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 Introducing the problem: the misrepresentation of Chinese parenting 
 

The parenting of Chinese immigrants who migrate to “Western”  societies is often 

represented by these societies as different from the local mainstream culture. Chinese 

parenting is often seen as conservative, even hidebound, and associated with self-isolation 

and a lack of acculturation. In a sense, Chinese parenting stands for how (the development 

of) immigrant parenting has been pictured in the West both in academia and in popular 

accounts: as uniform and as characterized by a unidirectional and slow assimilation process 

(de Haan, 2011; Louie, 2009). However, very few studies pay attention to the actual process 

of how Chinese immigrant parenting is (re)formed and how one can understand such 

processes in light of the wider sociocultural dynamics of which these parenting practices are 

a part. This is exactly what this dissertation aims to unpack by studying Chinese immigrants 

in the Netherlands and by placing the findings on the reformation of parenting of Chinese 

immigrants in a wider global context of migration processes, diversification of migration 

waves, and the strategies and policies of Chinese parenting. 

The Image of Chinese parenting under standardized Western notions 

Discussion about Asian/Chinese immigrant parenting exists in multiple research fields 

and various social domains. The controversy regarding Chinese (immigrant) parenting, as 

represented in the popular work Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother by Amy Chua, is well known. 

Chua’s description of the “tiger mother” makes people wonder whether Chinese parenting is 

generally more authoritarian than other parenting styles? The simple answer is yes, according 

to many studies employing a cross-cultural perspective. Specifically, Chinese parents (both at 

home and abroad) have stronger aspirations for the academic success of their children (Lin & 

Fu, 1990), even at the level of preschool education (Pearson & Rao, 2003), than their English 
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or American Caucasian counterparts. They place more emphasis on the obedience of their 

children and show more parental control (Guo, 2013) and less warmth (Cheah, Leung, 

Tahseen, & Schultz, 2009) compared to their counterparts in Western mainstream parenting 

cultures. Cross-cultural studies that focus on the developmental outcomes of children seem 

to be in line with what is said about Chinese parenting styles: development psychologists 

found that Chinese (immigrant) children and adolescents were being encouraged to restrain 

from their own desires for the benefit of the collective; even toddlers were more inhibited 

than Canadian age-mates (Chen et al., 1998). 

Such studies mostly adopt a framework that identifies and conceptualizes universal 

components of parenting and then apply this framework to parents from all backgrounds, 

including Chinese, with the goal of comparison. A classical and influential framework, which 

has been applied in such comparative studies on parenting, is Baumrind’s typology of four 

parenting styles: Authoritative, Authoritarian, Permissive and Neglectful (Ochocka & Janzen, 

2008). According to such a perspective, tiger mothering falls in a typical configuration of 

authoritarian parenting, as one can deduce from the aforementioned cross-cultural studies. 

This type of research, which aims at representing and analyzing Chinese parenting by 

applying a universal conceptual framework to undertake comparisons between cultures, or 

in other words, an ‘etic’ perspective, has received critiques from research representing 

an ’emic’ approach for its biased measurement. Specifically, the critique is that the theoretical 

frameworks implied in the measurement instruments being used are mostly developed and 

conceptualized from Western notions regarding parenthood and childhood (Chao, 1994). 

Interestingly, the fact that these same notions are culturally embedded in Western history 

has long been forgotten by most research that takes parenthood and childhood as its research 

topic. The current empirical-analytical research approach in developmental psychology (one 
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of the disciplines that covers the theme of Chinese immigrant parenting) would therefore 

take these frames as the unitary standard (Koops & Kessel, 2017). As a result, the image of 

Chinese parenting may be misrepresented and misunderstood due to a research approach 

that lacks a cultural-historical context. 

 

Putting culture first, but ignoring the dynamics of migration 

 An alternative perspective that explains the assumingly conservative and strict parenting 

style of Chinese immigrants links their style to traditional Chinese culture and philosophy. 

From such a perspective, Chinese immigrants’ ‘authoritarian’ parenting style is explained by 

how authority and family are represented in Chinese culture (e.g., Guo 2013; Chen et al. 1998). 

In such studies, Chinese culture is seen as strongly collectivistic, in the sense that the benefits 

of the community are valued over those of individuals (Hofstede, 2017). Therefore, the 

community to which Chinese people belong, for instance, their family, their own ethnic group, 

township, etc., ultimately becomes important to them. As a result, Chinese immigrants trust 

and rely more on each other than on ‘others’ in almost every respect, including childrearing, 

and especially in contexts of migration, where more barriers, such as language barriers and 

different values, can be expected. This isolation, in return, is also believed to help them 

preserve their Chinese parenting ideology. Moreover, from a cultural point of view, these 

ideologies are seen as a continuation of certain traditional notions, with little adjustment 

based on the migration setting. For instance, Chinese immigrant parents require a high level 

of obedience from their children, which is explained by the traditional concept of “xiao-shun” 

(filial piety) that was greatly emphasized as playing a central role in Confucian ethics. This 

virtue requires the younger generation to take good care of one’s parents and should be 
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taught to children from an early age. In other words, obeying parents is seen as an exercise 

of Xiao-shun in childhood (Yee, 2006). 

In this line of research, Chinese (parenting) is represented as being relatively stable and 

homogeneous throughout history and across locations. However, this assumption of cultural 

homogeneity across time and place is disputable, especially when studying immigrants. 

First, immigrants from the same culture do not necessarily have the same motives of 

migration, do not necessarily represent the same subculture of their hometown premigration, 

do not share the same experiences during and after migration, nor experience the same 

settlement process. For instance, research has pointed out that immigrants’ settlement 

considerations are intermingled with their relationship considerations, such as caring for 

aging parents and future childcare (Geddie, 2013). This consideration reveals that immigrants 

do not always follow the same migration patterns when societal conditions are set but take 

into account their specific and diverse personal circumstances. This flexibility can also be 

found in childrearing. Immigrants’ parenting aspirations, practices, ideologies, etc. are also 

embedded in their own specific personal background. For instance, Tardif-Williams and Fisher, 

following Bakhtinian’s dialogic perspective, proposed that acculturation is negotiated and 

created by people in their daily interactions. Therefore, immigrant parenting has to do with 

specific personal and family background characteristics (Tardif-Williams & Fisher, 2009). For 

all of the mentioned reasons, we cannot form an all-compassing understanding and 

explanation of Chinese immigrant parenting without paying attention to their (very likely to 

be diverse) processes of migration, including their settlement strategies, in addition to their 

cultural influences. 

Second, the assumption of cultural stability implies that immigrants from the same 

(stable) culture develop the same parenting in, presumably, the same (stable) cultural 
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environment in the receiving country. However, this assumption oversimplifies the cultural 

dynamics in (most) contexts of migration and in cultural practices more generally. In addition 

to the fact that cultural stability is an ‘idée fixe’ in itself (Anderson-Levitt, 2012), it can be said 

that for the populations addressed in this study, both Chinese culture and the culture in 

receiving countries have experienced processes of rapid social change, where old cultural 

norms are fading away and new cultural norms are being generated. Attention to the 

implications of such rapid changes and how these impacts change cultural norms for 

parenting is rare among studies regarding Chinese immigrant parenting in the West. 

 

Overlooking immigrants’ learning practices 

 As a cultural practice, especially in the case of relative stability, parenting can be seen 

as something in which parents are naturally equipped and as being passed down from 

generation to generation without being questioned (Muir, Bohr, Shepherd, Healey & Warne, 

2019). In this case, people would be governed by unconscious rules, values and norms, rather 

than conscious ones, which could be formed over long periods of time. 

Migration, however, brings challenges and specific requirements to parenting. After 

landing in a totally different society, old ideas and practices will no longer work smoothly. As 

with other cultural practices, because of this, immigrants have to reform and rebuild their 

parenting ideas consciously or unconsciously after migration. Cross-sectional research 

focusing on the comparison of certain populations at only a specific point in time is not well 

equipped to study this reforming process. A focus on immigrant parents’ learning practices 

during their reforming of their parenting after migration is generally absent in current 
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scholarship regarding Chinese immigrant parenting. Here, my aim is to include such a 

perspective in the study of Chinese parenting in situations of migration. 

 

Overlooking the diversity in Chinese (immigrant) communities 

Mainstream research tends to see the Chinese (immigrant) community as a homogeneous 

whole, overlooking diversity. This tendency is associated with the visibility of the Chinese 

community to Western societies and Western scholars. The cross-cultural approach has been 

developed in disciplines such as education and psychology since the mid-20th century (Cheah, 

Leung, Tahseen & Schultz, 2009), when the Chinese indeed represented a quite small and 

relatively unitary community in the West. According to the literature about Chinese global 

migration in contemporary history, the majority of Chinese in the West at that time were the 

descendants of Chinese sailors and merchants originally from the “qiao-xiang,” meaning 

hometowns of overseas Chinese. These hometowns were mainly located in Guangdong, 

Fujian and Zhejiang Provinces. Given the small population and the unitary origin, it is not 

surprising that Chinese (parenting) or Chinese culture more generally was considered 

homogeneous. 

 As time went by, different waves of migration to the West developed in the context 

of China’s opening up and social development. It has clearly been found that these new waves 

of Chinese immigrants originally had quite diverse motives for migration, had diverse 

destination choices, represented groups with a diverse socioeconomic status and were each 

rooted in their specific historical, legal, economic and cultural settings (Zhuang & Zhang, 2012; 

Zhou, 2006). These aspects of diversity in the study of immigrant parenting will receive serious 

attention in this dissertation. 
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This dissertation: approach and goals 

As stated above, a nondynamic, cross-cultural research paradigm may lead to several 

problems associated with the misrepresentation of current Chinese immigrant parenting in 

the West. Instead, assumptions of universality and stability should be avoided, particularly 

when studying migration. 

An important dynamization factor that I will pay attention to in this dissertation is that 

of the increasingly complex global connections related to increased human mobilization and 

faster communication. Since the world is increasingly interconnected, and since new 

communication technologies, such as the internet, are facilitating interpersonal and 

intercultural interaction, the boundary between cultures has been much blurred. This 

dissertation will constantly take this information into account when looking at empirical data 

as well as secondary data. Specifically, to describe and understand the reformation of (diverse) 

parenting within the overseas Chinese community, how parents utilize tools, including 

multiple media channels, to facilitate their communication with others will be studied in an 

explicit manner. In addition, the themes related to how they involve local, distant and global 

connections with others will also be coded and analyzed. 

 Last but not least, the current phenomenon of global migration also brings everyone 

involved into a significantly richer cultural landscape. Specifically, people, including Chinese 

immigrants, currently have more opportunities to access multiple ideologies from not only 

their sending and receiving countries but also other places, thanks to communication 

technology. 
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 In this dissertation, to explain how I am trying to capture and understand Chinese 

immigrant parents, I take the Tiger Mother as an example. Under the traditional cross-cultural 

perspective, this type of parenting falls into the category of a typical Authoritarian parenting 

style, according to Baumrind’s typology of parenting styles. However, in this thesis, when 

trying to understand her specific way of parenting, I question whether this typology is 

sufficient in capturing the Tiger Mother’s parenting. Instead, I am asking: What cultural 

elements are represented in her parenting which the standard notions derived from the West 

cannot fully capture and measure? What are the traditional cultural roots of this type of 

Chinese parenting, and how have these been perhaps modernized (premigration)? How can 

we take the dynamics in her migration history into account to understand how her parenting 

has been formed? In my ambition to include migration dynamics, my goal is to include the 

cultural changes in both her sending and receiving country, as well as her access to certain 

parenting ideas before and after migration. In other words, my ambition is to pay attention 

to the changes and developments of the (immigrant) Tiger Mother over time and pay 

attention to her learning process. Seeing a particular immigrant reforming his/her parenting 

as a learning process urges us to pay attention to the access of present-day immigrants to 

different resources. Specifically, to investigate how they (flexibly) learn from all potential 

sources to fulfil their parenting needs at the microlevel, I argue that paying attention to their 

knowledge acquisition characteristics, as I do in this thesis, is a useful tool. 

The goal of this dissertation is thus to show the formation of Chinese immigrant 

parenting as a cultural practice and learning process, as it presumably has undergone changes 

pre- and postmigration. At the same time, I do not assume that these changes are the same 

for all Chinese immigrants, which is why I pay attention to the diversity within groups of 

Chinese immigrants. 
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In sum, the main research question of this dissertation as follows: How can the 

parenting processes of immigrant Chinese parents be described in relation to the dynamics 

of migration, and to what extent are parenting processes dependent on differences in 

backgrounds and aims between subgroups of immigrants? 

 

Content of the book First, in Chapter 2, after reviewing previous studies regarding Chinese 

immigrant parenting from two traditional research approaches, the etic and emic approaches, 

I affirm my viewpoint with respect to the theoretical foundation of this dissertation. In this 

chapter, I also elaborate why I propose that when examining Chinese immigrant parenting, 

we should consider it as 1) historically and socially specific and 2) as a “hybrid” of two or more 

parental models. This conceptual stance provides the perspective from which the two 

subsequent comparative empirical studies must be seen. Both studies deal with the different 

parental ethnotheories between two types of new Chinese immigrant mothers in the 

Netherlands: lower-SES economic immigrants versus higher-SES knowledge immigrants. I 

claim that this perspective helps to explain why these differences take place. The term 

“knowledge immigrant” in Chapter 2 refers to highly skilled immigrants, and the term 

“economic immigrant” refers to low-skilled immigrants. The reason for using the two dyads 

of terms addresses the different audiences of the journal in which the chapter was published 

and this dissertation. 

As I argue that parenting should be socially and historically understood, in Chapter 3, I 

provide an explanation for their parenting ideologies from the perspective of their specific 

migration experiences. My goals in that chapter are to explain why the essential differences 

between my two target groups exist both pre- and post-migration and to discuss how these 

parenting practices should be seen as being embedded in larger social contexts both in China 
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and abroad. I take one more step in Chapter 4 when I ask from whom these mothers gain 

their parenting knowledge. The hybrid parenting perspective I defend in this thesis requires 

a detailed investigation of how these parents weigh and use various influences and 

knowledge that shape their parenting. Inspired by Bourdieu’s social capital theory, I examine 

the parental knowledge acquisition of the two types of Chinese immigrant mothers in the 

Netherlands. I do this by comparing both their social networks and the nonhuman resources 

they use to build their knowledge on parenting. I investigate the differences between both 

groups in terms of the components of their networks (i.e., which different people are in their 

networks), the density of their networks and the spatial concentration of their networks (i.e., 

where are the people in their networks located?). I also investigate their information needs 

and how these relate to the different resources they employ in building their parenting 

strategies. This methodology enables me to show how multiple influences function together 

in shaping a particular Chinese immigrant mother’s parenting practice and ideology. By 

investigating the detailed process of how Chinese immigrant mothers gain their parenting 

ideologies, which predominates Chapter 3, and by investigating how this process is also 

embedded in the use of particular social networks and resources, which predominates 

Chapter 4, my goal is to demystify a culturally deterministic perspective of immigrant 

parenting and, also by means of the methodology I am using, to contribute to an alternative 

perspective that allows us to unravel the cultural dynamics of parenting in migration. 

Last, starting from showing the richness and variation of the reconstruction of parenting 

in such a small immigrant population in the Netherlands, I want to expand this perspective 

further to discuss how the family dynamics in Chinese families all over the world interplay 

with their migration experiences. With such a discussion, my additional aim is to contribute 

to the development of Chinese policies that support the education of overseas Chinese by 
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including and considering the implications of the variety of migration waves that currently 

exist worldwide. Therefore, in Chapter 5, I classify four waves of Chinese global migration in 

contemporary history and ask how the parenting and education needs of each of the 

immigrant groups belonging to each of the waves are shaped by the particular migration 

dynamics of each wave. Based on my analyses and my overview of Chinese policies that 

support overseas Chinese education, my goal is to develop recommendations for Chinese 

policymakers that support Chinese families that have migrated from China. Based on my 

analysis regarding different overseas Chinese family patterns and their different visions 

towards the next generation, my intention with this chapter is to provide policymakers with 

new information that incorporates the variety of migration waves and the immigrants’ 

subsequent educational needs that should be considered when implementing new policies. 

  



17 
 

References 

Anderson-Levitt, K. M. (2012). Complicating the concept of culture. Comparative 

education, 48(4), 441-454. 

Chao, R. K. (1994). Beyond parental control and authoritarian parenting style: Understanding Chinese 

parenting through the cultural notion of training. Child development, 65(4), 1111-1119. 

Cheah, C. S. L., Leung, C. Y. Y., Tahseen, M., & Schultz, D. (2009). Authoritative parenting 

among immigrant Chinese mothers of preschoolers. Journal of Family Psychology : JFP : 

Journal of the Division of Family Psychology of the American Psychological Association 

(Division 43), 23(3), 311–20. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0015076 

Chen, X., Hastings, P. D., Rubin, K. H., Chen, H., Cen, G., & Stewart, S. L. (1998). Child-rearing 

attitudes and behavioral inhibition in Chinese and Canadian toddlers: a cross-cultural 

study. Developmental Psychology, 34(4), 677–86. Retrieved from 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9681259 

de Haan, M. (2011). The Reconstruction of Parenting after Migration: A Perspective from 

Cultural Translation. Human Development, 54(6), 376–399. 

https://doi.org/10.1159/000334119 

Geense, P. (2005). Chinese vaders. Opvoeden tussen de bedrijven door. In M. Distelbrink, P. 

Geense, and T. Pels (Eds.). Diversiteit in vaderschap. Chinese, Creools-Surinaamse en 

Marokkaanse vaders in Nederland. Assen: Van Gorcum. 

Gijsberts, M. & Dagevos, J (eds).(2010) At home in the Netherlands? Trends in integration of 

non-Western migrants Annual Report on Integration 2009. SCP. 

Guo, K. (2013). Ideals and realities in Chinese immigrant parenting: Tiger mother versus others. 

Journal of Family Studies, 19(1), 44–52.  https://doi.org/10.5172/jfs.2013.19.1.44 

https://doi.org/10.5172/jfs.2013.19.1.44


18 
 

Hofstede, G. (2016). Culture's Consequences: Comparing values, behaviors, institutions, and 

organizations across nations. Collegiate Aviation Review, 34(2), 108. 

Koops, W., & Kessel, F. (2017). Developmental psychology without positivistic pretentions: An 

introduction to the special issue on historical developmental psychology. European 

Journal of Developmental Psychology, 14:6, 629-

646,  DOI: 10.1080/17405629.2017.1382344. 

Kwak, K. (2003). Adolescents and Their Parents: A Review of Intergenerational Family 

Relations for Immigrant and Non&hyphen;Immigrant Families. Human Development, 

46(2–3), 115–136. https://doi.org/10.1159/000068581 

Lin, C.-Y. C., & Fu, V. R. (1990). A Comparison of Child-Rearing Practices among Chinese, 

Immigrant Chinese, and Caucasian-American Parents. Child Development, 61(2), 429. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/1131104 

Louie, A. (2009). " Pandas, Lions, and Dragons, oh my!": How White Adoptive Parents 

Construct Chineseness. Journal of Asian American Studies, 12(3), 285-320. 

Healey, G. K., & Warne, D. K. (2019). Nicole M. Muir, Yvonne Bohr, Matthew J. 

Shepherd. Handbook of Parenting: Volume 4: Social Conditions and Applied Parenting, 

170. 

Ochocka, J., & Janzen, R. (2008). Immigrant Parenting: A New Framework of Understanding. 

Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies. https://doi.org/10.1080/15362940802119286 

Pearson, E., & Rao, N. (2003). Socialization Goals, Parenting Practices, and Peer Competence 

in Chinese and English Preschoolers. Early Child Development and Care, 173(1), 131–146. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0300443022000022486 

Tardif-Williams, C. Y., & Fisher, L. (2009). Clarifying the link between acculturation experiences 

and parent–child relationships among families in cultural transition: The promise of 

https://doi-org.eur.idm.oclc.org/10.1080/17405629.2017.1382344
https://doi.org/10.2307/1131104
https://doi.org/10.1080/0300443022000022486


19 
 

contemporary critiques of acculturation psychology. International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations, 33(2), 150-161. 

Yee, B. (2006). Fillial Piety. In Jackson, Y. (Ed.). Encyclopedia of multicultural psychology. 

Thousand Oaks, LA: Sage Publications. 

Zhou, M. (2006) "The Chinese diaspora and international migration." Social Transformations 

in Chinese Societies 1 (1,2006): 161 - 190. 

Zhuang, G., & Zhang, J. (2012). The Types and Distribution of Chinese New Immigrants 中国

新移民的类型和分布. in Journal of Social Sciences 社会科学 ,12: 4-11. 

  



20 
 

  



21 
 

Chapter 2 

How to Understand the Parenting of Chinese Immigrants in Western 

Societies: A Literature Review 
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Introduction 

A popular work titled Battle Hymn of Tiger Mother authored by Amy Chua and published 

in 2011 has caused an immense public controversy, both in the West and in China. The book 

tells the story of how Amy Chua, a Chinese mother who migrated to the U.S., brings up her 

two daughters trying to hold on to her Chinese upbringing in the new context (Chua, 2011). 

Her “Chinese” upbringing is described as strict, harsh and demanding and the book suggests 

at times that it leads to more successful outcomes than the more ‘loose’ and permissive 

parenting in the U.S. In the U.S., people have blamed Chua for her restrictive and relentless 

parenting, while marvelled at her stereotypically successful daughters1.  In China, while the 

masses are proud of this kind of success story of their own people equipped with apparently 

typically Chinese cultural norms and values, Chua’s parenting is regarded as a bit extreme and 

strange, even by current Chinese standard. Also, in academia, the phenomenon of so called 

tiger parenting gained attention since the publication of Amy Chua’s book, see for instance, 

Kim, Wang, Orozco-Lapray, Shen, & Murtuza (2013), who ask the question in their article: 

does “Tiger Parenting” Exist? This wave of attention from both the public and academia for 

the myth of the ‘tiger mother’ has renewed the attention for questions as: How have Chinese 

immigrant parents, represented in the book by Chua, been raising children in a transnational 

context? And how have they been able to hold on to, or maybe exaggerate, reinforce, typically 

Chinese parenting practices and beliefs after migration? (How) have they possibly also 

adapted these practices and beliefs?  

 
1 Although one can say that Lulu finally ‘won’ the battle, as she succeeded in escaping the authority of her 

mother, she is still considered to be successful in school and music thank to her mother’s strict training). 
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In the academia, the parenting of the Chinese immigrants in the West has been studied 

for over half a century. This field is characterized by a large body of empirical studies devoted 

to documenting, conceptualizing and interpreting their parental practices and ideas. The 

majority of these studies come from behavioural sciences (Educational Science and 

Psychology) and Cultural Anthropology. In this chapter we will review this work, while 

considering that, based on the underlying conceptual framework in these studies, they can 

be divided into two different strands of studies: those studies that adopt an etic perspective, 

and those that adopt an emic one.  

These two terms, etic and emic, according to Harris, are coined by the linguist Pike, 

originate from the suffixes of the words “phonetic” and “phonemic”. Harris summarized that 

Pike had defined in Linguistics that: “phonetic accounts of sounds are recognized by linguists 

as depending on the activity of the vocal cords; while phonemic accounts are based on the 

implicit or unconscious system of sound contrasts which native speakers have inside of their 

minds” (Harris, 1976). Anthropologists have adopted this distinction and similarly etic has 

been used when a culture is described by a researcher using some kind of standard that 

facilitates cross-cultural comparison while the term emic refers to studying indigenous 

practices considered specific to a culture (Schwandt, 2014). In line with this, we refer to 

studies as etic when they use standardized models or concepts to capture the cross-culturally 

variety in Chinese immigrant parenting. We will refer to studies as emic when they use 

indigenous concepts, such as notions from Chinese language or culture, which are seen as 

unique and cannot be used to compare the Chinese population with other populations.  For 

instance, if we take Amy Chua’s story, from an etic approach, we might judge her parenting 

from certain assumingly universal scientific parental concepts and classify her parenting style 
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accordingly, while hypothesizing its influence on her children’s developmental outcomes. On 

the contrary, if we consider the story from an emic point of view, we will explain her parenting 

style using typically Chinese concepts that explain her parenting from this heritage.   

We adopt this dichotomy as a framework to present, discuss and critique these studies 

about Chinese immigrant parenting in section 2, which is the first task of the current review. 

As a second task, taken up in section 3, we will answer the question what alternative 

perspective is needed given some of the critique that will be expressed in section 2.  

 

Two existing approaches for understanding Chinese immigrant parenting 

 

The cross-cultural or etic approach  

In cross-cultural studies on parenting, researchers have always been trying to answer this 

question: what is the difference regarding the parenting practices between different cultures? 

When talking about difference, people tend to take a ‘standardized ruler’ to measure and 

compare parenting as well as its outcome for children’s development cross-culturally.  

Since the mid-20th century, researchers in Education and Psychology have developed 

several theories to formulate and measure parenting practices and to distinguish parenting 

styles (Cheah, Leung, Tahseen & Schultz, 2009). Parenting practices are defined by Darling 

and Steinberg as specific behaviours of parents to socialize their children (Darling & Steinberg, 

1993). Spera has identified three constructs related to parenting: 1) 'parental involvement', 

'parental monitoring', 2) 'parental goals, and 3) values and aspirations' (Spera, 2005).  
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Parenting style was defined by Darling and Steinberg as the social-emotional climate in which 

parents raise their children (Darling & Steinberg, 1993). Based on the attention for the 

different socialization strategies in research, scholars developed dimensions in an attempt  to 

capture the variety of parenting styles they came across related to the socio-emotional 

climate, such as acceptance/rejection and dominance/submission (Symonds, 1939, cited from 

Spera, 2005); emotional warmth/hostility and detachment/involvement (Baldwin, 1955, cited 

from Darling & Steinberg, 1993) and control/non-control (Schaefer, 1959, cited from Spera, 

2005). Following up these early works, Baumrind and the scholars following her have 

developed the most influential typology of parenting styles to this day based on her study and 

analyses of parenting. This conceptual work, which is empirically mostly based on middle class, 

white families, resulted in four distinctive parenting styles: authoritative, authoritarian, 

permissive and neglectful. The styles are characterized by two dimensions: one is ‘parental 

responsiveness (warmth)’, which refers to the degree the parent responds to the child's needs; 

while the other one is ‘parental demandingness (control)’, which refers to the extent to which 

the parent expects more mature and responsible behaviour from the child, see table 1 below 

(Baumrind, 1978; 1967; 1971; Maccoby & Martin, 1983).  

Table 1. The typology of four parenting styles characterized by Baumrind and her 

followers 

 Demanding Undemanding 

Responsive Authoritative Permissive 

Unresponsive Authoritarian Neglectful 
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Baumrind’s typology has been used in many empirical studies to describe parenting in 

various cultures around the globe as well as how these styles relate to the development of 

children (e.g. Glasgow, Dornbusch, Troyer, Sternberg & Ritter, 1997; Leung, Lau & lam, 1998; 

Dwairy, Achoui, Abouserie, Farah, Sakhleh, Fayad & Khan, 2006). As the Asian immigrants 

have been one of the fastest growing groups of immigrants in many Western countries  since 

the mid-20th century (Gorman, 1998), in particular in the United States, its distinguished 

cultural beliefs, particularly in parenting practices and ideas, have caught much attention in 

academia. In most of these studies the parenting of Asian, including Chinese, immigrants has 

been typified as ‘authoritarian’ (e.g. Dornbusch, Ritter, Leiderman, Roberts & Fraleigh, 1987). 

Moreover, it has been found that, compared to their Western counterparts, Chinese and 

Chinese immigrant parents tend to endorse parental control (Lin & Fu, 1990), emphasize 

obedience of children (Chen, Hasting, Rubin, Chen, Cen & Stewart, 1998) and are less likely to 

use democratic, authoritative styles in child-rearing than North American parents (LeVine, 

Miller & West, 1988). According to Padmawidjaja & Chao it can be inferred from these results 

that Chinese immigrant children are highly controlled and expected to be sensitive to parents’ 

wishes and gain less warmth and closeness from their parents (Padmawidjaja & Chao, 2010). 

Others have shown that Chinese American parenting styles are more variable. By latent 

profile analysis, Kim, Wang, Orozco-Lapray, Shen and Murtuza have conceptualized eight 

parenting dimensions (parental warmth, democratic parenting, parental monitoring, 

inductive reasoning, parental hostility, psychological control, punitive parenting, and shaming) 

and demonstrated four parenting profiles among Chinese American parents which they have 

termed: tiger parenting, supportive parenting, easy-going parenting, and harsh parenting. 

(Kim, Wang, Orozco-Lapray, Shen, and Murtuza, 2013). 
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 As to the consequence of parenting on child outcomes, the authoritarian parenting 

style of Asian immigrants has puzzled researchers. Although it has been found that among 

the European American population, the authoritarian parenting style has a negative 

association with children’s academic achievement, the academic performance of children 

from Chinese (Asian) immigrant families is surprisingly good, and even above other ethnic 

groups (Dornbusch et al,. 1987). Some have suggested that this relationship between 

authoritarian parenting and negative academic achievement is related to the lower 

educational level of parents who are defined by both of these factors. However, the results 

of Chinese children from parents with a lower educational level and a lower family income 

are still higher compared to groups with similar characteristics in Caucasian Americans 

(Cheung, 1982). 

After describing the differences between the Chinese and the Western parenting 

practices, it’s natural to ask why these differences take place. Researchers, especially 

psychologists, have extensively explored this question while looking at the determinants of 

parenting. Derived from Belsky’s famous model, according to Foss’ conceptual model for 

studying parenting behaviours in immigrant populations, three domains of variables have 

been identified: personal, infant and contextual (Foss, 1996).  An important focus in this work 

is to investigate how parents’ personal characteristics and infants’ temperaments are related 

to parenting. For instance, it has been found that personality can be an inner resource that 

impacts upon parenting (see a review by Prinzie, Stams, Dekovic & Belsky, 2009). Within this 

line of research, we could barely find specific studies that addressed Chinese parenting or the 

parenting of Chinese immigrants. However, we found several cross-cultural personality 

studies addressing the contrasts between Chinese and other groups. For instance, while using 
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standardized measurement instruments, significant differences between Chinese (both at 

home and abroad) and American populations were found. Using the ‘Big-Five personality 

domains’ it was found that Chinese are less open than Americans (e.g. McCrae, Costa & Yik, 

1996; McCrae, Yik, Trapnell, Bond & Paulhus, 1998). Moreover, when using a standardized 

self-administered questionnaire to test young adolescents from different ethnic groups, 

lower psychological and social well-being was found among Asian immigrant adolescents (e.g. 

Choi et al., 2006; Greene et al. 2006). Using conceptual models such as that of Foss, these 

results on personality characteristics of Chinese parents and children imply that Chinese 

parenting and family life also differs from other ethnic groups accordingly.  

Similarly, for infant factors similar research procedures have been followed. For 

instance, in order to measure infant temperament, psychologists have developed a scale since 

1970’s in the U. S. (Carey and McDevitt, 1970), which has been applied to the Chinese 

population. However, unlike for the personality research, the results showed that Chinese 

infant temperament is similar to infant temperament in Western countries, including the 

distribution of different infant temperament types in the Chinese population, at least in the 

early stages of childhood (Zhang & Xu, 1996), and its impact on maternal depression (Jiang & 

Dai, 1998). 

The point I would like to raise here, is that these studies on parents’ personality and on 

infant temperament, as well as the work that looks at the determinants of parenting  are 

drawing upon a similar approach, which can be associated with the etic approach described 

above. Non-Western populations, in this case the Chinese population, are measured with a 

concept and corresponding methodology which was originally developed in the Western 

society for Western populations. Subsequently this concept and corresponding measurement 
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instruments are used for cross-cultural comparisons. This methodology implies that individual 

parents, or groups of parents from different cultural origins can be understood based a on 

the same conceptual frame, which is considered universal. An extensive discussion of this 

issue can be found, for instance, in the work of Rogoff (2003), who shows how certain 

concepts in developmental psychology do not capture the cultural variety that exist 

worldwide. This one-sidedness can have the effect that Western populations become the 

norm, and that other populations can be easily misunderstood, misrepresented or even seen 

as deviant or abnormal, and thus more likely presented in a less favourable light. Some 

passages in Chua’s book vividly represent such an effect when it relates how the Western 

mainstream (both in public and academia) sees the Chinese parenting:  

I don’t believe that all parental comparisons are invidious. Jed is constantly 

criticizing me for comparing Sophia and Lulu. And it’s true that I’ve said things to 

Lulu like, “When I tell Sophia to do something, she responds instantly. That’s why 

she improves so fast.” But Westerners misunderstand. When I say such things I’m not 

favoring Sophia; just the opposite, I’m expressing confidence in Lulu. I believe that 

she can do anything Sophia can do and that she’s strong enough to handle the truth. I 

also know that Lulu compares herself to Sophia anyway. That’s why I’m sometimes 

so harsh with her. I won’t let her indulge her own inner doubts. As I often said to the 

girls, “My goal as a parent is to prepare you for the future—not to make you like me.” 

(Chua, 2011, Chapter 9 The Violin, para. 4) 

 

“Guan”: To love and to govern. Understanding Chinese immigrant parenting 

through an indigenous lens: an emic perspective. 

 

As the above shows, the etic approach has not done very well in providing reasons or 

conceptual models for the differences that were found. For instance, what still puzzles 
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academia is that Chinese children do relatively good in school regardless of the kind of 

parenting style they have been experiencing, which is contrary to the pattern found in the 

Caucasian population, as mentioned above. Again, from an etic perspective, scholars have 

explained this paradox by stating that among Chinese immigrant children the influence of 

peers is stronger than that of families (e.g. Steinberg, Dornbusch & Brown, 1992).  

Critique on the etic perspective using indigenous concepts 

However, in recent years, some scholars, especially those who have an Asian background, 

have started to provide other answers to this paradox from a different perspective, mostly 

from Anthropology (Dornbusch et al., 1987), while also providing critique on the scientific 

approach that has been used. A major element in this critique has been that the measurement 

in the studies on Chinese parenting has been biased as it lacks a conceptual framework that 

does justice to Chinese parenting practices and values. The Western conceptual framework, 

in which particular dimensions of parenting are distinguished, might lead to prejudices of 

Asian parenting (Suzuki, 1988), and might overlook certain parts of the nature of Chinese 

parenting. Therefore, these scholars argue that research must consider indigenous Chinese 

concepts to capture features of Chinese parenting in order to gain an ‘insider’s’ perception 

on Chinese families and child raising. The argumentation is that this is necessary in order to 

understand and explain phenomena such as the ‘authoritarian’ parenting-school success 

paradox. As extensively argued by Chao, the ‘paradox’ regarding Asian students’ school 

success and their authoritarian parents is due to the fact that the concept of ‘authoritarian’ 

doesn’t fully capture the specificity of the child rearing style of the Chinese, especially for the 

purpose of explaining school success, even though there is a certain overlap between Western 

authoritarian and Chinese parenting (Chao & Sue, 1996; Chao, 1994). Chao and others have 
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contributed to this discussion by unpacking important concepts regarding parenting from an 

insiders’ perspective, for instance, on parental obedience, the person and parent-child 

relationship, which they claim are not translatable and unsusceptible to generalization.  

Chinese-American anthropologist Hsu for instance, discussed the Chinese concept of 

‘personage’:  jen, in which the Chinese intimate society and culture are emphasized above the 

individual’s internal qualities, in contrast to the idea of personality, which is a Western 

concept rooted in individualism (Hsu, 1971). According to Hsu, in Chinese culture, one’s 

parents, siblings and spouses are likely to continue to have a prominent and permanent place 

in a person’s live and remain constant over the life course. Therefore, when studying the 

traditional Chinese parent-child relationship, the concept of filial piety (xiao-shun) has been 

strongly emphasized. Xiao-shun is a multifaceted virtue. Most importantly, it dictates how 

one should be a good son or daughter. In the family, it is an attitude of respect for one’s 

parents with tangible acts such as obeying them, providing for them and nurturing them 

(Liang & Sugawara, 1992). This concept is rooted deeply in the philosophy of Confucius, which 

has been very influential throughout Chinese history.   

In order to explain the paradox of the Chinese immigrant students’ school achievement 

and the ‘authoritarian’ parenting, Chao proposes the concept of chiao shun, meaning training, 

as well as the practice of guan, to adequately capture Chinese parenting as a replacement of 

describing Chinese parenting in terms of ‘authoritarian’ and parental demandingness. The 

concept of guan stands for two constructs, which cannot be separated in the Chinese ideology 

of parenting: to love (care) and to govern. The reason why Chinese parents score high on 

‘authoritarian’ is that this concept may overlap with the Chinese concept of chiao shun, as 
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both of them emphasize a set standard of conduct, but ‘authoritarian’ does especially not 

capture the loving and caring aspects of the notion of guan.  

Furthermore, scholars have turned the argumentation also towards a critical evaluation 

of the standards by which parenting is judged in the international literature, and argued that 

the authoritarian child-rearing style has very specific cultural roots in Western history and has 

been associated with an evangelical religious fervour. According to Smuts and Hagen this 

authoritarian parenting style has been a Western preoccupation even before World War II 

and even throughout American history (Smuts & Hagen, 1985). The concept of chiao shun has 

very different cultural roots, as well as very divergent implications for parenting: it involves 

early training of children through guidance and continuous monitoring of their behaviors, 

while also providing parental involvement, concern, and support (Chao, 1994; 2000). 

Moreover, the core of chiao shun focuses on the ability of children to perform well at school 

(Wu & Tseng, 1985). Although chiao shun can be addressed in part by combining the 

dimensions of demandingness and responsiveness, Chao argues that both of these 

dimensions have to be conceptualized distinctively from Baumrind’s framework (Chao, 2000). 

All in all, Chao concludes that scoring high on measures of authoritarian within Baumrinds 

framework, does not have the same meaning for the Chinese as for the European-Americans 

(Chao, 1994; 1995). 

 In sum, the studies above indicate that the so-called tiger parenting associated with 

Chinese parenting and the paradox of Chinese students’ school success are mainly due to the 

limited applicability of the conceptualizations and research frameworks, which are specific to 

Westerners. Likewise, it is argued that the indigenous concepts used for Chinese parenting 

are not easily generalizable to other populations. See also the review of Phoenix and Hussain 
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for a similar argumentation. In this review the universality of much parenting research is 

challenged showing how particular parenting behaviours have different effects on different 

groups, depending on the context (Phoenix & Hussain, 2007). 

A qualitative approach to studying the parenting of Chinese immigrants 

Apart from critique on mainstream, cross-cultural work on parenting, another line of 

studies started to gain insights on the parenting of Chinese immigrants through qualitative, 

mostly anthropological studies. For instance, based on in-depth interviews with seven 

recently arrived Chinese immigrant families in Canada having teenage children, Li has 

investigated what motives and values drive them in their parenting. She found that school 

achievement and the building of a moral character was emphasized the most by these parents, 

as they viewed school achievement as a ladder to (economic) success. While coping with the 

disadvantage of being a minority in the Canadian society, the parents tend to rely on scientific 

and technical career aspirations and used cultural integration to maximize the chance of 

success of their children (Li, 2001; 2004). Likewise, Cheah, Leung and Zhou have found that 

Chinese mothers in the U.S. adopt different aspects of parenting, coming from both the 

American and Chinese culture and attempt to achieve a balance between supporting their 

child’s development of autonomy and individuality while also maintaining a sense of 

relatedness and family-orientation in their parenting. Moreover, Cheah, Leung & Zhou found 

that Chinese immigrant parents showed flexibility across different areas of their parenting in 

order to accommodate to the cultural values of the larger societal context in order to promote 

their child’s development in the U.S. (Cheah, Leung & Zhou, 2013). Additionally, based on 

interviews with twelve Asian American parents, Wong, Wong and Obeng have found that, 

besides providing practical help (mainly in the academic area), parents’ sacrificial love is an 
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important element in the perceptions of family strength among Asian American families. They 

show that within cultures that stress collectivism and the family, parents place the welfare 

and interests of the family and the children before their own (Wong, Wong & Obeng, 2012; 

Yee, Debaryshe, Yuen, Kim & McCubbin, 2007). They also have found that these two themes 

have not been included in the family strength theories raised by the western scholars.  

In sum, these studies have provided alternative concepts that both show why earlier used 

concept are insufficient and give insight into the motives of Chinese immigrant parents which 

were not captured by these earlier concepts. For instance, the concept of parental sacrificial 

love, which was disregarded in family strength theories, or the concept of “guan” which 

cannot be captured by Baumrinds dimensions of demandingness and responsiveness.   

 

An alternative perspective to understand immigrant parenting   

 

As presented above, we can see that the main disagreement between the etic and emic 

approach in describing and explaining Chinese immigrants’ parenting is whether their 

parenting can be universally measured or understood with universal concepts or not. While 

in the etic approach researchers try to build universally applicable standards or conceptual 

frameworks to measure parenting, in the emic approach researchers strongly emphasize the 

cultural specificity of parenthood for particular ethnic groups.  

However, it can be argued that through the fact that global migration has been rapidly 

increasing, and that new communication technologies, such as internet, has facilitated 

interpersonal and intercultural interaction, the boundary between an outsiders and an 
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insiders perspective becomes increasingly blurred. Besides more fundamental critique one 

might have on this distinction, which I will not address here, I would like to raise the question 

whether, since the world has become increasingly interconnected, this etic vs. emic 

contradiction is still tenable or relevant. At the same time the question needs to be asked 

whether these perspectives are still sufficient to understand current (Chinese) immigrant 

parenting.  The etic vs emic dichotomy assumes that one must adopt either an indigenous 

perspective or a so called ‘objective’ ‘scientific’ standpoint, because it sees the subject of the 

study (such as immigrant parenting) as a product of two distinct cultures. However, the global 

context has become more ‘multicultural’ than ever before, and the dynamic of global 

migration has brought more than one or two cultural ideas and choices of parenting to 

immigrants. When the globe, especially in cosmopolitan areas, is experiencing the most 

frequent migration in history, and multilateral contact that is a consequence of this migration 

creates overlapping sets of cultural identities (Manning & Trimmer, 2013), isn’t it plausible 

that the parenting of (Chinese) immigrant parents (in the West) will be defined by multiple 

cultural influences and contact zones that are partly overlapping and in a constant flux? 

If this multicultural dynamic is also challenging the foundation of this dichotomy; then we 

must ask yet another question which is: how can we understand Chinese immigrant parenting 

in this new context from a new perspective?  How should we describe this perspective more 

precisely? And how can we understand their current parenting context from historical 

developments in China with respect to how visions and practices have evolved as different 

from, but also as partly as a consequence of its relationship with the West? 
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The answers to these questions can provide us with new ways of unpacking Chinese 

parenting in the current social setting of immigrants today marked by global migration 

dynamics, which is the second task of current paper. 

In order to further develop our viewpoint on how to understand immigrant parenting, 

partly also commenting on the controversy between emic and etic perspectives, we will first 

investigate the historical and cultural roots of the idea of childhood/parenthood both in West 

and China. The assumption that the ideas of (good) parenting in both sending (minority) 

society and receiving (mainstream) society remain constant, an assumption which seem to 

underlie most of the studies discussed, irrespective of the etic versus emic approach, can be 

easily challenged by looking at parenting and childhood from the disciplines of history and 

sociology, which we will do in section 3.1.  

 

 The historical development of childhood and parenthood in the West and in China 

 

The Well-known historian Aries has raised a ground-breaking argument in his work 

Centuries of Childhood (1960) to convince people that childhood had a history. The central 

thesis of this book is that attitudes towards children were progressive and evolved over time 

with economic change and social advancement, until childhood, as a concept and an accepted 

part of family life, came into being in the 17th century (Aries, 1960). This work explores the 

historical territory of childhood. Nearly all subsequent historians of childhood have referred 

to some part of Aries’ agenda, at least in the studies of medieval childhood (Cunningham, 

1998). For instance, Shahar’s Childhood in the Middle Ages (1990) proved that a concept of 
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childhood, which existed in Europe in the Middle Ages, was different from the one which 

emerged in later centuries (Shahar, 1990). Aries and his followers successfully revealed other 

concepts of childhood than the one which currently dominates the West. The most profound 

implication of these studies is that they revealed that childhood is a social construction and 

historical creation rather than a biological given (Norozi & Moen, 2016). 

How people see children directly influences how people treat them. Schultz in his book 

The Knowledge of Childhood in the German Middle Ages, 1100-1350 (1995) revealed that until 

the 18th century, people didn’t believe that how children were treated had anything to do 

with who they would become when they grew up; alternatively, they believed that the 

discerning eye could pick out from childish traits what future adults the children would be like 

(Schultz, 1995). Thus, we can assume that the parents at that time would not reflect on the 

way they reared children, because they didn’t know the impact of that treatment on 

children’s future. Besides, Darling and Steinberg (1993), also pointed out that the discussion 

about the relationship between parents’ behaviour and children’s development had been a 

natural outgrowth for both behaviourism and the Freudian school of thought just since the 

early 20th century (although they insisted different paths of how it happened) (Darling & 

Steinburg, 1993). These studies suggest the belief that parenting has a strong influence on 

children’s future outcomes has existed for just around one century - at least in the West. 

Historian Stearns has summarized many cultural constructions about childhood 

throughout history and around the globe. Specifically, he observed that throughout history 

Western parents had adopted different concepts of childhood until the modern idea of 

childhood was shaped after the 18th century, mainly due to the industrialization. After that, 

Western parents have been convinced that perfect children should be well socialized, 
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cooperative, friendly, loyal, emotionally stable and cheerful, honest, straightforward, and 

dependable good citizens and good scholars (also see at Symonds, 1939); they needed 

parents’ special investment, should be brought up carefully, had a different life from adults 

and should be considered as having an equal status when it comes to the interaction between 

parents and children etc. This is known as the modern model of childhood (Stearns, 2010). 

Stearns has also argued that there is a huge variation in the way childhood is socially 

constructed across time and place. At the same time, associated with the fact that schooling 

is replacing work as the child’s primary social obligation, and that as both birth rate and child 

death rate are dropping, in many communities the modern idea of childhood has been 

adopted just in the same way as how it evolved in the West. However, the historical backdrops, 

as well as the local variations must be recognized (Stearns, 2010). Therefore, when looking at 

China, we must acknowledge there is a Chinese version of how the concept of childhood has 

been changing throughout history, which significantly differs from the one in the West.  

Seen as a legacy of Aries, Chinese Views of Childhood (1995) edited by A. B. Kinney, 

covered the period from the Han Dynasty (since late 2nd century B.C.) up to the Cultural 

Revolution (mid-20th century) and showed great similarities to and differences from the 

concept of childhood in the Western history. Compared to the idea that there was no clear 

distinction between ‘childhood’, ‘adolescence’ and ‘youth’ in pre-modern Europe, China even 

had an idea of ‘ageless children’, a type of ‘relational childhood’. This term defines a person, 

even as a grown-up, always as a child in their relationships with his/her parents due to that 

Confucian ideology strongly stressed the filial piety (xiao-shun), which we already mentioned 

in section 2.2. When children were little, they could even be seen as private property of 

parents as parents had the total power to decide over them. The importance of Xiao-shun 
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becomes clear from the fact that it is also one of the most important virtues when evaluating 

someone in the society more generally (Wu, 1995). Moreover, that was not the only view 

regarding childhood in the imperial time: for instance, the philosophy of Taoism, which 

emphasized naturalness of life, was opposed to the controlling, ritual, hierarchical family 

order in Confucian philosophy (Mather, 1995; Wu, 1995). One claim made by Wu was that 

‘children were more written about in China than in Europe from the Tang dynasty to at least 

the 15th century’ and showed deeper emotions and feelings about children, especially when 

losing them, than seen in Europe in the same period of time (Wu, 1995). However, Waltner’s 

study on the other side, showed that infanticide, caused by gender preference, was quite 

common in Ming and mid Qing dynasty (14th century to early 20th century). The last two 

historical findings seemed to contradict each other as they illustrated different attitudes 

towards children. Nevertheless, all of them showed a great variation regarding the concept 

of childhood in ancient China. 

A significant social transition took place in the 19th century, and the life of children in 

China also changed accordingly. Chinese historian Ping-Chen Hsiung illustrated a rich picture 

of childhood in that period by material research in her books A Tender Voyage: Children and 

Childhood in Late Imperial China (2005) and Tong Nian Yi Wang: Zhongguo Haizi de Lishi (The 

history of Chinese children) (2008). According to her works, the Chinese children in that period 

were encouraged to commence their academic development early; and this general 

obsession with the early pursuit of intellectual development had surpassed the previous 

(Sung-Neo-) Confucian emphasis on moral inculcation; a trend of treating and educating 

young girls in the same manner as young boys also emerged (Hsiung, 2005). More and more 

images of children playing games were documented (Hsiung, 2008). Shortly after, China 
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violently encountered the Western world, which changed every aspect in the society. 

Although earlier contacts had always existed between China and the West, this encounter, 

booming in the late 19th century and the beginning of 20th century, caused by imperialism in 

several European countries and the decline of the Chinese economy, significantly and 

irreversibly changed the Chinese society, from politics to daily life. Back to the topic of 

childhood, Saari defines the generation of educated Chinese born around the turn of the 20th 

century as ‘the last to have the world of Confucian learning etched into their memories as 

schoolboys, yet the first as a group to confront the intrusive Western world’ (Saari, 

1990).  They had an experience of childhood at this moment of historical transition between 

the established traditions of family and education and the shifts accompanying the rise of 

modern China. 

When examining modern China from the mid-20th century to date, we can clearly see 

that, associated with industrialization and modernization, the Chinese concept of childhood 

has shifted dramatically, especially in the urban areas (Hayashi, 2010). Firstly, the ancient 

family-oriented children, who were seen as the private property of the household in the 

feudal times, have given way to the state-oriented children, seen as the ‘national treasure’ 

and ‘future pillar of the state’ in Red China. This is explained as the consequence of the Civil 

Revolution and the subsequent Communist Revolution: at that time, people were encouraged 

to abandon all the ideas about parenting and parent-child relationship, which were ‘adhered 

to the feudal ages’ (Bailey, 1988; Nylan, 2012). Shortly after, the child-centred ideology and 

the idea of gender equality, similar to what emerged in the late 19th century in the West, have 

risen in the Chinese urban areas in the late 20th century. Thus, the difference of parenting 

between the Chinese and the Westerners has become much less than before (King & Bond, 
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1985). As predicted by Stearns, China is moving towards the modern model of childhood, 

though under its own social context. As discussed by Hayashi, the changing views on children 

in the contemporary China induced by industrialization and modernization simultaneously 

appeared with the growth of urban one-child families under the influence of the national 

population control policy. This is quite different from the social background which 

accompanied the development of the modern model of childhood in the West. The changing 

concept of childhood in China should be understood as a comprehensive consequence of 

economic development, social transition, urbanization and new demographic trends (Zhou, 

2009).  

According to these studies, different views on childhood held by the state, society, school 

and family have been conflicting, compromising and interacting into a complicated system 

and finally are shaping the life of current urban children and their parents. The importance of 

children’s scholastic achievement, which has been inherited from the past, is highlighted; 

whereas children’s responsibility of helping the household has decreased. Children’s 

innocence is still recognized by parents while the self-disciplined and polite ‘little adults’ are 

still highly praised. Children’s collective games, played with peers in the past, have been 

replaced by indoor interaction with other adult family members or unidirectional media 

programmes with educational connotations (Wang & Zhang, 2008; Hayashi, 2010). As some 

Taiwanese researchers have suggested, while some traditional Chinese parental values have 

faded away, the Western ideology of childrearing has not been totally adopted yet. Chinese 

parents experience the influence of different ideologies on parenting while combining and 

creating their own styles of childrearing (Huang & Wang, 2002; Qiao, 2012).  
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How to conceptualize Immigrants’ parenting  

The former section showed us two important issues. First, China has had its own version of 

modernization of childhood and parenthood, and second, parents and teachers experience 

currently a multitude of influences, which apparently come from multiple cultural traditions. 

We think that both are key to understand the nature of immigrants parenting. The specific 

history of a China’s modernization of childhood and parenthood can help us realize that 

attempts to capture these concepts cross-culturally from one and the same concepts is bound 

to be one-sided and runs the risk to underrepresent or misrepresent Chinese immigrants 

parenting. However, it is important to not over-stresses the “Chineseness” of immigrant 

parents from China. This would ignore that they are flexible adaptors who are continuously 

learning and absorbing new cultural ideas post-migration.  

Therefore, we think it is tremendously important to see these parents as ‘immigrants’. 

This issue is closely related with the point that practices and their corresponding concepts of 

childhood and parenthood continuously vary across time and place, as they have always been, 

and will be, changing. Especially in the current context of globalisation this point is important. 

Currently the world is characterized by the highest rates of migration and travel in history. 

Mobility and circulation of cultural practices and ideas have accelerated, changing all aspects 

of life, including child rearing, which can be considered a hard core of the culture (Navas, 

Rojas, Garcia & Pumares, 2007). 2Although this issue is well studied in migration studies as a 

 
2 Global migration has a long history and has experienced substantial change. Since the Age of 

Discovery in the 15th century, Westerners have migrated to the ‘new world’, specifically Americas, 

Africa, Asia and Oceania, for motives of trade, missionizing, adventure and colonization until the 

World Wars in the 20th century (Brook, 2007). In the last century, international migration patterns 

have changed. For instance, people from the old colonies, especially from the developing countries 

and areas, tend to migrate to the developed countries and regions, especially to Europe, North 



43 
 

branch of sociology, the consequences of this development has only began to be taken up in 

Psychology and Education. By the time the majority of Western psychologists became aware 

of the importance of parenting in human development in the early 20th century (see above, 

Darling & Steinberg, 1998), these issues were not on the research agenda. For instance, when 

psychologists started to define the parameters of what was considered normal psychological 

development, they considered only particular populations, that is, mostly white and middle-

class children and parents in the industrialized Western civilizations (Schwarts, White & Luts, 

1992).  

When Western psychologists and educational scientists started to pay attention to the 

growing group of immigrant families in their societies, they continued to build their research 

paradigm on the idea of a universal psychological development of human beings. Also in their 

attempts to understand and help the immigrant children, researchers continued to rely on 

this paradigm. The main body of scholarship in the area of immigrant parenting focused on 

the transformation of non-Western parents after their migration to Western societies to the 

kind of parenting that was acknowledged as the standard. This phenomenon was coined 

parental acculturation. Since the early 20th century, the academic discourse had been 

dominated by a view in which the Western culture was seen as superior over other cultures 

and Western scientists tended to see immigrant parenting as problematic and pre-modern 

(Gordon, 1964). Thus, the studies which focused on the immigrants’ experiences, 

documented their stress, their loss of status and the inability to develop effective parenting 

strategies in the new environment (e.g. Juthani, 1992; Shin, 1994). Meanwhile, the 

 
America and Australia. Currently, 3% of the world population is living outside of the countries where 

they were born2.  
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conceptualization of parental acculturation was also dominated by a uni-dimensional 

assimilation model, implying that the process of change would develop along a single 

dimension: the shift from cultural maintenance to full adaptation to the culture of the 

mainstream population (Vigil & Long, 1981). In this view, cultural models for child-rearing 

practices were seen as static and the Western mainstream model always as the desired goal 

or end stage; therefore, the assimilation was unavoidable and desirable (Gordon, 1964).  

More recently the acculturation model has been criticized and replaced by one which 

recognizes that acculturation is a complex and multifaceted process as the impact of original 

culture cannot be diminished or ignored (Arends-Toth & van de Vijver, 2003). To be specific, 

Berry, 1970;1980;2005) argued that increasing identification with one culture didn’t 

necessarily require a decreasing identification with another one. He raised two fundamental 

issues that immigrants are facing: 1) is it of value to maintain one’s identity and its 

characteristics (cultural maintenance)? 2) is it of value to maintain a relationship with the 

larger society (contact and participation)? Based on their responses to these issues, 

individuals could be classified as employing one of four acculturation strategies in responding 

to new stress-inducing cultural contexts: 1) assimilation, 2) separation/segregation, 3) 

integration, and 4) marginalization. According to this model, integration is a strategy that 

allows to some degree the maintenance of their cultural identity and relationships with the 

larger society.  

Berry’s conceptualization of acculturation has been the most influential model for over a 

few decades. In the meantime, other interpretive, social cultural approaches have been 

developed that consider the constant development of cultures, as well as the cultural 

dynamics of globalisation. For instance, de Haan (2011) proposed another concept – cultural 
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translation - to better capture this transformation in the child-rearing area, considering that 

cultures merge and are reinvented in new ‘contact zones’. After Papastergiadis (2000), she 

sees cultural translation as ‘a dynamic interaction within which conceptual boundaries are 

expanded and residual differences respected’ (p. 131). When considering the changing 

practices as the result of process of translation between two or more practices in which all 

the original systems change, it becomes possible to understand why immigrant practices are 

neither like those of the country of origin, nor like that of the mainstream culture, and why 

they are developing according to a separate, situated dynamic (de Haan, 2011).  

 

Conclusive statement 

In the beginning of this chapter we raised the question how do Chinese parents hold on to, 

or even exaggerate and reinforce, some typically Chinese parenting practices and beliefs after 

migration. Although this question cannot be directly answered, the new research 

perspectives can provide inspiration.   The specific Chinese idea of (modern) childhood and 

parenting have been, and also will be changing and developing all the time. Moreover, we 

should realize that the Chinese immigrants are not only adjusting their parenting based on 

their own cultural model brought along from the Chinese culture and history, but also on the 

local mainstream parental model, and other cultural models that are present in a culturally 

plural society. As such, their parenting is impacted by a dynamic in which many parenting 

ideologies are changing and merging.  As a result, their parenting will develop into a new, 

hybrid model that is a result of its situated status, which is likely differently from its cultural 

roots. 
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We suggest, when looking into any ethnicity’s parenting practice and style, we should 

keep in mind that their idea of parenthood and childhood are just interim, and its nature and 

hybridity needs to be understood from reading its broader social context. To illustrate this we 

would end with an example from our empirical study described in this book regarding Chinese 

immigrant mothers in The Netherlands. One of the young Chinese mothers used the word 

‘peen-peen’ referring to a baby nipple when she talks to her toddler. This word is her self-

creation by repeating the main syllable of the Dutch word ‘speentje (baby nipple)’, as 

repeating single syllable twice is the Chinese affectionate way of talking to children. As a 

consequence, ‘peen-peen’ is understandable neither by the ‘authentic’ Dutch nor the 

‘authentic’ Chinese language or culture, but only by understanding the specific co-creation of 

this mother who makes use of both cultural heritages for a very specific situation. The 

example shows, as we argue, that the Chinese immigrants’ parenting should be understood, 

as a new cultural product that came into being through being in touch with the cultures they 

have encountered. Therefore, we plea for context-based research that is able to understand 

their parenting as located in the immigrant parent’s specific family setting and wider social 

circumstances. Ultimately, the richness of this reality is calling for a continuous exploration 

and reorientation of our research approach. 
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Chapter 3 

Parental Ethnotheories of two groups of Chinese immigrants:  

A perspective from migration 
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Chapter 4 

Learning to be a Mother  
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Appendix A: Interview Outline 

1. Self-introduction and the project introduction 

Thank you very much for participating in my research! I focus on how Chinese immigrant 

mothers acquire their knowledge regarding childrearing in the Netherlands. I have a few 

questions about the resources mobilized by you in terms of childrearing, including people, 

media, etc. I would be very grateful if you could answer these questions honestly and in 

detail. This interview consists of two aspects. One is about your social network, that is, 

your interpersonal connections, the other is about all of the resources you use in your 

daily life. 

 

2. Confidentiality and anonymity principles 

I would like to record our conversation for the convenience of research. Do you agree 

with this? (wait for response). According to confidentiality and anonymity principles, 

your personal information will be saved securely, with no one else having access to it 

except me. The people you mention in the interview will also be given pseudonyms in 

any publication. If you prefer, you need not use their real names at all.  

3. Demographic information 

Firstly, let’s start with some basic information about you (questions on age, occupation, 

level of education, number of years in the Netherlands, and some questions about 

partners, and about children, their gender, age and place of birth). 

4. Social network (structured)  

 

1. Name generator: Each parent (the ‘ego’) was invited to mention up to a maximum of 

30 contacts. They were asked to mention people who are important in terms of 
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childrearing in their daily life. It was suggested that they recall or imagine the 

following: 

-If you have to leave your child at home for a day, who do you turn to for help in taking 

care of him/her/them? 

-If you meet a problem when raising your child, who do you ask for help? 

-With whom do you often talk about raising children? 

-Is there anyone who sometimes provides you with knowledge and information regarding 

childrearing? 

2. Attributes per alter. Questions: Can you tell me more about these people you just 

listed? Concerning their gender, age, ethnicity, where they spent most of their life (grew 

up), occupation, educational level (if you know), location, nature of the relationship with 

you? For example, friends, colleagues, kin … How do you communicate with them (face to 

face, phone, online communication including email and Instant Messaging (IM), mail or 

others)? From 1 to 6, how important would you rank this specific person? 

 

2. Mutuality. Questions: We will now look at these people one by one and whether they 

know each other (starting from the first). Does this person know this other one? In other 

words, are they connected to each other? (0 = no; 1 = yes) 

 

5. In-depth interview (semi-structured) 

1. Concerning these people you just listed, what topics regarding childrearing do you 

often talk about with each other? What do you think about the information and 

knowledge they offer? You can give some typical examples. 
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2. In addition to the people you just mentioned, we will now look at some other 

resources which you utilize to acquire childrearing knowledge in daily life and how 

you use them. Among these options – Internet, Books, Magazines, Television, 

Professional Institutions, Radio and Other – which sources do you utilize and how 

would you rank each of them in terms of how important they are to you?  

 

3. Concerning the options you have chosen, can you provide more details about them? 

What do you often do to acquire the information you need? For example, when you 

have a problem regarding childrearing, such as an eating problem, potty training, 

discipline and/or education, where do you look for help? 

 

4. What do you think about the information from this source? Can you give me an 

example of how you learned from it? For example, do you think that some of your 

ideas about childrearing changed after you learned something new from another 

source? If so, can you tell me more about how your ideas changed? 
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Appendix B: Two screenshots from the online social network 
sites where economic immigrant mothers and knowledge 
immigrant mothers use to generate knowledge 

 

A mobile screenshot of a share from an economic immigrant mother’s WeChat Moment and 

its translation 

 

 

 

Black List of Parenting Tools You Have to Know 

About! Almost Everyone! Scary! 

25th March 2014  Shenzhen Mom Net 

No.1 : Baby sleep positioner 

You may have seen this kind of baby pillow on some online shopping 

sites, priced between 30 to 80 yuan. And it’s popular. But do you 

know that recently the CPSC and FDA in the US has warned: do not 

use products that fix infants in a certain position. This kind of product 

has led to at least 13 infant deaths in the past 15 years. Thus, here we 

remind you that the best way for an infant to sleep is to lay on a flat 

bed without a pillow under their head. 

No. 2 Vitamin C Yinqiao Tablet 

After the Vitamin C Yinqiao tablet was reported to have mercury 

residue, Guangzhou Pharmaceuticals (GP) has been experiencing a 

stock price decline. According to CCTV Business Channel, the Vitamin 

C Yinqiao tablet, produced by a branch of GP, contains traces of a 

large amounts of mercury and arsenic, which are harmful to human 

beings. Yesterday, GP declared that it would stop selling this product. 

 

  

The illustration is a screenshot of a famous 

Chinese host reporting news on an official 

news programme, which implies the authority 

of this black list (although we cannot verify 

that the contend of this list has been reported 

by any official news agent). 
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A screenshot of Gogodutch.com thread in which a knowledge immigrant mother is involved 
and its translation 

 

  

Looking for help! What should you do if your child doesn’t eat his lunch at school? Losing 

2 kilos in a month … 

 

My child was born in China and is used to Chinese food. Recently, he has been bringing his lunch, two slices of bread 

with meat, etc., home from school without having touched it. This has led him to lose 2 kilos in the last month. But he had a 

very good appetite when he was in China. 

I asked him why. It’s just, ‘I don’t like bread’. 

I spoke to him using a carrot-and-stick approach; he then ate one slice maximum. From breakfast until 3.15 pm he 

doesn’t have anything except a small bottle of milk.  

He had a good appetite when he was in China and could eat as much as an adult. But here he lost 2 kilos in a month 

under my care, which makes me feel so bad about myself. 

Now, I have two ideas in mind to deal with this. Which one do you think is better? First, if he doesn’t eat his sandwich 

at lunch then he will not be allowed to play on the iPad (he loves it) or have dinner until he eats it. Second, if he throws away 

his lunch, no iPad playing until our regular dinner time, and then he can have dinner with us.  

Can anyone contribute any other good ideas? Thanks in advance! 

 

  



107 
 

Chapter 5 

Parental Strategies of Chinese Immigrants around the World 

and Its Policy Implications 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This chapter has been published as a journal article in Journal of Chinese Overseas 

Zheng, L., de Haan, M., & Koops, W. (2019). Overseas Chinese Educational Strategies and Its 
Policy Implications. Journal of Chinese Overseas, 15(2), 171–201. 
https://doi.org/10.1163/17932548-12341401 
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Chapter 6 

General Discussion 
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Over the past century, an increasing number of studies have shown the importance of 

understanding how immigrant parenting is reconstructed after migration for various reasons. 

A well-rounded and detailed understanding would not only expand our knowledge about 

transnational families in our globalized era but also provide a reference to practitioners to 

better work with diverse immigrant parents in both receiving and sending countries. By 

revealing the actual (re)formation process of Chinese immigrants in the West and unpacking 

the dominant, uniform, unidirectional image of Chinese immigrant parenting in the West, this 

dissertation attempts to provide more insight into the research on Chinese immigrant 

parenting. This study’s aim is to gain this insight by taking the perspective of the social-

historical dynamics of which Chinese immigrants’ parenthood is a part and how this translates 

into their learning processes. More specifically, this work pays attention to the broader 

migration context of different subgroups of Chinese immigrant mothers and asks if and how 

the migration context might also shape a different networked social learning environment for 

these parents. Moreover, by studying Chinese immigrants’ intergenerational contracts within 

a wider global migration context that acknowledges diverse migration waves, this dissertation 

also attempts to contribute to policy issues by unravelling the mismatch of current Chinese 

family-supporting policies and the diverse needs of the Chinese diaspora in a new era. 

In this final chapter, the results of the study will be discussed in light of relevant 

studies and theories in the fields of parenting studies, social learning and Chinese global 

migration. In addition to academic discussions, some implications for policymakers and 

practical workers in these fields will be given as well. At the end of the chapter, limitations, 

reflections on and potential directions for future research will be provided. 

Contribution to existing research 

This dissertation aims to contribute to existing research in the following ways. 
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First, this dissertation clearly discloses diversity within the Chinese immigrant 

community. Although the empirical studies (Chapters 3 and 4) mainly focus on only 

two types of Chinese immigrants in the Netherlands, its goal is to point to the fact that 

parenting strategies differ according to different social settings. The study supports 

the importance of taking into account within-group diversity when studying and 

working with ethnic groups. On another level, studying within-group diversity provides 

a more differentiated picture of Chinese parenting in the West, which helps in 

unpacking the often one-dimensional and at the same time almost mysterious image 

of Chinese parenting present both in academia and in the public account in the West 

and elsewhere. Chinese, as well as other Asian parents, have caught the attention of 

and have been subjected to research because of the sometimes-controversial image 

that has been generated of their child-rearing and of the sometimes-extraordinary 

behavioral outcomes in their children (such as school success and disciplinary 

behavior). Simultaneously, since differences within the minority groups have been 

overlooked (Laurence, 1982; Pheonix and Husain, 2007), there is a tendency to make 

assumptions and conclusions about their parenting based on a very limited and biased 

representation (Pheonix and Husain, 2007). In an attempt to overcome these 

shortages, this dissertation tries to enlarge the understanding of (and the variations 

in) Chinese immigrant parenting. 

Second, various research methods used in this dissertation complement each 

other to collect meaningful data and furthermore answer the overall research 

question, “How can parenting processes of immigrant Chinese parents be described 

in relation to the dynamics of migration, and to what extent are parenting processes 

dependent on differences in backgrounds and aims between subgroups of 



142 
 

immigrants?’ In Chapter 4, ego-network analysis was adopted to capture the 

networked nature of the learning process of immigrant parents when their original 

parenting knowledge was challenged in a new social setting. This methodology allows 

us to gain more insight into the process of how new knowledge on parenting comes 

into existence and what resources and relationships are relevant for this knowledge 

to develop (see also de Haan, Koeman & de Winter, in press). 

Last, the theoretical contribution of this dissertation attempts to go beyond 

the long-standing conflict between an etic and an emic research approach. As noted 

above (see Chapter 2), the conflict between emic and etic perspectives in studying the 

parenting of Chinese immigrants and other ethnic groups is whether we can adopt a 

universal conceptual framework as well as standardized tests that are intended to be 

applied cross-culturally to study diverse ethnic groups. While arguing against the 

universality idea of the etic approach, the study shows that the emic approach can 

also be problematic due to its assumption of cultural stability. This dissertation brings 

the perspective of social-historical dynamics to the front and demonstrates that 

parenting by Chinese immigrants should be understood as the result of a dynamic 

reformation process. 

 

Understanding Chinese parenting sociohistorically 

As summarized above, many differences in parenting have been found within the 

Chinese immigrant community, not only in the Netherlands but all over the world. 

These differences directly challenge a culturally deterministic approach in studying 
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(Chinese) immigrants’ parenting and reveal the importance of contextualization. The 

studies presented in this dissertation provide a strong indication that immigrants’ 

parental ethnotheories, that is, the set of cultural beliefs regarding family, children, 

and parenting itself (Harkness and Super, 1992), are a contextualized product of 

sociohistorical dynamics. I will discuss how this “product” can be explained and 

understood from factors that range from micro to macro. I will provide examples and 

argumentation that crosscuts personal migration history, regional social gaps, and the 

globalization of Western conceptions of parenting. At the same time, I will show how 

the approach I have chosen allows us to reconsider the impact of culture and gives 

insight into both pre- and postmigration differences and dynamics in the following two 

sections. 

 

To what extent does culture matter, and what role does personal 

migration experience play in the (re)formation of immigrant 

parenting? 

While acknowledging that parenting is rooted in culture, as claimed by groups of 

studies within the emic approach (e.g. Chao, 1995; Russell, Chu, Crockett, & Doan, 

2010), this dissertation argues against (over)simplified cultural models in 

understanding immigrants’ parenting. As illustrated in Chapter 3, despite having 

migrated from the same country, economic-immigrant mothers and knowledge-

immigrant mothers inherited and have already been impacted by different aspects of 

Chinese traditional parenting philosophy before migrating to the Netherlands. 

Likewise, their familiarity with Western or “modern” ideologies of parenthood and 
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childhood also differed prior to migration. These differences again became differently 

instantiated, represented as well as revised during the settling process. 

We must accept the fact that when seeing Chinese parents as a whole or 

comparing them with other ethnic groups, for instance, with Dutch parents, Chinese 

parents show great commonality, which can be seen as culturally specific. (Mind that 

this comparison is not a topic of this dissertation; however, this comparison has been 

previously mentioned by many participants, reviewers, colleagues and people who 

knew about the dissertation research). For example, Chinese parents generally value 

schooling and welcome coparenting with family members, especially from 

grandparents, which is in line with earlier cross-cultural studies (e.g., Leung, Lau & lam, 

1998). However, different subgroups within Chinese parents represent and interpret 

these cultural elements in different ways. When further investigating why Chinese 

parents stress the importance of schooling and what makes them think in that way, it 

is relevant to investigate how their ideas about schooling are associated with their 

own personal schooling histories and how these histories have been impacted by their 

migration experience. Specifically, the relatively low-educated and low-skilled 

economic immigrants want their children to do well in school so that they can leave 

the labor-intensive catering business and have better economic futures, as they 

strongly believe in education’s universal practical value. This attitude towards 

schooling can be understood from their tough study and work experiences as well as 

from their economic motives to migrate. In contrast, highly educated Chinese 

immigrants see schooling not only as a means for a better economic future but also as 

an important environment for their child’s development, whereby intellectual 
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development is emphasized alongside social-emotional wellbeing. Therefore, in 

contrast to low-educated immigrant parents, they carefully choose a school for their 

children that meets their needs. Again, their attitude towards schooling can be 

understood by referring to their transnational schooling experience, which allows 

them to carefully reflect on and evaluate the educational systems in China and in the 

Netherlands. A similar pattern can be found in the welcoming of coparenting by 

Chinese parents. Economic-immigrant parents invite family members in their parental 

network as practical-help providers when being absent for work, which can only be 

realized in the setting of chain migration and provides them with a small-sized and 

trustable network to meet their needs for childrearing. In contrast, knowledge 

immigrants who migrate from all over China can only take advantage of their parents 

maximally once every half a year due to the strict visa policy. As compensation, they 

turn to include them as consultants and references in their bigger and more loose 

(trans)national parental network, where diverse opinions from much wider circles 

circulate. 

These variations in culturally informed attitudes (such as the appreciation of 

schooling and coparenting) are thus configured by differences in migration histories 

and the personal challenges these bring. For this reason, the dissertation argues in 

favor of considering parents’ personal migration histories to understand immigrants’ 

parenting rather than understanding their parenting against the background of their 

“Chineseness.” 
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Including pre- and postmigration gaps 

One focus of this dissertation is on how sociohistorical dynamics can explain the 

current state of Chinese immigrant parenting in the Netherlands. As discussed above, 

personal migration history could help us better understand the diversity found within 

the Chinese community. Furthermore, when positioning the two subgroups studied in 

this thesis into their original, premigration social contexts, as well as those in which 

they are currently living (i.e., postmigration), it becomes clear that we are dealing with 

two very different groups. 

The differentiation between the two types of Chinese immigrants is well 

recognized in the Chinese community itself and is also not hard to pinpoint as an 

outsider. In the postmigration setting, this can be easily determined by having 

knowledge about his/her (professional) identity (whether one is an international 

student or a catering businessman) or hometown (whether one is from qiao-xiang, 

the hometown of overseas Chinese or the economically relatively developed areas of 

China), or by even paying attention to their accent when speaking Mandarin and 

English (or Dutch). These differences already existed premigration, as the two 

subgroups were initially located at the almost two extremes of Chinese society in 

terms of their socioeconomic status and cultural orientation. A similar argument about 

pre- and postmigration differences was developed for the other types of Chinese 

immigrants in Chapter 5. 

From the perspective on how post- and premigration patterns coincide, it can 

be argued that the varied parenting within the Chinese immigrant community could 

also be partly explained from the context of current developments in China. As 

mentioned, different types of Chinese immigrants learned to emphasize different 
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aspects of Chinese traditional parenting philosophy; these differences may also be 

partly due to the uneven socioeconomic situations between the different regions from 

which these parents migrated. For instance, Wenzhou in Zhejiang Province, a famous 

qiao-xiang area, from where many economic immigrants in the Netherlands 

originated, suffered from a relatively low economic development level decades ago, 

which might have led to fewer educational resources for young students. As a 

consequence, lower-skilled youth were forced to follow their family and 

townspeople’s steps to go overseas, seeking an opportunity to survive. This economic 

situation, as well as its consequences on the schooling level of these families, 

continued to impact them after migration. For instance, labor-intensive jobs, such as 

catering businesses, tend to have longer working hours and less flexible schedules in 

comparison with middle-class jobs, which urges workers to require more practical help 

in terms of child-rearing. Again, this situation asks for an intense and homogeneous 

personal network that can provide this kind of help. This example shows that the 

resources that parents have available, as well as the kind of support they organize for 

their parenting, are not independent of their socioeconomic situations pre- and 

postmigration. 

Therefore, in this dissertation, I argue that it is helpful to contextualize 

immigrant parenting in a broader social context both at home and abroad. 
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New perspectives for the study of how and from whom 

immigrants learn to be mothers 

As questioned in Chapter 1, the reformation of immigrant parents’ practices and ideas 

is often overlooked. Echoing what Chapter 2 has pointed out, Chinese immigrants’ 

parenting should be seen as a new cultural product made from all the cultures with 

which they have been in touch. Therefore, this dissertation sees reformation of the 

parenting of Chinese immigrants as a progressive practice involving many different 

kinds of information and sources and has developed an approach to investigate the 

variation in resources. This approach has yielded some interesting results that are 

worth discussing with regard to the perspective switching I propose in this field of 

study. In my view, it is able to provide new inspiration to gain an understanding of the 

parenting-knowledge acquisition of Chinese immigrants in our multicultural and 

multimedia society. In the following sections, I will point to 3 implications of this study 

that I would like to bring to attention. 

 

From a bipolar to a global perspective: the hybrid nature of immigrant 

parenting 

The results, especially those of Chapter 4, clearly support that we should go beyond 

the idea that a diasporic community’s culture can be understood by drawing a spectral 

line from the home culture on one end and the host culture on the other. In our study, 

we approached this issue by studying the social networks of immigrant parents. The 

results of our social-network study clearly show that the personal networks and media 

resources of (new) Chinese immigrants bring them in touch with more 
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cultures/philosophies than just the Chinese and Dutch immigrants. This is especially 

apparent when looking at knowledge immigrants, who have formed a very ethnically 

diverse ego-network that they employ for child-rearing issues. The results also 

illustrate how the ethnotheories that are formed through these networks can best be 

described as a cultural hybrid. For this reason, our approach would be biased if we 

would try to measure immigrant parenting using a completely Western-oriented etic 

approach (e.g., Baumrind), while it would also be incomplete should we would 

attempt to understand it with indigenous cultural concepts such as chiao-shun (Chao, 

1994). To move beyond this dichotomy, we need to build on theoretical approaches 

that capture the multipolar cultural nature of parenting (re)formation, such as those 

presented in Chapter 2, which acknowledge the hybrid character of newly formed 

practices after migration. Such hybrid models are necessary to understand the 

parenting style of overseas Chinese more generally, such as that of the Tiger Mother 

in Amy Chua’s book (Chua, 2010), which is neither a replica of the Chinese traditional 

parenting style nor an assimilated version of American mainstream parenting. 

 

Creating networked subcommunities to meet parental needs with a 

different focus 

In addition to understanding the reformulation of parenting from a model that sees 

their parenting as a hybrid between several different cultural influences, this 

dissertation has added another dimension to the explanation of the variation that was 

found: the different strategies they adopt to use the parenting knowledge to which 

they have access. The results suggest that the two subgroups of Chinese immigrants 
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utilize their personal networks and media in diverse ways that both facilitate their 

parenting and challenge their ‘pre-equipped’ parental ideas. They all need to involve 

others in this childrearing and parental idea-formation process, which in turn 

preserves and forms their own online/offline community to formulate their versions 

of parental ethnotheory. This finding confirms Bourdieu’s idea of social capital: people 

are defined by the aggregation of the resources they can articulate through their social 

networks (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Economic immigrants’ dense, local, homogeneous and small networks can 

meet their needs regarding practical help when they are occupied with their 

businesses, while knowledge-immigrant parents tend to form relatively diverse, 

international-oriented, loose and large networks, which can facilitate their obtaining 

critical feedback rather than practical help. These differences can be explained not 

only by the two subgroups’ different life routines but also, more importantly, by their 

parenting needs and how they value the role they play in their children’s development. 

On the one hand, economic immigrants have sufficient local helpers with whom they 

share kinship and/or township. They do not need large networks, as this is 

unnecessary and might even be confusing for them to deal with the diverse 

philosophies circulating in a larger network (Eisingerich, Bell & Tracey, 2010). Instead, 

given this situation, advice from local and/or transnationally available Chinese 

professionals is needed the most by this group. On the other hand, knowledge 

immigrants are eager to obtain various ideas to process and analyze for themselves. 

Ultimately, they formulate their own best practice based on all the ideas to which they 

have access in their social networks and are less in need of professional help. This 
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analysis shows how the specific parental needs of both groups can be understood by 

studying how their social networks are different and vice versa. 

 

 

From the carrier of culture to proactive learner: a paradigm switch 

Last but not least, this dissertation emphasized, in addition to the specific context of 

Chinese immigrant families, their own personal migration motivations and trajectories, 

as well as their specific parenting foci and expectations. I suggest that this approach 

demands an essential perspective-switch in how immigrant parenting should be 

studied: the social-historical approach as well as the network approach not only see 

parenting as a product of immigrants’ engagement with different cultural and media 

content but also address immigrants’ subjective thoughts, needs and understanding 

of parenthood. In this way, these approaches claim that parenting is not only 

dependent on cultural, social, economic, spatial, etc. factors but also considers 

parents to be pro-active players who have agency in shaping the Chinese diaspora’s 

parental culture. 

 In this dissertation, my claim is that this perspective-switch is particularly 

useful in understanding (Chinese) immigrant parenting, given the many 

misunderstandings that have risen with the adoption of a traditional, bipolar and 

deterministic perspective (see Chapter 2 of this dissertation). 
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The practical implications of this study 

For Chinese parents 

For Chinese immigrant parents in any foreign country, being aware of the diversity 

existing within their own ethnic group does not seem difficult. However, how to 

benefit from this diversity would be a point that they could think about, and the results 

of this study might be a helpful tool for such reflections. The differences in parenting 

between the two groups of immigrants studied within the Netherlands could possibly 

be utilized for opening windows for both. Economic immigrants, who seem to be more 

defined by the preservation of tradition, might gain from the perspective of 

knowledge immigrants, who strategically “take advantage” of having participated in 

multiple educational systems. Economic immigrants might also adopt such a strategy 

by making use of the diversity in their own networks or consciously extend this 

diversity. Similarly, skilled immigrants, who worry about the cultural identity of their 

children, might learn from the manner in which economic immigrants have built 

strong Chinese postmigration communities, which allow the safeguarding of Chinese 

traditions and identities. In short, it might be enriching for both groups to learn from 

the diverse strategies of Chinese immigrant parents to reflect upon and extend their 

own. This could, for instance, be done through purposefully mixed workshops or 

course material that is able to visualize and explain the benefits of multiple strategies. 

 

For Dutch professionals who work with (Chinese) immigrant parents 

For professionals in the Netherlands working with Chinese immigrant families, such as 

schoolteachers and social workers, this study directly impacts how their professional 
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advice relates to cultural aspects of parenting. Professionals might not be aware of 

either the culturally biased nature of their own advice, recognize culturally loaded 

strategies of parents, nor be aware of how the migration situation has urged parents 

to opt for certain strategies. For instance, to suggest that an immigrant mother 

working in the catering business spend more time with her children ignores the fact 

that such a mother, even if she wants to spend more time with her children, is not in 

the position to do so due to her busy work schedule. In addition, such advice ignores 

the solutions these mothers have found, namely, to organize care for their children 

with community or family members, who can teach their children about the situation 

in the Netherlands and the Dutch language better than they themselves would be able 

to do. Alternatively, to provide another example, professionals might not recognize 

the close connection highly skilled immigrants have with their parents back in China 

as an effective strategy for adaptation to the new situation, while they might also 

overlook that the bond between parents and children is one of the most important 

core values in Chinese family and society. The recognition that such multigenerational 

arrangements are key for this group of immigrants as they compensate for the lack of 

social ties they experience in the postmigration situation would be an important 

insight of this study from which professionals working with (Chinese) immigrant 

parents could profit. 

 

Overall, both parents and professionals could profit from the key insight of this study: 

both groups of Chinese immigrants have found distinct solutions to safeguard the 

Chinese identity of their parenting, and these solutions have developed into their 

specific forms through the dynamics of migration. Acknowledging the varied ways in 
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which this reformation process takes place will enrich both the parents themselves as 

well as the social services provided to them. 

 

 

Limitations and development for future research 

 

This dissertation has some limitations in terms of its scope and methodology, 

which can give rise to some potentially interesting directions for future research. 

Limitations will be discussed with respect to its diversity coverage, the need to catch 

up with political change, and methodological considerations. 

 

Limitations in research scope 

Although aiming to present diversity within Chinese immigrant groups, this 

study covers less diversity than actually exists. For instance, in the Netherlands, the 

Chinese immigrant community consists of not only economic immigrants and 

knowledge immigrants but also refugees. Along with social change both in China and 

abroad, there has been and will be an increasing number of subtypes of migrants. 

Therefore, at the end of the dissertation, I also call for constant attention to the newly 

emerging migration waves and the development of new research models and 

concepts to capture the upcoming diversity. 

The section on policy analysis in this dissertation has faced challenges brought 

by a recent change in Chinese government administration. In Chapter 5, this 

dissertation notes that the Chinese policies supporting overseas Chinese are outdated 
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because they have been designed and implemented under a specific domestic and 

international geopolitical environment and have served only the needs of a few types 

of overseas Chinese decades ago. However, in 2018, when the dissertation was nearly 

finished, the Overseas Chinese Affairs of the State Council, which is responsible for 

policymaking regarding liaising with overseas Chinese, formerly under the State 

Council of the People’s Republic of China, was merged into a different department: 

the Central United Front Work Department of the Communist Party. This 

administrative change, according to some political observers and social scientists, 

suggests a strategic redirection of China’s authority over overseas Chinese that affirms 

the Communist Party’s social control strategy and represents China’s return to the 

ideology of the “party-state” (BBC, 2018; Hu, 2018). This dissertation, although calling 

for a change in policymaking intentions, does not fully cover this strategic change of 

the Chinese authorities but limits itself to the policy up until 2018. 

 

Methodological considerations 

The present dissertation has several methodological weaknesses. First, all 

empirical data were obtained by interviews with Chinese immigrant mothers in the 

Netherlands were are cross-sectional and based on self-report. Although the 

researcher encouraged the interviewees to recall their personal histories to identify 

the historical influences of their current parenting behaviors, these cross-sectional 

data can be seen as less objective than longitudinal cohort studies. 

Social desirability is another issue meriting reflection. In the Netherlands, where 

the current study has been carried out, the general public values democracy within 
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the family and the autonomy of children. Being aware of this, and the fact that the 

study was carried out by someone representing a Dutch university, even if the 

researcher had a Chinese background, parents may have tended to state and perform 

such that they would not deviate substantially from the standard or acceptable way 

of parenting in Dutch society, as they perceive it, which may in turn have led to biased 

self-reports or to holding back ideas and practices during the in-depth interview. 

Similarly, in terms of the ego-network interview, the two subgroups of interviewees 

might have provided biased data due to their view of what was expected from them 

and what they expected from themselves. Economic immigrants might have felt quite 

hesitating and even insecure while participating in such an interview that goes through 

their personal contacts in their parental network one by one in detail. As a 

consequence, they might have given less information than they had at their disposal, 

as they might have felt embarrassed. Knowledge immigrants, mostly high achievers 

and seemingly more cooperative, might tend to show off their social skills and large 

networks. They might have considered it socially desirable to have a high-status 

network and might have tried hard to list the more “high-end” contacts in their 

parental networks. 

 Third, the relationship between the researcher and the two groups may also 

have affected the data and analysis. Specifically, being more self-identified as closer 

to the knowledge immigrants, the researcher’s personal background, including home 

culture, migration track, language and values, makes it easier for her to make 

connections, communicate, understand and agree with one subgroup versus another. 

However, to address these methodological shortcomings, some measures during data 

collection and data analysis were taken to compensate for this, as was especially 
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reported in Chapters 3 and 4. The measures include effort to gain the trust of the 

interviewees through modesty and honesty, cross-questioning about unfamiliar 

idioms and slangs, and an awareness of the difference distance with the two 

subgroups of Chinese when analyzing their discourse. 

 

Future research directions 

Future studies could profit from the above reflections. The scope of Chinese 

immigrant parenting can be extended to other waves as new types of migration are 

emerging. For example, multiple transnational families and refugees are still under-

studied, and their parenting ideas are also under-conceptualized. 

The approach adopted and developed in this dissertation to understand 

immigrant parenting can be extended to studies on other life domains of immigrant 

families, such as caring for aging parents and (intercultural) marriage. This is 

particularly valuable in our age of migration, as we should take different life stages 

and life domains of immigrants into account, such as marriage, career development 

and aging. 

The new challenges brought by changes in China should be taken into account 

in future research. For instance, currently, the Chinese middle class is suffering from 

major anxiety related to the education of their children in China, which would in turn 

generate much online content and discussion regarding childrearing, which will be 

picked up by overseas Chinese and have consequences for how they think about 

parenting in the country to which they migrated. 
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Summary of the dissertation 

Summary in English 
The goal of this dissertation is to create insight into the formation of Chinese 

immigrant parenting as a cultural practice and learning process, as it is assumingly 

undergoing changes pre-and post-migration. It is argued to consider parents personal 

migration histories to understand immigrants’ parenting, rather than to understand 

their parenting against the background of their “Chineseness”.   

 The study discusses, contrasts and criticizes the two main research 

perspectives in the research field of (Asian) immigrant parenting: the etic and the emic 

approach. The criticism on the etic perspective focuses on the fact that the theoretical 

frameworks used to identify universal components of parenting have been mostly 

developed and conceptualized from Western notions regarding parenthood and 

childhood, while the criticism on the emic perspective is that it  ignores the cultural 

heterogeneity in and mobility of parenting practices. Keeping in mind the different 

social-historical dynamics of their migration, two groups of Chinese immigrant 

mothers in the Netherlands, economic and knowledge immigrants, were investigated 

with respect to how they re-built their parenting ethnotheories. The results show that 

economic immigrants believe in natural growth and direct their children through 

authoritarian relationships while knowledge immigrants see parenting as a task which 

demands much personal effort and an equal, transparent and close parent-child 

relationship. It is claimed that these differences can be understood through both their 

pre-migration histories as well as their post-migration re-interpretation of their tasks 

as a parent. In order to further understand how these differences might have been 

constructed, these same two groups of Chinese immigrant parents were compared in 

terms of their parenting knowledge acquisition with a social network perspective. 

Their different networking strategies were investigated as well. The findings from the 

ego-network interviews with economic immigrants and knowledge immigrants 

indicate that economic immigrant mothers tend to obtain practical tips and specific 

instructions directly from experts and acquire practical help from local, co-ethnic, 

small and dense networks while knowledge immigrant mothers engage in critical peer-
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based learning in multicultural, open and long-distance networks. In line with these 

empirical studies and to enlarge the dissertation’s scope to Chinese global migration, 

Chapter 5 adopts a pedagogical lens to investigate the nexus between four global 

waves of Chinese migration, specific migration characteristics of each wave, and their 

various parenting strategies respectively.  The four different waves of Chinese 

migration, namely labour migrants (referred to as economic immigrants in Chapter 3 

and Chapter 4), international students (referred to as knowledge immigrants in 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4), businessmen in the Global South, and new investment 

migrants, have significantly different motives and destinations for migration and also 

differ in socioeconomic status, while the historical, legal, economic and cultural 

context of their migration also varies. We found these waves also hold different 

intergenerational contracts, that is, they differ in their norms and practices on how 

resources are divided between different generations and how investment in 

education is weighted with other factors, such as economic factors. Different 

educational and pedagogical issues subsequently are correlated with different 

migratory solutions, as well as with different needs for family and educational support. 

In addition, an extended review was done of China’s policies of overseas education, 

that aim to support immigrant families, in terms of the assumptions, purpose and 

background of implementation of these policies. It was found that these policies are 

outdated and only serve the needs of a limited number of Chinese immigrants. The 

chapter shows that this mismatch is amongst other things due to its ignorance of the 

variety of intergenerational contracts associated with the respective migration waves. 

This study suggests taking the existing global variety of Chinese migration into account 

to improve the current overseas Chinese policies to better support Chinese immigrant 

families globally. 

In sum,  by revealing the actual (re)formation process of Chinese immigrants 

in the West and unpacking the dominant, uniform, unidirectional image of Chinese 

immigrant parenting in the West, this dissertation attempts to contribute to the 

research on Chinese immigrant parenting that is able to create insight into the 

diversification of Chinese parenting in migration worldwide. In addition, by studying 

Chinese immigrants’ intergenerational contracts within a wider global migration 

context that acknowledges diverse migration waves, this dissertation also attempts to 



161 
 

contribute to policy issues by unravelling the mismatch of current Chinese family 

supporting policies and the diverse needs of the Chinese diaspora in a new era. 
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Summary in Chinese 

中国移民的家庭教养作为文化实践与学习过程会在移民过程中经历种种变化，而本论

文的目的就在于对此过程的形成提供洞察。本论文还主张，在试图理解这些移民父母的家庭教

养时，除了关注于他们的“中国属性“之外，他们个人化的移民历史与背景也应该纳入考虑。 

自第二章起，讨论和对比亚裔移民家庭教养这一领域中两个主流的研究视角——主位

（emic）和客位（etic）。对文献的系统梳理中，作者发现采用主位视角的研究大多致力于发现

和理论化家庭教养这一概念中的普遍元素并预先认定这些元素在任何文化中都存在，因此可以

直接应用于跨文化比较。这是与致力于深入理解本土概念的客位视角截然不同的。作者认同对

于主位研究视角的批判因其理论框架几乎都发展于西方关于父母身份（parenthood）和童年身

份（childhood）的概念；然而客位视角也有其短板，即忽略文化内部的多样性和文化的变化发

展状态。因此，本论文的经验研究部分（第三章与第四章）采用一种社会-历史动态过程的视角，

比较了居住在荷兰的两个主要的中国移民亚群体，经济移民与知识移民。希冀通过描绘这两个

群体如何发展出（不同的）家长民俗理论（parental ethnotheories），来试图加深学术界对于亚

裔移民家庭教养这一概念的理解。在第三章中，作者发现经济移民父母相信儿童可以自然而然

成长并且他们通过相对独裁的亲子关系来帮助其生长。而知识移民则将父母角色视作一个需要

很多个人努力的任务，并且这个任务需要平等、透明且亲密的亲子关系才能完美达成。本论文

认为这种差异可以结合他们移民前后的经验来理解，而这种经验又嵌合在中荷两国具体的社会

变迁之中。为了更进一步了解这种家庭教养方面差异是如何具体形成的，本论文还比较了这两

类中国移民母亲的教养信息获取方式与渠道方面的异同。通过个体网络分析（ego-network 

analysis），作者发现，经济移民母亲倾向于获取来自权威或可信赖的人的实际而具体的帮助和

信息。而这正好可以通过他们相对比较本地化，同族裔，小且紧密的社会网络而实现。而知识

移民母亲们则更倾向于组建基于同辈的，相对较为批判的，且以学习为主要目标的社会网络，

而这样的社会网络形态则具有更加多元文化，开放且长距离等特征。基于对两个相对小规模的

亚裔内部小群体的对比研究之后，本论文继续拓宽研究的视野，用教育学的视角来检视四个主

要中国移民群体在世界各地的家庭教养策略与其移民背景的关系。这四个不同移民群体分别为

劳工移民（即本论文经验研究中所称的经济移民），留学生移民（即本论文中知识移民），发

展中国家的新商人群体和投资移民。这四类移民在移民动机，目的地选择，以及社会经济背景

等方面都十分不同，因此他们移民过程的历史、法律、经济以及文化情境也不尽相同。本论文

采用代际合同（intergenerational contract）这一教育学概念来对这四类中国移民进行比较。这

一概念反映了他们在家庭教养这一社会实践中存在着不同的想法，具体来说，他们对于代际间

资源分配与对教育的投资所占权重的考量都不尽相同。这一部分非经验研究揭示了教育与家庭

因素是如何与他们移民路径，家庭与教育支持需求都是有机相关的。然而，在对中国移民家庭

与教育的支持政策进行梳理和考量之后，本论文发现这些政策有很大程度上已经无法对现今非

常多样的中国海外移民家庭进行有效支持了。因为这些不足与这些政策制定的历史和社会背景
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有关，所以这些政策对于当今多样化的海外华人多样化的需求涵盖不足。因此在论文最后，本

论文建议政策制定者在发展新的家庭支持政策时，需重点考虑海外华人的多样性。 
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Erratum 

There are two changes have been made in the current dissertation from the version 

submitted in May 2020. The changes are as follows: 

1. On page 14, paragraph 2, the previous version mistakenly refers to “economic 

immigrants” as highly skilled, and “knowledge immigrants” as low skilled. In 

the current version, this mistake is corrected. The term “knowledge immigrant” 

in Chapter 2 refers to highly skilled immigrants, and the term “economic 

immigrant” refers to low-skilled immigrants.  

 

2. Chapter 1 General Introduction and Chapter 6 General Discussion have been 

copyedited to fix some language mistakes that existed in the previous version 

including spelling, grammar, and punctuation mistakes. No content or 

structure has been changed.  

 

3. The page number in the Table of Contents has been updated accordingly. 


