coding scheme was applied to assign data to 

different categories and identification of emergent themes was made possible after the 

different pieces of data were evaluated and compared as described in the following paragraph. 

The researcher listened to the responses of the participants during the interviews 

without taking any notes. Following the completion of the interview, the researcher listened to 

the audio recordings once through without making any notes. This was followed by another 

encounter with the data during the process of transcribing the recorded interviews. When the 

data collection was completed, the researcher read through the transcriptions and made notes 

beside responses that may be categorized under tentative thematic headings. 

Ongoing analyses included preliminary grouping, reduction and elimination, clustering, 

fme-tuning and reassignment of responses according to best fit under the emerging thematic 

categories. Including the initial meeting for the interviews with the families, the researcher 

would have heard and read the responses given at least on five separate occasions. 

Data analysis consisted of the above encounters with the interview responses in audio 

and written forms, as the researcher continued to fine-tune the emergent themes and separated 

the responses into different categories of perspectives on their lived experiences. Each 

encounter with the data enabled the researcher to fine-tune the tentative themes as they 

emerged and crystallized through comparisons of notes written beside different segments of 

the transcripts. Then through electronic cutting and pasting of the interview segments, the 
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emergent themes were fleshed out by the citations that were grouped together by their 

similarities in content and feelings about the events and relationships. 

The researcher sent all audio recordings and transcripts to his colleague who listened, 

read, and made his own notes. Later, the researcher compared his colleague's notes and 

comments with his own, and increased the validity of the thematic categories through the 

process of triangulation. 

Protection of Human Participants 

The research began only after the approval of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of 

Texas Woman's University. Confidentiality was maintained throughout the entire study. 

Participants' names were replaced by participant codes when the data was presented. Only the 

researcher and the research advisor had access to the participant's contact information. 

All documentation was kept under the researcher's care and secured in his home office in a file 

cabinet. The informed consent (Appendix D) was given to the participant along with the 

referral list (Appendix E). The participants were reminded that they had the right to withdraw 

from the research at any time without any penalty. The participants were informed that they 

could stop the interview or take a break at any time they wished. 

The names of participants were replaced by a coding system to protect their privacy 

and maintain strict confidentiality. Only the researcher has access to identifying information. 

No identifying information appears on the transcripts or in the text of this dissertation. 

Participants were provided with a referral list (Appendix E) of professional therapists and the 

phone number and e-mail address of the researcher. 
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Summary 

This chapter discussed the qualitative research process in this study and the 

phenomenological approach that was employed. The research questions and interview 

questions were addressed and a description of the researcher was provided. The research and 

interview questions were addressed and the data collecting and analyzing processes were 

defined. Recruitment of participants and their rights were described as well as the protection of 

their rights, particularly those concerning their privacy and confidentiality. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this study was to examine how intergenerationa] differences in 

worldviews impact Chinese American family relations, and to open a window into the context 

in which conflicts arise, and discover possible ways to resolve them. Many decades ago, 

Bateson (I 979) stated that "nothing has meaning except it be seen as in some context" (p. 15). 

This qualitative study provided a window through which Chinese American family relations 

may be understood in the context of lived experiences. There are differences that may be 

attributed to ethnic background as well as similarities across ethnic lines (Kim & Ge, 2000). 

Through analysis of data collected from in-depth interviews with parents and teens, the 

researcher clarified areas in which parents and teens encountered pervasive challenges that 

were unique to Chinese American families. This chapter contains the emergent themes and 

descriptions of discovery and elaboration by the researcher's encounters with the data 

collected through in-depth interviews that lasted between one to three hours. 

Themes 

Four categories are repeated under two overarching headings of parents' and teenagers' 

perspectives. The categories are: (a) academics, (b) allocation of time and attitude towards 

leisure activity, (c) attributions to cultural influences, and (d) authority and parenthood. 

Themes are grouped under each of these four categories, which appear under the two 

overarching headings of parents ' and teenagers' perspectives to facilitate the comparison and 

contrasting of intergenerational differences. 
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Parents' Perspectives on Academics 

Theme One: Education is Our Child's Highest Priority 

The parents interviewed in this study expressed a shared conviction that education is a 

child's highest priority. Other aspects of life were relegated, by default, to positions of 

secondary importance. However, some of the parents acknowledged that they could not justify 

expecting their teenager to relate to their own educational experiences because it was worlds 

apart from the teenager's experiences in American schools today. There was appreciation more 

than bitterness for lost opportunity, but the fallout from their own persecution during the 

Cultural Revolution was a relentless emphasis upon education as the way to persevere against 

all odds. 

In the sample of fifteen families, the researcher found universal agreement between all 

the parents that education should indeed be their chi ldren's highest priority. Education was an 

issue of gravest concern, regardless of the level of achievement their children attained. If they 

had a teenager who excelled academically, the desire was to maintain and never to lose any 

ground. If their teenager fell short of their expectations, there were myriad approaches to 

encouraging improvement and higher levels of commitment to regaining lost ground. 

Our parents were concerned if we were required to do ar:tything besides studying, our 

learning would be impacted. Literally, a minute away from studies would be a minute 

taken away from our only duty as children. (10m] 

Her younger siste.r has an even more direct approach. She tells me, "Mom, I have a 

C in this subject, but I also have a couple ofB's and some A's as well." And I tell 

her, you're supposed to get all A's. I feel that she's capable, but she won't focus. (13m] 
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But I personally feel . . . my thinking is, education is of the utmost importance at this 

point in life. It will determine the level of fulfillment and rewards in later life, and also 

her value to society [15m] 

We grew up during the Cultural Revolution in China. We were in third grade. And 

there were years we couldn' t go to school. And what we learned in school consisted 

mostly of slogans and propaganda. So really, if you want to learn, you do it on your 

own (8f]. 

All of the preparation is geared toward scoring high. Not what you learn, but all is in 

preparation to attain high test scores [2f]. 

Theme Two: Education Paves the Way to Success and Security 

Parents hoped that by the sheer strength of their own convictions they would be able to 

convince their children to internalize their perspective on education. The teenagers had indeed 

internalized their parents' perspective on higher education, to the extent that they can repeat 

the platitudes and definitions of"success" or "failure," but stopped short of real-life 

application. The sacrifices made by all the parents in the sample were incontrovertible 

evidence of their commi!Jnent to providing the best education they can for their children. The 

ultimate goal was to pave the road towards a financially secure future. The minimum 

expectation and definition of success was one's ability to maintain the family of origin 's 

standard of living and the ideal was to exceed the previous generation's level of educational 

and financial achievements. 
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Well, most of us from Mainland got here through having good scores. Our chance to 

get here depended so much on test scores and grades. [2f] 

Yes, that is China. In our environment, unless you excelled, you won't have a shot at a 

better life, to get out of the confines of your social or economic class. [2m] 

But I personally feel ... my thinking is, education is of the. utmost importance at this 

point in life. It will determine the level of fulfillment and rewards in later life, and also 

her value to society. [15m] 

There's a Chinese saying- that nothing surpasses the greatness of study and academic 

achievement. That's the level to which academic achievement has been elevated. [2m] 

MW: Any ideas about why this may be so? 

From thousands of years of Chinese history. Because competition is fierce and 

education is one of the only ways to get ahead. Even in today's China, high school 

students get to school at 8am and aren't home until 10 at night. [2m] 

So ... I would, or could have compensated by placing greater expectations on my 

children . .. and what I didn't get while growing up, I would hope my children could 

have. And what I haven't achieved, I would hope my children can achieve. [2f] 

Parents' Perspectives on Allocation of Time and Attitude towards Leisure Activity 

Theme Three: We Provide Our Children with the Best Education and We Expect 

Them to Perform 

Having made great sacrifices for their children's future, the parents became singularly 

focused on education, considering the children's academic achievements to be a direct 
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reflection upon their parenthood. The child's academic performance became the standard for 

measuring the degree of their success as parents. There was trepidation over the possibility of 

wasting the opportunities they bad fought to give their children. The degree of anxiety was 

relative to the severity of the parents' struggles to successfully overcome the obstacles that 

would have otherwise prevented them from having their new lives in America. 

Yeah, I don't know if it's true for all ... usually like Asian children, Chinese children, 

compared to American children, they are more competitive in school, but I think it's 

actually the parents made them so. They really push them hard. [2f] 

We're living under different conditions and act accordingly. If we were to enforce the 

same limitations that we had as children, it'd be far far different from the way they 

live. Yeah, I'm lucky huh? (laughing with pleasure) Sometime I wonder ifl am not a 

little too overbearing. [1Om] 

How could they grow up here, with all the benefits of their ability to speak English, 

and be content to work at a menial job? [2m] 

It's priorities, different priorities! [2f] 

The citation above was an emphatic summing up the parents' perspective on a 

difference in perspective that caused the greatest conflict between them: the difference in 

priorities. 

Theme Four: Our Children Put Pleasure B efore Work So We Have to Keep After Them 

In the minds of the Chinese American parents, allocation of time and attitudes toward 

leisure is directly related to the concept of delayed gratification. The parents are convinced that 
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the longing and expectation of instant gratification will surely prove to be the downfall oftheir 

children in the future. The teenagers' perceived and apparent failure of the teenagers to plan 

ahead caused grave concern among the parents in this study. In many of the responses the 

parents expressed different levels of frustration and anxiety concerning their teenagers' very 

different approach to preparing for the future. They had difficulty refraining from making 

comparisons between their own perseverance and ability to delay gratification and their 

teenagers' apparent intention to live only in the moment. The parents were frequently 

disappointed by their teenagers' apparent disregard for the future consequences of present 

decisions and behaviors. 

This ... reminds me of an illustration- eating grapes. Do we eat the bigger ones or the 

smaller ones first? They will eat the bigger ones first, we the smaller ones. That's the 

difference. It's a perspective, that with self-control, things are going to get better. This 

is really significant, the difference in perspective. But while we don't push them, we 

try to reason with them in a more natural way. But we found out that if we let them be 

natural, they don't want to work. [2f] 

She can't foresee the future . Would rather be happy now. Not because she purposely 

does wrong . .. but doesn't look far ahead enough. I I m] 

Parents' Attributions to Cultural Influences 

Theme Five: Our Ch.ildren Are So Influenced by American Culture It Causes Conflict 

Between Us 

The citations below encapsulate many descriptions of cultural differences between 

parents and teenagers that resulted in conflict. It appeared that the behaviors of their teenagers 
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were attributed to the influence of their peers and "the times., The parents were aware that 

peer pressure impacted their behavior in the same way it impacted their children. They 

admitted that their own values and perspectives were the result of their own native culture and 

voiced concern that inappropriate parenting in the context of the new and dominant culture 

would cause more harm than good in the live of their children. In addition, a common concern 

that was voiced during interviews with parents was the lack of self-control on the part of the 

teenagers. This was attributed to the influence of the way teachers taught their students in 

American schools and the parents perceived that a more permissive and accepting environment 

existed here in comparison to their own schooling in China. Finally, the issue of respecting 

one's elders was raised by almost all the parents interviewed. They decried the apparent lack 

of respect for elders displayed by their children, a behavior that greatly disturbed their sense of 

propriety. 

But she tells us we don't understand American culture. They exchange in school, how 

many times they exchange clothes with others. It's no big deal. .. . Perhaps makeup may 

be no big deal in American families. That's what she tells me, it 's no big deal. ... The 

poorer the family, the more their dreams wili be transferred to their children. This is 

Chinese culture, certainly, and different from American. What the earlier generation 

did not "finish," "complete," is transferred to the next generation. [ 1 f] 

Another difference in perspective is respect for elders. We never talk back. Even if we 

disagree. Will not say "we disagree" but we'lllisten and we will do what we think is 

the right thing to do, but we will not talk back! It's about how you talk back. My son 

will frequently tell his mom to "shut up." That's a difference in how you value your 
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relatives. Or maybe it's because of the way we live over here that makes it different. 

[6f] 

Yes, he's growing up in a very different culture from what I knew, and that's why I 

don't understand his thinking. It's very difficult to guide him, because it's so different 

from what I have known. [12m] 

Yes, the philosophy was different, from what we have here in this country. There was a 

philosophical difference. There is a much greater inclination to use positive 

reinforcement here, to remind the student that he's done well, done very well . It is as if 

teachers are not allowed to display any sort of negativity. They are overly focused on 

providing positive feedback. [2m] 

We're changing too. These are not traditional ideas we grew up with. I think many 

messages about parenting we hear in church are not right. We are living in America, so 

we can't be using methods used in China. [8f] 

Privacy is also an issue, or problem. Chinese parents want to know, perhaps in detail, 

but non-Chinese families, they like having their "space." To do that, would be a 

violation of their space. I also feel that in American families, there is excessive concern 

over privacy. [2f] 

I told him it was not acceptable, when we're speaking English, for him to use "guys" in 

addressing us. We consider that disrespectful. We still want to teach him about respect. 

[8f] 

35 



Parents' Perspectives on Authority and Parenthood 

Theme Six: It Is Challenging to Raise Americanized Teenagers in a Chinese Family Because 

of Different Perspectives on Authority and Parenthood 

The parents' responses revealed the struggles they encountered in the appropriateness 

and effectiveness of their parenting. They revealed varying levels of perceptiveness and 

self-evaluation in their use of parenting styles based on their own families of origin. There was 

a pervasive sense of the tension between the authoritarian styles of their own parents and their 

perception of the libertarian mores of Caucasian American parents. They also revealed various 

levels of self-awareness of being overbearing and dominating in their parenting styles. Their 

perceptions of their children's rebelliousness appeared fairly subjective because a description 

of the same teenage behavior might elicit several different evaluations and extrapolations by 

the different parents. 

Parents were conscious of their need to monitor their parenting, and to adapt and 

change if they realized it was necessary to be more effective. Sometimes they tried to go 

against their natural inclinations, and in the midst of these struggles found themselves troubled 

by concerns about how they may appear to their peers. They worried about being censured for 

assimilating to the extent of being considered too permissive by other Chinese American 

parents. Chinese churches whose members are first generation immigrants from China are 

bound by many old traditions. Their families of origin are in China and surviving parents and 

siblings often continue living there while Chinese Americans build their lives in the United 

States. Though China is changing rapidly, many traditions and cultural norms linger as 

Chinese families Jiving in different countries journey through the process of acculturation and 

enculturation. 
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I wonder if some of our Chinese friends perceive us as not doing all we should do to 

teach our children. Perhaps they think we're too lax. But what I believe is, we're in 

America, we can'tjust keep doing things the way they' re done in China with our 

children. Because our children are not living in China. If we did that, using the ways 

our parents did, maybe an obedient child would comply, but how can we be sure that it 

would not finally create a distance between us when they grow up? [13m] 

Well, I do have my perspective and sometimes think much of it may be related to our 

oWn upbringing. Her boyfriend's grandparents were in the military in Taiwan, and so 

they're very authoritarian. There's no room for argument or discussion. So, there are 

people who say I'm a bit too lenient. [4fl 

It would be very sad, that after raising them, our parenting style would finally cause 

them to want to be as far away from us as possible. What if they were not only 

reluctant to come home, but are unwilling to even call us. That would break our hearts. 

(13m] 

There are some differences. I think that Chinese parents or guardians are more 

dominating. And sometimes, even though they know that they have done something 

wrong, because of saving face, they rarely admit it. I think that' s the difference. [5m] 

And if you respect your child as an individual, you won't tie your own success as a 

family to your child's accomplishments. [If] 

It is possible, that we 've departed some ~rom the traditional Chinese values. [2f] 
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And if she would only just not reject our values. [1m] 

Also I think we ... especially as Asian parents, we're very protective, but this kind of 

protectiveness ... whatever it is, we worry . ... On the other hand she still feels 

somehow, basically we didn't, I think we still talk and don't listen enough. More 

talking than listening. They didn't have enough chance to express their own. (2f] 

For example saying we're sorry. When we began learning to say "sorry" to our 

children, I felt very strange. You know as parents, in the morning when we get up, we 

say "good morning" but the kids should be the first to greet us, not the parents greeting 

them first. [8m] 

Teenagers' Perspectives on Academics 

Theme Seven: We Are Under Constant Pressure to Excel Academically in Order to Assure a 

Good Future and Bring Honor to Our Family 

Teenagers in this study were very well aware of their parents' expectations and 

demands. Even though they could repeat the platitudes on the value of a good education, they 

seem to fall short of applying it in their own lives. They were aware that the family name was 

at stake depending on how well they did in school. Such was the relentless nature of their 

parents' expectations regarding their academic performance. Some families desire that the 

child 's academic achievements exceed the parents' . The first citation given below illustrates 

why the teenagers feel an unrelenting pressure to perform. 

My dad's been saying, or he has said, that he's put more effort into my stuff than I 

have. (lOs] 
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There's this one girl I had to compete with all the time, in tenns of Chinese "beat each 

other, education-wise." This girl was doing something over the summer and 1 wasn't 

doing anything over the summer. ( 6d] 

My parents never say not to let them "lose face" because they know that I don't try to 

do that And ifl do, then there should be a family meeting [laughs], I don't know. [4d) 

But that value at least has been drilled into me, that unless you go to university, that 

unless you go to grad school, that unless you do some post-graduate work, you can't .. . 

you can't get ahead in this society, you can't live a comfortable life. [ld] 

They think that ... well we all think that- education gets you someplace in life. 

Y'know if you get a college degree you can get a good job . . . that way you will be able 

to maintain, like, you know- have a - maintain a good life. [15d] 

A lot of Chinese families sometimes they want their kids to be something just because 

they think it's more money. Or they expect that it's going to make them happy. Like 

making computers rather than fixing bikes at a store. It's telling people their son is a 

computer engineer, not a mechanic. [5s] 

Teenagers' Perspectives on Allocation of Time and Attitude Towards Leisure Activity 

Theme Eight: We Don't Focus Only on Academics Because There Are Other Things That Are 

As Important to Us Now 

The teenagers understood their parents' emphases on planning ahead. But they remained 

skeptical of the direct correlation between today's actions and tomorrow's consequences. 
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They understand their parents' perspectives but may not necessarily believe in their veracity. 

Parents and teenagers disagree over instant versus delayed gratification. Not doing their 

homework, or playing before they've done their assignments is tantamount to destroying one's 

future. Most of the teenagers rejected this linear perspective and did not construe their leisure 

activities as acts of irresponsibiljty even if there was work waiting to be done. They seemed to 

live more in the moment and certainly placed a high premium on social and leisure activities. 

And the parents start to think, that's your future, they get mad at you. What my aunt 

said, to my older brother, "Why do you do this to your future?" when he's not doing 

his homework. [ 5s] 

But like beyond that, like right now since I'm about to graduate, I like, I don't know, 

I'm thinking education isn' t as important as my parents think it is, right now ... . Yeah. 

So like I don't know, I'm starting to value friends, like because I want to spend more 

time with my friends and worry a little less about the academics. Mm hmm. Academics 

can help you to become more knowledgeable so it may help you later in your life, like 

as you go into college or as you go into like your work, career. But if I have all the 

education in the world but no friends, I don' t think that's a very good life . ... You need 

that balance. You have to always maintain that balance. Or else you 're not really going 

to have a good life. [7s] 

We're more similar than different in the way we look at education, and placing 

emphasis on education. Umm .. . I guess my parents think that education is really 

important but sometimes it like, it covers like more, like sometimes it becomes a bigger 

part of your life than you want it to be. [ 15d] 
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So I feel like it's unfair in the sense that they missed out so much in their own lives that 

they assume it's not there, that it's not important, or that ... that I never enjoyed the 

process ... never enjoyed elementary school, I hated junior high, and high school is all 

like, work, work, work, and with a lot of family turmoil .... But also that's just sort of 

how they were brought up ... enjoy later, that's with them .... But mom thinks 

academics is so much more important, it should take precedence over everything, 

because you're there to study and not to have fun, so location shouldn't matter, and so, 

I sort of want to ask them when can I have fun. (ld] 

And like if I have spare time, I should study because I should make good use of my 

time and not waste it and like not squander my future, or something. (2d) 

Teenagers ' Attributions to Cultural Influences 

Theme Nine: Our Parents Want to Teach Us in the Same Way They Were Taught Because 

They Believe It Worked for Them 

The teenager's perception was their parents' lives went according to plan because their 

grandparents taught them certain truths and certain ways to ·approach life. However the 

teenagers were not convinced that the efficacy of parenting styles were transferable from 

Chinese culture to American culture. They were skeptical of the applicability and efficacy of 

Chinese models in an American context. They had difficulty accepting an exclusively 

pragmatic approach to life. The teenagers in this sample understood that parents were 

influenced by Chinese culture just as teens were influenced by American culture. 

Because, because I think, I think they all realize that you know what our parents did 

this, and look at us now. We're successful. (!3d] 
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I think that from my parents' point of view, everything is very practical. .. that's not 

only how they are as people, but, and like culturally. (ld] 

I think it's generally also because of how they grew up. It's because when they grew 

up, mostly, at least Chinese families who are here ... had ... they were successful 

academically back in China. And so they, they expect it. [I 3d] 

Theme Ten: We Have a Generation Gap and a Culture Gap at the Same Time, Which 

Makes Us Look at Things Very Differently 

The teenagers' difficulties and conflicts were intensified when they found themselves 

caught between contradictory cultural norms. They were aware of the Chinese immigrant's 

desire that successive generations attain higher levels of accomplishment. However they found 

that away from home, the worldview embraced by their peers were considerably less rigid. 

The teenagers' lived experiences were multicultural because the cultural norms at home were 

different from those away from home. Their responses indicated an ongoing integration of 

Chinese and American culture in their personal lives. They were simultaneously engaged in 

the dual processes of acculturation and enculturation. 

I think it just complicates everything, it just makes everything so much more 

complicated. Because not only do you have the age gap, in terms of values but also in 

terms of experiences, but you also have that geographical gap, which is . . . everything is 

so different. [ 1 d] 

I know that y'know especially Chinese families, they have a thing where the kids are 

always supposed to do better than their parents. [13d] 
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And also, the "one-child" policy may have caused parents, because they have only one 

child, they have to be perfect And then anything the parents failed at, they want the 

child to, the child has to succeed at it. [2d] 

You know, like I mean, they're a different century, a different time frame and so, yeah, 

how it affects my family, is we sometimes get into conflict because our opinions are 

different over our age issue and you know, I think that's the main thing. Just that, urn, 

just the way we grew up in a different generation. Yeah, I think that's the difference. 

[12s] 

Teenagers' Perspectives on Authority and Parenthood 

Theme Eleven: Our Parents' Rules Are Very Different From American Parents' Rules 

The teenagers perceive differences between their family rules and those of their 

Caucasian American friends ' families. They have their own theories about why, and most of 

them believe that their parents' rules are derived from their families of origin in China. Their 

frequent references to " levels" and "positions" point to the intrinsically hierarchical nature of 

all social and familial relations in Chinese culture. There are rules of conduct based on 

hierarchy, governing interactions between any two individuals, be it parent and child, younger 

and older sibling, employer and employee, or teacher and student. 

I think it's kinda like just the cultural background that kinda got, k:inda get adapted into 

their umm personality and their expectations, including their behavior along with that. 

That's why I think the Chinese parents are so much more strict. [12s] 
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I think it's generally also because of how they grew up. It's because when they grew 

up, mostly, at least Chinese families who are here . .. had ... they were successful 

academically back in China. And so they, they expect it [ 13d). 

Yes, urn, that's true. Just you know, just urn, it's all affected by cultural background. 

[12s] 

Maybe not like perfection, but just, I mean, there's differertt standards though, 

definitely, in Asian families. [I 3d) 

But with Chinese, it's like a level, like I'm at a higher level than you are. [2d] 

I feel that the values are different between the Chinese families and White families 

because umm ... just kind of as we grew up, they sort of instill the value that the 

parents- they take care of us, while we're growing up, but in the future, we have to 

take care them when they're growing old. [lls) 

And Chinese American families, I believe, we have to have dinners together. Cause in 

my Caucasian friends ' families, "Oh yeah, we just eat dinner by ourselves." Even if the 

Chinese American kids don't get along with their parents, you're forced to have dinner 

together. In that way, there's a bond. It seems even with my "foreign" friends, from 

other countries, they all really emphasize that. [3d) 

Summary 

Four categories of themes were repeated under two overarching headings of parents' 

and teenagers ' perspectives. The categories were (a) academics, (b) allocation of time 
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and attitude towards leisure activity, (c) attributions to cultural influences, and (d) authority 

and parenthood. Themes were grouped under each of these four categories, which appeared 

under the two overarching headings of parents' and teenagers' perspectives to facilitate the 

comparison and contrasting of intergenerational differences. 
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CHAPTERV 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, 

AND CONCLUSIONS 

Summary 

This study examined how intergenerational differences in worldviews impact Chinese 

American family relations and proposed possible ways to increase awareness and acceptance 

of different perspectives. Researchers have studied the acculturation of Chinese Americans 

and compared it with that of Caucasian Americans and of Chinese living elsewhere. Findings 

of the present study were supported by results of research studies indicating the high 

expectations of Chinese American parents for academic achievement and family obligations in 

comparison with other cultures. The differences in perspectives and expectations often cause 

disharmony between Chinese American family members. 

The majority of this investigator's counseling sessions have been with Chinese 

American families and the most challenging sessions are often with families whose intergener

ational conflicts were related to struggles in the multicultural context of being Chinese and 

American. Family members disagree over which culture should be the basis for family rules of 

conduct. The rapidity of acculturation varies between families and certainly between members 

of any single family, further contributing to the intensity of intergenerational conflict. 

Differences stem from the clashing of eastern and western cultural norms. 

First generation Chinese Americans are often steeped in a social tradition that 

de-emphasizes individual independence and autonomy, and is entrenched in the observance of 

46 



hierarchy in interpersonal relationships. A consequence is the inherently strong belief in the 

specificity of roles and relationships considered proper between persons in well-defined roles. 

American individualism is a counterpoint to the collectivism of Chinese culture, and is an area 

where intergenerational differences come into sharp contrast in family therapy with Chinese 

Americans. Therapists who know that hidden assumptions are powerful obstacles to problem 

resolution will try to understand the cross-cultural context of Chinese American family life so 

that they may function with greater effectiveness in therapy. 

Discussion 

The collected data provided clear evidence ofthe veracity of answers given because of 

definable concurrences between parents ' and teens' responses to open-ended questioning. 

There were many examples of convergence between parents and teens as they made references 

to the same issues they considered salient in their family relations. The complementarity of the 

different family members' interview responses allowed the researcher to uncover emergent 

themes from the forty-five hours of digital audio recordings that were rendered into two hundred 

pages of verbatim transcriptions. 

Salient Findings of This Research 

The emergent themes uncovered through analysis of the data were organized under two 

categories that revealed parallels between the perspectives of parents and teenagers. Just as 

reflections in a mirror, the parents and teenagers revealed opposite sides of the same image. 

They spoke from different perspectives on issues related to academics, allocation of time and 

attitude towards leisure activity, attributions to cultural influences, authority and parenthood. 

The findings described below addressed the first research question of this study: "How do 

intergenerational differences in worldviews impact Chinese American family relations?" 
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The emergent themes defined in chapter four addressed the second research question: 

"What intergenerational differences in worldviews present the greatest challenges in Chinese 

American family relations?" And finally the third research question: ''What interventions would 

be indicated by the findings and conclusions of this study?" is addressed in the section below on 

clinical implications. 

Chinese American parents in this study shared a deeply held conviction about the value 

of hard work and perseverance. This perspective was clearly transmitted to their children along 

with an unambiguous expectation that it should be applied toward their schoolwork. The goal of 

academic excellence was so often repeated in at home, that it surfaced as a topic in the 

interviews more often than any other, in most cases, it was the first subject to be discussed. 

It was so much a part of the fabric of their lives, there was tacit understanding between every 

family member that it was undoubtedly the highest goal of the parents. The literature review 

strongly indicated that cultural background is a major force influencing family beliefs about the 

value of education and how academic expectations are communicated by parents and received 

by their children (Chen, 2001; Chen & Lan, 1998). The findings were also concurrent with the 

review of literature that Chinese immigrant parents tend to communicate and reinforce 

expectations for their children to pursue careers in science, medicine, law, and engineering 

(Leong & Serafica, 1995). 

The parents in these fifteen families were high achievers by virtue of the difficulties they 

had surmounted in their journey from a different culture and era to the present. Hence, they were 

intimidating models for their children to emulate, and many of the teenagers seemed up to the 

challenge as evidenced by several teenagers who were years younger than their classmates. 

One of the participants, and two of her friends who were not part of this sample, will complete 
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their junior year in college before turning eighteen. Nevertheless, the teenagers had difficulty 

applying the quintessential value of academic excellence in their own lives even though they had 

given it their mental assent The teenagers also contended with the corollary principle that every 

other aspect of life was relegated by default to secondary positions of importance and urgency. 

The attraction of socializing and obligation of studying demand vast amounts of energy from 

teenagers from day to day. The review of literature performed after analysis of data had been 

completed confirmed that Chinese American parents' perspective on academics is attributable to 

millennia of Confucian teachings handed down through generations. 

However, there were intimations of a shift away from the native culture to the host 

culture described by researchers as the process of 8:cculturation and enculturation. The former 

process describes the acquisition and assimilation of new cultural norms and the latter refers to 

the retention of one's native culture. Acquisition and assimilation of new cultural norms 

(acculturation) occurs concurrently with purposeful retention of old cultural norms 

(enculturation). Some of the conflicts were related to the acculturation ofparents toward 

American norms, while the opposite was true for teenagers as they "adopted" their parents' 

culture. 

There are differences between the ways Chinese American family members navigate the 

multifaceted and cross-cultural experience of acculturation and enculturation (Lee, Yoon, & 

Liu-Tom, 2006). The present research revealed that parents acquired the different values of 

American culture in parallel with their children coming to terms with their parents' native 

culture. Since the children are growing up in America, their knowledge of Chinese culture was 

the reversal of their parents' experiences. The older generation assimilated American cultural 

norms, while the younger generation learned and assimilated Chinese cultural norms at home, 
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and on their vacation trips to China. This was also reflected in the review of literature (Rhee, 

Chang, & Rhee, 2003; Leung, 1997: Huang & Leong, 1994; Yu, 1984). They were also exposed 

to their family of origin' s culture through interactions with grandparents who visited from China 

every year or two. 

The parents wished fervently for their children to learn that excellence in academic 

achievement was the very factor that provided them with the means of coming to America and 

began a new life to secure a better future for the entire family. 

"Well, most of us from the Mainland got here through having good scores. Our chance 

to get here depended so much on test scores and grades." [2f] 

The teenagers attributed the struggles they contended with to the inherent difficulcy of 

simultaneously meeting their parents' expectations and their own interests as young adults living 

in America. Their parents were not oblivious to the developing and separate identities of their 

children as revealed in their responses in the interviews. (Note that the coding system utilized in 

these verbatim quotations indicate the participant's status: "f' and " m" for responses by parents, 

and "s" and "d" for those given by teenagers, in order to place them in their proper contexts. The 

number preceding the letters are designations indicating the number assigned to each of the 

fifteen families in this research study.) 

The parents spoke at length about how they were brought up by their own parents, and 

what schooi was like for them in China. 

In China, teachers are so different, or were when we were students. There, the teachers 

pointed out, and made an example of those who did well. To encourage the others to try 

and measure up. But here the goal is not to make those who didn't measure up feel 
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inferior. Here, there are ID numbers posted instead of names to avoid making some 

students feel bad. [2t] 

They shared an enduring belief in the efficacy of higher education and academic achievement in 

enabling them to rise above their circumstances (Li, 2004). In its most extreme manifestation, 

this perspective on academics relegated the actual learning to be of secondary importance. 

Getting the highest possible test scores meant more than the knowledge gained because their 

newfound freedom from earlier oppression became reality through academic excellence. This 

was reinforced by the system of meritocracy through centuries of Confucianism (Shen, 1999; 

Lau, 1992). 

But yet their own expectations did give them pause at times, when they became aware 

that they could not justify their assumption that teenagers should be able to relate to educational 

perspectives based on their experiences of privation during the Cultural Revolution. They 

realized that they had come themselves from a culture that was worlds apart from the experience 

of American high school students today. 

We grew up during the Cultural Revolution in China. We were in third grade. And there 

were years we couldn't go to school. And what we learned in school consisted mostly of 

slogans and propaganda. So really, if you want to learn, you do it on your own. (8t] 

It was moving to have heard their retelling of lost opportunities and injustices suffered 

during the Cultural Revolution without residual bitterness and resentment. The parents expressed 

an earnest desire for their children to make the most of a far superior environment to the one 

they worked so hard to bring them away from. 

Wu & Chao (2005) summarized several studies that reported a pattern of Asian 

parenting wherein love and affection for children is often demonstrated through support and 
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sacrifice, especially for their education. The sacrifice that the parents in this study mentioned 

included relieving their children of household responsibilities and chores, for the sake of 

enabling the child to give their undivided attention to schoolwork. In return for the sacrifices 

made on their children's behalf, the parents expected excellence in academic performance. 

This was a major difference in perspective and cause for conflict 

A pervasive parental complaint was against the time spent online, for any purpose 

other than genuine research for homework assignments. Parents were concerned about the 

relentless surfing and instant messaging. The parents had given so much of themselves in order 

to provide opportunities for better Jiving through education; they tended to expect a 

comparable level of perseverance in their children.'s commitment to schoolwork. The level of a 

child's educational achievements was considered to be a direct reflection upon the success or 

failure of the parents. 

Parents decried the inability to sacrifice immediate gratification for a future payoff, 

because they had made that sacrifice in order to come to America. From the parents' 

perspective, playing now led to poverty later, but to the teenager, playing was a prerequisite to 

have balance in life. Perspectives on academics were emphatically different between 

generations and therefore a common cause of conflict. Parents felt that their teenagers did not 

sufficiently appreciate the opportunities afforded them by their careful plans and personal 

sacrifice. 

Parents were often slower than their children in their assimilation of American culture. 

They disagreed over the beneficial and detrimental aspects of acculturation as well as the 

complementarity or incompatibility of American cultural norms with those of their native 

Chinese culture. The parents' preservation of traditional values from their native culture, and 
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the teenagers' inclination toward the individual freedom in American culture resulted in fixing 

the blame on the unwelcome influence of either Chinese or American cultural norms. 

The Parents and teenagers had different perspectives on the extent of authority parents 

should wield. The teenagers complained more about how they were spoken to, than what they 

were being told. Parents felt that their ~eenagers had been unduly influenced by the informal 

and nonhierarchical nature of American culture. Parenting was most often directed at helping 

teenagers prepare for a better future than the parents had attained. This was in conformity with 

the culturally normative expectation that succeeding generations should improve upon their 

circumstances in comparison with the one that preceded them. Parents and teenagers agreed that 

this was a truism conforming to Chinese cultural norms, but the teenagers had difficulty 

accepting its validity and applicability in their own lives. As with other parental values derived 

from Chinese culture, the teens lived somewhere between mental assent and personal application 

of traditional world views. The following citation was a testament to the multifaceted findings 

from this research study. The investigator remained aware that beyond the apparent differences 

in perspectives between parents and their children, there were the serendipitous discoveries of 

the bond between family members that defied analysis and explanation. Not only did this 

researcher find wisdom out ofthe mouths of babes, he was privileged to share the wonder of 

love from the hearts of the families. 

The teenagers were aware of the stereotypes and defined roles they had been assigned by 

the dominant culture. Some, chafing at the prejudicial typecasting, found their voice and had 

begun to resist being pigeonholed. This study uncovered an ostensible reason why some Chinese 

American teenagers dress in styles that provoke their parents and result in conflict at home. 

These teenagers fought to avoid being labeled "geeks" along with other Asian Americans who 
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fit the stereotype of being science and math "whiz kids." How they chose to dress and the friends 

they associated with became sources of conflict at times. 

A father commented that his employer was aware of the impact of China's Cultural 

Revolution. It had in fact driven some to work harder than ever to free themselves from the 

yoke of Communism's at the same time that others had given up in despair. He suspected that 

his employer understood his cultural background better than his children did. 

Even Microsoft knows which years produced college graduates who were significantly 

different, or better than those of other years, i.e. during the period of turmoil and 

Cultural Revolution, those who came out through such times had a certain stamina or 

staying power. (2t] 

Teenagers in this study had internalized the parental perspective on the high priority of 

dedication to diligent study. They believed the same thing about education, but again the 

difference was between knowing and doing, between lip service and actually living it out. 

Their parents lived out what they believed and reaped the fruits of their diligence. The children 

saw the benefit but have not been able to apply it in their own lives. They suggested many 

other factors that made a singular focus on academics difficult to maintain. 

The investigator was moved by the honesty of the parents and teenagers who struggled 

with differences that beset their families. Three examples of heartfelt revelations are provided 

below: one from a parent and two from teenagers. The last citation exemplified the privilege of 

looking through a window into the thought lives of participants in a phenomenological study. 

Wisdom beyond their years was revealed in these interviews with teenagers. The researcher 

had only to pay attention to find that there was indeed wisdom from "out of the mouths of 

babes." 
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I guess conflict is okay sometimes. Maybe in families, if we're all the same and we're 

just robots right? A robot has no feelings. If you're a robot, you're not even alive. And 

I guess conflict can actually make you learn, sometimes. 

Through pain comes happiness, sometimes. And I mean, if my life went perfectly, I'm 

not going to be a Christian. I mean, who needs God if my life goes perfectly? What I'm 

saying is like, if your parents fight, of course it's bad. But they're gonna fight. There's 

no avoiding. You cannot, you just can't eliminate the possibility. 

The family issues. It's right to think that conflict is not good, but all I'm saying is, 

according to human nature, it's just gonna happen. It's okay to think that conflict is 

good for you, but at the same time if you think conflict is good for you, then what's the 

point of counseling, right? So I'm just saying, y'know, as a counselor, you can try your 

best to ... to lessen the conflict. But it's just human nature that conflict occurs. [5s] 

Implications for Clinical Practice 

This section addresses the third research question: "What interventions would be 

indicated by the findings and conclusions of this study?" The collected data provided several 

helpful cues for doing therapy with Chinese American families in conflict over intergenerational 

differences in perspectives. Embedded in the interview responses were numerous references to 

how family members tried to defuse escalating crises created by different points of view. These 

responses offered clues to what worked and what did not, and may serve as a guide to therapy 

with families struggling with cross-cultural perspectives. 

1. Firsthand experience of Chinese culture in its indigenous setting may help Chinese 

American teens to understand the different cultural perspectives of their parents. 
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2. 

3. 

4. 

Willingness to adapt to American culture is appreciated by parents and teenagers. 

Applying a philosophy from another era and context may not reap the same 

results or benefits. 

Chinese American families with extremely high academic demands may overwhelm 

teenagers who are unable to communicate their frustrations. 

5. Open communication about the challenges of living in a multicultural context may 

help family members to have greater understanding for one another. 

Limitations 

There was a sample selection bias because al the participants were drawn from two 

churches in the Seattle suburbs ofBellevue, Kirkland, and Redmond. They were members of a 

church where the investigator serves as pastor and another where he is a visiting speaker ~everal 

times a year. All the families were known to the investigator from previous interactions at the 

churches. Generalizability of these findings is limited because of the sample's demographic 

profile. Further research on Chinese Americans living in other suburban areas is needed. 

In a phenomenological study, the researcher is the instrument This impetus for this study 

began when the researcher noted that there were some issues that carne up frequently in 

counseling sessions with Chinese American families. He identified with the families because he 

was born into a Chinese American family. The researcher emigrated from Southeast Asia 

thirty-nine years ago. His personal experiences would have influenced his research in terms of 

impressions and background knowledge he brought to the study of the fifteen families. There 

was built-in bias because of some experiences shared by the researcher and the participants of 

the present study in addition to his role as their pastor, teacher, or counselor. However, this 
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allowed the investigator to interact with the interviewees on a foundation of trust that had been 

established before the research study began. 

The researcher suspended his biases and assumptions to the best of his ability while 

interviewing the participants and analyzing the data, by listening and later reading the transcripts 

with no preconceived ideas or assumptions. Being raised in a Chinese American family, there 

were many terms, colloquialisms, and references the researcher understood that a non-Chinese 

American researcher might not have. 

Data triangulation was performed by a coJJeague who listened to the digital recordings 

and read all of the transcriptions to verify the accuracy of the translated portions of the 

interviews. He later read the coded transcriptions and discovered emergent themes so that the 

investigator could compare them with those he found through his own analysis. There was 

confirmation of the translation's accuracy and numerous points of overlap in defining emergent 

themes from the coded transcriptions. The colleague had earned his doctoral degree in family 

therapy from the investigator's department at TWU a year ago. He currently teaches family 

therapy at a university in Taiwan. The similarity between investigator's and coJJeague 's ethnic 

background may have strengthened the validity of the data analysis. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Since the sample was recruited from Chinese American families in a specific 

northwestern Chinese Christian subculture, future research could determine if the 

findings in this study can be replicated in different Chinese American contexts. 

2. Within-group differences may be large because Chinese immigrants have come to 

America from Hong Kong, China, Taiwan, and Southeast Asia. People from different 
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geographical areas in China could have different perspectives. Future research could 

investigate Chinese American immigrants from countries other than mainland China. 

Conclusions 

Chinese American families face many trials and challenges that confront first 

generation immigrants no matter what country they come from. Some of the issues they 

struggle with are unique and attributed to the cultural norms oftheir family of origin as well as 

their country of origin. Family members desire and achieve different degrees of assimilation in 

America, sometimes resulting in widening the gap between generations. The participants in 

this study experienced internal conflict and intergenerational conflict as they made conscious 

and unconscious choices to assimilate or reject the cultural norms of American society. As this 

process takes place within the context of the family system, the researcher observed and 

elicited common themes relating to family obligations and spoken as well as unspoken and 

tacit expectations regarding education, relationships, and personal ethics. The themes elicited 

from analysis of data were perspectives on academics, allocation of time and attitudes toward 

leisure activity, attributions to cultural influences, and authority and parenthood. 

The love and resilience observed in the lives of these families inspire us to faith in the 

human spirit that overcomes obstacles visible and invisible. There was a sense of beliefs 

residing deep in their hearts that embolden them in struggles to build a better life, not only in 

terms of the physical but the emotional and spiritual as well. The sense of home and family, 

that hard to define desire for belonging, wherever these families came from and wherever they 

may ultimately spend their days, shone through in the narratives of their personal journeys. 

Their discoveries of self and of others give us hope in the human condition, for we all seek that 

better day and brighter tomorrow. 
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An lngmar Bergman classic, Through a Glass Darkly, portrayed a family in crisis 

struggling to hold on as one member traveled through the dark and unknown regions of her 

psyche. Whether the reference to this verse of Scripture from the centuries old King James 

Version was motivated by its lyrical beauty, or by its reference to our desire to know and to be 

known, the movie's title anticipated the Herculean struggle to forestall its own disintegration. 

For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: 

now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I am known. 

1 Corinthians 13.12 King James Version ( 1611) 

The present study revealed how deeply family members longed to know and to be known. 

They faced the gap that threatened to distance them from one another as they navigated the 

multicultural terrain of Chinese American family relations. Parents assimilated American 

culture from a Chinese perspective and teenagers were engaged in a similar process albeit in 

reverse as they assimilated Chinese culture from an American perspective. Their need was to 

understand more fully the other person's perspective and to risk being known themselves. 
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Research and Interview Questions 

Research Questions Interview Questions 

1. How do intergenerational I. How is the way you look at life 
differences in worldviews impact different from son/daughter/parents? 
Chinese American family relations? 

2. What intergenerational 2. Do these differences result in 
differences in worldviews present the conflicts within your family? 
greatest challenges in Chinese 
American family relations? 

3. What interventions might be 3. Do you think these differences 
indicated by the fmdings and and conflicts are unique to Chinese 
conclusions of this study? American families? 
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Interview Protocol 

The participants heard these introductory comments at the beginning of each interview: 

' 'Thank you for agreeing to this interview. I will be asking you questions about the differences 

between you and your son/daughter/parents and how that impacts your relationships. Do you have 

any questions before we begin?" 

"This is the consent fonn that I am required to provide the university to show that you 

have these rights as a voluntary participant. I will make a copy of it for you after you sign the 

form." 

"I will record our interview in order to transcribe it when I get home. Instead of using your 

name, I will be assigning a different code to every person I interview to protect your privacy. 

Everything we talk about here is confidential. You are free to answer or not answer any of my 

questions." 
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Interview Prompts Used 

Beginning from most used and ending with least used 

Can you talk more about that? 

Can you tell me more? 

Can you tell me anything more about ... ? 

Are there other issues that come up repeatedly? 

How does that affect your family? 

How does that affect you? 

How do you look at that? 

VVhathappensthen? 

You mean •.. ? 

Any conflicts over that? 

So you think this difference is based on ... ? 

How do you resolve that? 

You used the word" ... " 

So how do you feel about that? 

So (procrastination) is an issue, can you tell me more? 
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So they're saying" ... " 

We've talked about ... anything further you'd like to add? 

That's alright, please take your time. 

So, from your point of view, it is (it is not) ... 

I wonder why? 

That must be very ... to you 

What's their concern, you think? 

But you've learned how to ... 

So there's less conflict because ... 

Is it usually about ... ? 

How do they respond to that? 

You seem to understand their reasoning. 

What's it like to be in this family? 

Is there anything else you'd like to add before we conclude? 

You mentioned ... before. 

That's important to you? 

That's important to them? 

They have a very different perspective about ... ? 
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So Chinese American families are more/less likely to ... ? 

So Caucasian American families are more/less like to ... ? 

What about other Chinese American families? 

Can you understand their perspective? 

Do you agree with ... ? 
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Title: 
American 

TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

The Impact of lntergenerational Differences on Chinese 

Family Relations and Family Therapy: A Qualitative Study 

Investigator: ........ .............................. ....... .... ..... .... .. .. .... ... Michael Wong, M.S., 
(000) 000-0000 

Advisor: Glen Jennings, Ed.D., LMFT .... .............. ..... ........ (940) 898-2695 

gplanation and Pu[pose of the Research 

You or your child is being asked to participate in a research study for Michael Wong's 
dissertation at Texas Woman's University. The purpose of this research is to determine the 
impact of intergenerational differences on Chinese American family relations and family 
therapy. 

Research Procedures 

You or your child will be interviewed for a total of one hour. Parents will be interviewed 
together, separately from their children. Children will also be interviewed separately, after the 
parents have been interviewed. Interviews will be held at a location of the participant's choice. 
The three interview questions are designed to encourage exploration of feelings and value 
systems. They will be open-ended so that you or your child can offer as much or as little detail 
and personal reflection as you or your child deems appropriate. Family members will be 
encouraged not to discuss the interviews with one another until all members have been 
interviewed. 

A tape recorder will be used during the course of the interview in order for the investigator to 
make accurate transcriptions. These recordings will be reviewed and analyzed by the 
investigator. He will be the only person with access to them except his supervisor. They, along 
with all identifiable data will be destroyed within one year after completion of this study. These 
steps will be taken to protect the privacy and confidentiality of all participants in this study. 

Potential Risks 

Potential risks related to your or your child's participation in the study include fatigue and 
physical or emotional discomfort during your or your child's interview. To avoid fatigue, you or 
your child may take a break (or breaks) during the interview as needed. If you or your or your 
child may stop answering any of the questions at any time. 

74 

Participant 
or ParenUGuardian Initials 

Page 1 of 3 



You and your child will be given a referral list you can use if you feel as though you need to 
discuss this physical or emotional discomfort with a professional. 

Loss of privacy is another possible risk for you or your child. In order to minimize this risk, 
interview questions are designed to allow participants to limit unwanted intrusion. The 
investigator will not share personal information divulged during the interview process. 
Interview questions are open-ended and you or your child will maintain control over how much 
personal information is revealed. You or your child will be able to ask questions regarding the 
content of the interview and be reminded of the purpose of the research at any time. Your or 
your child's participation is completely voluntary and you or your child will not be coerced to 
answer any of the questions. You or your child has complete freedom in ~erminating your or 
your child's participation in the research study at any point in time without penalty. 

Loss of time resulting from your or your child's participation is also a possible risk. You or your 
child is asked to allow only one hour for the interview. The investigator will adhere to strict time 
limits, and each interview will not exceed the one-hour limit. 

Another possible risk to you or your child as a result of your or your child's participation is the 
release of confidential information. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is allowed 
by law. The interview will take place in a private location agreed upon by you or your child and 
the investigator. A code name, rather than your or your child's real name, will be used on the 
audiotape and transcription. Transcripts , related documents, audiotapes, and computer 
diskettes will be stored in locked file drawers at the investigator's home. No one else will have 
access to the tapes, except the investigator's advisor. 

The tapes and computer diskettes will be erased, and hard copies of the transcriptions will be 
shredded. Both of these actions will be completed within one year after completion of this 

· study. It is anticipated that the results of this study will be published in the investigator's 
dissertation as well as in other publications. However, no names or other identifying 
information will be included in any publication. 

The researcher will try to prevent any problem that could happen because of this research. 
You or your child should let him know at once if there is a problem and he will help you or your 
child. However, TWU does not provide medical services or financial assistance for injuries that 
might happen because you or your child is taking part in this research. 

Participation and Benefits 

Your or your child's involvement in this research study is completely voluntary, and you or your 
child may discontinue your or your child's participation in the study at any time without penalty. 
The only direct benefit of 
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this study to you or your child is a summary of the results at the completion of the study. This 
will be mailed to you or your child upon request.* 

Potential benefits include insight into family functions and how certain relational issues arise 
as a result of differences in perspectives and values. Your or your child's participation will 
benefit counselors who serve a Chinese American population and contribute to knowledge of 
intergenerational differences unique to Chinese American families. 

Questions Regarding the Study 

If you or your child have any questions about the research study you or your child may ask the 
researchers. Their phone numbers are at the top of this form. If you or your child have 
questions about your or your child's rights as a participant in this research or the way this study 
has been conducted, you or your child may contact the Texas Woman's University Office of 
Research and Grants at {940) 898-3375 or via e-mail at IRB@twu.edu. You and your child will 
be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep. 

Signature of Participant Date 

Signature of Parent/Guardian Date 

The above consent fonn was read, discussed, and signed in my presence. 
In my opinion, the person signing said consent form did so freely and with full knowledge of its 
contents. 

Signature of Investigator Date 

* If you or your child would like to receive a summary of the results of this study, 
please provide an address to which this summary should be sent: 

Page 3 of 3 
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Referral List for Participants 

Family Service Association 
11911 NE 1st Street, Suite 206 
Bellevue, W A 98005 
( 425) 453 - 7890 

Ron Shosten, MA, LMFT 
516 6th Street South, Suite I 06 
Kirkland, WA 98033 
(425) 576- 5145 

Suz Cohen, PsyD. 
9833 NE I 20th Place, Suite B 
Kirkland, W A 98034 
(425) 820- 8013 

Jennifer Bainbridge, MA, LMHC 
16771 NE 80th Street, Suite 112 
Redmond, W A 98052 
(425) 753 - 8739 
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PowerPoint Presentation 
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(I There are things you just can 't do in life. 
You can 't beat the phone company, 
you can 't make a waiter see you 

until he's ready to see you, 
and you can 't go home again. " 

Bill Bryson (American Writer, b.1946) 
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Research Questions 

1. How do intergenerational differences in worldviews 
impact Chinese American family relations? 

2. What intergenerational differences in worldviews 
present the greatest challenges in Chinese American 
family relations? 

3. What interventions might be indicated by the 
findings and conclusions of this study? 
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Interview Questions 

1. How is the way you look at life different from your 
son/ daughter/parents? 

2. Do these differences result in conflicts within your 
family? 

3. Do you think these differences and conflicts are 
unique to Chjnese American families? 

Qualitative Research 

Sampling: Purposive & Snowballing 

Participants: Chinese-American families from 
Seattle area (Kirkland, Redmond, Bellevue). 
All are members of two Chinese churches. 

Except for 4 teenagers, all participants were 
known to the investigator prior to interviews. 

(Investigator is pastor at one of the churches, 
and teaches regularly at the other.) 
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Participants (cont'd) 

Fifteen families were interviewed 
' 

[parent(s) separately from teenagers]. 

Fifteen teenagers [15 to 19 years old]. 
[15 = 1; 16 = 4; 17 = 5; 18 = 4; 19 = 1] 

Twenty-two parents [14 mothers; 8 fathers]. 
[42 to 55 years old]. 

Both parents participated (7 families) 
Only mother participated (7 families) 

Only father participated (1 family) 

Data Analysis 

Recorded interviews were transcribed, and a 
code given to each segment of 3 to 4 sentences. 

[4f-3-24] = [Family #4 father- page 3- segment 24] 

Segments were tentatively assigned to emergent themes. 
Ongoing analysis included fine-tuning of the 
assignations and re-assignment of segments 

according to best fit under thematic categories. 
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THEMES 

Paren s' & Teenag rs' Perspectives 

Academics 

Allocation of time/Attitude towards leisure 

Attributions to cultural influences 

Authority and parenthood 

Additional findings 
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Findings 

Acquisition and assimilation of new cultural norms 
(acculturation) occurs concurrently with purposeful 

retention of old cultural norms ( enculturation ). 

Acculturation for parents is toward American norms, 
while the opposite is true for teenagers. 

Chinese American teens "adopt" their parents' culture. 

-~~ ............ ~~---
Findings (cont'd) 

Allocation of time and attitudes toward leisure 
is directly related to concept of delayed gratification. 

(Grape eating illustration) 
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• 
Findings (cont'd) 

Teenagers had internalized their parents' 
perspective on higher education . .. 

. . . to the e.xtent they can repeat the platitudes 
about "garbage collectors, " but stopping 

short of real-life application. 
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