
Article

Learning to be a
mother: Comparing
two groups of Chinese
immigrants in the
Netherlands

Lijie Zheng , Mariëtte de Haan
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Abstract
Immigrant parents may have to rebuild their parenting knowledge after
migration to keep up with their new milieu. Comparing two subgroups of
Chinese immigrants, economic and knowledge immigrants, this study shows
that the construction of different parental ethnotheories can be understood
through the characteristics of their parenting knowledge acquisition, social
networks and networking strategies. Findings from ego-network interviews
with 15 economic immigrant mothers and 20 knowledge immigrant mothers
indicate that the former tends to obtain practical tips and specific instructions
directly from experts and acquire practical help from local, co-ethnic, small
and dense networks, while the latter engages in critical peer-based learning in
multicultural, open and long-distance networks. This study argues that a
social network perspective can shed light on the ‘‘black box’’ of how parenting
theories are reconstructed after migration.
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Introduction

Migration brings difficulties and complexities to childrearing. Parents not only
have to rebuild social networks that can help them with the task of parenting,
they also need to rebuild their ideas and ideologies about childhood and
parenting post-migration, as ‘‘old’’ ideas often do not work in the new setting.
Chinese families have been described in the international literature as a unique
case in this respect as they seem to be holding on to certain Chinese family
norms and values, such as the emphasis on their offspring’s obedience as well
as on achievement via severe discipline. These beliefs are perceived to be so
strong that they can be well-kept even after Chinese people have moved
abroad (Kaufman, 2004). In the context of the current study, Geense (2005)
has described how Chinese fathers working in the catering business in the
Netherlands demonstrate their authority over children, in sync with paternal
roles in Chinese tradition, which endows the father absolute power to rule the
entire family. At the same time, studies also report on the tensions that hold-
ing on to such ideologies produces, especially among the second generation
and women. For instance, Liu’s (2014) work shows how Chinese immigrant
mothers in the Netherlands experience communication problems and conflicts
related to this traditional patriarchal order and the isolation felt by women.
These issues remain prevalent even for the higher educated and better net-
worked second-generation Chinese in the Netherlands (Zhang, 2013).

Research shows that the Chinese immigrant community is diverse which
depends on the so-called migration ‘‘waves,’’ that is, groups that migrate at
different times and for different reasons (Wang, 2008). In this study, we will
particularly focus on two waves: the so-called ‘‘economic immigrants’’ and the
‘‘knowledge (or high skilled) immigrants,’’ a general typology that is recog-
nized in the international migration literature (e.g., in the US, Wang, 2008; and
in the UK, Wang, 2014). While both groups share a Chinese cultural back-
ground, both groups clearly differ in terms of their socio-economic back-
ground, schooling level and migration history (see below for further details
on these waves in the Netherlands).

In our previous research on Chinese immigrant parents in the Netherlands
(Zheng et al., 2018), we found that these two sub-groups of Chinese parents,
despite their common ethnic background, differed greatly in their post-
migration parenting ideologies. While the so-called ‘‘knowledge immigrants’’
carefully and systematically shaped the development of their children by
offering them the opportunity to try all sorts of activities to build their iden-
tities and skills, the economic immigrants seemed to take the responsibility for
their children’s upbringing in a different way. While the knowledge immi-
grants considered care as a highly personal task, the economic immigrants
were happy to share the care of their children with others, also for reasons of
convenience. Apart from parenting being ‘‘communal’’ for the latter group,
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their parenting ideologies were also more homogeneous while the knowledge
immigrants tended to build ‘‘unique,’’ individually motivated ideas on par-
enting. Another difference is the transparent, close, equal and democratic
parent-child relationships valued by knowledge immigrants while economic
immigrants tended to have hierarchical relationships with their children.

In addition, both groups may have different network relationships and
media resources, which are important for developing their childrearing
ideas and practices in their new setting. As stated, immigrants have the task
to re-construct their ‘‘original’’ parenting ideologies and practices post-
migration. How they do this, is a topic that is currently understudied
(De Haan, 2011). Pointing to social and economic status and schooling level
cannot adequately explain the particular contours these post-migration ideol-
ogies will take. In this article, we apply a social network perspective to under-
stand these differences, as we believe that such an approach may enrich our
understanding of parenting after migration.

A social network perspective on parenting

Parenting is usually defined as the parent’s everyday understanding of child
development, childcare and parental roles (Bornstein and Cote, 2004). As par-
enting can vary widely across socially- and culturally-diverse settings, follow-
ing Harkness and Super (2006), we use the term ‘‘ethnotheories’’ to refer to the
contextual variety in parents’ implicit or explicit ideas about parenting
(Harkness and Super, 2006). Building on the idea that these ethnotheories
can vary depending on social class or ethnic group membership, we develop
a social network perspective on ethnotheories based on Bourdieu’s notion of
social capital. Bourdieu argued that each individual is not only defined by
social class, but also by all kinds of social capital that he or she can articulate
through social relations. According to Bourdieu, social capital is the aggregate
of resources which are linked to possession of a durable network (Bourdieu,
1986). Parenting knowledge can be viewed as a particular kind of capital that
parents articulate through the multiple resources they possess (e.g., Fielden
and Gallagher, 2008). By adopting a network perspective, it is not only pos-
sible to explain diversity in ethnotheories based on social class or ethnicity, but
also in terms of social and cultural resources that parents can draw upon when
building these theories.

Knowledge acquisition on parenting, the nature of social
networks and media routines

This study is interested in how possible variations in the kinds of network
Chinese immigrant mothers have at their disposal may explain the differences
in parental ethnotheories found in previous research. The study examined the
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following questions: how closed or open are mothers to outside ideas? Do
their networks differ in terms of ethnic background? Are they engaged in local
or more transnational communities when it comes to ideas on parenting? How
do they use the parenting knowledge they have access to?

Research has shown that parents vary in who they consult, the media they
use and the resources they trust (Radey and Randolph, 2009; Tornatzky et al.,
2002). Such differences ultimately result in varying network configurations
that, in turn, define the information and learning possibilities of individuals
(De Haan et al., 2014). The media routines of parents also influence their use of
resources (Sarkadi and Bremberg, 2005). Books, magazines, television and a
variety of Internet resources (Radey and Randolf, 2009; Simpson, 1997) offer
information on parenting. Particularly, the Internet, including mobile devices
with Internet access, is becoming an increasingly important means for parents
to learn about parenting (Madge and O’Connor, 2006). In China, parents’
knowledge acquisition patterns and strategies have been remarkably changing
along with the historical shifts in economy and politics as well as with the
development of social media in the past one or two decades (Luo et al., 2013).
Young Chinese parents, especially those with a relatively high educational
level, were found to critically merge traditional Chinese parenting values
and newly emerged ideas as increasingly diverse available resources have
provided them with more ideas to compare (Wang and Chang, 2010).
Although this paper does not directly address these developments, we
expect that its focus on the specificity of social networks and how it impacts
upon media use is able to at least bring in another perspective on this issue.

Different networks, different resources on parenting?

Generally, it is argued that while closed and dense networks are important for
mutual trust and support, open and low-density networks with more relation-
ships to those outside a person’s ‘‘own’’ community are important for the
transmission of novel information (Eisingerich et al., 2010). In addition,
research shows that a high concentration of network members in a single
residential location is associated with more practical help (Bolt et al., 1998),
while wider-reaching networks contain richer information (Lin, 2000).
Furthermore, homogeneous networks, in terms of ethnicity, status, gender
or educational level, for example, are generally seen as being able to provide
more support to the users but offer less variety in information (Wasserman,
1994; Putnam, 2000).

With respect to the networks of immigrants, especially in the earlier stages
of migration, people form dense and ethnically homogeneous networks,
which help them to stay in touch with people they understand and trust
and who can provide them with resources they need (Ryan, 2007, 2009).
However, as Levitt and Schiller (2004) have argued, immigrants increasingly
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depend on transnational ethnic networks that are not confined to national
boundaries or local immigrant communities (Levitt and Schiller, 2004).
The literature on Chinese immigrants partly confirms this trend, as it shows
how the social networks of the overseas Chinese community play a role in the
lives of immigrants, for example, in consulting others on business issues and
health care (e.g., Chu, 2009; Wu et al., 2011). However, it is possible that
immigrant communities differ greatly in the extent to which they build such
transnational communities, depending on their networks prior to migration,
socio-economic status (SES) and their integration and networking strategies
post-migration. The literature on Chinese immigrants confirms this variety as,
for example, low SES Chinese immigrant communities are described as form-
ing closed, relatively isolated, ethnically homogeneous communities in their
host countries, both in North America (Da, 2008; Pih et al., 2012) and Europe
(Pieke, 2004), while high SES immigrants in the US have been described as
having more open networks reaching out to a diversity of communities
(Zhang, 2012). Our interest here is how such variety, if it occurs,
might impact on the way immigrants rebuild their knowledge on parenting
after migration. Do the networks of low SES or ‘‘economic’’ Chinese immi-
grants differ in spatial concentration, homogeneity and openness from those
of high SES or ‘‘knowledge’’ Chinese immigrants? How do these groups
employ their social networks to gather knowledge on parenting? Moreover,
how are these social networking strategies related to their overall media use,
particularly, how do they use the Internet to obtain information about
parenting?

About the study

Economic versus knowledge immigrants

The Chinese form the fifth largest non-Western immigrant group in the
Netherlands today, consisting of over 100,000 immigrants originating from
mainland China and Hong Kong (Gijsberts, 2011). Roughly half of these immi-
grants, who generally migrated after the new millennium, are referred to as
knowledge immigrants. They primarily come from developed urban areas in
China and pursued higher education before migrating to the Netherlands to
continue their studies. After graduating from Dutch universities, they usually
work as white-collar professionals. The other half is referred to as economic
immigrants, who began migrating prior to 2000, with the purpose of finding
work (Li, 1999). Until recently, this group was seen as typical of Chinese
migration. They own small catering businesses, usually have not completed
higher education, often come from the same hometown and have generally
settled collectively in self-dependent, relatively closed communities. In the
Netherlands, the first wave of economic immigrants came mainly from
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Hong Kong, followed by those from Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province who
arrived in more recent decades.

As already stated, both types of immigrants are also seen as important
prototypes of current migration from China across the globe in contemporary
history. In the Netherlands, the group of economic immigrants falls under the
category of Chinese labor migrants, who migrate to the developed countries to
pursue a better-paying job and to improve their economic condition at home.
Knowledge immigrants in the Netherlands are part of the rising international
student wave from China, whose primary motivation is to pursue a better-
quality higher education. Their choice of a place to settle down and raise a
family mostly depends on the development of their careers (Chishti and
Bergeron, 2011).

For reasons of comparability, we only invited Chinese mothers from main-
land China who migrated after 2000 and raised their children in the
Netherlands. Fifteen economic immigrants and 20 knowledge immigrants
were included in the study. They all live in Utrecht, a medium-sized city in
the urban heart of the Netherlands, where most Chinese immigrants have
settled. Economic immigrants were recruited, using snowball sampling, from
the three most important Chinese associations in Utrecht: a Chinese school, a
Chinese church and the Dutch Chinese Chamber of Commerce. As knowledge
immigrants use digital media to stay in touch after migration (Da, 2008) and
were not represented in the church and Chamber of Commerce, we located
them through the Chinese school and through advertisements on two popular
online forums: bbs.gogodutch.com and bbs.xinhelan.com. We used the follow-
ing criteria for inclusion in either of these groups: (a) self-identification (which
group they identify themselves with); (b) occupation and (c) level of education.

While economic immigrants are typically engaged in the catering business,
knowledge immigrants are in white-collar jobs, such as in the finance industry
and engineering, or hold jobs as teachers or academics. Knowledge immi-
grants are typically highly educated, up to PhD level, while most economic
immigrants had secondary schooling as their highest level. The two samples
were matched in terms of age and number of children so that both were
similar in these respects.

Data collection and instruments

Every participant was interviewed individually in a private or public space,
such as their home, a café or an office. Informed consent was obtained in all
cases. All the interviews were conducted in Mandarin by the first author and
audiotaped, each with a duration of approximately 90 minutes. Data collection
was conducted from November 2013 to April 2014.

We conducted an ego network interview followed by an in-depth inter-
view. Ego network analysis, a methodology to map the composition, size,
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density and other features of the social network of one person, is particularly
suited to obtaining insights into the relationships, composition and structure
of the networks of individuals as opposed to network analyses applied to
groups (Haythornthwaite, 2011). Using a ‘‘name generator,’’ we evoked the
relationships (called alters) of the mothers (called egos) they considered rele-
vant for their parenting. We asked the ‘‘ego’’ to list a set of alters (up to 30)
whom she regarded as helpful in her daily childrearing, using prompts such
as, ‘‘if you have to leave your child for a day at home, who do you turn to for
help to take care of him/her?,’’ ‘‘with whom do you often talk about child-
raising?’’ or ‘‘is there anyone else who sometimes provides information,
knowledge and help about childrearing?’’ Then, we collected information
about the type of relationship (e.g., family, friend, colleague, neighbor, etc.)
and the characteristics of these alters (e.g., ethnicity, age, location of residence,
rated importance using a 6-point Likert scale; the higher the value the greater
the importance), as well as whether these alters knew each other. We regis-
tered the name and properties of the relationships a participant listed with the
help of Excel software. This allowed us to calculate and compare the compos-
ition, homogeneity and geographical location of mothers’ networks, as well as
the relative openness of these networks later on (for a more detailed explan-
ation, see De Haan et al., 2014). In the interview, we asked the mothers how
they used these relationships to build knowledge on parenting, and also about
other resources they might mobilize as well as how they valued these
resources.

Data analysis

We tested for potential differences between both groups in the network com-
position (types of relationships, ethnic homogeneity, locations of residence,
etc.), its size and density, and differences in resource use as well as the average
rank of each resource mentioned. With the aim of comparing two groups of
Chinese mothers on these variables, we employed independent sample t-tests
and Mann–Whitney U tests in the case of any assumption of a t-test being
violated. Lastly, the differences between the two groups in resource use were
represented by the average rank of each resource.

The audiotaped semi-structured, in-depth interviews were transcribed.
Using a discourse analytic approach, and with the help of Nvivo10.0 software,
we focused on the resources that mothers employed and how they used
digital and other media to build knowledge on parenting in relation to their
social networks. As these issues are not independent of what kind of know-
ledge mothers were interested in, or how they thought this knowledge might
best be acquired (e.g., by asking professionals, by reading books or chatting on
social media), both of these elements were included. Our final goal with the
analyses was to test whether the combined data (network data as well as
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media resource data) could shed light on the earlier found differences in
parental ethnotheories between both groups.

Results

Table 1 shows the selected characteristics of our sample. In general, both
economic and knowledge immigrants are in their mid-30s and have fewer
than two children, most of whom were born in the Netherlands. The know-
ledge immigrants differ from the economic immigrants in terms of education
and occupation. Most knowledge immigrants had very high education and
were working in white-collar jobs, while more economic immigrants had low
and middle education and were working in the catering business.

Differences in the networks of economic and knowledge
immigrant mothers

Network composition and who is important for what. Economic and knowledge
immigrants rely on different relationships to support them in their parenting,
as can be seen in Table 2. While they both rely on family, professionals, neigh-
bors, friends and colleagues, professionals are significantly more frequently
involved in the economic immigrant mothers’ networks, while friends are
significantly more involved in the knowledge immigrant mothers’ networks.

Table 1. Demographic profile of research participants.

Economic
immigrants
(n¼ 15)

Knowledge
immigrants
(n¼ 20) �2/t valuea

Mean age 32.57 (SD¼ 6.11) 34.2 (SD¼ 3.41) �0.903

Mean number of children 1.86 (SD¼ 0.77) 1.45 (SD¼ 0.51) 21.712

Educational level 24.825*

Low (<10 years) 40% – –

Middle (10–12 years) 33.3% – –

High (13–16 years) 26.7% 20% –

Very high (>16 years) – 80% –

Occupation 26.425*

Catering business 53.3% – –

Other business 20% – –

White-collar job – 65% –

Homemaker 26.7% 35% –

*p< 0.05
aThe figures in italics are the results of the two-sample t-test for difference of means.
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Table 2. Distribution of the network composition, geographical spread per relation-
ship and homogeneity of immigrant mothers’ networks.

Economic
immigrants
n¼ 15

Knowledge
immigrants
n¼ 20 U/t valuea

Relationship of mothers to others involved in parenting (%)
Family 43.85 36.01 1.07

Professional 24.10 6.64 58.50*

Neighbor 7.57 4.74 148.50

Friend 16.24 37.18 70.50*

Colleague 8.25 15.43 111.50

100.00 100.00

Rated importance of others involved in parenting (mean of 6-point Likert scale)
Family 4.23 4.5 �0.83

Professional 4.8 4.08 16.5

Neighbor 3.33 3.93 6.0

Friend 2.98 3.32 �0.73

Colleague 2.42 3.22 �2.10*

Spatial concentration of networks (%)
In the Netherlands 90.03 77.07 78.00*

Family 35.54 19.35 89.50*

Professional 24.10 6.64 58.50*

Colleague 8.25 15.43 111.50

Friend 14.57 30.90 77.00*

Neighbor 7.57 4.74 148.50

Long-distance 9.97 22.93 78.00*

Family 8.30 16.66 126.50

Friend 1.67 6.28 88.50*

Ethnic background of networks (%)
Dutch 35.19 44.74 129.50

Single or combined heritages
related to Chineseb

64.81 42.18 92.00

Chinese in China 6.81 13.96 100*

First generation Chinese in NL 31.73 21.82 112.50

Second generation Chinese in NL 16.48 0.91 66*

First generation Chinese living elsewhere 2.29 4.30 133

Second generation Chinese from
elsewhere now in NL 7.51 1.75 116

Single or combined heritages related
to non-Chinese – 14.09 –

(continued)
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With respect to the network contact both groups value, colleagues are more
important to knowledge immigrant mothers than to economic immigrant
mothers.

For economic immigrants’ contacts in the Netherlands, family members are
more frequently involved than for knowledge immigrants. Typically, parents
or parents-in-law (if they are settled in the Netherlands) are considered second
in importance for practical help and are engaged as babysitters or to pick up
the children from school and cook for them. Neighbors, although far less
frequently involved, have a similar function and are also considered rather
important (ranked as the third most important) in providing practical help
and ability to assist with local information, such as on the local school. Local
professionals, who are mainly teachers and the kindergarten staff at their
children’s school, are ranked as most important and regarded as responsible
for their children’s education. They also involve significantly higher propor-
tion of professionals than knowledge immigrants do.

Knowledge immigrants rely almost as frequently on friends as on family,
although they state that family members rank as most important. Among
family members, husbands are mentioned the most often for taking care of
and making decisions about the children. The Chinese grandparents (who all
live in China), as well as other family members who are not around, are often
updated and consulted through digital media, or asked to assist in childcare

Table 2. Continued.

Economic
immigrants
n¼ 15

Knowledge
immigrants
n¼ 20 U/t valuea

Gender homogeneity
Percentage female 76.17 74.14 0.72

Age homogeneity
Mean age (years) 43.53 42.55 0.59

Mean network size 5.73 10.55 37.00*

Mean network density 0.80 0.54 4.63*

*p< 0.05
NL: the Netherlands
aThe figures in italics are the results of the two-sample t-test for difference of means.
bWe used five combinations of single or combined heritages: Chinese who are and always have
been in China (Chinese in China), Chinese who were raised in China and migrated to the
Netherlands (first generation Chinese in NL, similar to our participants), Chinese who were born
and still are in the Netherlands (second generation Chinese in NL), Chinese who were raised in
China and migrated to some other countries (first generation Chinese living elsewhere) and Chinese
who grew up somewhere else and then migrated to the Netherlands (second generation Chinese
from elsewhere living in NL).
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during short-term visits to the Netherlands. Following family, knowledge
immigrant mothers rank professionals as the second most important relation-
ship, regarding them as an important partner in their children’s education.
They tend to obtain and share information about childrearing or news on their
children’s activities from friends (the fourth most important) and colleagues
(ranked fifth), but they are rarely asked to babysit.

Geographical location, heterogeneity, size and density of networks. We compared
the percentage of contacts that were local (i.e., those living in the Netherlands)
with the percentage of long-distance contacts (i.e., those living in China or
other countries), relative to the total number of contacts. The results of the
Mann–Whitney U tests showed that the networks of economic immigrant
mothers tend to be more local while the networks of the knowledge immigrant
mothers tend to be more long-distance. Moreover, the long-distance contacts
of knowledge immigrant mothers were in various countries. Apart from con-
tacts in China, the economic immigrants only named two relatives living
abroad: one was a sister in Belgium and the other a cousin in Italy. For know-
ledge immigrants, eight mothers mentioned 12 long-distance contacts located
outside China who are living in seven other countries: Germany (3), the USA
(2), Belgium (2), Canada (2), France (1), the UK (1) and Japan (1).

In analyzing the heterogeneity of their networks in terms of ethnic back-
ground, we distinguished between country of descent and country of immi-
gration. Economic immigrant mothers’ networks contain only contacts with
those having a Chinese or Dutch background. Knowledge immigrants did
mention being in touch with people who have an international background
besides Chinese and Dutch. More specifically, they mentioned eight different
ethnicities, including Japanese, American, Indian, Singaporean, German,
Spanish, Indonesian and Iranian. This indicates that the knowledge immigrant
mothers form more diverse networks compared with the economic immigrant
mothers, both in terms of where their contacts live and what their various
ethnic backgrounds are, even if their networks still largely consist of Chinese
in China. In contrast, economic immigrants have more contacts who are
second-generation Chinese in the Netherlands in their network than know-
ledge immigrants do. There were no significant differences between the net-
work contacts with respect to gender or age between both groups.

Furthermore, our data showed that knowledge immigrant mothers’ net-
works were significantly larger in size (the number of people in one’s net-
work) than economic immigrants’ networks while the density (the number
of actual ties divided by the number of all possible ties in one’s network) of
the economic immigrant mothers’ networks was significantly higher than
that of the knowledge immigrant mothers. This difference in size and dens-
ity is also visualized in Figure 1, which depicts the two immigrant mothers’
networks.
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Figure 1 (a) and (b) represent what sociologists call ideal types. The figure
provides a visual representation of the characteristics discussed: the know-
ledge immigrants’ networks are larger, less dense and their relationships are
more diverse in terms of ethnicity and location of networks than those of
economic immigrants. The figure also includes details on resource use,
which we will discuss in the following section.

Knowledge acquisition strategies on parenting

Economic immigrant mothers. In our study, they usually looked for practical sug-
gestions and help with activities, such as picking up children from school or
babysitting, when they were unable to do these themselves due to their business
activities. The knowledge they tended to seek was of a practical kind. For exam-
ple, they were interested in finding out about acceptable and effective means to
discipline children, places where their children could obtain additional schooling
or free language lessons, which school their children should attend or what books
they should buy for their children and where. As can be seen in Table 3, the aver-
age rank the mothers gave to each resource they used showed that this group of
mothers used the Internet in addition to consulting offline professionals, with
both almost equally important. One characteristic of the economic immigrant
mothers’ attitude was that they valued information from experts, such as tea-
chers, speech therapists or doctors, who could be consulted offline in their neigh-
borhoods. For example, one mother, EL (34-year-old, college graduate, snack bar
co-owner) who had a very busy business said:

I don’t have time to watch TV or read a book, it is a waste of time, as they [books

and TV programs] only talk about virtual theories; they are not applicable to my

Table 3. Average rank and percentage of resources immigrant mothers use to
inform themselves on parenting.

Economic
immigrants
(n¼ 15)

Knowledge
immigrants
(n¼ 20)

Average rank (%) Average rank (%)

Internet 1.36 (73.3) 1.35 (100)

Books 1.42 (80) 2.06 (85)

Professional organization – 2.23 (80)

Magazines – 3 (15)

Television – 4.33 (30)

Newspapers – 3 (15)

Community center – 3 (15)
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child’s specific situation at all . . . Everybody can talk but I like action . . . when

I encounter a problem, I go directly to the people who know about it and solve it.

If she (my daughter) is ill, I go to the doctor; if she is unhappy, I go to the

teachers.

Economic immigrant mothers trust professionals regarding childrearing over
others and tend to rely on professional parties’ solutions. For instance, TTM
(36-year-old, high school graduate, food business) mentioned that her son
strongly preferred meat for some time, which she thought as a diet problem.
However, their family doctor told her not to worry as her son had developed
well. Then she added impressively:

As a mother, I’m too concerned to judge. I always worry about him (my son) and

I don’t know if I’m doing good enough or not. Then, when the doctor told me he

didn’t have any problem with eating too much meat, I couldn’t believe it. But I

had to. She is the doctor!

Moreover, economic immigrant mothers also relied on experts accessed
through social and other media, for example television programs, such as
Super Nanny, which XW (29-year-old, high school graduate, snack bar
owner) regarded as ‘‘quite good as it really tells you how to deal with some
very special children.’’ In addition, they consulted Chinese authorities through
their online Chinese social media networks, such as WeChat public accounts
(similar to Facebook official pages, WeChat public accounts publish articles to
their followers in the WeChat Mobile App), WeChatMoments (personal post
of a WeChat user, can only be seen by people who follow this user. https://
wx.qq.com/) and Weibo (similar to Twitter, https://www.weibo.com), which
they can consult in Chinese. They often share and repost articles from websites
hosted in China that they consider useful, while being careful that what they
pass on is expert knowledge, as AS (27-year-old, high school graduate, home-
maker) explained:

We who were born in the 1980s are getting used to mobiles and Internet. People

always share those kinds of articles [about parenting] on WeChatMoments. You

see [showing an article entitled ‘‘10 tips from a developmental psychologist’’ to

the interviewer] . . . Sometimes I think these are useful. But I only repost those

written by experts. Anyway, it’s not harmful to get something like this.

A sample article shared by one of the mothers in our study was re-posted via
her personal account on the social network site, WeChatMoments (http://m.
xxbmm.com/w/60.html). The article is hosted by an Internet company
(Shenzhen Mom Net), which promotes parenting knowledge among local
family activities in Shenzhen, Guangdong Province, where the company is
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located. The article contains a blacklist of child-related products, such as baby
food or medicines that could harm children. Apart from the information they
actively seek on parenting, these mothers are also impacted by information on
their social networks that they are not actively seeking.

Although not included in the interview questions, XW (29-year-old, high
school graduate, snack bar owner) told me spontaneously:

I followed some people and groups on Weibo; some I know, some I don’t. They

post what they did today with their children . . . You know, Internet is [a] broad

[concept]. Like in this group for ‘‘hot mothers’’ [in Chinese, la ma, an

Internet buzzword in China, meaning mothers who stay in shape and have a

positive life attitude], people share topics such as food, personal development or

even talk about some hit live shows . . . I usually browse it for fun.

This random access to parenting issues, through surfing online, which was
only typical for the younger, less busy mothers, thus served their parenting
needs in an indirect and subtle way. Apart from this kind of professional
knowledge, these mothers also download Chinese cartoons or songs for chil-
dren to teach them Chinese and traditional values.

Knowledge immigrant mothers. In our study, they were critical seekers of infor-
mation aiming to build up knowledge rather than directly applying it. Even
when they were interested in practical knowledge, their concerns differed
from the economic immigrant mothers. They seemed aware of the complexity
of living between different traditions of childrearing, and often expressed their
sense of responsibility as a parent to make this situation ‘‘work’’ for their
child. For example, WN (36-year-old, MA holder, college lecturer) mentioned
that the second-generation Chinese students in her class were confused and
struggled when she asked them if they felt Chinese or Dutch. Her response to
this situation was that she felt it was her responsibility to pay special attention
to her own son’s development of his ethnic identity to prevent him from
experiencing the same confusing thoughts and feelings.

Generally, this group tends to generate knowledge on parenting by gather-
ing a relatively large amount of information and various opinions from mul-
tiple perspectives, analyzing these and then forming their own opinion based
on their own situation. They use a variety of different resources to obtain
knowledge about parenting, including the Internet, books, magazines and
television, alongside information from professional institutions.

Books are valued as they are, as one of the mothers stated: ‘‘a system which
is internally consistent.’’ Another mother said she particularly liked books by
authors who tell comprehensive and persuasive stories rather than ‘‘how to’’
instruction books. This group used the Internet differently from the economic
immigrant mothers, using search engines to obtain specific information on
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parenting, rather than relying on information that circulates on social network
sites. As HT (33-year-old, MA holder, logistics manager) explained:

We sit behind the computer every day. It’s so natural to Google anything we

think about. [laughs] When I want to know anything about parenting or child

development, that [searching online] is my first reaction. I don’t need to bother

anybody and I can compare all the different results.

These mothers seek scientific-based parenting knowledge, which they value
over practical or traditional knowledge. For example, when SS (29-year-old,
BA graduate, businessperson) talked about her mother-in-law’s traditional
potty training, she referred to research about how a child’s bowel functioning
develops and hygiene problems that had been proven to be associated with
the old Chinese ways. She concluded that ‘‘although she [mother-in-law] has
successfully raised three children, I won’t allow her to do the potty training of
my child.’’ Notably, although the information from professional institutes is
considered scientific and convincing, not all information from professionals is
accepted. For example, JZ (33-year-old, BA graduate, homemaker) complained
that the Dutch baby clinic (in Dutch: Consultation Bureau) ‘‘only checks the
most regular and fundamental things . . . If you want to know more about the
psychological level or something related to culture, they can’t provide any-
thing. So, you still have to explore by yourself.’’

While these mothers surfed the Internet and read books to form their opin-
ions, they used their social networks as well. Some of them also used their
transnational networks outside China to obtain information or contrasting
opinions. For example, LH (46-year-old, MA holder, homemaker) mentioned
that she sometimes talked with her sister in Canada and also browsed over-
seas Chinese forums in North America. She explained that she ‘‘would like to
know what is happening in other Chinese families in the West; if I’ve made the
same mistake, I’d correct it; if I haven’t, I’d try to avoid it.’’

However, usually when they use their social networks for issues on par-
enting, they use social network sites for Chinese immigrants in the
Netherlands, such as Gogodutch.com, which is the most visited online
forum by Chinese in the Netherlands. The knowledge immigrant mothers in
our study, as a rule, did not personally know the other parents they had met
in the forum. As one of the mothers, ML (33-year-old, MA holder, computer
science engineer), explained:

I’ve really learned a lot from it [gogodutch.com], they [other users] are very

supportive. Sometimes our concerns are not understood by others, neither

Dutch colleagues nor family in China. But they can [understand me] . . . And

their comments are useful . . . We don’t actually know each other, but that’s the

most amazing part.
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For example, the social network site (WeChatMoments) tackles many issues
related to what it means to be a mother of Chinese descent in the Netherlands.
Parents pose problems, ask for help, express and share their opinions, and
discuss and contrast various views. The issue of whether and at what point
Chinese children should be accustomed to a Dutch school lunch, versus taking a
Chinese homemade lunch to school, is illustrative of the kinds of issues brought
up. Typically, these mothers struggle to maintain their Chinese heritage, on the
one hand, and to deal with the demands of the local culture, on the other.

Discussion and conclusion

Our results revealed that economic immigrant mothers develop different
knowledge acquisition strategies to build their parental ethnotheories com-
pared with knowledge immigrant mothers. Both groups also differ in their
social networks, as well as how they employ those networks. The economic
immigrant mothers who have family members close by depend on this family
network for practical help, which includes second-generation family members
who know their way around Dutch society. With regard to their ideas on
parenting, they rely on professionals. Interestingly, they find this knowledge
by consulting Dutch professionals and consuming knowledge published by
experts in China, which is passed on through their online social network
communities. The Internet has added a new dimension to their parenting.
Their locally based, relatively small and dense networks have been extended
and bring them into direct contact with professional knowledge that is passed
on from China.

In contrast, the knowledge immigrant mothers usually do not have an
extended family close by, and thus cannot rely on them for practical help.
They feel they are responsible for building their own parental theories making
use of a broad range of different resources. In contrast to the economic immi-
grant mothers, with their busy work schedules, they have more time to sort
out things for themselves. They read books, surf the Internet for information
and also share and discuss this information with other Chinese mothers in the
Netherlands through social network sites. They usually do not personally
know these mothers but form online ‘‘imagined communities’’ around the
issue of parenting. Although they generally build these networks with
Chinese mothers in the Netherlands, they also include relationships and
resources from a variety of countries, and thus form more globally oriented,
culturally diverse networks. Thus, while economic immigrant mothers form
locally based, small networks to provide practical help, the knowledge immi-
grant mothers build larger knowledge networks to help them develop their
parenting ethnotheories.

We can partly understand these differences in relation to the social class or
educational level of these groups. Since the economic immigrants have busy
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work schedules and have not been trained to find and discuss scientific infor-
mation on their own, it might be more practical for them to rely on the opin-
ions of professionals. The knowledge immigrants’ level of education and
white-collar employment, in contrast, mean that they are used to critically
examining opinions and combining a variety of resources on their own. The
network perspective we applied here suggests further insight into what kinds
of contacts both groups of mothers rely on, and also what kind of parental
knowledge circulates through their networks. As economic immigrant
mothers largely rely on professional knowledge published in China, it is
likely that they maintain and transmit traditional Chinese knowledge on par-
enting, which is considered valuable by Chinese immigrant communities.
At the same time, they are confronted with the knowledge of Dutch profes-
sionals, which means their ethnotheories are at least challenged and possibly
adapted based on other ideas and influences. While a strict and hierarchical
parent–child relationship, which is representative in traditional Chinese cul-
ture, is valued by most economic immigrants, they are likely to follow instruc-
tions from Dutch professionals if they consider these practical. For example,
one of the economic immigrant mothers thought she was the person who
should decide which middle school her daughter should go to when she
graduated from primary school. However, the suggestion by the child’s tea-
cher that it was important for the child to make the decision for herself led the
mother to change her mind and allow her child to decide based on her own
wishes and the teacher’s advice. This example shows that while this mother
most likely followed the advice of the teacher because of the position of
authority the teacher had as a professional, her ideas on hierarchical relation-
ships were challenged.

Knowledge immigrant mothers, whose family members (apart from their
husbands) are usually in China or other countries, do not count on local and
dense networks to build knowledge on parenting. In contrast, they rely on
more open, often virtual and partly transnational networks, which allow them
to gain information from different people and multiple resources. This offers
them a variety of different perspectives and opinions, which may facilitate the
mothers’ integration of all this information into their own hybrid parental
ideology. The ethnotheories of knowledge mothers typically reflect diverse
perspectives, for example, in how they think about parent-child relationships.
While they continue to respect Chinese values, such as emotional closeness as
represented in Confucianism, they also combine these with more open and
democratic ideas common to Western middle-class families.

Although it is notably difficult to explain how differences in parents’ eth-
notheories come about, we hope to have shown how a social capital perspec-
tive can shed more light on how differences in networks might also have an
impact on the formation of different parenting theories. By analyzing the
kinds and forms of social capital mothers have, and by paying attention to
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specific characteristics, such as the composition, spatial concentration, homo-
geneity and structure of networks, our understanding of the origin and circu-
lation of knowledge has been enhanced (see also De Haan et al., forthcoming).
However, our analyses or results do not imply that there are no commonalities
between the ethnotheories of both groups. The purpose of differentiating the
two sub-groups is to illustrate the variety in the underlying mechanism
and how these might impact the reconstruction of parental discourses post-
migration. For researchers and practitioners who are working with migrant
parents, this perspective means that parenting practices and ideologies should
be seen as dynamic systems that are influenced by particular social and net-
worked configurations. These network configurations play an important role
in determining the direction in which parental ethnotheories form.

The results of this study on Chinese immigrant parenting in the
Netherlands gained from taking a social network perspective could also pro-
vide an interesting perspective on the discussion in China on modern parent-
ing and the impact of social media. Since the Internet has blurred the
geographic borders between countries, young parents both in China and
abroad have witnessed an information explosion, which in principle could
facilitate the modernization of parenting. However, as this study suggests,
having access to the Internet and other information sources does not lead to
similar parental ethnotheories per se, nor would these necessarily develop
using the same strategies. The fact that the knowledge immigrant mothers
have developed personalized versions of parenting given their diverse and
low-dense networks, in contrast with the more homogeneous networks and
traditional ideas held by economic immigrant mothers, reminds us to take into
account that the nature of their social networks as well as how they use this
network to access information resources, will define the outcomes of such
transformations to a great extent.

While there have been several studies acknowledging the reliability and
validity of network methodologies (Coromina and Coenders, 2006), the
stability of social networks and the issue of missing data are sometimes
mentioned as threats to the reliability of this kind of data. In our study, eco-
nomic immigrant mothers had more trouble recalling their network contacts
compared with knowledge immigrant mothers. This might have led to an
underrepresentation of the size of their networks, although we attempted to
minimize reliability issues by preparing our interview in line with standard
social network index methods.

As to the method of obtaining data only from an interview, this method-
ology has been criticized for not being able to register what people actually do
or think due to social expectations or shyness (Hewett et al., 2004). In this
research, cross-questioning technique and asking for more concrete examples
were used during the interview to examine the validity of certain discourses
from the interviewees.
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In addition, the small sample size of the study, as well as the sampling
strategy, means that we should be careful in generalizing these results to overall
differences between the groups studied. Moreover, the convenience sampling
method may have led to a relatively homogenous composition of each group.

Lastly, an additional weakness might be that within the scope of this study,
we were not able to carry out an extensive content analyses of the information on
parenting that the participants searched for, re-used and passed on. The network
methodology, as we applied it here, pays more attention to the social dynamics
of how information is spread, its reach and diversity, and the content we pro-
vided on parenting dilemmas was mostly illustrative. Future research could
combine network analyses with more extensive content analyses in order to
pinpoint more precisely how new ethnotheories are formed post-migration.

However, this should not downplay the fact that our study has shown that
a network perspective is a powerful tool for understanding differences in
parents’ ethnotheories, alongside, or as an alternative to, socio-economic
status and/or assimilation perspectives.
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