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Demography, History, and Culture  

Asian Americans are represented by estimated 
28 subgroups and are unique and diverse in their 
own languages, cultures, and socioeconomic back-
grounds (Ishii-Kuntz, 2000). In 2000, there were ap-
proximately 11.9 million Asian Americans in the 
United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000). In 2008, 
the number increased to 15.5 million, compris-
ing more than 4.6 of the total US population (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2009b) and this number was pro-
jected to increase to 40.6 million by 2050 (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, 2008). According to data from the U.S. 
Census Bureau (2000), the most notable post-1965 
change was the rapid population growth of Asian 
Americans, from less than 1.5 million in 1970 to 
11.9 million in 2000. The net increase of Asian 
American population from 2000 to 2009 is over 3.4 
million (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011). This figure is 
currently growing, but does not account for indi-
viduals with mixed ancestries, such as Asian and 
Hispanic, Asian and Black, or Asian and White. 
As a whole, Asian Americans are quite diverse in 
terms of nationalities, languages, ethnicities, and 
cultural traditions. The three largest Asian Amer-
ican populations in the United States, accounting 
for about 60% of the total Asian population, are 

Chinese (over 2.8 million), Asian Indian (over 2.2 
million), and Filipino (over 2.1 million) (U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, 2004). The three smallest Asian Amer-
ican populations in the United States, comprising 
only 0.7% of the total Asian population, include Sri 
Lankan (22,339), Malaysian (11,548), and Bangla-
deshi (50,473) (U.S. Census Bureau). 

In examining the Asian American population 
by region, the majority (40%) reside in the West, 
with similar numbers living in the Northeast and 
Southern regions, 21.2% and 21.1 %, respectively 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). A smaller percentage 
(11.7%) of Asian Americans live in the Midwest re-
gion (U.S. Census Bureau). Hawaii (38.5%), Cali-
fornia (12.4%), and New Jersey (7.6%) rank as the 
three most concentrated Asian American popula-
tions when compared to the total state populations 
(U.S. Census Bureau). 

Within the private sphere of the home, data 
from the 2008 American Community Survey (ACS) 
indicated that there were approximately 3.1 mil-
lion Asian American family households, 81.4% of 
which consisted of married couples, 12.1 % of sin-
gle female-headed households, and about 6.5% of 
single male-headed households (U.S. Census Bu-
reau). For the most part, Asian Americans are 
highly educated, with 49.4% holding a Bachelor’s 
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degree or higher and only 14.6% having less than 
a high school education. Occupationally, 47.1 % of 
Asian Americans hold managerial, professional, or 
related positions. This chapter will focus on Asian 
American families that migrated to the United 
States in the last 3 decades. Myths about Asian 
American families will be examined, along with 
the ecology of stress that influences family dynam-
ics, and their family strengths and resiliencies. 

Myths About Asian American Families 

Asian American families are far from what the 
media has often depicted as the Model Minority be-
cause they have their fair share of challenges and 
stresses. At times, these challenges and stresses 
are not well recognized, and thus, do not receive 
immediate or sufficient attention. Below are some 
myths pertaining to Asian American families. 

Myth 1: Asian American Students Are Model 
Students: Good Grades, Respectful, and 
Trouble-Free 

Students from Asian America families are sup-
posed to get straight A’s in school; they must be 
very respectful to teachers and parents, they must 
be drug-free or trouble-free; their parents must be 
well educated and have good salaries; their fami-
lies must live comfortably. This stereotypical im-
age of the Model Minority hurts Asian American 
communities. For example, this stereotype may 
contribute to Asian students not being eligible 
for some scholarships or financial assistance that 
is available to minority students. “Politically, this 
idealized picture of Asian families has been used 
to criticize everything from the woes of other mi-
norities and their dependence on big government 
to the consequences of our country’s departure 
from traditional family roles” (Lee & Zhan, 1998, 
p. 132). As a result, Asian American individuals 
may be alienated from peers or coworkers (Leong 
& Grand, 2008; Lo, 2010; Tang, 2008) and their is-
sues may not receive enough attention or warrant 

the same type of social and community support. 
As a result, their relationship with these groups in 
the social context may be strained. 

Myth 2: Asian American Families Earn More 
Money Than Other Ethnic Families 

According to the ACS, conducted by the U.S. 
Census Bureau’s (2009a), the median income of 
Asian households was $68,780, which is higher 
than Whites ($53,131), Blacks ($33,463), and His-
panics ($39,923). However, there are several rea-
sons contributing to this high income when we 
take into account the characteristics of Asian 
households. For example, Asian families tend to 
be intergenerational, with many individuals, in-
cluding grandparents, parents, children, and some-
times even unmarried aunts or uncles. Data from 
the ACS (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009a) indicated that 
11.4% of Asian households consisted of other rela-
tives, whereas only 5.3% of White households were 
so. More specifically, 5.9% were in a household 
with grandchildren compared to 2.9% of Whites. 
In addition, due to the collectivistic nature of Asian 
culture, these family members often pool their in-
come together. Therefore, anybody who can work 
is encouraged to contribute to the household in-
come, and family financial resources are shared. As 
such, the family or household income appears to 
be high, but the average resources per person may 
be limited. 

Chan (1991), a leading researcher in Asian 
American studies, reexamined returns on education 
discussed by sociologists. Returns on educations re-
ferred to additional dollars earned for each addi-
tional year of education obtained after high school. 
Asian Americans were disadvantaged when their 
investment in education was taken into account. 
The additional income earned by investing each 
additional year in college was estimated at $320 
and $438 for Chinese and Japanese Americans, re-
spectively, as compared to $522 for Whites (Varma, 
2004). They have to complete more years of educa-
tion in order to reach the same income level.  
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Myth 3: All Asian American Families Are Sailing 
off Smoothly After They Migrate to the United 
States 

Asian Americans are more diverse than homo-
geneous. They or their ancestors came from differ-
ent ethnic groups, for various reasons, and with 
unique cultural heritages. For example, a vast 
number of Asian Americans who migrated from 
Southeast Asia (e.g., Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia) in 
the last 30 years left their countries involuntarily 
as refugees while those from Japan, China, and In-
dia came voluntarily to pursue an advanced de-
gree and promising careers. Most refugee immi-
grants were neither prepared psychologically, nor 
were equipped with English language skills. They 
were faced with many challenges in adjusting to 
their lives in the United States. They do, however, 
exhibit resiliency and strengths that help overcome 
adversity. For example, Vietnamese Americans liv-
ing in eastern New Orleans before Katrina drew 
strengths from their culture and history to rebuild 
their community (Leong, Airriess, Li, Chen, & 
Keith, 2007). By early 2007, more than 90% of for-
mer Vietnamese American residents had returned 
to eastern New Orleans. 

The Ecology of Stress 

Asian American families face a multitude of 
stressors and challenges. Some are general life 
stressors, while others are more unique to Asian 
Americans as an ethnic and cultural group. The 
type of stress and challenges, however, also varies 
across ethnicity and culture, country of origin, ac-
culturation level, education, language skills, migra-
tion history, social class, and length of residency 
in the United States. These contextual sources of 
stress and challenge originate both at the broader 
societal level and within individual families. They 
directly or indirectly influence parent-child rela-
tionships, couple’s relationships, power structures, 
and gender roles. 

For example, results from the Mental Health 
America Attitudinal Survey (2006) revealed that 
34% of the Asian Americans sampled indicated 

feeling stressed from their relationships with oth-
ers, family relationships, and employment, while 
nearly 42% reported stress relating to finances. 
More specifically, Blair (2000) conducted a study 
with a random sample of 124 Cambodian adults in 
Utah, who have been in the United States an aver-
age of 8.1 years. The participants rated 14 stressors 
on average as being “very stressful” within their 
first year in the United States. The top four stress-
ors included: (a) A lack of adequate English skills 
(77%); (b) thoughts about family members who 
had been left behind (63%); (c) transportation prob-
lems (62%); and (d) thoughts about people they 
had known who were killed in Cambodia (60%). 

The researcher also assessed stressors during the 
past year, and participants identified an average of 
5.2 “very stressful” issues, with the top four being: 
(a) worries about the future in the United States 
(27%); (b) health worries (26%); (c) worries about 
family left behind in Cambodia (24%); and (d) wor-
ries about not having enough money (23%) (Blair, 
2000). These findings illustrate three important pat-
terns concerning the type and level of stress expe-
rienced by Cambodian refugees in particular and 
Asian American immigrant families in general. 
First, these families tend to have “very stressful” 
feelings about basic survival and adaptation in the 
beginning phase of their resettlement in the United 
States. Basic language skills and the ability to get 
from one place to another are essential for daily 
living in the host country. Second, the types and 
level of stress in general tend to diminish as the 
families acculturate and find ways to meet their ba-
sic needs. In the latter phase of their resettlement, 
Asian immigrant and refugee families tend to 
worry about their future in the United States, and 
their health and well-being. The third pattern dem-
onstrates the strong kinship system and family in-
terdependency among Asian Americans. Although 
migration, time, and distance impeded family rela-
tionships, Cambodian refugees continued to worry 
about family members they have left behind in 
their country of origin. Overall, these stressors can 
have detrimental effects on Asian immigrants and 
refugees, with Blair (2000) concluding that these 
stressors contributed to substantial amounts of de-
pression among Cambodian refugees.
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Racism, Prejudice, and Discrimination 

One of the more prevalent issues that is some-
times difficult to label and eliminate is the is-
sue of racism, prejudice, and discrimination that 
Asian American and other minority groups expe-
rienced in both a historical and contemporary con-
text. For instance, in 1882 the Chinese Exclusion 
Act banned immigration from China, and in 1907 
and 1908, similar restrictions were placed on Jap-
anese and Korean immigrants through the Gen-
tlemen’s Agreement (U.S. DHHS, 2000). A decade 
later, The Immigration Act of 1917 limited the en-
try of Asian Indians (U.S. DHHS). Asian Ameri-
cans also were denied the rights to citizenship, suf-
frage, and due process under the law (Zia, 2000). 
For example, in 1923 in United States v. Bhagat Singh 
Thind, the Supreme Court ruled that Asian Indians 
were ineligible for citizenship (Gee, Spencer, Chen, 
Yip, & Takeuchi, 2007). During World War II, Japa-
nese Americans were put in internment camps and 
were treated as enemies (Zia, 2000). 

In the everyday context, Yoo, Gee, and Takeu-
chi (2009) conducted a telephone survey and found 
that 7% of Asian Americans (N=888; 376 Chinese, 
245 Vietnamese, 267 Korean Americans) in their 
sample reported experiencing racial discrimina-
tion and 12% reported language discrimination. As 
expected, recent Asian immigrants, or those resid-
ing in the United States for less than 10 years, indi-
cated the highest level of racial (9%) and language 
discrimination (19%) (Yoo et al.). While U.S.-born 
Asian Americans experienced the least language 
discrimination (0%), they still encounter racial dis-
crimination (4%) (Yoo et al.). Asian Americans con-
tinue to face employment and housing discrim-
ination (Turner, Ross, Bednarz, Herbig, & Lee, 
2003) as well as more severe issues, including hate 
crimes and racial profiling by law enforcement 
(Gee, Spencer, et al., 2007; Zia, 2000). 

Although some Asian American groups, such 
as Japanese, Chinese, and Korean Americans, have 
been in the United States for many generations, 
they are still considered foreigners due to their 
physical characteristics. According to the Surgeon 
General, racial discrimination is a critical risk factor 

for mental disorders and other psychological issues 
(U.S. DHHS, 2000). For example, racial discrimi-
nation is significantly correlated with depressive 
symptoms in Filipino, Vietnamese, Laotian, and 
Cambodian eighth and ninth graders surveyed in 
California and Florida (Rumbaut, 1994). Similarly, 
racial discrimination is associated with greater risk 
for depressive and anxiety disorder in Vietnamese, 
Filipino, Chinese, Asian Indians, Japanese, Korean, 
and Pacific Islanders (Gee, Spencer, et al., 2007). In 
addition, unfair treatment related to discrimination 
is associated with increased prescription and illicit 
drug use as well as alcohol dependency in Filipino 
Americans (Gee, Delva, & Takeuchi, 2007). Even 
after controlling for age, sex, education, family in-
come, health insurance, primary language, nativity 
status, and ethnicity, both racial and language dis-
crimination were significantly correlated with in-
creased chronic health conditions in Asian Ameri-
cans (Yoo et al., 2009). 

Acculturative Stress 

New Asian immigrant and refugee families face 
the stress relating to their migration experience, 
and the ongoing adjustments to the new culture 
and new life. The uprooting process of immigra-
tion is challenging, because it fractures the existing 
social network. The family also struggle to acquire 
a new language and acculturate to the new envi-
ronment. Family problems and tension are more 
likely to erupt due to these changes. 

Specifically, refugee families, who came from 
war-torn nations and refugee camps, may have 
to deal with post-traumatic and psychological is-
sues relating to their experiences. These effects 
may last for years, even after they have settled in 
the host country. For instance, a study conducted 
by Hinton, Rasmussen, Leakhena, Pollack, and 
Good (2009), with 143 Cambodian refugee pa-
tients at a psychiatric clinic in Massachusetts, 
highlights these important issues. The refugees 
in the sample had survived the Pol Pot geno-
cide (1975-1979), in which more than 1.7 million 
Cambodians were executed or died of starva-
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tion (Hinton et al.). In examining the family level 
of anger, the researchers found that almost half 
(48%) of the participants reported becoming an-
gry with a family member in the last month, and 
about 10% were specifically angry with a spouse 
(Hinton et al.). The reasons varied from personal 
relationship issues (infidelity, 29%) to employ-
ment and financial stress (not having a paying 
job, 22%) (Hinton et al.). Moreover, about 45% 
of the participants indicated experiencing anger 
toward their children (N=64), and the reasons 
ranged from a child acting disrespectfully (30%) 
(e.g., yelling at a parent) to a child staying past 
curfew (30%). Interestingly, 68% had trauma re-
calls during these anger episodes, and half had 
flashbacks (52%) (Hinton et al.). These findings 
highlight the interesting dynamic between psy-
chological and family issues. 

The acculturation gaps within Asian Ameri-
can families may also be a source of conflict (Sue & 
Sue, 2008). Often times, children in immigrant and 
refugee families learn the language and accultur-
ate faster than their parents. The differential rates 
of acculturation sometimes make the parents more 
dependent on their children for help in terms of 
language translation and other social interactions. 
The role reversal sometimes affects the quality of 
the parent-child relationship (Yee, DeBarysche, 
Yuen, Kim, & McCubbins, 2006). In conjunction 
with acculturation, children may adopt American 
values and behaviors that may conflict with those 
of their parents. Parents and elders may see it as 
a sign of disrespect due to differing styles of com-
munication and behaviors. Children may develop 
individualistic goals that are divergent from their 
collectivistic family orientation (Costigan & Dokis, 
2006; Sue & Sue, 2008). 

Migration and acculturation are multifac-
eted events involving changes at the social, emo-
tional, cultural, and economic levels. Accultura-
tion is the process whereby the values, attitudes, 
behaviors, and relationships of persons from one 
culture are modified as a result of contact with a 
different culture (Berry, 2001; Moyerman & Fore-
man, 1992). Specifically, the changes may mean 
that new immigrants take on different jobs, de-

velop a new relationship with spouse and chil-
dren, and acquire new parenting skills (Chung & 
Bemak, 2006). As such, stress often results from 
these changes which are an inherent part of im-
migration experiences. (Sodowsky, Kwan, & 
Pannu, 1995). Acculturative stress often entails 
three aspects: (1) life-long duration, (2) perva-
siveness, and (3) intensity (Smart & Smart, 1995). 
Acculturative stress, however, can serve as a mo-
tivator for positive change within the immigrant 
families and it is not always negative (Bush, Bo-
hon, & Kim, 2009). 

Financial Stress 

The removal of the family from its extended so-
cial network also leads to a loss of the resources 
provided by that network. For old and new immi-
grants, economic and financial strain may cause 
family tension. In a study of Chinese adolescents 
and parents, Mistry, Benner, Tan, and Kim (2009) 
found that there are evidence of some family strain 
reported by Chinese parents and their adolescents, 
specifically involving arguments over money. In 
addition, these conflicts were associated with ado-
lescents’ psychological and academic functioning, 
in that youths who perceived greater family eco-
nomic strain experienced greater emotional dis-
tress and depressive symptoms, as well as lower 
educational outcomes. Therefore, financial strains 
within the home have important implications for 
child and youth development.

Family obligations and filial piety are strong 
values in the Asian American family and collec-
tivistic cultural values enforce the importance of 
sharing resources. According to the American As-
sociation of Retired Persons (2001), Asians (42%) 
were more likely to assist in caring for or finan-
cially supporting parents, in-laws, or other older 
relatives than Whites (19%), Blacks (28%), or His-
panics (34%). Particularly for new immigrants, 
underemployment or unemployment not only 
produces financial hardship, it could also engen-
der feelings of worthlessness and failure to ful-
fill family obligations. Both old and new immi-
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grants sometimes have to support not only their 
primary family in the United States, but also ex-
tended families in their country of origin. For ex-
ample, “A key aspect of Filipino financial practice 
is the remittance of funds which operates through 
the extended family” (Woelz-Stirling, Manderson, 
Kelaher, & Gordon, 2000, p. 7). These financial re-
sources go toward the education of and to support 
children they have left behind, younger siblings 
or extended family members, as well as covering 
family medical and other expenses (Woelz-Stir-
ling et al.). Remitting money may produce a fi-
nancial strain on the Asian American family, and 
it may also be a potential source of marital dis-
tress, as couples argued about how much money 
and to which side of the family it should be sent 
to (Woelz-Stirling et al.). 

Gendered Experiences 

For Asian American immigrants and refugees, 
the migration experience not only fractures the 
family network but it also disrupts traditional 
gender roles (Ishii-Kuntz, 2004). Despite many 
similarities across Asian American families, 
however, gender role expectations vary based 
upon the ethnic group of origin and generation 
in the United States. For instance, Chinese Amer-
ican families, like many other Asian American 
families, often have a strong collectivist orienta-
tion guided by Confucian values, which endorse 
strict gender roles and expectations (Sue & Sue, 
2008). Filial piety is highly honored, and fam-
ily relationships are hierarchical in nature (Sue 
& Sue). This hierarchy is structured by age and 
gender (Nghe, Mahalik, & Lowe, 2003). Males 
have more authority than females; therefore, 
husbands and fathers are the heads of the family, 
and they hold the decision-making power (Sue & 
Sue, 2008). 

Many changes occur within the family post-
immigration, including shift in gender roles and 
processes. Particularly for men, the skills and oc-
cupational experiences from their native country 
do not necessarily translate to similar positions in 

the United States. For example, a Korean Ameri-
can man might have been a doctor in Korea; how-
ever, after immigrating to the United States, he 
may have to restart at the bottom of the occupa-
tional ladder or abandon his career altogether, 
due to language or credential barriers. In addi-
tion, he may also encounter contradictory Amer-
icanized gender norms and racial stereotypes that 
marginalize him as an emasculated or feminized 
man (Lui, 2002). 

As a result of immigration, men typically expe-
rience economic and social loss, while women be-
come either co-providers or the sole providers for 
their families (Espiritu, 1999; Yee et al., 2006). Asian 
American women tend to find more job opportuni-
ties in the United States than in their native coun-
tries (Espiritu, 1999; Qin, 2006). They may enter the 
workforce by choice or by the need to support their 
family. While Asian American men tend to hold 
more traditional values, research shows that Asian 
American women tend to acculturate faster and 
adopt more egalitarian beliefs (Dion & Dion, 2001; 
Tang & Dion, 1999). With their new earning power, 
Asian American women have more say in family 
decision-making processes, thereby decreasing the 
men’s authority as main breadwinners.

Conflicts often arise as families face the chal-
lenge of redefining gender roles, while attempt-
ing to maintain traditional patriarchal family struc-
tures. Women, in particular, face the added stress 
of performing household labor and working out-
side the home. Furthermore, the downward mobil-
ity of males often causes marital conflicts that may 
escalate and increase the risk of marital violence 
(Bui & Morash, 1999; Kim, Lau, & Chang, 2007). All 
of these factors and cultural changes may be seen 
as a threat to the hierarchical family structure and 
the patriarchal position of the male head of house-
hold. Consequently, this instability with the added 
stress and frustration may push Asian American 
men to attempt to reassert his control over the fam-
ily through physical violence and marital abuse 
(Lui, 2002; Lum, 1998; Suarez-Orozco & Qin, 2006). 
More research is needed to understand how Asian 
American men cope with both gender role and ra-
cial conflicts. Future studies should also examine 
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how Asian American families cope with stress and 
how to minimize incidences of marital and famil-
ial violence. 

Domestic Violence 

The most stressful and detrimental aspect of 
Asian American family life may be violence within 
the home. Although there are no national data con-
cerning the prevalence of domestic violence within 
the Asian American community, a study con-
ducted by the Asian Task Force Against Domestic 
Violence has shed some light on this issue Yosh-
ioka, Dang, Shewmangal, Chan, and Tan (2000). In 
this study, the researchers sampled Chinese, Cam-
bodian, Korean, South Asian, and Vietnamese in 
Massachusetts, and they found that 25-38% of their 
participants (N=607) reported knowing a woman 
who met at least one criteria of domestic abuse 
(e.g., isolation, physical assaults). On the other 
hand, 12% of the respondents indicated that they 
know a man who is being beaten by his partner. 
Similarly, when domestic violence occurs, seeking 
outside intervention is considered shameful and 
brings dishonor to the family (Kim et al., 2007; Yo-
shioka et al., 2000). Keeping from losing face, a core 
traditional cultural value of many Asian ethnic 
groups, is more about the impact of an individu-
al’s behavior on his/her family than about an indi-
vidual’s personal feeling of shame and guilt (Hall 
& Eap, 2007). Victims do not seek outside help be-
cause they are concerned about the impact of their 
act on other people in the family. This cultural em-
phasis also keeps Asian families from seeking pro-
fessional and public assistance for mental health 
and family conflict resolution. Two contextual fac-
tors contribute to intimate partner violence among 
Asian American couples (Kim et al., 2007). First, 
among the most significant stressors related to im-
migration and acculturation process are social iso-
lation, experiences prior to the immigration such as 
trauma, and changes in social status as well as gen-
der roles before and after the migration. Second, 
male superiority and male preference in the culture 
of the country of origin make it difficult for male 

spouse to adjust to the redefined gender roles, with 
the result being that marital conflict is exacerbated. 

Strengths, Resiliency, and Acculturation 
Framework 

Studies of Asian American family strengths re-
main patchy and is a topic that warrants more 
scholarly attention and research in the future. 
However, a few studies using samples from the 
country of origin have been conducted that this 
study will draw upon. Stinnett and DeFrain (1985) 
identified six American family strengths: appreci-
ation and affection; commitment; positive commu-
nication; enjoyable time together; spiritual well-be-
ing; and the effective management of stress and 
crisis. Olson and DeFrain (2003) compared Olson’s 
model of three major qualities with their model of 
six characteristics and found that they fit well to-
gether. Olson’s cohesion was represented by De-
Frain and Stinnett’s commitment and time to-
gether. Olson’s adaptability fit closely to their 
family’s ability to cope with crisis and spiritual 
well-being. Olson’s communication was equivalent 
to DeFrain and Stinnett’s positive communication 
and appreciation and affection. 

Cross-cultural studies continually enhance the 
ever-evolving family strengths model (DeFrain & 
Asay, 2007; DeFrain & Stinett, 2002). For example, 
Casas (1979) conducted a study of Latin Ameri-
can families and concluded that love, understand-
ing, mutual respect, family togetherness, and com-
munication were the major qualities of strong Latin 
American families. Xie, DeFrain, Meredith, and 
Combs (1996) found that families in China per-
ceived that a sense of harmony was part of fam-
ily strengths. A sense of harmony was defined as 
having a sense of family, having commitment to 
the family, enjoying each other’s company, getting 
along, and being willing to compromise and for-
give. Medora, Larson, and Paml (2000) conducted a 
similar study in India and identified five of the six 
aforementioned strengths by Stinnett and DeFrain 
(1985). Besides those five, three other strengths 
were revealed. They were a sense of harmony, a 
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feeling of support and overall well-being, and a 
feeling of cooperation and dependability. 

A limited number of Asian American Fam-
ily Strengths studies have found the common 
strengths that are revealed in the samples of the 
countries of origin and, in addition, these studies 
have revealed salient strengths unique to Asian 
American families. Ishii-Kuntz (1997a) proposed 
that three central family strengths of Chinese 
American families are cultural continuity (despite 
early immigrant adversities); the absorption of ex-
tended family members; and the financial contribu-
tion of women. The major family strengths of Jap-
anese American family are strong family solidarity 
(despite historical experiences), strong feelings of 
obligation and commitment towards parents, and 
tolerance toward family diversity (Ishii-Kuntz, 
1997b). Xie, Xia, and Zhou (2004) conducted a 
mixed method study of Chinese Americans about 
their family strengths and acculturation stress. 
Their qualitative study revealed a model of five 
major themes related to family strengths and three 
themes related to acculturation stress. Themes ger-
mane to family strengths included: family support 
leading to achieving a renewed sense of family; 
contextual support from friends and community; 
communication among family members; spiritual 
well-being; and balancing host and heritage cul-
tures. Themes associated with acculturative stress 
were: language barriers, loneliness, and loss of so-
cial status and identity at the early stage of immi-
gration. Measures were developed based on this 
new model and used in a subsequent survey (Xia, 
Xie, & Zhou, 2005). A Confirmative Factor Analysis 
(CPA) indicated that the survey data supported the 
Chinese American family strengths model. 

Many immigrants in their process to adapt to 
the culture strive to reestablish their social groups 
through associations or church organizations. 
One example would be the pivotal role Korean 
churches play in Korean immigrants’ adjustment 
to the new culture (Choi, 1997). According to Kim 
(1981), Korean churches serve as a cultural broker 
between the congregation and other larger social 
institutions. Therefore, the functions of churches 
include “the religious need (meaning), the so-

cial need (belonging), and the psychological need 
(comfort)” (Hurh & Kim, 1990). Coehlo, Yuan, and 
Ahmed (1980) suggest that the presence of support 
from people of both the same country of origin and 
the host culture is likely to facilitate an immigrant’s 
adaptation. Contact with people from the same 
country reinforces one’s sense of self and affinity to 
the heritage culture, whereas contact with people 
from the host culture facilitates the entry into the 
American society. 

Kim (1995) identified a process of “stress-adap-
tation- growth” that many immigrants achieved in 
a new country provided they had the social sup-
port and individual motivation. In this process, an 
immigrant’s identity was no longer monocultural, 
but bicultural. Bicultural identity was “an iden-
tity that conjoins and integrates, rather than sepa-
rates and divides” (p. 348). It depicts immigrants 
adopting and balancing the two cultures they live 
in. Furthermore, research on acculturation and cul-
tural identity has more and more recognized that 
acculturation is not a static state but a process of 
negotiation and integration, for example, bidirec-
tional model (Berry, 1980; Ryder, Alden, & Paul-
hus, 2000) and the developmental model of Asian 
identity development by Sue, Mak, and Sue (1998). 
However, research with Asian American sam-
ples need to take into account the social context, 
as the political realities of Asian Americans are 
different and the behavioral outcomes (e.g., aca-
demic achievements and help seeking) associated 
with these constructs are different (Bhatia, 2003; 
Okazaki, Lee, & Sue, 2007; Tanaca, Ebreo, Linn, & 
Morera, 1998). 

Despite the challenges and stress Asian Ameri-
can families encounter during their migration ex-
periences in the United States, these families also 
exhibited strengths and resiliency that ultimately 
help them reestablish their lives in this country. It 
is worth noting that what is found in early research 
about the role of Korean church and the recent re-
search about Chinese American Family strengths 
shows the enculturation process defined by Kim 
and Abreu (2001). Korean American and Chinese 
Americans strengthen their families and commu-
nity by maintaining and socializing or resocializing 
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themselves into their culture heritage while adapt-
ing to the new social and cultural environment in 
the United States. They survive and then thrive by 
balancing between these two processes (encultura-
tion and acculturation). 

Asian American Children 

Redefined Roles 

As part of the immigrant family system, children 
are also impacted by the changes in the familial, 
social, political, and economic contexts due to the 
migration. However, very little research has com-
prehensively examined the experiences, and partic-
ularly, stress in Asian American children. Growing 
up in the United States, they straddle two different 
worlds, their minority culture as well as the dom-
inant society (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 
2002). Asian American youths confront the com-
plex task of identity formation and cultural group 
affiliation (Suarez-Orozco & Qin, 2006). Some-
times, they are forced to integrate conflicting val-
ues and beliefs, living in an individualistic soci-
ety while upholding collectivist traditions (Sue & 
Sue, 2008). Similar to their parents, Asian Ameri-
can children also face racism and discrimination in 
their social life. 

Specifically, children of newly arrived immi-
grant and refugee families often find themselves 
facing many new responsibilities. Because they 
tend to acculturate and acquire the language faster 
than their parents, children often become a social 
and language broker for their parents. Children 
often encounter situations that they may not be 
ready or adequately prepared for. They are placed 
in adult settings, in the center of adult interactions, 
being exposed to medical, financial, and other per-
sonal information, and forced to make decisions 
that might not be appropriate for children (Yee et 
al., 2006). In the process of carrying out these new 
roles to help their family, parental power has to be 
compromised and family dynamics are changed. 

Especially for children who are older siblings in 
their families, in addition to helping parents, they 

are required to fulfill their responsibilities for help-
ing their younger siblings. For example, “South 
Asian siblings care for younger siblings and teach 
them survival skills -personal self-care, domes-
tic skills, or occupational skills” (Yee et al., 2006, 
p. 76). Moreover, among Vietnamese and Korean 
American children, the first born and older siblings 
tend to have higher status within the household, 
are more involved in disciplining younger siblings, 
and hold more traditional viewpoints and behav-
iors similar to the parents (Pyke, 2005). Therefore, 
the older siblings must act as second parental fig-
ures, teaching and disciplining their younger sib-
lings. They often serve as a mediator between par-
ents and younger siblings. More research is needed 
to understand how these experiences affect Asian 
American children in general. 

Parenting and Parent-Child Relationships 

The immigration process has affected the normal 
parent-child relationship as presented by several 
case studies and research on immigrant children 
(Berrol, 1995; Rumbaut, 1994; Zhou, 1997). First of 
all, serial migration (Waters, 1997) prevents fam-
ily members from being united simultaneously. In 
many situations, parents come to the United States 
for a lengthy period of time before their children 
can join them, and thus, strain the parent-child re-
lationship. Second, economic survival in the new 
land necessitates the father’s as well as mother’s 
work force participation. This often results in par-
ents’ long absence from home and leaving little 
time for the supervision of children. Last, immi-
grant children live in the families where parents 
do not speak English well, and they are accorded 
the interpreter and translator positions in the fam-
ily. This role reversal can decrease parental author-
ity and lead to parental dependence on children 
(Ngyuen & Huang, 2007; Zhou, 1997). 

Because of language and the school environ-
ment, children and their parents tend to accultur-
ate at different speed, a phenomena that led Portes 
and Rumbaut (1996) to conceptualize the accultur-
ation gaps between immigrant parents and their 
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offspring as “generational consonance vs. disso-
nance.” Generational consonance refers to the no-
tion when both parents and children acculturate 
at the same speed or remained unacculturated, 
whereas generational dissonance occurs when chil-
dren acculturate at a faster speed than that of their 
parents and fail to conform to parental authority. 
Baumrind (1971, 1991) identifies four patterns of 
parenting styles that describe how parents negoti-
ate the needs of children for both nurturance and 
limit setting. These four styles of parenting are au-
thoritative parents, who are both demanding and 
responsive using supportive rather than punitive 
disciplinary methods; permissive parents, who are 
more responsive than they are demanding and are 
lenient and avoid confrontation; authoritarian par-
ents, who are demanding and directive but not re-
sponsive, expecting their orders to be followed 
without clarification; and rejecting-neglecting or 
disengaged parents, who are neither demanding 
nor responsive and provide no structure nor sup-
port. According to studies with European Ameri-
can samples, the authoritarian parenting style has 
been found to be associated with lower school 
achievement. However, this does not hold true 
with Asian student sample who scored high on the 
authoritarian style, and yet as a group, achieved 
the highest GPA (Chao, 1994; Kim & Chun, 1994). 

Some researchers have begun to challenge the 
aforementioned parenting styles. Chao’s (1994) 
study reveals that Baumrind’s (1971) typology 
does not adequately capture the important features 
of Chinese child rearing, implying that parents 
from different cultures may be using other types 
of effective parenting styles that do not fall un-
der Baumrind’s (1971) parenting styles. According 
to Chao (1994), a different style of parenting typi-
cal of Chinese American parents was called “train-
ing” - it accentuates the importance of parental su-
pervision in working hard, being self-disciplined, 
and achieving academic success. Therefore, this 
type of parenting has acquired an extra component 
other than the emotional one manifested in prais-
ing, hugging, and kissing. This new component in-
cludes “an investment, involvement, and support 
of children.” 

Another study with Korean American adoles-
cents who have been raised in the “Korean way” 
reveals that these adolescents consider authori-
tarian parents to be positive parental figures, and 
they see this parenting style as appropriate (Kim, 
2002). This lends support to the notion of different 
parenting practices in different cultures. Whereas 
strict and controlling supervision leads to low ac-
ademic achievement among White students, it re-
sults in positive outcomes for Korean American 
children’s educational success (Kim). 

From the perspective of Asian American youth, 
treating elders with respect, following parents’ ad-
vice, and fulfilling family obligations are highly val-
ued, more so than their European American coun-
terparts (Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999). However, 
the youth believe that their values and expecta-
tions concerning familial obligation are lower than 
that of their parents (Fuligni et al.). This could be a 
source of conflict within the parent-child relation-
ship. For instance, highly assimilated Korean Amer-
ican youth reported experiencing greater conflict 
with their parents who tend to hold more tradi-
tional values (Rhee, Chang, & Rhee, 2003). The con-
flict could intensify across the different generations, 
as third generation Asian American youth tend to 
have a lower sense of familial obligation than their 
first generation peers (Fuligni et al., 1999). Specifi-
cally for Asian American females, inter-generational 
conflicts are heightened around issues relating to 
dating and marriage (Chung, 2001). Daughters of-
ten reported more tension with their parents for be-
ing overly protective and imposing their traditional 
viewpoints on them (Chung). Overall, contrary to 
popular belief, having a strong sense of familial ob-
ligation and collectivist values did not seem to im-
pede the social development and peer relationships 
of Asian American youth (Fuligni et al., 1999). 

Communication Patterns 

Affectionate and open communication are gen-
erally discouraged in Asian culture (Le, Beren-
baum, & Raghavan, 2002; Lowinger & Kwok, 
2001). This includes physical and verbal expres-
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sions of love, anger, and other strong emotions 
and opinions. The emphasis on restricted commu-
nication has its roots in the Asian cultural values 
of maintaining harmony (Kim & Kim, 2001), col-
lective interests, and tolerance. Unaffectionate and 
implicit communication is observed in families 
with parents who are more traditional and less as-
similated to American society (Chung, 2001). This 
has become less desirable in families with parents 
who have obtained advanced education and in the 
families with young adult children. 

Research on Chinese families shows that open 
communication is inversely associated with par-
ent- adolescent conflict (Xia et al., 2(04). Park, Yo, 
and Tsong (2009) have found the similar association 
in the study of parents and their adult children in 
Chinese, Korean, Vietnamese, and Filipino Amer-
ican families, and Asian Indian American families. 
Their study also found that, even if fathers and sons 
have different views about cultural values, they can 
still enjoy a good relationship if they communicate 
openly and are sensitive to each other’s emotional 
needs. Without open and affectionate communica-
tion, conflict increases between fathers and sons, as 
well as mothers and daughters. Affectionate com-
munication significantly benefits father-daughter 
relationships when the differences in their cultural 
values and beliefs are low (Park et al.). 

Academic Achievements and Parental 
Expectations 

As a group, Asian American children have 
achieved an impressive record of academic suc-
cess. Studies show that their grade point averages 
in high school and college are higher, and on an 
average, they score higher on the Scholastic Apti-
tude Test (SAT) than other ethnic groups (Sue & 
Abe, 1995). They also have a higher percentage of 
college and post-bachelor degrees compared with 
other ethnic groups (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009a, 
2009b). Specifically, 29.4% Asian vs. 18.5% of non-
Hispanic Whites, 11.5% of African Americans, 
8.7% of Hispanics, and 8.6% of Native Americans 
have received bachelor’s degrees (U.S. Census Bu-
reau, 2009a, 2009b). As for post-bachelor’s degrees, 

20.2% of Asian, 10.8% of non-Hispanic Whites, 6.1 
% of African Americans, 3.9% of Hispanic, and 
4.4% of Native Americans (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2009a, 2009b). This record of excellence in academ-
ics has to do with the deeply rooted belief in Asian 
culture that diligence and effort is more indica-
tive of success than intelligence. Chen and Steven-
son (1995) found that Asian American 11th graders 
spent almost 20 h a week studying, and their Euro-
American counterparts spent about 14 h a week. 
They also devoted more time in other educational 
activities, such as private tutoring or after-school 
studies, music, and their ethnic language lessons. 
In order to concentrate on their studies, they were 
not encouraged to hold a part-time job, be involved 
in dating, or perform household chores (Chen & 
Stevenson, 1995; Kao, 1995). However, there are 
variations in educational attainment among differ-
ent Asian American subgroups. East Asians, such 
as Chinese (25.7%), Japanese (31.6%), and Kore-
ans (33.7%), are more likely to have earned a Bach-
elor’s degree than Southeast Asians, such as Cam-
bodian (10.7%), Hmong (11.2%), Laotian (8.7%), 
and Vietnamese (18.1%), with the exception of Fil-
ipinos (38.9%) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2009a, 2009b). 

Besides hard work, studies also show that pa-
rental involvement is another key factor. Paren-
tal involvement includes providing encourage-
ment, support, and direct instruction at home and 
maintaining open communications with the school. 
Studies showed that, when compared to their 
counterparts in other ethnic groups, Asian Amer-
ican parents consistently have higher educational 
expectations for their offspring in terms of school 
performance, college choices, college and post-
graduate degrees, and the appropriate amount 
of time and effort their children spend on studies 
(Chen & Stevenson, 1995; Kao, 1995; Spera, Went-
zel, & Matto, 2009). 

Asian Americans strongly believe education is 
the key to upward social mobility. Sorenson (1994) 
believes that Koreans consider education, indica-
tive of social status, to have “intrinsic worth”. Par-
ents place high expectations for their children’s 
academic success. The high degree of parental in-
volvement and its positive outcome in terms of ed-
ucational achievement are embedded in the Ko-
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rean society. When they immigrate to the United 
States, they bring along their cultural expectations 
on education. Kim (2002) shows that parental ex-
pectations, communication between parents and 
children, and parents’ English proficiency were 
significant factors in predicting children’s aca-
demic achievement. 

Older Asian American Immigrants and 
Intergenerational Relationships

The number of Asian American seniors is bur-
geoning. This group is the fastest growing minor-
ity senior group, with an increase of 114% between 
1980 and 1990, and an increase of 64.4% (0.81-1.34 
million) between 2000 and 2009 (U.S. Census Bu-
reau, 2011). In 1990, the four largest sending coun-
tries of senior immigrants were Philippines, China, 
Korea, and Vietnam, with a total of 14,481, or 30% 
of all senior immigrants who came to the United 
States (U.S. Immigration & Naturalization, 1991). 
Senior Asian immigrants are far from a homoge-
neous group. Min (1998) conceptualized Asian se-
niors as being members of two distinct groups-the 
“invited senior” and the “immigrated senior.” The 
first group are invited to immigrate to the United 
States by their adult children residing in the United 
States and are themselves senior upon their ar-
rival. The second group immigrate to the US with 
their families as adults and reach old age later. 
Therefore, the first group tend to depend on their 
children and the US government for their living, 
whereas the second group achieve independence 
through their work history. The language profi-
ciency levels and their acculturation degrees vary 
between these two groups. As aforementioned 
earlier, immigration history varies among eth-
nic groups. A significant number of Korean immi-
grants came to the United States after the 1965 Im-
migration Act, and therefore, many of the Korean 
elderly are “invited elderly.” 

Asian American families have been under the 
influence of Confucianism through the millen-
nia. This philosophy emphasizes social and fam-
ily harmony and adherence to the family hierarchy 
(Ho, 1981; Hsu, 1985). Inherent in Confucianism 

is the notion of filial piety which conveys respect 
and obligation to aging parents, honoring the fam-
ily name, and emphasis on group harmony (Wong, 
1998). Filial piety entails authority, the power hier-
archy, and family lineage (Chow, 1996). Asian fam-
ilies are described as highly cohesive, partially due 
to a high cultural emphasis on harmony and mu-
tual obligations and low value on overt conflicts be-
cause obedience and respect for elders are valued. 
One practice of subordinating oneself to the larger 
social group is seen in the way Asians write their 
names. The family name, being more important, 
precedes the personal name (Wong & Lai, 2000). 

One manifestation of filial piety is in the forma-
tion of the extended family in which three gener-
ations co-reside, and mutual exchange of services 
is available. Min (2006) reported that 15% of Asian 
American families are multi-generational, with Fil-
ipino families being the highest (22%), followed 
by Vietnamese 16%, Chinese, 15%, Korean 10%, 
and Japanese 5%, the lowest. Other studies found 
that separate residence is becoming more com-
mon among middle-class Chinese immigrant fam-
ilies (Kritz, Gurak, & Chen, 2000; Lan, 2002; Lee & 
Angel, 2002). Factors that influenced independent 
living include the degree of integration, English 
language proficiency, length of US residence, citi-
zenship status, ethnic group membership, health 
status, available resources, and available choices 
(Forsyth et al., 2009; Kritz et al., 2000; Liang, 
Brown, Krause, Ofstedal, & Bennett, 2005). Over-
all, senior Japanese were found to be more likely 
to maintain independent households when they 
could live with their spouses. Chinese, Filipino, 
Korean, and Asian Indian were found less likely 
than Japanese to live independently because they 
had a shorter length of stay in the US, were later 
generations rather than the first generation, and 
maintained a higher level of home cultural values 
(Phua, Kaufman, & Park. 2001). Compared with 
European American families, coresidency of older 
parents and adult children in Asian American fam-
ilies is, in general, a cultural practice rather than a 
result of economic constraints, e.g., adult children 
moving back to live with their parents. 

However, acculturation has an impact on se-
nior immigrants’ living arrangements. Because of 
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the high employment rate among Asian immigrant 
wives, they are more acculturated to the main cul-
ture in which the primary relationship is cou-
ple-centered. The traditional partrilineal family in 
which parents and married sons are emphasized 
through co-residence is now giving way to neo-
lineal family. According to the 1980 census, 75% 
of Korean seniors lived with their adult children; 
by the 1990 census, 57% still practiced coresidency 
with their children, and this number is expected to 
go down to 50% in 2000 (Yoo & Sung, 1997). How-
ever, contact between generations is frequent. Kim 
and Kim (2001) found that 67-75% of adult children 
called their parents once a week or more. Research 
shows that senior Asian immigrants are more 
likely to live with their extended families than non-
Hispanic White immigrants (Wilmoth, 2001). 

Results from studies of living arrangements 
and seniors’ emotional health status are divided. 
Osako and Lui (1986) found that Japanese Ameri-
can senior parents who coresided with their adult 
children reported a similar degree of loneliness as 
those who maintained in a separate household. In 
another study, Kim and Kim (2001) found that the 
invited Korean senior parents did not feel a sense 
of belonging in their adult children’s family. Some 
of them felt they were neglected and slighted. Mui 
and Burnette (1994) revealed that elderly who 
maintained a separate residence had better physi-
cal and functional health than those who lived with 
family members. However, those who lived inde-
pendently also reported a higher degree of depres-
sion, loneliness, and social isolation than the latter. 

As to variations among East Asian elderly and 
reciprocity between seniors and their adult chil-
dren, Ishii-Kuntz (1997c) found in her study that 
Korean immigrant elderly were more likely to re-
ceive financial aid, services, and emotional sup-
port from their adult children compared to their 
Chinese and Japanese counterparts. In the same 
study, Korean adult children were younger than 
their Chinese and Japanese counterparts and were 
more likely to have minor offspring that needed 
the care of the senior. Therefore, a reciprocal care 
relationship developed between these seniors and 
their adult children. This was consistent with what 

Lee, Netzer, and, Coward (1994) found that elderly 
parents who provide assistance to their adult chil-
dren in such areas as child care are more likely to 
receive support in return. Other studies found that 
elderly, upon entrance to the United States, instead 
of being care recipients, were integrated into the 
family and contributed to family care and support. 
Many Korean seniors worked in their adult chil-
dren’s business or assisted their children by pro-
viding care to the grandchildren and taking care of 
household chores (Min, 1998). Treas and Mazum-
dar (2004) concluded that senior immigrants con-
tributed heavily to their adult children’s family by 
cooking, taking care of grandchildren, and pass-
ing cultural values to the younger generation. They 
were valuable assets in immigrant families. Be-
cause of immigrants’ working schedule, their chil-
dren have limited interaction with their parents. 
These seniors, thus, provided critical supervision 
and support to their grandchildren (Treas, 2008). 

Summary 

The number of Asian American families is on 
the rise, making it 4.6% of the total US popula-
tion. Asian American families are also a diverse 
group, comprising many different ancestries, cul-
tural variations, and countries of origin. However, 
there remains a paucity of research focusing on 
Asian American Families. The media’s depiction of 
them as a Model Minority is doing a disservice to 
this population group. Because of this stereotype, 
many issues and challenges that this group en-
counters may not gain adequate attention. Some of 
these issues include acculturative stress, intimate 
partner violence, lack of a social support network, 
and intergenerational relationships and mental and 
health of all ages. Like other immigrant groups, 
this group experiences discrimination and racism. 
Yet, Asian American families also exhibit resiliency 
and strengths during their immigration journey. 
They are family-oriented, hardworking, and never 
give up their dreams. They have overcome many 
obstacles during this process and find the way to 
embrace their new lives in the United States. 
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Research on Asian American families remains 
sketchy, although it has been steadily growing 
(Fang et al., 2008). Many fields (population stud-
ies, anthropology, psychology, public health, so-
cial work, sociology, and family studies) have all 
contributed to the new understanding of this pop-
ulation. However, the focus has been on the ac-
culturation process and its related stress, ethnic 
identity development, child and adolescent devel-
opment, parenting practice, and elderly living ar-
rangement. Fang et al. have done a nice review 
of studies on Asian Americans from 1992 to 2006 
and propose that future research on Asian Amer-
ican family experiences should be conceptualized 
and interpreted in its relevant cultural framework 
rather than in alignment with norms. In our review 
of literature, we conclude that research is needed 
that focuses on gendered experiences of adoles-
cent boys and girls (boys in particular), marriage 
and partner relationships, and the mental health of 
Asian American elderly. To examine the social, cul-
tural, and political contexts, and their mutual in-
fluences, Asian American family research can uti-
lize mixed method designs and the wide variety 
of data analysis strategies that are available today. 
For example, research should examine how the cul-
tural and media contexts moderate the association 
between developmental outcomes and parent-ado-
lescent communication. Research is also needed to 
understand how the changes in the family system 
(role expectations, boundaries, patterns of commu-
nication, etc.) are associated with the adjustment 
of Asian American family members. To advance 
the understanding of Asian American families, re-
search should also examine families as units or sys-
tems. Current research neglects this systemic focus 
in favor of emphasizing the experiences of the indi-
viduals within Asian American families.
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