
Chapter 1 
INTRODUCTION

Background of the Research

Intercultural marriage, including interethnic, interfaith, and interracial 

unions, has led to major demographic changes in the United States and other

countries (Waters, 2000).  The rate of intercultural marriage has increased 

dramatically over the past several decades in the United States (Qian, 1999, 

Lee & Bean, 2004), Australia (Luke & Carrington, 2000; Owen, 2002), Canada 

(Tzeng, 2000), and many other countries.  Specifically, the rate of interracial 

marriage in the United States increased from 0.7% in 1970 to 2.2% by 1992 

(Qian, 1999).   According to the most recent U.S. Census data, 7.4% of all 

married households in the United States, and 15.6% in California, have 

partners with a different racial or Hispanic origin background (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2003).  This number would be significantly higher with the inclusion

of interethnic and other intercultural couples who are not identified in current 

U.S. census enumerations.

The most recent U.S. Census indicated that 2.4% of all Americans and 

4.7% of Californians identified themselves as multiracial, another indicator of 

increasing rates of exogamy.  This represents trends of intermarriage, 

decreased social distance, less racial prejudice, and diluted group boundaries 

(Lee & Bean, 2004).  Waters (2000), Jacobs and Labov (2002), and Lee and Bean 

(2004) have all noted that although the rates of intermarriage have increased 

overall, these rates vary for different groups within the United States.  For 

example, Asian American and Hispanic American individuals are more likely 

to marry outside of their ethnic group than either white or African Americans.

These differential rates suggest that racial and cultural boundaries are more 

prominent and salient for some groups than others.
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A primary focus of the literature on intercultural marriage relates to 

the challenges confronted by couples in such partnerships, as well as potential 

conflicts and decreased marital satisfaction (e.g. Cottrell, 1990; Durodoye, 

1997; Gaines & Brennan, 2001; Hsu, 2001).  In part, this is a consequence of a 

large proportion of literature that has derived from clinical populations or 

pathological perspectives of intercultural marriage.  Examples of these 

challenges include social disapproval (Cerroni-Long, 1984), conflicts with 

families of origin (Hsu, 2001), barriers to communication (Markoff, 1977; 

Perel, 2000), and conflicts over childrearing (Bhurge & De Silva, 2000; Ho, 

1990; Romano, 2001).  Thus, many studies have focused on the experience of 

therapists working with intercultural couples in counseling (e.g. Bobes & 

Bobes, 2005; Chung & Bernak, 2002; Guidon & Sobhany, 2002; Hsu, 2001; 

Sullivan & Cottone, 2006).

A relatively small fraction of the literature in intercultural relationships

has focused on the opportunities associated with cultural differences.  Falicov 

(1995) provided “one of the earliest and most prominent examinations of the

global aspects [that] cultural differences have on intercultural couples” 

(Sullivan & Cottone, p. 221).  Falicov (1995) identified a stage of cultural

transition for intercultural couples that can lead to enrichment for each 

partner and the relationship.  According to this author, the initial stage of 

intercultural marriage can have confusion and “conflict with the other’s 

norms, values, meanings, and rituals in a manner akin to the dissonance that 

accompanies migration and cultural change” (Falicov, 1995, p. 234).

However, through the processes of mutual cultural adaptation, 

accommodation, and the creation of new cultural codes, intercultural couples 

can experience increased understanding and tolerance, as well as “personal 

transformations that could be compared to a process of mutual acculturation” 

(Falicov, 1995, p. 234).  The current study will investigate the strategies 
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couples use to develop these codes and their dynamics of cultural adaptation 

or mutual acculturation. 

One convergent theme in the literature on intercultural marriage is that 

parenthood is a particular flashpoint for conflict in these marriages, in part 

because cultural differences are amplified when children are born (e.g. Breger 

& Hill, 1998; Crohn, 1995, 1998; Falicov, 1995; Fu, Tora, & Kendall, 2001; Perel, 

2000; Romano, 2001).  One explanation for this pattern is that the birth of 

children can be a catalyst for marital conflicts based on underlying 

discrepancies in core values or worldview for intercultural couples who 

previously minimized the impact of their cultural differences (Romano, 2001; 

Tseng & Hsu, 1991).  This dynamic will be further explored in this study.

There has been substantial research on cross-cultural parenting that 

compares childrearing practices across different cultural groups, but only 

within households comprised of parents of the same cultural background (e.g. 

Aptekar, 1990; Bell & Bell, 2000; Cote & Bornstein, 2003; Gilani, 1999; Keller et. 

al., 2004; Jambunathan, Burts, & Pierce, 2000; Peterson, Steinmetz, & Wilson, 

2004; Rudy & Grusec, 2001; Stewart & Bond, 2002).  This literature has 

identified the persistence of differences in parenting style across cultural 

groups, but there has been little focus on how intercultural parents within a 

single household can negotiate their cultural differences and integrate cultural 

values about raising children to create beneficial outcomes for their families.

Thus, this area points to a substantial gap in the literature that will be 

investigated in this study.
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Significance of the Research 

The current study aims to elucidate an important topic that has been 

neglected in the literature on intercultural relationships.  Despite the 

substantial increase in rates of intercultural marriages and culturally diverse 

households, the research literature has not adequately focused on the 

experiences of intercultural couples in general, or on the perspectives of 

intercultural parents in particular.  In the broad literature on intercultural

couples, there has been a lack of empirical research to support conclusions 

about the role of cultural differences in intercultural relationships (Sullivan & 

Cottone, 2006).

Few studies have addressed the question of how culturally diverse

households are constructed when two individuals from disparate cultural 

backgrounds decide to raise children together (Crippen & Brew, 2007).

Others have identified this as an area for further research.  For example, one 

scholar summarized that the high rate of intermarriage among many ethnic, 

cultural, and religious groups created “a need for ongoing examination of 

factors contributing to dysfunction and success within intermarried families” 

(Horowitz, 1999, p. 13).  Likewise, in their study of the adaptation processes in

intercultural marriage, Roer-Strier and Ezra (2006) acknowledged that the 

socialization of children had a large impact on marital adaptation strategies, 

but that it was an area that was insufficiently addressed and an area for 

additional study.

In another example, Leeds-Hurwitz (2002) emphasized that the 

experience of intercultural parents was an important area for future research.

From her study on intercultural weddings, the author hypothesized that four 

possibilities could materialize for intercultural childrearing that are roughly 

analogous to different structures of intercultural weddings.  First, the parents

could decide to raise children with the cultural values and norms of one 

culture at the exclusion of the other.  Alternatively, parents could expose 
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children to both cultures with little or no integration between the two.

Another strategy would be to embrace the melting pot philosophy of raising 

children in the mainstream and dominant host culture without direct 

exposure to either culture of origin of the parents.  Finally, intercultural 

couples with children could integrate their experiences in a transcultural

family system (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2002).   The current study will provide 

empirical data to investigate the range of strategies in intercultural parenting. 

In summary, this study aims to add to the existing literature on 

intercultural marriage and cross-cultural parenthood by examining the 

experiences of a non-clinical population of intercultural parents who have not 

been the focus of previous research.  The growth of the population of 

intercultural couples justifies increased awareness among counselors and 

other professionals in social services. As a large proportion of the literature 

has derived from clinical populations or pathological perspectives of 

intercultural marriage, many clinicians and other counseling professionals

“seem to look at difference in marriage as problematic, assuming it arises 

primarily out of the need of one or both partners to rebel” (Hegar & Greif, 

1994, p. 142) rather than focusing on strengths or positive attributes of 

intercultural couples.   Therefore, this study endeavors to make a significant 

contribution to the counseling profession to better understand how all 

couples can benefit from diversity and differences within their families.

Counseling professionals have much to learn from non-clinical populations,

such as couples and families who do not report dysfunction and generally

have not been the focus of study.  The significance, contributions, and other 

implications of the findings from this research will be explored in detail in the 

concluding chapter. 
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Guiding Research Questions

A broad goal of this study is to explore intercultural couples’ 

experiences of cross-cultural parenting through their personal stories and 

narratives. To examine their experiences, the following questions guided the 

structure and design of this qualitative research:

� What are the experiences of intercultural couples raising children together?

� How do intercultural parents construct family systems within culturally
diverse households?

These questions provided a broad framework and defined the scope of 

study for the research design and literature review of this thesis.  Subsequent

examination of the scholarly literature revealed additional questions and 

direction for the interview guide, data collection, and analysis phases of the 

study.  These secondary questions included: 

� How do intercultural parents identify their cultural background and 
conceptualize their cultural differences? 

� What are the challenges and opportunities associated with parenting 
across cultures and constructing culturally diverse family systems? 

� In what ways does the birth of children impact the intercultural marital 
dyad and/or reveal underlying discrepancies or convergences in core 
cultural values? 

� How do intercultural parents negotiate their cultural differences and 
integrate cultural values about raising children?

� What strategies do intercultural parents use to develop new cultural 
codes or to facilitate the processes of cultural adaptation and/or mutual 
acculturation, if at all?

� How do intercultural parents perceive the challenges and 
opportunities for their children and subsequent generations?
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The two results chapters, Chapters 4 and 5, are organized to address 

each of these questions through the voices of participants.  Finally, the 

discussion chapter synthesizes the research questions with the data as an 

analytical model of cultural adaptation among intercultural parents. 

Cultural Considerations 

In consideration of the cultural background of participants, this 

research focuses on couples from different religious and racial backgrounds, 

nationalities, and at least twenty different ethnic heritages.   Using a 

grounded theory approach, a stratified purposeful sample was employed to 

include information-rich participants.   Participants were recruited from a 

wide-range of sociocultural characteristics and backgrounds to better 

understand the processes of negotiation, acculturation, adaptation, and 

constructions of family systems.  As such, the sample was not delimited to a 

specific intercultural dyad (such as Vietnamese men married to white 

American women).  Cross-cultural parenting is both a common and unique 

process to all intercultural parents regardless of culture of origin; thus couples 

were recruited based on their interculturalness rather than specific ethnic, 

racial, or religious considerations.

Role of the Researcher 

The quality of qualitative research data is influenced by the nature of 
the relationship between participant and researcher, as the data itself is 
co-created in the research interview (Minichiello et al., 2004, p. 653). 

The role of the researcher is an integral function in the qualitative

research paradigm.   A moderate use of self-disclosure was employed to 

establish rapport and to gain “insider status”, a technique described by Rubin 

and Rubin (1995).  The use of insider status is particularly important when 
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learning about cultural norms and rules.  Rubin and Rubin (1995) noted that 

“to learn about culture... [one] must be allowed to cross the boundary and 

become accepted” (p. 171).  As an individual who is in an intercultural 

marriage and who was in the process of adopting my first child from China at 

the time of the study, my limited personal disclosure facilitated access to 

participants as someone who wanted to learn from them, who was generally 

curious about their experience as parents, and was not presuming a 

judgmental stance or studying intercultural couples as deviant. 

Having insider status as a woman in an intercultural marriage 

embarking on parenthood enabled me to more quickly delve into sensitive

topics as someone who was empathic and understanding of the dynamics of 

intercultural relations.  However, this emic perspective (Creswell, 1998) 

increased the possibility that my personal experiences and assumptions about 

intercultural unions could bias my attitude to data collection and 

interpretation. To minimize potential biases, I relied on the use of self-

reflexivity, a technique encouraged by Morrow (2005) and defined by Leeds-

Hurwitz (2002) as “the ability to step back and reflect upon one’s own role in 

an interaction” (p. 246) such as qualitative, in-depth interviews.  Ponteretto 

(2005) emphasized that self-reflexivity is a critical aspect of methodological 

rigor in qualitative studies. To facilitate the ongoing process of self-reflexivity, 

I recorded detailed analytic memos and field notes in a research journal that 

described the interview context, as well as thorough notes on my 

assumptions, biases, and perceptions of the interview process. 

Although I maintained an emic/insider perspective in this study, as the 

interviewer-researcher I was situated with an etic/outsider perspective as 

well.  As an individual who was not yet a parent, I was able to assume a 

neutral stance regarding the topic of parenting and childrearing.  In being 

able to assume the position of an outsider to the phenomena of parenthood, I 
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was able to collect rich, detailed descriptions based on my presumed lack of 

knowledge or experience in this domain.

Definition of Terms 

Terms commonly used throughout this study have been defined to 

provide clarity for the reader.  Unless otherwise noted, these definitions were 

developed by the author for the purpose of describing different aspects of 

cross-cultural dynamics for this study only, as the research literature uses 

many of these terms interchangeably.

Acculturation describes the change that occurs when two or more 
cultures come into contact (Berry, 1990); it is the underlying process of 
cultural adaptation that occurs when individuals transition from a 
familiar environment to an unfamiliar one (Ting-Toomey, 1999).

Cultural Accommodation is a means to negotiate cultural conflicts in 
which one or more family members will adjust their behavioral and 
affective responses to an alternative cultural framework (Falicov, 1995). 

Cultural Adaptation is associated with incremental, long-term 
identity-related changes that occur with continuous contact with 
people in a new culture (Ting-Toomey, 1999); three stages of cultural 
adaptation include culture shock, cultural adjustment, and identity 
change (Kim, 2001).

Cultural Adjustment includes short- to medium-term acculturative
processes in which there are specific challenges and opportunities for 
growth; it is the second stage in the developmental model of cultural 
adaptation (Ting-Toomey, 1999).

Culture is a frame of reference, and a set of symbols that provides 
meaning, guides behavior, and influences one’s worldview.  It is a 
pattern of “traditions, beliefs, values, norms, symbols, and meanings 
that are shared to varying degrees by interacting members of a 
community” (Ting-Toomey, 1999, p. 10).

Cross-Cultural Parenting describes the comparison of parenting 
attitudes, beliefs, behaviors, and practices between two or more 
cultures.
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Intercultural refers to interactions between members of different 
cultures. This term subsumes international (between different nations), 
interethnic (between different ethnic communities), interracial (between
different racial groups, and interfaith (between different religions). 

Intercultural Couples are adult dyads who describe themselves as 
being in a significant relationship, each of whom has a self-identified 
cultural background that is different from their partner.  Cultural 
background includes, but is not limited to, country of origin, ethnic
heritage, racial identification, and religion. 

Intercultural Parents are intercultural couples who are married or 
cohabitating together, and are raising children (adopted, biological, or 
stepchildren) in a single household. 

Assumptions and Delimitations of the Study

This study is predicated on several assumptions about the construction 

of meaning, culture, cross-cultural interactions, intercultural couples, and 

parenting.  First, this study employed a social constructionist perspective as a 

theoretical framework, which assumes that the social world and what is 

considered reality are jointly constructed.   Within the context of intercultural 

parenting, meaning is co-constructed between a couple; thus a focus on social 

interactions, such as parenting, is an appropriate topic of investigation to 

better understand how couples construct meaning about their social reality.

Second, culture and cultural identity are fluid constructs.  Often there 

is a discrepancy between an ascribed and an attributed cultural identity.  This 

study assumes that it is a perceived difference in cultural identity between a 

couple that would elicit the most meaningful data on a topic of navigating

cultural differences.  Therefore, participants were self-identified as

intercultural, rather than defined by the interviewer. 

 Third, intercultural includes a wide spectrum of potential differences, 

such as ethnic, racial, religious, national origin.  This study assumes that the 

characteristic of cross-cultural difference in general is significant for
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intercultural couples, rather than the source or type of difference.  Thus, the 

cross-cultural interaction of parenting is the focus of study, rather than 

specific cultural combinations of marriage and family. 

Finally, parenting is a critical tool for enculturation, a primary 

mechanism for transmitting culture between generations; it is one way in 

which cultures and communities are perpetuated.  As a consequence, cross-

cultural parenting disrupts uniform transmission of culture to some extent 

because “intermarriage breaks the old continuity of a system.  It disrupts 

family patterns and connections on the one hand, but opens a system to new 

patterns, connections, and the possibility of creative transformations on the 

other” (McGoldrick & Garcia-Preto, 1984, p. 348).  Therefore, as with other 

examples of intercultural behaviors and interactions, cross-cultural parenting 

encompasses both positive and negative aspects.  It is the role of the analyst to 

understand these perspectives and interpret themes and patterns of behavior 

rather than to impart value judgments.

As in all research designs, the scope of this study had necessary

delimitations.  First, only intercultural couples were included as participants.

Children and members of the extended family are critical components of 

intercultural family systems, but the inclusion of these additional perspectives 

would have shifted the focus away from parenting, and would have made 

data analysis unwieldy and prohibitive within the anticipated timeframe for 

completion.  Second, this study relied on in-depth interviews with parents 

and not actual observations of parenting behavior.  There would be much to 

be gained from a holistic approach combining interviews and participant-

observation methods, but the geographical logistics of implementing such 

methods with participants who live throughout the United States precluded 

this as an option.

Lastly, this study was delimited to an 18-month timeframe for data 

collection.  As such, the research encompasses a synchronic view of cross-
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cultural parenting rather than a more expansive perspective including various

developmental phases of childrearing. 

Overview of the Thesis 

A social constructionist perspective guided the theoretical framework 

of this study, as a broad goal of this study is to explore intercultural couples’ 

subjective experiences of cross-cultural parenting through their personal 

stories and narratives.  Social constructionism is based on an interpretivist 

orientation in which there are multiple human realities constructed through 

interactions with others (Gergen, 1985).  This theoretical framework provided 

a conceptual map to understand how individuals and couples identify and 

situate their cultural context, the meaning with which they ascribe aspects of 

cultural difference, and how they negotiate or mutually construct culturally 

diverse families.  The focus on parenting provided a lens in which to explore 

such phenomena.

Chapter 2 reviews research literature related to the scope of this study, 

including intercultural marriage, cross-cultural parenting, and culturally 

diverse families.  In addition, the literature on cross-cultural interactions and

negotiation is reviewed and discussed.  Specifically, stages of cultural

adaptation including culture shock, cultural adjustment, and identity change 

have been identified as important acculturative processes in sustained cross-

cultural encounters such as in intercultural relationships.  A broad review of 

these processes is summarized to provide a context for understanding some 

of the challenges and opportunities associated with intercultural parenthood.

Similarly, the literature on marital negotiation offers a more complete

perspective on decision-making related to the marital dyad, parenting, and 

cultural differences.

The research design and methodology used in this study is outlined in 

Chapter 3.  The choice of a social constructionist framework and a grounded 
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theory approach to data collection and analysis is explored and discussed.

The chapter details the sampling strategies, selection criteria, interview

structure and format, data collection procedures, and recruitment of 

participants for the study.  Profiles of the participants are presented to 

provide background and contextual information on the individuals and 

couples who were interviewed for this study.  In addition, Chapter 3 

describes how the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability have been implemented in this study to establish the standards 

of rigor and trustworthiness in qualitative research.  The chapter concludes 

with ethical considerations. 

Chapters 4 and 5 present the patterns and themes that emerged from

the narratives of participants.  Chapter 4 includes four themes and 12 sub-

themes connected to Parenting Across Cultures, including the context of 

intercultural parenthood; cross-cultural challenges; the negotiation of 

intercultural parenthood; and opportunities in parenting across cultures.

Chapter 5 focuses on patterns associated with Cultures Within Families,

identified in four themes and 12 sub-themes such as the construction of family 

identities; cross-cultural cleavages; negotiating culture within family systems; 

and parents’ perceptions of concerns and opportunities for their children. 

A multi-dimensional model of cultural adaptation among intercultural 

parents is delineated in Chapter 6.  This model demonstrates diverse 

strategies used by intercultural parents to negotiate cultural differences based 

on their conceptualization of these differences and their degree of mutual 

acculturation.  The interaction between these dimensions results in different 

constructions of culturally diverse family systems.

Finally, Chapter 7 summarizes the major conclusions from this study, 

implications for theory, implications for policy and clinical practice, as well as 

the limitations of this study and areas for future investigation.
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Chapter 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

The research literature on culture, cross-cultural communication, and 

cultural adaptation is expansive.   A relatively small proportion of the 

literature is focused on intercultural marriage in general and even fewer 

address the experiences of intercultural parents specifically.  The purpose of 

this literature review is to provide an overview of previous studies and 

scholarship related to the scope of this study and the guiding research 

questions set forth in the previous chapter: What are the experiences of 

intercultural couples raising children together? and How do intercultural parents

construct family systems within culturally diverse households?  The chapter begins 

with a broad review of cross-cultural interactions because continuous and 

sustained contact across cultural boundaries defines intercultural couples 

who are raising children together.  Next, a review of the literature on 

negotiation in marriage summarizes the general processes of decision-making 

and compromise related to the marital dyad, parenting, and cultural 

differences.  The final sections of this chapter critically analyze previous

research on intercultural marriage and the impact of culture on parenting. The 

chapter concludes with a summary of the literature, and how it has influenced 

the direction and scope of the current study.

Cross-Cultural Interactions

Culture is a “frame of reference that consists of patterns of traditions, 

beliefs, values, norms, symbols, and meanings that are shared to varying

degrees by interacting members of a community” (Ting-Toomey, 1999, p. 10).

Culture is also a set of symbols and tools that defines reality and worldview 

(Peterson, Steinmetz, & Wilson, 2003), prescribes properly sanctioned 

behavior (Chung & Bemak, 2002), and provides the means by which humans 
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adapt to their ecological and social environments (Bojuwoye, 2001).  Cultural 

values are a frame of reference that permeates daily activities (Crohn, 1998); 

thus, a cultural identity or cultural home is a reference group that represents 

one’s cognitive and behavioral point of reference (Vivero & Jenkins, 1999).

Kluckhohn and Strodtbeck’s (1961) model of cultural values and 

worldview orientations categorizes various dimensions of cultural difference.

These include time (past, present, future); human nature (good, neutral, evil); 

activity (being, being-in-becoming, doing); relationship to the environment

(control, harmony, subordination); and social organization (individual, 

collateral, lineal).  For intercultural couples, differences in any of these 

dimensions can trigger substantial conflicts during transitions throughout the 

relationship, such as the birth of children (Tseng, 1977; Tseng & Hsu, 1991). 

Although culture is fairly stable, culture is not monolithic.  There are 

interacting and overlapping cultures:  universal, ecological, national, regional, 

and ethnic (McFadden & Moore, 2001) as well as micro-cultures such as 

professional organizations, peer groups, social networks, and broader 

communities (Bronfenbrenner, 1986).  Individuals have the capacity to learn 

multiple cultural meaning systems, and the literature on acculturation 

provides strong support for the idea that individuals can successfully develop 

competency within more than one culture (Benet-Martinez et al., 2002).   As 

most studies on acculturation have examined the experience of immigrants, 

short-term sojourners, or business travelers, there is a gap in the literature on 

acculturation within cross-cultural, intimate relationships.  Therefore, this 

current study will consider the impact of acculturation processes within the 

context of intercultural marriages and the creation of new family systems. 

Within a family, culture defines boundaries, expectations, rules for

interaction, ways of defining problems, communication patterns, and specific 

coping skills (Thomas, 1998).  In families with multiple cultural identities, 

competing frames of reference can cause dissonance.  Lalonde, Hynie, Pannu,
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and Tatla (2004) studied this effect among second-generation South Asian 

Canadians.  They posited that second-generation immigrants in particular 

experience internal conflicts associated with an ambivalent cultural home 

between the culture of origin of their parents and their culture of residence.

These authors attributed this dissonance and potential for intrafamilial 

conflict to the differences in acculturation between parents and children in 

immigrant families.  In particular, “the heritage culture of the first generation 

is typically well grounded before arriving in a new host society; they have 

experienced their heritage culture both sociostructurally…and inter-

personally…and their self-concept is well rooted in this culture.  The second 

generation…experience most of their heritage culture through their families… 

[and] much of their social structure and the majority of their peers belong to 

the host culture” (Lalonde et al., 2004, p. 506).   Although the study relied on a 

convenience sample of university students which has an inherent limitation

for broader applicability, the findings do support the premise that children of

immigrants are examples of individuals who navigate more than one culture. 

For intercultural couples from two distinct cultural reference groups, 

with different levels of acculturation or access to different cultural systems 

through migration, there is a similar potential for conflict.  For example, the 

concomitant differing rules, norms of behavior, and expectations presumably

would need to be reconciled as they make parenting decisions.  This study 

will explore the dynamics of these decision-making processes, as well as the 

patterns of cultural adaptation within single, culturally diverse households. 

Cultural Adaptation 

Extensive research has been conducted on the patterns of short- and 

long-term cultural adaptation as individuals transition from familiar

environments to unfamiliar ones (Kim, 2001; Bennett, & Bennett, 2004; Ting-

Toomey, 1999).  Cultural adaptation differs from the short-term process of 
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cultural adjustment in that the former is associated with incremental, long-

term identity-related changes that occur with continuous contact with people 

in a new culture (Ting-Toomey, 1999).  The phenomenon of cultural 

adaptation would be anticipated with intercultural couples, although 

relatively few studies have applied this concept to cross-cultural 

relationships.  With international marriages, families often live in more than 

one country over the course of their lifespan, requiring several phases and 

multiple strategies of cultural adaptation (Roer-Strier & Ben Ezra, 2006).

In general, the acculturative process of cultural adaptation can be 

divided into three distinct stages:  culture shock, cultural adjustment, and 

identity change (Kim, 2001; Bennett, & Bennett, 2004), discussed in the 

following sections.  Table 2.1 below summarizes research on stages of 

individuals’ cultural adaptation within the scope of this literature review. 

Table 2.1 
Stages of Cultural Adaptation

Culture Shock Cultural Adjustment Identity Change
Bennett
&
Bennett
(2004) Denial Defense Minimize Acceptance

Adapt
-ation Integration

Kim
(2001)

Transition
Shock

Adaptive
Coping
Strategies

Identity
Trans-
formation

Lysgaard
(1955)

Initial
Adjustment Crisis

Regained
Adjustment

Oberg
(1960) Honeymoon

Crisis
Stage

Recovery
Stage

Adjustment
Stage

Ting-
Toomey
(1999) Honeymoon Hostility Humorous

In-Sync;
Ambivalence

Re-
Entry
Shock

Resocial-
ization
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Culture Shock

“Cultures in contact produce conflict” (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2002, p. 8).

When individuals cross different cultural boundaries, such as in intercultural 

unions, they experience a form of cultural dissonance, often referred to in the 

literature as culture shock.  The term was introduced by Oberg (1960) as a way

to explain “the negative emotional state that results from the loss of familiar 

signs and symbols of social discourse” (Thomas & Harrell, 1994, p. 93).

Culture shock is a “transitional process in which an individual perceives 

threats to her or his well-being in a culturally new environment… [it] 

produces expectancy violations, which…bring about emotional vulnerability”

(Ting-Toomey, 1999, p. 245).   As the first stage in the process of intercultural

adaptation, culture shock creates a profound affective response, followed by 

cognitive disorientation and identity dissonance for individuals who are in 

continual contact with an unfamiliar cultural environment.

Furnham and Bochner (1986) identified five dimensions of culture 

shock, including a sense of identity loss or deprivation from the familiar; 

identity strain associated with the challenge of psychological adjustment 

living in a new culture; identity rejection; identity confusion; and identity 

impotence.  According to Furnham and Bochner (1986), these aspects of 

culture shock contribute to a perception of an overall disorientation and 

general identity disequilibrium.  These authors explained that the model of 

culture in the context of cultural adaptation processes can be applied to all life

events and changes, with predictive value based on previous behavior.

Presumably, this model could be applied to the experience of intercultural 

marriages as well. 

After an individual has successfully transitioned through the 

dissonance, disorientation, and disequilibrium associated with this stage, the 

experience of culture shock can have positive effects as well.  For example, 

there are aspects of culture shock that facilitate adaptive outcomes:  “…a 
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sense of well-being and heightened positive self-esteem; cognitive openness 

and flexibility; emotional richness and tolerance for ambiguity; competence in 

social interaction; and enhanced self-confidence and confidence in others” 

(Ting-Toomey, 1999, p. 246).  Kim (2001), in her integrative theory of cross-

cultural adaptation, emphasized the learning and growth-facilitating aspects 

of culture shock.  Viewed within a broader context of transition shock, the 

process can lead to increased self-awareness, personal growth, and effective 

cultural adaptation, after an individual successfully navigates the 

disorientation and disequilibrium effects of culture shock (Kim, 2001). 

A few scholars have identified aspects of cultural shock in the context 

of intercultural relationships, beginning with wedding ceremonies.  In a 

qualitative study of 120 intercultural couples residing in the United States, 

Leeds-Hurwitz (2002) found that participants experienced a form of cultural 

dissonance when they crossed cultural boundaries in planning their wedding 

ceremonies as they reconciled divergent wedding rituals.  Although this 

study concluded that culture shock was evident within intercultural

relationships in the context of a concrete event, a limitation of these findings 

was that the 10-year research study focused on wedding ceremonies only and 

did not extend to how couples managed their relationships in marriage and 

parenting.  The current study will explore the dynamics of how intercultural 

couples navigate their differences after the ceremony and throughout other 

life transitions such as parenthood. 

Nelson and Otnes (2005) reached a similar finding in their study of 

cross-cultural wedding rituals explored through an ethnographic analysis of 

400 internet postings.   They concluded that partners in intercultural 

relationships acculturate asymmetrically to each other’s culture.  As a result, 

the concomitant changes in identity, values, and norms lead to acculturative 

stress and cross-cultural ambivalence, defined as “the emergence of mixed or 
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multiple emotions that arise from conflict among values, norms, traditions, 

and practices of different cultures” (Nelson & Otnes, 2005, p. 89).

Following the wedding ceremony, the experience of culture shock in 

intercultural marriages extends through various stages.  Fontaine (1990) 

conducted a literature review and summarized that intercultural couples are 

most likely to experience culture shock when they first marry because of 

sustained interaction with diverse values related to the meaning of marriage, 

food, sex, gender roles, time, dealing with stress, finances, and relations with 

the extended family.  Falicov (1995) extended this perspective of culture shock 

in marriage to a theory that intercultural couples progress through different 

cultural transitions throughout their relationship. Based on clinical case 

studies from her marriage and family therapy practice in Southern California, 

Falicov (1995) identified an initial stage in which couples experience a culture 

shock that is analogous to the immigrant experience of sustained interaction 

with the divergent cultural norms, values, and traditions of another culture, 

in this case their spouse and/or their spouse’s family.  This stage is 

comparable to the psychological disorientation that individuals experience 

when living in another culture.  For relationships that persevere, a degree of 

cultural adjustment occurs for one or both partners. 

Cultural Adjustment

The second stage of cultural adaptation is the process of cultural 

adjustment.  Lysgaard (1955) was the first scholar to present a model of 

cultural adaptation in terms of stages of cultural adjustment.  Based on his 

research of 200 Norwegian Fulbright scholars temporarily living in the United 

States, Lysgarrd (1955) identified a u-shaped curve of adjustment.  His model 

established three stages of cultural adjustment:  initial adjustment, crisis, and 

regained adjustment.  Oberg (1960) expanded this curvilinear-shaped model 

to include four stages:  honeymoon stage, crisis, recovery, and adjustment 

20



(referred to as adaptation in this chapter).   Although this model has been a 

significant contribution to understanding the dynamics of cultural adjustment 

as a stage process, Furnham and Bochner (1986) concluded that empirical

support for the u-curve hypothesis was inconclusive and too general with a 

focus on outcome rather than process. 

More recently, Ting-Toomey (1999) elaborated on the revised seven-

stage W-shaped model of the short-to-medium term cultural adjustment 

processes to incorporate the dynamics of re-entry adjustment.  As a 

developmental model of the cultural adjustment experience, each stage 

includes a set of specific challenges and opportunities for growth along the 

path of identity change and cultural adaptation.   The phases include 

honeymoon, which corresponds with the initial euphoria and excitement about 

being in a new culture; hostility and the concomitant feelings of incompetence

and severe identity confusion; humorous view of cultural misunderstandings; 

in-sync experience of inclusion and comfort in a new environment; ambivalence

or mixed feelings about returning home; re-entry shock of stress and 

realignment with the home environment; and finally the resocialization or 

reintegration of one’s new identity, cultural experience, and adaptation (Ting-

Toomey, 1999).

Bennett and Bennett (2004) developed a model of cultural adjustment 

based on a continuum of stages of intercultural sensitivity ranging from 

ethno-centric to ethnorelative worldviews.  Ethnocentric stages are the 

perception that one’s own culture is central to reality, and cultural difference 

is to be avoided.  These stages encompass denial, defense, and minimization.

In the denial stage, cultural differences are not experienced at all, or are 

perceived as an undifferentiated other. In a defense stage, an individual’s 

own culture is experienced as a preferential one within a polarized 

worldview.  In this stage, members of the dominant culture defend their 

privilege, and object to generalizations about their own culture while 
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maintaining cultural stereotyping of the other.  Minimization is the final 

ethnocentric stage.  In this stage, one’s own worldview is perceived as 

universal, thus avoiding the complexities and nuances of cultural difference 

(Bennett & Bennett, 2004).

 In contrast, ethnorelative stages are conceptualized as the experience 

of culture as relative to other cultures, and differences are complementary. 

These stages include acceptance, adaptation, and integration. Ethnorelative 

acceptance refers to a culturally-relative lens of other cultures as equal, but 

with different constructions of reality.  In the adaptation stage, individuals 

develop an ability to shift worldview perspectives and to conceptualize 

different cultural experiences of others through cognitive frame-switching 

and cultural empathy.  Finally, integration refers to biculturalism and the 

capacity to synthesize different cultural worldviews simultaneously (Bennett 

& Bennett, 2004).

Bennett and Bennett’s (2004) and Ting-Toomey’s (1999) models were 

developed to explain the experience of the short-term sojourner or recent 

immigrant.  Few studies have extended the concept of cultural adjustment to

intercultural marriage.  In one of the earliest studies of adjustment among 

intercultural couples in therapy, Tseng (1977) characterized cultural 

adjustment as an ongoing process of adaptation to new challenges, especially 

apparent during major life transitions.  He identified six patterns of 

intercultural adjustment in marriage, based on case studies from his clinical 

practice in Hawaii.  First, One-way adjustment is a pattern in which one partner

gives up his/her cultural values for those of the spouse.  Often, this is 

determined by the dominance of one culture, personality, or functionality.

Second, a pattern of alternative adjustment persists when cultural behaviors 

and practices are alternated according to the situation or sphere of influence.

Simultaneous adjustment occurs when both cultures are combined in certain 

situations, such as important rituals or traditions surrounding weddings,
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births, or deaths. Mid-point adjustment is utilized as a compromise in 

circumstances with quantitatively measurable solutions, such as the number 

of children.  Another pattern is mixed adjustment, when cultural pieces are 

adopted at random.  Finally, creative adjustment transpires when both partners 

relinquish respective cultural behaviors to create new patterns (Tseng, 1977). 

In a more recent study, Hsu (2001) identified factors that contribute to 

cultural adjustment in marriage for intercultural couples.  Using clinical case 

studies from his therapy practice in the United States, he concluded that the 

following factors increase the likelihood of marital adjustment:  flexible

personalities with the capability to adapt to various situations; a sense of 

curiosity; open-mindedness and an appreciation of different experiences; and 

an eagerness to learn about one’s partner.  As with other qualitative studies 

that rely on convenience samples from a therapy practice, Hsu’s (2001) 

findings are based on his perspectives as a clinician or practitioner rather than 

a more systematic examination of a defined research question with an 

established research design and methodology.

Dysfunctional cultural adjustment has been found to occur in 

intercultural marriages as well.  Also based on clinical case studies from a 

marriage and family counseling practice, Falicov (1995) concluded that 

dysfunctional patterns of adjustment include conflicts in cultural codes, lack 

of realignment with extended families, and the persistent use of stereotyping.

To avoid these dysfunctional patterns, a strategy of mutual accommodation 

can facilitate cultural adjustment.  Falicov (1995) identified this strategy as the 

second stage of cultural transition in intercultural marriage after the culture 

shock phase.  According to this author, double discourses occur during this 

transition that encompass both old cultural codes from the respective families 

of origin, and new cultural codes for the couple.  Intercultural couples must 

negotiate cultural conflicts, make mutual accommodations, and develop new 

cultural codes throughout the process of mutual acculturation (Falicov, 1995).

23



These processes of mutual adaptation and accommodation counter-balance 

the stage of culture shock and disorientation; as a result intercultural couples 

gain increased understanding, tolerance, and “transformations that could be 

compared to a process of mutual acculturation” (Falicov, 1995, p.234).

This study will augment the studies of Tseng (1977), Hsu (2001), and

Falicov (1995) with an exploration of these processes of cultural adjustment in 

marriage with intercultural couples who are not in therapy.

Other scholars have emphasized the asymmetrical nature of mutual

acculturation.  In a qualitative study of intermarriage between Western

women and Palestinian men, Roer-Strier and Ben Ezra (2006) emphasized that 

partners experience processes of personal transformation and mutual cultural 

adaptation that are not symmetrical because of differing societal power 

relations or political context.  The process of asymmetrical acculturation as an 

aspect of mutual cultural adaptation will be considered in this current study 

with participants from a wide-range of cultural backgrounds.

Fontaine (1990) emphasized the importance for couples to develop 

unique intercultural micro-cultures as a mechanism to negotiate and resolve 

conflicts between their respective cultures.  Through effective communication, 

couples can create a relational identity and construct a shared identity that 

can supersede culture shock in marriage (Burrell & Fitzpatrick, 1990).   Perel 

(2000) described these shared micro-cultures and relational identities as a 

third, transcultural reality that is created through the processes of asymmetric 

compromises and mutual accommodations.  The creation of a third reality 

enables intercultural couples to experience greater levels of cultural 

differentiation and the development of an intercultural identity (Perel, 2000), 

discussed in greater detail in the following section.

24



Identity Change

The final stage of cultural adaptation is the process of identity change

and the development of an intercultural identity (Kim, 2001).  One’s cultural 

identity is “the emotional significance we attach to our sense of belonging or 

affiliation with the larger culture... [that is acquired] through interactions with 

others in the cultural group” (Ting-Toomey, 2005, p. 211).   Thus, attaining an 

intercultural identity is a form of “self-transcendence…that is more than 

either the original cultural identity or the identity of the host culture” (Kim, 

2001, p. 65).  The process of transcending both the culture of origin and the 

adoptive culture requires “the process of psychological co-existence with two 

distinct cultures... [and] some degree of differentiation from both” (Khisty, 

2001, p. 17).  The transformation to an intercultural identity results in an 

increased functional fitness to navigate daily living in a new culture, 

improved psychological health in coping with a new environment, and the 

development of a broader, intercultural identity (Kim, 2001).  This current 

research study will consider the ways in which cultural differentiation and 

identity change are experienced for intercultural couples raising children.

Kim (2001) conceptualized various transformations associated with 

identity change in her model of Stress-Adaptation-Growth.  The simultaneous 

interaction between processes of acculturation and deculturation leads to an 

intercultural synthesis and incremental internal transformations over time.

This dialectic, cyclical model of intercultural adaptation includes competing 

forces of attachment and detachment; progression and regression; integration 

and disintegration; and construction and destruction (Kim, 2001).  Humans 

are inherently homeostatic and resistant to change; thus the process of 

adaptive change causes stress, inner turmoil, and short-term disequilibrium, 

consistent with the characteristics of culture shock.  These stages of stress 

activate coping strategies and self learning, which promote growth, 
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adaptation, and intercultural identity transformations through the process of 

acculturation (Kim, 2001).

Acculturation

Acculturation is the underlying process of cultural adaptation that 

occurs when individuals transition from a familiar environment to an 

unfamiliar one (Ting-Toomey, 1999).  Acculturation is a process by which an 

individual’s cognitions and behaviors change over time as the result of 

continuous contact with other cultural groups (Cote & Bornstein, 2003).   Kim 

(2001) described this as a dual process of learning (acculturation) and 

unlearning (deculturation), distinct from the experience of enculturation

where individuals internalize their primary values and cultural imprint from 

a socialization process beginning in early childhood (Ting-Toomey, 1999).   As 

such, it is the process of parenting that represents the primary mechanism for 

the transmission of cultural values and practices between generations (Keller 

et al., 2004), which is a rationale for the focus of this current study on parents 

with distinct cultural imprints. 

Berry (1980, 1990) developed a model of acculturation and the 

psychology of adaptations made by individuals when they move between 

cultures, based on his extensive research over several decades on various 

acculturating groups in Canada such as immigrants, refugees, indigenous 

groups, and sojourners.   This model presented acculturation not as a linear 

process, but that individuals change along dual dimensions of retention and

integration with both the culture of origin and the culture of settlement

(Berry, 1990; Phinney & Flores, 2002).  Berry (2005) noted that sustained 

intercultural interactions can create conflict and acculturative stress, and yet 

the process of acculturation continues as long as culturally diverse groups 

maintain contact.  Although he did not relate his research to the experience of 

intercultural couples, the enduring contact associated with shared parenthood 
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suggests that this phenomenon would be highly relevant to the population of 

the present study. 

  One commonality of the acculturation process is variability, as “there 

are large group and individual differences in the ways in which people seem 

to go about their acculturation” (Berry, 2005, p. 700.)   In his original model, 

Berry (1980) identified four distinct strategies of acculturation used by 

individuals to adapt to new cultural environments that represent linkages 

between the components of acculturation along two dimensions:  the 

maintenance of one’s cultural heritage and identity, and the level of 

involvement sought in the new culture.  Based on the interaction between 

these processes, different acculturation strategies are pursued:  assimilation, 

biculturalism, separation, and marginality. 

Berry (1980) described assimilation as a strategy in which individuals

demonstrate a relative preference for being absorbed into a new society rather 

than maintaining their heritage culture and identity.  Individuals who utilize

an assimilation strategy of acculturation relinquish their own cultural identity 

and accept the cultural values held by their host country (Berry, 1990).   The 

term originated from assimilation theory in which “groups that enter into 

contact become similar to one another, even though it is usually the non-

dominant group that changes most by becoming similar to the dominant 

group” (Dona & Berry, 1994, p. 57).   An underlying assumption of 

assimilation theory is an inevitable transformation in the direction of the 

dominant culture of settlement, at the expense of the culture of origin.  Falicov 

(1998) concluded that this assimilation transition had consequences for new 

immigrant families, using case studies of Latino families in therapy.  These 

repercussions included a loss of cultural ties, alienation, and adverse impacts

on psychological adjustment. 

Berry (1980) described a second strategy of acculturation as 

biculturalism, or the integration of both host and home cultures.  With this 
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strategy, immigrants demonstrate a preference to maintain connection with 

their culture of origin while pursuing integration with the new culture.  In a 

later publication, Berry (2004) elaborated on the characteristics of 

biculturalism: low levels of group discrimination, positive mutual attitudes

among diverse cultural groups, and a sense of attachment/integration to the 

larger society.

Individuals who utilize this strategy have been described as having 

bicultural competence because they are able to meet the demands of two 

distinct cultures simultaneously (Bennett & Bennett, 2004).   In a qualitative 

study of 10 Asian American university students who self-identified as being 

part of the 1.5 generation (immigration to the United States as children), Kim, 

Brenner, Liang, and Asay (2003) concluded that bicultural competence 

includes aspects of negotiating the demands of both cultures, often while 

functioning as a cultural broker to other family members who had not yet 

achieved the same level of adaptation to the dominant culture.  One limitation 

of this finding is that the sampling was limited to a university-educated 

population.  It could be inferred that bilingual proficiency and bicultural 

competence are positively correlated with education, thus the findings are 

limited to this group alone.

Falicov (1998) extended the notion that it is possible for individuals to 

understand two different cultures and to use their cultural knowledge and 

codeswitching skills appropriate to context.  She used the term cultural

bifocality to describe this aspect of a bicultural strategy, which is a capacity to 

view the world alternatively through different viewpoints, which provide a 

“bidirectional, mutual influence between the culture of origin and the 

adoptive culture” (Falicov, 1998, p. 92).

In the third strategy of acculturation, Berry (1980) described separation

as the retention of cultural values from one’s culture of origin at the exclusion 

of integration with the dominant culture either by choice or imposition.  In an 
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intergenerational quantitative study of 97 South Asian and 89 white 

Canadians, Lalonde, Hynie, Pannu, and Tatla (2004) observed that first-

generation South Asian immigrants to Canada were more likely to employ 

this strategy than their offspring, who typically demonstrated a strategy of 

assimilation or biculturalism.  These different strategies of acculturation 

within families can lead to conflict and misunderstanding.  In contrast to first-

generation parents who retained values and norms from their cultures of 

origin, second-generation children only experienced their heritage culture 

through their extended family.  As a result, internal and familial conflicts 

emerge as children are simultaneously exposed to social structures and peer 

relationships of the host culture, often in opposition to the cultural values of 

their parents (Lalonde et al., 2004).

Marginality is the final strategy of acculturation identified by Berry 

(1980), in which neither the original culture is retained nor the new culture 

adopted.    Berry (1990) later noted that marginality as a strategy of 

acculturation evolved from an assumption in the early twentieth century that 

individuals born in one country and raised in another belong to neither and 

consequently are marginal to both.  Literature from that period associated 

marginality with “psychological stresses such as identity confusion, a divided

self, low self-esteem, and impoverished social relationships” (Falicov, 1995, p. 

89).  This justified a framework to support assimilation theory as a remedy to 

alleviate acculturative stress by acquiring the values of the dominant culture.

More recent research has emphasized that marginality often occurs for 

reasons of enforced cultural loss such as refugees, or because of policies of 

exclusion and discrimination such as apartheid (Berry, 2004).

Berry’s (1980) model of acculturation strategies has been applied 

extensively to the experience of immigrants in different countries, but not to 

interpersonal strategies within intercultural marriage or culturally diverse 

families residing in single households.  In one application of Berry’s (1980) 
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model to non-intimate intercultural relationships, Berg-Cross (2001) extended 

Berry’s concepts to the intercultural interactions of in-laws within extended 

family systems.  Based on case studies from her family therapy practice, Berg-

Cross (2001) identified four different strategies of intercultural adjustment 

with culturally diverse in-laws. Continental Dividers maintain a rigid, 

dichotomous worldview and choose to retain their own cultural heritage and 

minimize or ignore the cultural background of their spouses.  This style of 

adjustment is associated with individuals who resist attempts at inclusion and 

socialization into different cultures, similar to the strategy of separation.

Bridgers are spouses who relinquish aspects of their own culture to 

incorporate components of their partners’ cultures.  Most frequently, they 

adopt the cultural values and traditions that are most important to their 

spouses’ families while they resist changes that interfere with their most 

significant cultural values, similar to the strategy of biculturalism.  An 

alternative style is Mergers, who abdicate the values from their culture of 

origin and adopt the cultural values of their spouse, identified by Berry (1980) 

as a strategy of assimilation.  Finally, Cultural Orphans both abandon their 

own cultures and reject the cultural values of their spouses, akin to a strategy 

of marginality (Berry, 1980; Berg-Cross, 2001). 

In summary, scholars have concluded that stages of cultural adaptation 

including culture shock, cultural adjustment, and identity change are 

significant processes in cross-cultural interactions.  As such, these are critical 

dynamics to recognize in the context of intercultural marriage because 

sustained interaction with a spouse from a different culture can approximate 

the experience of an immigrant to a new culture (Falicov, 1995).  Berry’s 

(1980) seminal research on acculturation explains different strategies utilized 

by immigrants to negotiate cultural difference, and this model has been 

loosely applied to the experience of culturally diverse extended families 
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(Berg-Cross, 2001) and mutual acculturation in intercultural marriage 

(Falicov, 1995), summarized in Table 2.2 below.

Table 2.2 
Strategies of Cultural Adaptation in Individuals 

Single Culture 
Mixed or
Dual Culture Rejection

Berry
(1980, 1990) 

Assimilation;
Separation

Integration/
Biculturalism Marginality

Berg-Cross
(2001)

Mergers;
Continental Dividers Bridgers

Cultural
Orphans

Falicov
(1998)

Cultural
Bifocality

Roer-Strier & 
Ben Ezra (2006) Assimilated

Ambivalent;
Bicultural Rejection

A gap in the research on acculturation and cultural adaptation is a 

focus on intercultural couples who are not in therapy.  Berry’s (1980) model 

applies to individuals; Berg-Cross’ (2001) typology explains relationships with 

extended families; and Falicov’s research includes intercultural couples in 

therapy.  This current study seeks to explore the experience of intercultural 

parents who are not in therapy, and the ways, if any, in which they reconcile 

cultural differences through mutual acculturation in various stages of cultural 

adaptation such as those described above.  The next section will review

research literature related to negotiation in marriage and parenthood, to 

better understand how these might impact the patterns of cultural adaptation 

in culturally diverse households. 
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Negotiation and the Intercultural Couple 

All couples must develop strategies of marital decision-making, but 

intercultural couples have the additional need to negotiate cultural variation 

which impacts other aspects of marital decision-making.  The literature on 

negotiation related to the scope of this study is divided into the following

sections:  models of marital decision-making; negotiating intercultural parent-

hood, cultural differences, and family cultural identities.

Table 2.3 
Marital Decision-Making and Adjustment 

Unilateral
Division/
Compete Compromise Consensus Denial

No
Decision

Crohn
(1998)

Negotiated
Outcome

Cultural
Amnesia

Falicov
(1995)

Double
discourses

Mutual
accommodation

Mutual
acculturation

Ho
(1990) Assumption

Compart-
mental Abdication

Killian
(2001)

Purposeful
Integration Divestment

Agree to 
Disagree

Leeds-
Hurwitz
(2001) Domination Separation Integration Avoidance

Markoff
(1977) Relinquish

Dialectic
New Culture

McDermott,
Fukunaga
(1977)

Cold War
Adjustment

Competitive
Adjustment

Complementary
Adjustment

Additive
Adjustment

Reluctant
Adjustment

McFadden,
Moore
(2001) Symmetric Asymmetric

Romano
(2001)

Submission/
Immersion;
Adaptation Retention Compromise Consenus

Obliteration

Conformity

Thomson
(1990)

Patriarchal
Rule;
Power Rule 

Sphere of
Influence
Rule Egalitarian Rule

Inertia
Rule;
Social Drift
Rule

Tseng
(1977)

One-Way
Adjustment

Alternative
Adjustment

Midpoint
Adjustment

Simultaneous
Adjustment;
Creative
Adjustment

Mixed
Adjust-
ment
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Models of Marital Decision-Making

Marriage represents a transition from dual individualities to a 

partnership (Horowitz, 1999).  The process of negotiating a marital dyad 

requires strategies for the resolution of disagreement, and realignment of 

individual psychological realities into a conjoint marital reality (Burrell & 

Fitzpatrick, 1990).  Thomson (1990) outlined resolutions of disagreement that 

occur in marital dyads.  In a patriarchal rule, conflict is resolved at the 

discretion of the husband.  A power rule describes decisions that are made 

according to the resources and power of each individual relative to the 

outcome of the decision.  The sphere of influence rule is a decision-making 

process where each spouse makes decisions within his/her respective sphere 

of interest.  Although spheres of influence vary by couple, it is presumed in 

most studies that fertility and childrearing goals are within the female sphere 

of influence.  An egalitarian rule is apparent when decisions are made between

the preferences of both individuals.  Finally, de facto decisions are made by 

couples who in effect decide not to change the status quo by doing nothing, 

described as an inertia rule, or because of persistent disagreement labeled 

social drift rule (Thomson, 1990). 

There is typically a high degree of homogamy among couples because 

individuals prefer partners with similar values and worldview(Corijn, 

Liefbroer, & Gierveld, 1996).  Homogamy refers to “marriage of persons from 

the same economic, social, or cultural categories, [which] facilitates agreement

and understanding, and should therefore result in shared interests and life 

goals” (Thomson, 1990, p. 131).  In a study of nearly 1,500 couples in the 

Netherlands and Belgium with data collected from the national Family and 

Fertility Survey, Corijn, Liefbroer, and Gierveld (1996) concluded that 

monocultural unions more frequently share similar socialization experiences 

in their families of origin in comparison to intercultural couples, and that 

these shared experiences promote marital agreement.  Although this finding 
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lends support to the argument that intercultural couples have fewer shared 

socialization experiences and thus potentially less marital agreement, the 

authors delimited the definition of homogamy to two only characteristics of 

couples, shared religion and educational attainment, rather than broader 

considerations and more reflective representations of culture, such as national 

origin,  ethnic/racial identity, or level of acculturation.

One of the first important decisions for intercultural couples from 

different countries of origin is to determine a place of residence.  Most studies 

of migration view the household as a monolithic unit pertaining to decisions 

about where to live.  However, most partners have different emotions and 

desires that precede this decision-making process that is characterized by 

negotiation, tension, and is affected by differential levels of power (Adams, 

2004).  In a qualitative study of 37 individuals in cross-national relationships 

currently residing in the United States, Adams (2004) found that the decision-

making process about where to reside is dynamic, occurred in stages, and was 

largely affected by emotions and the subjective meanings of home rather than 

strictly rational considerations.  Using semi-structured in-depth interviews 

with couples who were raised in different countries, the author found support 

for the power rule of decision-making with different levels of resources and 

income affecting outcomes.  Further, the decision-making process was not 

limited to the couple. Other parties involved in the decision-making process 

included peers, children, families of origin, and community members.  The 

author concluded that the participation of non-familial members reflects a 

general weakening of ties with families of origin in addition to the emergence 

of ties outside of the traditional family (Adams, 2004).  A strength of the 

approach of this study design was a focus on processes of decision-making 

rather than exclusively on the outcomes which is more typical in the general 

literature on intercultural relationships.  By extension, the processes of 

decision-making for intercultural couples including the definition, 
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conceptualization, and roles of other family members will be considered in 

the current study with couples from diverse cultural backgrounds. 

Other scholars have applied theories of adult development and stages 

of life transitions (e.g. Levinson, 1986) to the process of adaptation and 

negotiation in marriage.  For example, marriage transitions involve 

substantial changes as spouses negotiate modifications to the existing marital 

structure, such as from early marriage to parenthood to post-parenthood 

(Crohn, 1995).  In an empirical  study of marital conflict resolution in 60 long-

term marriages among different ethnic groups, Mackey and O’Brien (1998) 

lent support to the assumption that most marital relational difficulties 

occurred during the childrearing phase.  The study found that styles of 

conflict management varied by ethnicity, but the study did not examine

intercultural marriages.  This finding, as well as the additional challenges to 

the marital dyad associated with raising children punctuates the significance 

of this focus in a study of intercultural couples.

Negotiating Intercultural Parenthood 

As previously summarized, intercultural couples have several extra 

layers of complexity in comparison with monocultural couples.  In addition to 

the negotiation and integration of their cultural differences as a couple, if they 

become parents they are challenged to create a new family identity from 

disparate cultural backgrounds (Crohn, 1995; Ho, 1990; Luke & Luke, 1998; 

Owen, 2002; Tseng & Hsu, 1991).  To achieve this, intercultural couples must 

develop strategies to negotiate their differences, and to construct transcultural 

family systems (Crohn, 1998; Falicov, 1995; Perel, 2000).

Negotiating differences in parenting begins before children are part of 

the household.  Corijn, Liefbroer, and Gierveld (1996) studied the influence of 

heterogamous couples’ characteristics on the timing of the birth of the first 

child.  Based on their review of the literature on marital decision-making, 
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homogamous couples (defined in their study as similar religious affiliation

and educational attainment) were assumed to have greater value consensus, 

shared outcomes, and more likely a common lifestyle such as decisions over 

fertility.  The study found that heterogamous couples made decisions about 

the timing of their first child based on a sphere of influence rule in Belgium, 

and an egalitarian rule in the Netherlands.  These findings amplify the 

significance of the religious and educational context of couples in the 

decision-making processes and outcomes. The current study will expand this 

investigation to include the broader cultural context of couples, including 

ethnicity, national origin, and acculturation.

In her book on international marriages, Romano (2001) highlighted 

conflicts that emerge over childrearing.  Parental conflicts include divergent 

values and beliefs, educational and disciplinary styles, and forms of parent-

child relationships.  As a journalist who interviewed 26 intercultural couples, 

Romano (2001) concluded that conflicts over parenting and family structure 

are reconciled in one of three ways: conformity with the norms of the host 

culture or country of residence; adaptation to the other parent; or retention of 

individual differences in parenting style through a division of roles.  A 

limitation of Romano’s (2001) typology is that she does not explain how these

categories emerged, nor does she elaborate on how or why intercultural 

couples select or pursue different strategies. The current research study seeks 

to expand on Romano’s findings to further understand how these strategies 

emerge, and how they relate to the couple’s cultural adaptation within the 

family, if at all.

Other studies on intercultural marriage and childrearing have reached 

similar conclusions.  In his book based on case examples of couples in therapy 

in the Midwestern United States, Ho (1990) found that intercultural couples 

utilize different methods of reconciling differences over childrearing 

practices.  He identified three strategies that parallel Thomson’s (1990) model
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of decision-making:  (1) one partner assumes responsibility for all decisions 

(power rule or sphere of influence rule); (2) a compartmentalized 

arrangement where each partner assumes responsibility for different aspects 

of childrearing (sphere of influence rule); and (3) an arrangement where both 

parents abdicate their childrearing responsibilities (inertia rule).  Crohn (1998) 

referred to this latter strategy of avoiding cultural confrontation as cultural

amnesia among intercultural spouses, which leads to weakened ties with both 

cultures.  Ho (1990) concluded that this method of decision-making has 

deleterious consequences for children, as they are left with parental and 

cultural vacuums.

In a study of patterns of interaction among intercultural couples in 

therapy in Hawaii, McDermott and Fukunaga (1977) described both

destructive and constructive patterns of negotiation and cultural adjustment 

used to resolve intercultural differences over childrearing.  Destructive 

patterns include cold war, competitive, and reluctant adjustment. Cold war 

adjustment is the consistent use of one spouse’s cultural values at the expense 

of the other, with the result of different and conflicting styles and values.

Competitive adjustment is competition for leadership and failure to resolve 

fundamental unspoken differences, which can lead to ambiguous parenting 

styles and values. Reluctant adjustment is similar to the inertia rule and 

cultural amnesia in that parents maintain passive roles and each defers to the 

children, creating a parental vacuum (McDermott & Fukunaga, 1977). 

The same authors identified complementary and additive adjustment 

as constructive patterns of cultural adjustment for intercultural parents.

Complementary adjustment consists of coordinated and consistent leadership.

In this pattern, parents share similar views on parental roles and childrearing, 

and they express culturally assertive behaviors in a constructive and receptive

atmosphere.  Finally, additive adjustment among intercultural parents is a 

means to extract desirable qualities from each culture and to participate as 
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equal partners.  In this pattern, parents blend positive attributes from each 

culture to develop new patterns of interaction (McDermott & Fukunaga, 

1977).

One limitation across all of these studies (Crohn, 1998; Ho, 1990; 

McDermott & Fukunaga, 1977) is the reliance on a population of intercultural 

couples in therapy, presumably because of distress within the family system.

Conversely, this current study will focus exclusively on intercultural couples 

who are not in therapy because it is likely that their experiences will reflect 

different dynamics and processes of decision-making and cultural adaptation. 

Negotiating Cultural Differences

All intercultural couples face the dilemma of resolving cultural

differences, and this is even more salient for couples if they become parents.

This study will explore the experiences of intercultural parents and how they 

construct family systems within the context of culturally diverse households.

Some of the research literature on intercultural couples identifies types of 

cultural negotiation, but in general this literature presents typologies and 

descriptions of strategies rather than an analysis of how and why these 

strategies emerge.  For example, Markoff (1977) proposed two general means 

of reconciling cultural differences, based on his research on the challenges for 

intercultural couples in therapy.  He found that either one partner submits to 

the culture of the other and relinquishes his or her own cultural values, or the 

couple resolves their differences through a dialectic process to create a new 

culture.  As with Romano’s study (2001), this author did not elaborate on the 

evolution or context of these strategies, nor did he use the lens of parenting as

the current study does to explore these processes. 

Other scholars have emphasized more complex methods of resolving 

cultural differences.  Romano (2001) identified four strategies of negotiation 

among married intercultural couples: (1) submission/immersion; (2) 
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obliteration; (3) compromise; and (4) consensus.   The first marital model, 

submission or immersion, was described as the most frequent method of 

resolving differences among intercultural couples who have been married 

over twenty years.  In this model, one partner submits to the culture of the 

other and adopts the norms and values of that culture, typically in the culture 

of residence.  This most frequently occurs among female immigrants in male-

dominant cultures; for those with partners with strict religious mandates; or 

with highly dominant partners.  Although this method eliminates cultural 

conflict to a large extent, Romano (2001) suggested that one’s cultural 

worldview is never completely eliminated.  Consequently, resentments could 

emerge from the denial or suppression of a cultural identity. 

The strategy of obliteration was characterized as a denial of both 

cultures in an attempt to form a third cultural identity distinct and separate 

from either culture of origin.  Akin to Crohn’s (1998) classification of cultural 

amnesia, couples minimize cultural conflict through the relinquishment of 

their cultural values and traditions. This occurs when spouses come from 

historically hostile countries of origin and choose to reside in a neutral, third 

country.  Similar to the submission/immersion style, the strategy of 

obliteration reduces cultural conflict for couples, but results in the denial of 

both partners’ cultural heritages.

The third method of cultural negotiation in Romano’s (2001) typology 

is through compromise, which involves trade-offs, concessions, and 

surrendering different aspects of each culture to accommodate the other at 

various junctures.  Although compromise is essential to relationships, the 

negotiation of important aspects of cultural values can outweigh the benefits 

gained when an underlying subtext or meaning of the cultural sacrifice causes 

resentment or alienation.  Finally, with this strategy both partners perceive 

that they settle for less than desirable outcomes and other issues will continue 
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to reemerge and require ongoing renegotiation throughout the marriage 

(Romano, 2001). 

 Romano characterized consensus as the ideal strategy of negotiating 

cultural differences in intercultural marriages.  Although this style of 

negotiation shares the feature of compromise, it differs in that there is a 

mutually satisfying outcome rather than a negotiated resolution that is 

preferred by neither.  The strategy of consensus requires flexibility and 

ongoing negotiation where neither partner sacrifices a cultural value that is 

considered essential:

Partners continue searching for solutions which work for each 
individually and for both as a unit.  Both are strong and secure enough
in themselves to allow their partners to be different, without 
considering it a betrayal or a threat...The issues are worked on until a 
harmonious resolution is found and both partners emerge with their 
dignities intact. (Romano, 2001, p. 176)

For intercultural couples with different religious traditions, holiday 

periods tend to amplify divergent belief systems. Horowitz (1999) studied 

conflict resolution patterns among 22 Jewish-Christian interfaith couples as 

they negotiated holidays, rituals, and traditions associated with the 

“December dilemma”.  In a qualitative study using in-depth interviews and a 

grounded theory analysis, Horowitz (1999) delineated a three-stage model of 

negotiating conflict.  During the first stage, the symbolic meaning of the 

holidays and the significance to each partner is explored and shared.  Second, 

commonalities and differences are discussed, alternatives are experimented, 

and consequences are explored.  Finally, a pattern of holiday observations are 

created based on mutual agreement rather than a replication from the families 

of origin. The author noted that for couples to reach this stage of resolution, 

relationships need to mature to a point of mutuality and reciprocity where 

individual needs can be expressed while respect is maintained for alternate 

practices.  Although the focus of this study was interfaith rather than a 
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broader group of intercultural couples, a strength of this research design was 

the use of grounded theory methodology to construct a model of intercultural 

interactions that could be applied across similar contexts, such as intercultural 

parenting.  Horowitz (1999) concluded that this model of holiday negotiation 

is a roadmap for how interfaith couples negotiate other conflicts and 

decisions, such as parenting.

Crohn (1998) identified the importance of life-cycle transitions such as 

weddings and the birth of children as opportunities to clarify and negotiate 

cultural differences among intercultural couples.  Based on a sample of 

intercultural couples from in his family therapy practice in Berkeley,

California, he outlined a method for couples to negotiate cultural differences.

First, couples must clarify their different cultural and religious identities,

including their different cultural communication codes.  Next, couples agree 

to avoid making a decision too quickly.  During this phase, couples engage in 

unconditional experimentation wherein each partner learns about the other’s

culture and creatively experiments with a variety of alternatives.  Third, 

couples discuss the advantages and consequences for each alternative before 

negotiating the outcome.  Contrary to Romano’s (2001) perspective, he 

emphasized that “good negotiations usually result in each partner 

experiencing some sense of loss as well as gain” (Crohn, 1998, p. 148).  Crohn 

(1998) observed that the process itself is therapeutic, and the only consistently 

bad outcome is an avoidance of difficult cultural issues altogether, which 

would be apparent in the strategies of cultural amnesia,  reluctant adjustment, 

and the inertia rule. 

As an example of an important life transition ritual, the structure of 

intercultural weddings can highlight different models of cultural negotiation.

Leeds-Hurwitz (2002) studied intercultural weddings throughout the United 

States as a means through which cultural identities are communicated

through rituals.  Using participant observation as a methodology within a 
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social constructionist approach, she found that four solutions emerged.  First,

some couples focus on one culture at the expense of the other, similar to 

Romano’s (2001) submission- immersion strategy and McDermott and 

Fukunaga’s (1977) cold war adjustment. Second, both cultural traditions are 

maintained within the ceremony, but separately.  In the third solution, 

cultural issues are avoided altogether, similar to Romano’s (2001) obliteration

strategy, McDermott and Fukunaga’s (1977) reluctant adjustment, Crohn’s 

(1998) cultural amnesia, and Thomson’s (1990) inertia rule.  The final solution 

observed in cross-cultural weddings is an integration of the two cultures to 

create a third creative alternative, also referred to as a consensus strategy 

(Romano, 2001), or additive adjustment (McDermott & Fukunaga, 1977).

Leeds-Hurwitz (2002) concluded that this final category of a third 

space is the least common but most creative and mutually satisfying solution 

that can be used to resolve cultural differences.  Using a tapestry metaphor, 

the author described the process of combining distinct cultural threads into an 

intertwined, unique new creation that is a product of both but resembles 

neither.  In this manner, cultural symbols transform multiple group identities 

into a unique new couple identity (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2002).  By extension, this 

can apply to intercultural parenthood and culturally diverse families as well, 

which the author identified as an important area for further research. 

Negotiating Family Cultural Identities

The process of parenting represents a primary mechanism for the 

transmission of cultural values, practices, and identity between generations 

(Keller et al., 2004).  At the same time, this process of cultural transmission 

does not lead to an exact replication of culture in successive generations 

because of the influences of migration and acculturation (Schonpflug, 2001).

Thus, through the experience of raising children together, intercultural 
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parents have an opportunity to blend and create new family cultural 

identities, which will be investigated further in this current study. 

Killian (2001) identified various strategies to negotiate different 

cultural identities in the construction of a new couple identity.  In a 

qualitative study of ten interracial couples in the United States, the author 

described one strategy in which partners could establish a couple identity 

through shared events and life-cycle transitions following the mutual 

divestment of aspects of family histories or ethnic identities.  These couples 

tended to employ Romano’s (2001) strategy of obliteration because they de-

emphasized differences and relinquished traditions from their families of 

origin to create new identities.  In another strategy, Killian (2001) observed the 

pattern of purposeful integration of disparate traditions and rituals to form a 

new family identity, similar to McDermott and Fukunaga’s (1977) additive 

adjustment.  Although the focus of Killian’s (2001) study was on the

experience of interracial rather than intercultural couples, the consistent 

finding of diverse strategies of cultural negotiation across studies lends 

support to the assumption that intercultural parents will use different means 

of reconciling their differences, with presumably different outcomes.

In a qualitative study of 20 interracial families in Australia, Luke and 

Luke (1998) also found that interracial marriage provides opportunities for 

couples to construct new family identities.  Although the study was limited 

by the reliance on a snowball technique of recruitment and a relatively

homogenous sample of university-employed participants, the authors had 

several findings relevant to a study of culturally diverse families and the 

construction of identities.  For example, through a process of re-evaluation 

and reinvention of cultural identities, couples create new sets of traditions

and rituals that otherwise would have been replicated from previous 

generations in a monocultural marriage.  The authors concluded that 
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interracial unions were “a focal site for the construction of identities and 

practices of ‘new ethnicities’” (Luke & Luke, 1998, p. 748).

Family identity development is influenced by two primary factors:

family identity of origin and family identity formed through marriage and 

childrearing.  A strong family identity represents a mitigating force against 

change, and it encourages cultural continuity during transitions in the family 

cycle (Bennett et al., 1988).  For intercultural couples, the construction of a 

new family identity is more complex because their respective families of 

origin do not share a common cultural background or similar family 

traditions and rituals.  In a text on family transitions, Bennett, Wolin, and 

McAvity (1988) noted that new family identities integrate and reflect both 

partners through a reconstitution of the past and a construction of a new 

family identity.  Thus, a goal for intercultural couples is to create a single 

family identity that will become consolidated during the childrearing years.

This study will focus on the mechanisms of this process, how they negotiate 

their differences, and the ways in which strategies of cultural adaptation 

impact the construction of their family identities.

The next section will review the literature on intercultural couples, 

including research that has focused on motivations for intermarriage, marital 

satisfaction, challenges, and opportunities surrounding these unions. 
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Intercultural Marriage

The topic of intercultural marriage has received increased attention in 

the past several decades in the sociological, psychological, and 

anthropological literatures.  Much of the focus in the literature has been on 

demographic trends, motivations for intermarriage, and the challenges and 

conflicts associated with intercultural unions.  Within the broad literature on 

intermarriage, a substantial focal point has been on black/white marriages 

(e.g. Kennedy, 2003; Killian, 2001; McFadden & Moore, 2001; Porterfield, 1978; 

Rosenblatt, Karis, & Powell, 1995; Thomas, Karis, & Wetchler, 2003), although 

this pairing represents the smallest proportion of intermarried couples in the 

United States (Wehrly, Kenney, & Kenney, 1999).  Other literature has focused 

on the experiences of women in intercultural relationships (e.g. Breger & Hill, 

1998; Grearson & Smith, 1995), or on the experiences of counselors working 

with this population in a clinical setting (e.g. Bobes & Bobes, 2005; Crohn, 

1995, 1998; Falicov, 1995; Ho, 1990; Hsu, 2001; Ibrahim & Schroeder, 1990; 

Sullivan & Cottone, 2006; and Tseng & Hsu, 1991).  Few researchers have 

investigated the benefits or opportunities associated with intercultural 

marriage, or the experience of intercultural parenting. 

Motivations for Intercultural Marriage

One of the earliest writings on motivations for intercultural marriage is 

exchange theory (Merton, 1941).  The premise of this theory is that economic 

motivations facilitate interracial marriage in that racial status and socio-

economic status are traded among partners.  Johnson and Warren (1994) 

noted that this narrow analysis of marital decisions based on relative status 

and group stratification precludes considerations of affection, companionship,

and common interests. Contrary to exchange theory, Qian (1999) concluded 

from U.S. Census data that intermarriage occurs most frequently among 

partners with significantly higher education than those who do not marry 
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across racial categories.  He conjectured that education tends to weaken racial 

attachments and leads to increased contact or propinquity across racial 

boundaries.

Jacobs and Labov (2002) and Yancey (2002) conducted statistical 

analysis of U.S. census data and survey research on patterns of interracial 

relationships to further examine the validity of Merton’s theory.  In separate 

studies, these authors also found that individuals in interracial relationships 

generally have similar educational status as their partners and that the theory 

of racial-economic status exchange is not supported by census data.  In 

contrast, Fu (2001) established empirical support for status exchange theory 

from 1990 U.S. Census data among black/white and Hispanic/white 

intermarried couples, but not for Japanese/white couples.  However, in all of 

these studies a limitation of using descriptive census data to draw inferences 

about motivations to marry is that there is an incomplete understanding of 

the context of the marriage or the actual perceptions of the couple. 

Other literature on motivations for intermarriage includes personal, 

family, and macro or social level explanations.  For example, some scholars 

have emphasized that intercultural couples marry for compatibility (Cerroni-

Long, 1985; Imamura, 1990; Romano, 2001) and shared emotional intimacy 

(Gaines & Liu, 1997; Porterfield, 1978).  Others have focused on perceptions of 

different cultural groups such as extended idealization of the other (Kim, 

1998) or stereotyping (Crohn, 1995).   Some scholars have identified family 

preference or cultural identity as a factor in intercultural marriage, such as 

ambivalent cultural identification (Crohn, 1995; Romano, 2001), or rebellion 

(Hegar & Grief, 1994; Romano, 2001).  Crester and Leon (1982) noted the role

of sociological and demographic variables such as sex ratio and propinquity, 

and Durodoye (1994) observed that unconscious motivations can factor into 

intercultural unions.  Although this current study does not focus on 

motivations for intercultural marriage per se, the inconsistent conclusions in 
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this area point to a need to better understand the population of culturally 

diverse partnerships.  This research will facilitate that outcome because 

intercultural couples have the opportunity to directly voice their perspectives 

and experiences. 

Relational Satisfaction and Intercultural Marriage

Similar to the inconsistency in the research literature on the 

motivations for intercultural marriage, scholarly examinations of marital 

satisfaction among these unions have had contradictory findings as well.  In a 

meta-analysis of intermarriage and marital satisfaction, Durodoye (1994) 

found that such studies had conflicting results, although a majority of the 

research concluded that intercultural couples experience decreased marital 

satisfaction.  Several scholars have noted that intercultural relationships

traditionally have been characterized in the literature as unstable and 

pathological (Gaines & Liu, 1997; Johnson & Warren, 1994; Kennedy, 2003; 

Porterfield, 1978; Root, 2001; Rosenblatt, Karis, & Powell, 1995).  Others have 

recognized a higher than average divorce rate among these marriages, which 

have been attributed to greater discrepancies between expectations and the 

reality of marital stability for intercultural couples (Gaines & Agnew, 2003).

In a comparison of Nigerian/African American couples to 

monocultural African American couples residing in the U.S., Durodoye (1997) 

found that the intercultural couples exhibited greater global dissatisfaction 

based on a statistical analysis using the Marital Satisfaction Inventory (MSI) as 

the instrument for data collection.  In addition, the results included increased 

discontent in the areas of finances and childrearing among the intercultural 

couples.  She conjectured that decreased marital satisfaction was attributed to

the divergent characteristics of intercultural couples, although one limitation 

of this study is that this conclusion could not be confirmed based on the 

structured format of the MSI. 
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Another empirical study of intermarried couples in Hawaii found that 

the lowest level of marital happiness was indicated by couples who were both 

interracial and intercultural, and women specifically in these unions reported 

lower levels of marital happiness than men (Fu, Tora, & Kendall, 2001).

However, this study included a very specific population of intercultural 

couples because all of the participants (148 wives and 134 husbands) were 

members of the Mormon Church and they were recruited though various

church-affiliated organizations.  As such, these findings require a circumspect 

interpretation to a broader-based population of intercultural couples. 

Others have noted that problems are frequently amplified in 

intercultural marriages because of “basic differences in spouses’ value

systems, lifestyles, and perspectives [that] may lead to maladjustment and 

dissatisfaction” (Tseng & Hsu, 1991, p. 109).  Likewise, in a literature review 

of intercultural marriages, Gurung and Duong (1999) cited a common 

assumption that these unions are more prone to failure than other marriages 

because of divergent expectations.

In a quantitative survey of 371 parents whose children were abducted 

by the other parent, Hegar and Greif (1994) found that interracial couples had 

a higher incidence of domestic violence and a higher rate of seeking 

professional help for family problems compared to endogamous couples.  The 

study design limits the generalizability of its findings to those parents who 

contact a missing-child organization for assistance and who agree to complete 

a questionnaire. The authors interpreted these findings to suggest that 

interracial couples have lower marital satisfaction and higher levels of conflict 

due to divergent cultural values, lack of acceptance, and differences in role 

expectations and patterns of childrearing.  However, this research did not 

measure marital satisfaction and the results could be spurious based on false 

assumptions or negative perceptions of intercultural marriage, as well as 

discrepancies in reporting or discrimination within the legal system.
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Fewer studies have concluded that intercultural couples have greater 

relationship satisfaction in comparison to other couples.  In a survey of the 

differences between 32 interracial and 86 intraracial dating couples who were 

undergraduate university students in the U.S., Troy, Lewis-Smith, and 

Laurenceau (2006) found that interracial partners reported higher relationship 

satisfaction and no differences between the groups emerged in patterns of 

conflict, levels of relationship efficacy, or use of coping strategies.  However, a 

limitation of this study was the reliance on a convenience sample of 

university students, who presumably would not share the level of 

commitment or responsibilities of childrearing in a marital or parenting

relationship.

Finally, Negy and Snyder (2000) conducted a quantitative study of 

relationship satisfaction using the Marital Satisfaction Inventory comparing 

the marriages of 66 white couples, 75 Mexican American couples, and 72 

interethnic couples.  They concluded that interethnic couples (Mexican 

American and white) exhibited greater overall marital satisfaction yet higher 

distress and conflict concerning childrearing relative to the other two groups.

This suggests that marital satisfaction is multi-dimensional, and it also 

supports the assumption that childrearing is an important area of focus in a 

study of intercultural couples, among other challenges described below.

Challenges of Intercultural Marriage

Much of the research literature reports that intercultural couples face 

higher levels of marital challenges compared to endogamous unions (Crohn, 

1995; Ho, 1990; Romano, 2001; Tseng, 1977).    Although all marriages are 

inherently cross-cultural because of the degree of difficulty associated with 

understanding another’s world, this is magnified for intercultural couples 

because they represent two different cultural backgrounds in addition to 

other microsystemic influences such as family, peers, school, work, and local 
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neighborhoods (Molina, Estrada, & Burnett, 2004).   The following sections 

will provide an overview of some of these challenges identified in the 

literature, including social attitudes; families of origin; barriers to 

communication; and conflicts over childrearing. 

Social Attitudes 

Social reactions to intercultural relationships vary from encouragement 

and acceptance to hostility and intolerance, depending on the community

(Bhugra & De Silva, 2000).  Many scholars have focused on the outcomes of 

the latter, in that intercultural couples face intolerance and prejudice from 

society, which contribute to severe psychological distress (Biever, Bobele, & 

North, 2004) that could disrupt and adversely affect the marital relationship 

(Gaines & Brennan, 2001; Hsu, 2001).  In an early literature review on this 

topic, Cerroni-Long (1984) identified a similar pattern that intercultural 

couples face non-acceptance from families and cultural groups, social 

ostracism, and problems of adjustment in communities.  The author 

concluded that these factors contribute to increased conflict and decreased 

marital satisfaction for couples.  Cottrell (1990) also found that cultural 

differences per se are not a primary source of conflict in intercultural 

marriages based on her review of the literature.  Specifically, it is the external 

pressures from social attitudes toward these differences that define or 

provoke marital conflict.

In an anthology of narratives from intercultural couples, Johnson and 

Warren (1994) summarized that social disapproval and isolation often did not 

occur until a couple had children, creating additional pressures.  They wrote: 

Society’s taboos are not fully transgressed if there are no children 
because there is no permanent blurring of the boundaries between
groups.  Children obliterate the boundaries.  Their very existence 
challenges the system.  Children underscore the arbitrary, 
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substancelessness of socially contrived ‘groups’ (Johnson & Warren, 
1994, p.10). 

Social disapproval varies within communities and regions; a consistent 

challenge for intercultural couples is interactions with extended families. 

Families of Origin 

Hsu (2001) noted that for intercultural couples in therapy it is common 

to have few or limited conflicts until their respective families of origin become 

involved and conflicts between cultural rules emerge.  Different sets of 

cultural rules, family boundaries, expectations, and obligations create 

confusion and conflicts for intercultural couples.  For example, the role of 

grandparents and the hierarchical ranking of members in the extended family 

system vary across cultures (Imamura, 1990) and the resultant discrepancies 

in expectations can lead to misunderstandings or greater conflicts.  Often, it is

when couples become parents that families of origin assume a heightened role

in the family system to enhance the transmission of cultural values between 

generations.  According to Hsu (2001), this greater involvement is frequently a 

precursor to cross-cultural clashes, although his study was  based on 

intercultural couples in therapy rather than a more global exploration of the 

experience of individuals in culturally diverse households.  This study aims to 

bridge this gap in the research. 

In another literature review, Chan and Wethington (1998) noted that 

family opposition and lack of support are significant problems for 

intercultural couples which can  affect the psychological health of the couple 

in other aspects.  Further, a lack of realignment with families of origin leads to 

dysfunctional adaptation and diminished marital satisfaction for intercultural 

couples (Falicov, 1995).  Specifically, an absence of a realignment with families 

of origin can perpetuate conflict and opposition from extended families 
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especially during cultural transitions, or holidays and rituals (Molina, 

Estrada, & Burnett, 2004).

Other authors have suggested that opposition from families of origin 

and the resultant conflicts between intercultural couples can be attributed in 

part to barriers in communication.

Barriers to Communication 

 “The first of the major problem areas for intercultural marriage is that 

of communication” (Markoff, 1977, p. 53).  In a qualitative study, Rosenblatt 

and Stewart (2004) conducted in-depth interviews with 12 intercultural 

couples who were raised in different countries and concluded the one of the 

biggest obstacles in the relationship was communicating without a shared 

language in which both were equally fluent. Romano (2001) echoed a similar 

understanding that “good communication is perhaps the most essential 

ingredient in a successful marriage, and it is probably the most difficult to 

achieve…in an intercultural one, it is just that much harder, not only because 

the words may not come easily or accurately as a result of linguistic 

differences, but because of fear that the partner may not understand what is 

said or will interpret or judge it negatively from a culturally different 

perspective” (p. 132).  Thus, in addition to differences in primary languages 

spoken, intercultural couples face the additional challenges of deciphering

subtext, innuendo, and non-verbal cues. 

In a chapter on Problem Areas for Intercultural Marriages, Markoff (1977) 

observed that communication problems include both language barriers and 

non-verbal messages, although the latter have the greatest significance as well 

as the highest probability of being misconstrued.  Non-verbal communication

conveys emotional responses through facial expressions, eye contact, physical 

proximity, vocal inflection, and use of gestures—all of which are culturally 

constructed.  Fontaine (1990) emphasized that cultural values influence the 
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content and timing of what is discussed, the use of symbols, and the meaning 

of silence.  As a result, intercultural couples require greater adjustment in 

marriage because of potential differences in their expression of affect and 

style of communication (Tseng, 1977). 

Within a social constructionist framework, communication is “the 

primary vehicle by which we create community, perform ritual, convey 

identity, and discern meaning” (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2002, p. 29).  Other 

differences in language and communication style represent diverse 

underlying meanings and worldview that can be misinterpreted between 

sender and receiver (Perel, 2000).  For example, the difference between low-

context and high-context styles of communication can lead to potential cross-

cultural misunderstanding between intercultural couples and/or their 

extended family systems.  A low-context communication style emphasizes direct 

verbal messages, explicit meanings, and a linear orientation.  In contrast, a 

high-context communication style utilizes indirect, non-verbal nuances and 

messages, implicit meanings, and a reliance on the social roles, position, and 

context of the exchange (Hall, 1976).

Different styles of communication are associated with different cultural

value orientations (Hall, 1976).  As a result, it is more likely for intercultural

couples to unknowingly use different styles of verbal and non-verbal 

communication.  Other scholars have focused on the consequences of this 

discrepancy in the areas of cognitive therapy and cross-cultural 

communication.  For example, different styles of communication can lead to 

an ongoing pattern of false attribution and misunderstanding (Baucom,

Epstein, & Rankin, 1995).  When this inconsistency remains unrecognized, 

intercultural couples can experience cognitive dissonance, conflict, and 

diminished marital adjustment (Rohrlich, 1988). 

In summary, because intercultural couples do not share a similar 

cultural frame of reference, they need to have a greater sense of presence, a 
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heightened awareness, and more attention to communication cues from their 

partners in comparison to other couples (Fontaine, 1990).  Lack of clear 

communication between the couple can exacerbate other challenges for 

intercultural couples such as conflicts over childrearing.

Conflicts over Childrearing

Conflicts over childrearing pose a significant challenge for many 

intercultural couples (Bhurga & De Silva, 2000; Crohn, 1995; Durodoye, 1997; 

Gaines & Brennan, 2001; Ho, 1990; Romano, 2001).  Some of the sources of 

conflict include different values, beliefs, educational goals, disciplinary styles, 

and forms of parent-child relationships (Romano, 2001); conflicting styles of 

parenting between the spouses (Berg-Cross, 2001); different gender role 

expectations and division of household labor (Tseng, 1977); discrepant

childrearing expectations (Imamura, 1990; Tseng, 1977); divergent roles and 

expectations of extended family members (Joshi & Krishna, 1998; Tseng, 

1977); varied levels of emotional involvement with children (Tseng & Hsu, 

1991); styles of communication with the children (McDermott & Fukunaga, 

1977); and the symbolic meaning of children in providing the continuity of 

cultural values and rituals (Perel, 2000).   Although most parents experience 

conflicts in these areas, intercultural couples have an additional layer of 

complexity to navigate. 

Intercultural marriage is a “crossroads of the wish to assimilate and the 

wish to retain one’s cultural, racial, or religious identity” (Perel, 2000, p. 188).

Based on case studies of intercultural couples in therapy, Perel (2000) 

suggested that childrearing and gender role expectations are particular 

flashpoints that can be masked as personality differences or communication 

problems.  However, these broad categories of conflict are symptomatic of 

dormant allegiances and assumptions about cultural values related to 

worldview, time, space, family structure, goal orientation, and 
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communication patterns.  Thus, conflicts over raising children are 

symptomatic of fundamental differences in values, beliefs, and worldview 

that have not previously been reconciled (Romano, 2001).

For all couples, the next stress point after marriage is the birth of the 

first child because of the necessary realignment from marital dyad to family 

triad (Beck, 1988).  For intercultural couples, this life cycle change is more 

dramatic. The birth of children can be a catalyst of conflict for intercultural

couples who previously minimized the impact of their cultural differences 

(Romano, 2001; Tseng & Hsu, 1991).  This conflict can emerge because it 

exposes cultural and religious cleavages between intercultural couples and 

their families of origin (Crohn, 1995).  Further, the birth of a child reactivates 

each parent’s own childhood experiences which underscore his or her 

respective beliefs about childrearing (Ho, 1990).

Each developmental stage of the child initiates a potential stressor for 

intercultural parents, because of contradictory assumptions, expectations, or 

goals.  For example, during the early stages there can be conflicts over post-

partum rituals (Rosenblatt & Stewart, 2004) or discipline and parenting style.

Later, conflicts can emerge related to the appropriate age of individuation and 

separation from the family of origin, or the racial and cultural identification of 

the child (Mann & Waldron, 1977; Tseng & Hsu, 1991).

Although the birth of children can serve as “forceful reminders of any 

unfinished business in defining the identity of a family” (Crohn, 1995, p. 169), 

this critical juncture also presents opportunities for intermarried couples to 

confront previously avoided cultural differences.  Mathabane and Mathabane

(1993) discussed their experience of raising children as an opportunity for 

realignments with their extended families, and Ho (1990) concurred that the 

birth of children for intercultural couples symbolizes the transformation of 

two cultures into one integrated family system.  This will be further explored 
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in this current study, as well as other perceptions of opportunities associated 

with intercultural unions. 

Benefits and Opportunities of Intercultural Marriage

Although a majority of the research literature on intercultural marriage 

has focused on difficulties, there are other authors who have emphasized the 

benefits and opportunities inherent in intercultural relationships despite or 

because of these challenges.  Most of these studies or discussion papers are 

found in the counseling literature. For example, the shared adversity 

experienced by intercultural couples can develop strength and resiliency in 

marriage was found by Johnson (1995) in a qualitative study of 15 individuals 

in family therapy, and also by Molina, Estrada, and Burnett (2004) in a 

literature review and discussion paper.  Other clinically-based studies yielded 

similar findings.  Mann and Waldron (1977) concluded that cultural diversity 

within a family can provide greater richness and variation for potential

solutions, and Hsu (2001) assessed that intercultural couples in therapy 

“generate broader perspectives, greater knowledge, and multiple ways to 

deal with life, to deal with problems, and to meet challenges” (p. 239).

Vivero and Jenkins (1999) wrote in a discussion paper of multicultural 

identities that diversity in worldview within a functional family system can 

be associated with beneficial outcomes despite the challenges associated with 

what they termed cultural homelessness among multiethnic individuals.  For 

example, culturally diverse families promote broader, stronger social and 

cognitive skill sets, as well as personal strengths such as cultural adaptation,

intercultural effectiveness, greater interpersonal flexibility, and less 

ethnocentric attitudes (Vivero & Jenkins, 1999).

Romano (2001) specified several themes pertaining to the benefits of

cross-cultural unions in her book on intercultural marriage.  First, individuals 

have the opportunity for greater self-growth in intercultural marriages 
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because they are confronted to identify and examine their own cultural values 

when faced with conflicting ones. Second, through the process of being 

exposed to different and equally valid worldviews, spouses develop multiple 

frames of reference and a deeper understanding of cultural relativism.  As one 

interviewee stated, “learning your way around the culture of another gives 

you access to a new way of seeing the world, and keeps life from becoming 

humdrum” (Romano, 2001, p. 181). Third, individuals in intercultural 

marriage experience greater vivacity in their lifestyle because of diverse

customs and traditions.  Finally, intercultural couples tend to raise bicultural 

children who have a broader worldview and who are more sensitive to the 

nuances of different cultures (Romano, 2001).

Successful cross-cultural marriages have been cited as examples of 

successful intercultural adjustment because these unions require mutual 

adjustment of both partners (Tseng, 1977).  Tseng (1977) argued that this 

adjustment requires flexibility, open-mindedness, innovation, adaptability,

and a willingness to learn.  As such, successful cross-cultural couples are 

often better prepared for marriage, with higher levels of coping and 

commitment to each other compared with other couples (Tseng, 1977).  Ho 

(1990) held a similar perspective that intermarried couples tend to have a 

greater commitment, greater levels of differentiation, greater tolerance, 

broader opportunities for growth, and raise children who are more accepting 

of difference.

Chan and Wethington (1998) conducted a review of the literature on 

marital resilience among interracial couples.  They noted that a consistent 

finding in contemporary studies is that interracial couples have higher than 

average education and income in relation to the general population.  As a 

result, these couples have better resources for coping with challenges such as 

cross-cultural differences and for developing more effective conflict-

resolution styles. 
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In a chapter on establishing and maintaining satisfaction in 

multicultural relationship, Gaines and Brennan (2001) emphasized that 

mutually satisfying intercultural relationships are maintained through the 

creation of “unique relational cultures” (Gaines & Brennan, 2001, p. 242) that 

incorporate aspects of both cultures, similar to Tseng’s (1977) creative

adjustment and McDermott and Fukunaga’s (1977) additive adjustment.

According to Gaines and Brennan (2001), these unique relational cultures are 

constructed through the comparison of values and continual interactions that 

include shared experiences, artifacts, and rituals, which are essential to help 

negotiate and resolve inevitable differences that confront intercultural 

couples.  However, as with other studies, Gaines and Brennan (2001) do not 

support their assumptions or conclusions with empirical data or case studies,

which supports the rationale for this current study. 

In her work with cross-cultural couples, Perel (2000) observed that 

intercultural relationships offer new perspectives for partners that would not 

have otherwise been available in an endogamous union.  As conflicts arise, it 

is necessary for couples to negotiate differences through the creation of a 

third, transcultural reality, a concept derived from the linguistics literature.  A 

third reality is not an “undifferentiated mix of their styles and personalities, 

but rather a stage upon which they can be their separate and idiosyncratic 

selves while still maintaining sensitivity to each other’s reactions” (Perel, 

2000, p. 201).  A benefit of a new cultural identity is that it provides an 

opportunity for each partner to tolerate ambiguity and to “transcend the 

limits of ethnocentrism” (Perel, 2000, p. 202).  Through this process, couples 

develop an enhanced curiosity about the other’s perspective while they 

maintain a balance of loyalty to and differentiation from their own cultures of 

origin (Perel, 2000).

In a study of 25 interfaith married and 25 same-faith couples, Heller 

and Wood (2000) concluded that intermarriage did not constrain the level of 
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intimacy between couples, and that it could enhance marital bonds.  A 

strength of the research design used in this study was that it incorporated 

both qualitative and quantitative instruments such as in-depth interviewing,

and a self-report questionnaire (Personal Assessment of Intimacy in 

Relationships) to examine both perceived levels of intimacy and detailed 

descriptions of different pathways to similar levels of intimacy.  In contrast 

with theories of homogamy, these authors found that a primary determinant 

of marital intimacy was mutual acceptance, regardless of the composition of 

the couple.  The process of negotiation and the creation of shared rituals 

among intermarried couples can lead to greater mutual understanding and 

intimacy, which is associated with higher levels of marital satisfaction and 

adjustment (Heller & Wood, 2000).

Other opportunities exist for individuals in intercultural marriages to 

achieve “optimal interracial satisfaction and simultaneously cope with 

external forces such as nationality, community, family, and individual” 

(McFadden & Moore, 2001, p. 261).  The way in which an intercultural spouse 

responds to these external forces, such as racism or discrimination, 

contributes to growth or regression in marriages. The distinguishing 

characteristics of successful intercultural marriages include open and honest 

communication; appreciation of their own cultural backgrounds; 

acknowledgement of the importance of adopting a broad worldview; 

maintenance of a positive sense of cultural identity; and the transcendence of 

idiosyncratic qualities that are culture-specific (McFadden & Moore, 2001).

These characteristics can help equip intercultural couples for parenthood, the

focus of the next section.
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Culture and Parenting

As previously mentioned, a common theme in the general literature on 

intercultural couples is the stress of childrearing that can exacerbate cultural 

differences.  There is an inherent stress on all couples following the birth of a 

first child because of dislocation and realignment in the marital relationship 

(Beck, 1988; Berg-Cross, 2001).  Other scholars have pointed to diminished 

marital satisfaction over the first three years following a birth (Belsky & 

Rovine, 1990) and other relational difficulties associated with child-rearing 

years (Mackey & O’Brian, 1998).   This can be particularly true in intercultural 

marriages that “may be stable and work well until children enter the scene” 

(McDermott & Fukunaga, 1977, p. 82) because previous cultural compromises 

that had been negotiated are no longer sufficient to incorporate new children 

in a reintegrated family system.

Some scholars have emphasized the relationship between parenting 

style and developmental outcomes for children (Shucksmith, Hendry, & 

Glendinning, 1995).  In a cross-cultural quantitative self-report survey of 9,000 

adolescents, Bradford et al. (2003) found a significant relationship between 

marital conflict and diminished parenting outcomes such as maladaptive 

adolescent behavior. Heath’s (1995) literature review of parenting styles 

across cultures summarized a pattern of better outcomes for children when 

parents share similar expectations.  Likewise,  McDermott and Fukunaga 

(1977) suggested that clashes in parenting values can produce emotional

problems for children, in addition to difficulties in cultural identity formation.

The above studies all point to potential challenges and diminished outcomes 

for intercultural parents with discrepant values or expectations in 

childrearing.

To address these problems and challenges, much of the literature on 

intercultural couples and parenting has focused on raising children in Jewish-

Christian households (Crohn, 1995; Heller & Wood, 2000); parenting biracial 
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and multiracial children (Alperson, 2001; Nakazawa, 2003; Reddy, 1994; 

Wehrly, Kenney, & Kenney, 1999); the construction of racial identity in 

biracial children (Kerwin, Ponterotto, Jackson, Harris, 1993); and the process 

of acculturation and biculturalism in multiethnic children (Benet-Martinez et 

al., 2002; Verkuyten & Pouliasi, 2002; Vivero & Jenkins, 1999).   As previously 

mentioned in Chapter One, there is a substantial gap in the literature

addressing how intercultural parents in general can negotiate cultural 

differences and integrate cultural values about childrearing to create 

beneficial outcomes for their families. This is the rationale for, and the focus 

of, the current study.

There is extensive literature on cross-cultural variation in parenting.

For example, Mann and Waldron (1977) discussed that there is considerable 

variation in childrearing practices among parents with different cultural 

backgrounds because cultural socialization influences parenting attitudes,

beliefs, style, practices, and parent-child interactions (Thomas, 1998).  The 

following sections will review two general categories of this variation: 

parenting attitudes and beliefs, and styles and practices of parenting. 

Parenting Attitudes and Beliefs

There continues to be much debate in the literature on the significance

and meaning of cross-cultural differences in parenting attitudes and beliefs.

In a quantitative study of 182 mothers from five ethnic backgrounds, 

Jambunathan, Burts, and Pierce (2000) concluded that there were statistically 

significant variations in parenting attitudes and beliefs across these different 

cultural groups in the United States.  Based on results from the Adolescent-

Adult Parenting Inventory, these differences included beliefs about corporal 

punishment, parental expectations of children’s developmental capabilities, 

and the ability to empathize with children’s needs.  A limitation of the study 

was that the questionnaires required self-report measures from participants 
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which could bias the results.  The researchers suggested that the use of 

qualitative methods such as observation and in-depth interview would 

enhance the understanding of parenting processes and practices, which again 

highlights the importance and complementarity of both qualitative and 

quantitative approaches to multi-dimensional phenomena such as parenting. 

Julian, McKenry, and McKelvey (1994) also found cultural variations in 

parenting beliefs among different groups within the United States based on a 

dataset of 10,000 participants.  The authors noted that the instruments were 

not standardized or tested for cultural bias, and self-reported data may have 

resulted in skewed results because of a tendency for participants to minimize 

perceived negative practices and to respond with conventionally-approved

answers.  In their statistical analysis, however, there were more similarities

than differences between the various ethnic groups when socioeconomic 

status was controlled.  This points to socioeconomic status as a more

significant determinant of parenting values and beliefs than cultural 

background.  The authors highlighted that this confounding problem of 

socioeconomic status and ethnicity is a common methodological problem in 

cross-cultural comparisons of parenting.

Other scholars have emphasized the cultural relativism of parenting, or 

the subjective meaning of different parental beliefs that vary according to 

cultural contexts (Stewart & Bond, 2002).   According to this perspective,

cultural differences in parenting beliefs persist but it is not meaningful to 

compare them in absence of a broader social and cultural context.  For 

example, the construct of parental warmth may be regarded as universal, 

although the meaning and significance of this belief varies among different 

cultural groups (Stewart and Bond, 2002).  Likewise, parental goals of 

autonomy and connectedness frequently have been viewed as incompatible in 

the United States, whereas in other cultures these could be perceived as 

complementary traits to be balanced (Peterson, Steinmetz, & Wilson, 2003).
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Parenting ideas and beliefs constitute cultural values that are relatively 

resistant to change, despite changes in cultural context such as immigration 

(Keller et al., 2004).   In a literature survey of cross-cultural differences in 

modes of parent-child interactions, Kagitcibasi (1996) found that despite 

within group differences, there are greater differences in parental beliefs 

between groups across social class, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds.  This 

can be attributed to the stability of parenting values and beliefs, as cultural 

values tend to acculturate at a slower rate than behaviors (Lam & Zane, 2004).

Examples of the consistency of parenting values over time can be found in the 

immigration literature.  For instance, in a longitudinal quantitative study of 86 

mothers from immigrant or acculturating groups in the U.S. (Japanese 

American, South American), Cote and Bornstein (2003) found differences in 

parenting cognitions between these cultural groups, such as knowledge of 

childrearing and attributions of success. Unlike other studies that rely on self-

report indicators of parenting beliefs and behaviors, the research design of 

this study included several measures to increase the validity and cultural

appropriateness of the instruments.  Respondents chose the language in 

which they completed the questionnaires, which had been translated, reverse-

translated, and checked for preservation of meaning and cultural 

appropriateness by professionals in the respective countries of origin.  The 

mothers all completed a questionnaire which assessed their tendency to make 

socially desirable responses, because research has indicated cross-cultural 

differences in self-serving bias (Markus & Kitayama, 1991).  Thus, using 

highly valid research instruments, Cote and Bornstein (2003) concluded that 

parenting cognitions reflect core cultural identities because their findings 

demonstrated that cultural differences between the two acculturating groups 

were consistent with differences between those between the two groups in the 

cultures of origin (Argentina and Japan), and mothers’ cultural cognitions 

demonstrated stability over the 15-month period between study visits. 
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Parental beliefs are cultural constructions, and cross-cultural

differences in parenting values reflect broader cultural differences between 

groups (Kagitcibasi, 1996).  Mann and Waldron (1977) posited that such 

cultural variation represents divergent beliefs and goals of parenting such as 

autonomy, interdependence, conformity, and obligation.  For intercultural 

parents, the challenge is to reconcile different childrearing beliefs that have 

contradictory aims and goals and are expressed through parenting behaviors 

and practices.

Parenting Styles and Practices 

The second category of cross-cultural variation in childrearing includes 

parenting styles and practices.  Bornstein (1991) cited an ongoing debate 

about universal and culturally-specific processes of parenting.  Culture shapes

systematic parenting practices, yet in a comparative quantitative study of 

parenting practices using coded observations of mother-child dyads in the 

United States, France, and Japan, patterns of culture-general and culture-

specific practices of parenting emerged (Bornstein, 1991).  For example, across 

all three cultures mothers had greater responsiveness to infant vocalization in 

comparison with infant eye contact, which represents a universal or culture-

general childrearing practice.  In contrast, the same mothers demonstrated 

significant variation in the degree of object stimulation, social stimulation, 

responsiveness, and rates of speech, indicative of underlying cultural

differences in parental beliefs, goals, and philosophies (Bornstein, 1991). 

In addition to variation in childrearing practices, other cross-cultural 

studies have identified variation in parental styles of conflict management 

(Gilani, 1999); distal versus proximal styles of mother-child interaction (Keller 

et al., 2004); and parent-child relations (Apetkar, 1990).   Joshi and Krishna 

(1998) discussed the challenge of reconciling discrepant models of parenting 

between Hindu and Western cultures when couples from these backgrounds
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intermarry.  In their qualitative study of English and American women 

married to Indian men, they cited that the most common North American 

model of parenting is one of intense attachment between mother and child.

One assumption of this model is that “early dependence forms the basis for 

the development of the child’s inner sense of security and later indepen-

dence” (Joshi & Krishna, 1998, p. 179). In contrast, the predominant Hindu 

model of parenting is one of extensive socialization with the extended family, 

because “separation and aloneness are to be avoided at all costs in Indian 

[families]…dependence and interdependence are far more valued and 

cultivated than autonomy and separation” (Joshi & Krishna, 1998, p. 180).

Thus, inevitable conflicts over childrearing emerged for the women in this 

study, due to disparate cultural values and goals in a range of parenting 

practices such as sleeping arrangements, privacy, and role of grandparents. 

Parental roles are another primary source of conflict for couples, 

particularly those with divergent styles of parenting (Berg-Cross, 2001).  In a 

quantitative study on cultural variation in parenting style among four ethnic 

groups in Singapore, Quah (2003) found that culture (defined as ethnic 

identification and religion affiliation) had a significant influence on several 

aspects of parenting style, including methods of discipline, expectations of 

child behavior, and demonstration of affection.  Similar to research that 

indicated socioeconomic status as a confounding variable, this study 

concluded that education moderated the effect of these differences. 

Other studies have supported the assumption that cultural variations 

in parenting are less apparent than other moderating variables.  For example, 

Gfellner (1990) found that although there were differences in perceptions of 

ideal parenting behaviors, there were no differences between the actual 

parenting practices of Canadian Indian and white parents in a survey of 

parenting attitudes and practices. Julian, McKenry, and McKelvey (1994) 

concluded that variations in parenting can be attributed to different contexts, 
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goals, and experiences of parents. For example, Varela et al. (2004) found 

that there were no differences in parenting style between white American 

parents and Mexican parents, but a more authoritarian style of parenting 

emerged with Mexican American parents in comparison to the other two 

groups.  They concluded that the use of authoritarian parenting strategies 

among Mexican Americans may be an adaptive strategy in response to living 

in the United States as an ethnic minority, rather than an affiliation with 

Mexican culture per se.

The debate continues in the literature on the influence and effect of 

culture on parenting, as well as the significance and meaning of these 

differences.  It remains clear that intercultural couples have a higher

probability than same-culture couples to encounter differences in parenting 

beliefs and practices, which will be further explored in this current study.

Summary of the Literature

Several themes have emerged from the literature on cultural 

adaptation, intercultural marriage, and cross-cultural parenting.  Culture is an 

important construct and a frame of reference that provides meaning and 

permeates all aspects of human interaction.  When individuals have intensive,

sustained contact with another culture, cultural dissonance and adjustment 

will occur.  To explain this phenomenon, various theories of cultural 

adaptation provide models of culture shock, adjustment, and identity change.

Ting-Toomey (1999) postulated that a “revised W-shaped” model represents 

the experience of cultural adaptation, whereas Kim (2001) has formulated a 

theory of stress-adaptation-growth to conceptualize the process of 

intercultural adaptation.  Falicov (1995, 1998) concluded that the processes of 

cultural transition and intercultural adaptation apply to cross-cultural 

marriages in addition to short-term sojourners and long-term immigrants.
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Intercultural marriage is a growing demographic group in the United 

States, particularly in California.  This literature review demonstrates that a 

primary focus of research on intercultural marriage has been on challenges,

potential conflicts, and decreased marital satisfaction.  Relatively few studies 

have focused on the opportunities rather than conflicts associated with 

cultural differences in culturally diverse marriages.  In part, this is a 

consequence of a large proportion of studies that relied on clinical 

populations or pathological perspectives of intercultural marriage. 

One convergent theme is that parenthood is a particular flashpoint for 

conflict in these marriages.  However, less has been researched on how 

intercultural couples resolve these conflicts, particularly in non-clinical 

populations.  Finally, there are few scholars that have addressed the question 

of how transcultural families are constructed when two individuals from 

disparate cultural backgrounds decide to raise children.  Thus, an aim of this 

current research project is to address some of the gaps in the literature on 

intercultural marriage and parenthood.  Specifically, how do intercultural

couples conceptualize and experience their cultural values related to 

parenting?  How do intercultural couples negotiate their cultural differences 

in parenting, and how are the differences resolved?  How do intercultural

couples experience the process of mutual accommodation or mutual 

acculturation in parenting, if at all?  How are culturally diverse families 

constructed?  These questions were incorporated into an interview guide 

[Appendix VI] as a foundation to explore the experiences of intercultural 

parents.  The next chapter will detail the theoretical framework and research 

methodology of this study.
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Chapter 3 
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS

This chapter presents the research paradigm, design, and methods of 

this study.  The rationale for social constructionism as a theoretical framework

and grounded theory as a methodology are discussed.   In addition, this 

chapter describes sampling procedures, recruitment criteria, and profiles of 

the 21 participants included in this study.  Data collection and analysis 

procedures are discussed, as well as standards of trustworthiness and rigor.

Finally, ethical considerations are addressed.

Theoretical Framework

This topic is well-suited for a qualitative research study which aims to 

understand a phenomenon through the experience, perspective, and narrative

of research participants (Creswell, 1998; Minichiello, Sullivan, Greenwood, & 

Axford, 2004).  A qualitative study is consistent with humanistic and 

existential approaches in professional counseling, which focus on the 

individuality and relativity of the human experience. Qualitative research 

methodologies in general emphasize context and relativity, including cultural 

relativism. The goal of this study is to explore individuals’ subjective

experiences of culture, as well as their lived experiences of raising children in 

culturally diverse households.  As such, social constructionism provides the 

guiding theoretical framework and epistemological approach of this study 

because it is a frame of reference to understand how individuals construe 

reality and co-construct meaning within the context of marriage and 

parenthood.

Social constructionism is based on an interpretivist orientation in 

which there are multiple human realities, and what we know as reality is 
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constructed through interactions with others (Gergen, 1985).  As a 

contemporary approach in qualitative inquiry, social constructionism is 

influenced by Wittgenstein’s (1953) Philosphical Investigations which posited 

that language is constructed from experience rather than objective referents.

This post-modern approach was further developed by Berger and Luckmann 

(1966) who introduced social constructionism to the behavioral sciences with 

their seminal contribution, The Social Construction of Reality. In this treatise, 

they describe how experiences are mediated by language, which is socially 

derived, and interpretations of events and experiences are socially 

constructed rather than objectively understood.  These constructions are 

embedded with meaning and institutionalized into society through reciprocal 

interactions that create interpretations of reality. 

Slife and Williams (1995) elaborated that this approach examines 

constructs that develop in relations among individuals as they communicate 

within a context of a larger historical and social discourse.  Further, Gergen 

(1985) explained that social constructionism is an interpretation of social 

phenomena which are artifacts of communal interchanges based on 

cumulative experiences and interactions over time and within the social 

aggregate rather than the individual experience.  In the example of 

intercultural couples, the realities of their lived experiences are co-constructed

and understood through their interactions with each other, extended families, 

and larger sociocultural communities throughout their relationship. 

Gergen (1985) theorized that the particular meanings that individuals 

attribute to situations or behaviors are influenced by the sociocultural context 

in which they occur.  He elaborated that social constructionism

views discourse about the world not as a reflection or map of the
world but as an artifact of communal interchange… [and] forms of
negotiated understanding are of critical significance in social life, as 
they are integrally connected with many other activities in which
people engage. (Gergen, 1985, p. 266-8).
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A social constructionist framework is particularly relevant for a study of 

culturally diverse relationships, because culture creates a system of significant 

symbols that guide human behavior (Peterson, Steinmetz, & Wilson, 2003).

When individuals cross cultural boundaries, there is “evidence enough that 

strikingly diverse understandings can be formed of the same phenomenon” 

(Crotty, 1998, p. 47).  Leeds-Hurwitz (2002) used social constructionism as a 

theoretical approach to investigate cross-cultural weddings.   Using wedding 

ceremonies as examples of text which communicate identities, the researcher 

explained that weddings in general are a mechanism to “convey meanings 

that have been jointly constructed by the various participants” (Leeds-

Hurwitz, 2002, p. 227).  For intercultural weddings specifically, the social 

constructionist lens illuminated the ways in which individuals adapt to 

changing realities through “the revision of old and creation of new symbols 

[which] is a good example of how communication is socially constructed… 

made through interaction” (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2002, p. 210).  After the wedding, 

intercultural couples traverse cultural boundaries daily, and they frequently 

hold divergent beliefs in areas such as childrearing.   As with a study of 

intercultural weddings, social constructionism can contribute a theoretical 

framework to better understand how couples understand, convey, and 

construct meaning as intercultural parents. 

In this study, social constructionism provides a conceptual map to 

approach the two broad research questions of this study: What are the 

experiences of intercultural couples raising children together? How do intercultural 

parents construct family systems within culturally diverse households?  Within this

theoretical framework, the significance of sociocultural factors and the co-

construction of reality are assumptions of social constructionism used to 

generate specific questions for the interview guide in this study [see 

Appendix VI].  This guide was structured to elicit the ways in which

individuals and couples identify and situate their cultural context; the 
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meaning with which they ascribe aspects of their cultural difference; and the 

ways in which they negotiate parenting and mutually construct intercultural 

families.  Themes that emerged from the deconstruction of participant 

narratives are outlined in Chapters 4 and 5, and patterns of interaction 

between these themes are presented as an analytical model in Chapter 6. 

The use of a particular theoretical orientation informs the choice of 

methodology.  The following section describes the choice of grounded theory 

methodology and research design of this study. 

Grounded Theory Methodology

Rationale

Grounded theory research was introduced in The Discovery of Grounded

Theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) as a sociological method of developing theory 

that is grounded in data from the “actions, interactions, and social process of 

people” (Creswell, 1998).  Strauss and Corbin (1998) defined grounded theory 

as “theory that was derived from the data, systematically gathered and 

analyzed through the research process” (p. 12).  As such, there is a 

synchronicity between data collection, data analysis, and theory generation in 

which researchers aim to “uncover the basic social processes that underlie 

behavior” (McLeod, 2001, p. 72).  As defined, this methodology is particularly 

well-suited for a topic such as intercultural parenting, which is an inherently 

interactive and social process. 

Developed from a social constructionist orientation, grounded theory

assumes a theoretical premise that “there are multiple human realities, the 

meanings ascribed to things are formed through interactions and 

interpretations, and social reality is best known through understanding 

others’ interpretations and the meanings they give to their human 

experiences” (Browne, 2004, p. 630).  This premise is congruent with the 

research questions of this study which aim to understand the lived
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experiences of intercultural couples raising children.  Using a grounded 

theory research design, intercultural parents themselves directly provide data 

through narratives of their perspectives and interpretations of daily 

interactions with their partners in the context of raising children together.  As 

a method of data collection to accomplish this, grounded theory relies on in-

depth, recursive style interviews (Minichiello et al., 2004) with participants 

who are selected on the basis of purposive and theoretical sampling.

McLeod (2001) summarized how grounded theory encompasses three

main principles that are both consistent with and differentiate it from other 

qualitative approaches.  First, as with most qualitative research studies, an 

objective of grounded theory research is to discover new ways of 

understanding human behavior.  Next, unlike most qualitative designs, the 

goal of data analysis is to construct theory, a “formal framework for 

understanding the phenomenon being investigated” (McLeod, 2001, p. 70).

Finally, the substantive theory that emerges is grounded in the data rather 

than confirmed from a priori assumptions.  Although data emerges directly 

from participants’ voices, which is consistent with other qualitative research 

designs, grounded theory differs in data analysis procedures that aim to 

inductively generate categories, themes, and an emergent theory.  This is 

achieved through a constant comparative method of data analysis, described 

in detail in later sections of this chapter. 

A particular strength of grounded theory in contrast with other 

qualitative approaches is in this ability to generate a substantive theory 

through a systematic interpretation of a phenomenon, such as intercultural 

parenting in the current study.  Strauss and Corbin (1998) characterized a 

substantive theory as the investigation of a phenomenon and the generation 

of a theory within a local, singular substantive area rather than across

multiple domains and contexts.  The process for generating a substantive 

theory is developed from an analysis of patterns and themes embedded or 
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grounded in the data.  According to Strauss and Corbin (1998), this is 

accomplished through the process of tri-level coding (open, axial, and 

selective), constant comparison of new data to emerging categories, and a 

conditional matrix linking the causal conditions, strategies, and consequences 

of intercultural parenting in this study.

Other qualitative methodologies such as phenomenology, narrative,

discourse analyses, and ethnography were rejected for this study because of 

their inherent limitations for theory-generation.  Although ethnography is 

frequently used in cultural studies as a method of gaining in-depth 

understanding of a particular culture, it was not appropriate in this research 

design which emphasizes parenting across cultures rather than culture-

specific cases of parenting.  Likewise, phenomenology was rejected because of 

its goal to describe phenomena rather than develop theory based on 

interactions among themes and patterns of intercultural parenting. 

Another rationale for the choice of grounded theory methodology in

this study was that the construction of a substantive-level theory of 

intercultural parenting would be highly relevant for the counseling 

profession. McLeod (2001) emphasized the strength of grounded theory for 

health practitioners:

Grounded theory can therefore be seen as a robust method for the
generation of a form of practical knowledge that is particularly well 
suited to making a contribution to the efficient and humane 
functioning of modern bureaucratic systems of health and social 
welfare (p. 89). 

The assumption here is that the conditional matrix and analytical model 

derived from a grounded theory study such as this one is an efficient means 

of conveying significant, clinically-relevant information in a consolidated 

format to health care professionals. As one intended outcome of this research 

is to contribute to the existing literature for counseling professionals, 
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especially those working with intercultural couples, grounded theory is the 

most appropriate approach to investigate the research questions of this study.

Research Setting

All of the participants in this study resided throughout the United 

States at the time of the interviews, conducted between December 2005 and 

May 2007.   Of the 25 interviews with 21 participants, all but two (one couple 

in a sequential format that included two interviews in Montreal, Canada) took 

place in California.   Details of the data collection procedures, instrument, and 

interview structures are described in later sections.

Sampling Strategies

To gain an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon of cross-

cultural parenting, several strategies were used to purposefully select an 

information-rich sample of participants.  Consistent with grounded theory 

qualitative research, sampling in this study was a staged process based on 

relevance to the evolving theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  A strategy of 

stratified purposeful sampling was used at the onset of data collection.

Minichiello et al. (2004) described this as a strategy that “relies on identifying 

a particular criterion that applies to the sample group and then sampling for 

specific instances of that criterion” (p. 226).   An advantage in this strategy is 

the ability to make comparisons between and within stratified sample groups.

In this study, the general inclusion criterion was intercultural couples raising 

one or more children together.  Recruitment was focused on intercultural 

parents who met at least the first (purposive) and one or more (stratified)

additional criteria below:

(1) born and raised in different countries of origin until at least 16 years 
of age, where primary enculturation and socialization would have 
occurred in each respective country;
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(2) different ethnic backgrounds, or sociocultural heritages including 
      language and ancestral origin;

(3) different racial identifications; and/or

(4) different religious affiliations or religions of origin.

These criteria of multiple dimensions of cultural differences have been 

supported in the literature.  In their meta-analysis of the literature on 

intercultural couples and therapy, Sullivan and Cottone (2006) concluded:

Intercultural couples are characterized by greater differences between
the partners in a wider variety of areas, with race, religion, ethnicity, 
and national origin being the primary factors... [which] coalesce into a 
sort of synergy of differences, creating a greater impact than any one of 
the individual differences (p. 222). 

Although race is often used interchangeably with ethnicity in the 

United States, it is important to note that race is a social construct rather than 

a category that is meaningful in terms of ancestral origin (Cameron & Wycoff, 

1998). Racial identification persists as a common categorization used in the 

United States, and because of the social significance ascribed to one’s group or 

collective identity based on a perception of shared racial heritage, as well as 

differences in power and experiences of oppression, this category was 

included as a criterion of difference.  Additionally, social status, sexual 

orientation, education, and biological relation (e.g. adoptive parents, step-

parents) are other examples of culturally important characteristics of family 

systems, and attempts were made to include participants with a wide-range 

of sociocultural characteristics and backgrounds who met the aforementioned 

intercultural criteria. 

As data collection and analysis progressed in this study, the sampling 

strategy shifted from purposive to theoretical because “sampling and analysis 

must occur sequentially with analysis guiding data collection” (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998, p. 203).  Theoretical sampling is a strategy employed to 
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“maximize opportunities to discover variations among concepts and to 

densify categories in terms of their properties and dimensions” (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998, p. 201).   In this study, after the initial five interviews were 

transcribed and coded, certain themes emerged across multiple interviews.

For example, categories such as acculturation and proximity to families of 

origin appeared to be important dynamics for intercultural parents. 

Theoretical sampling was used to better understand the variation of 

experiences of non-immigrant intercultural parents with differing levels of 

acculturation to the United States.  Thus, the purposive sample expanded to 

include a spectrum of couples that were first- or second-generation Americans 

married to first-, second-, or later generation Americans, as well as variation 

in residential proximity to families of origin.

Sampling continued until the criterion of theoretical saturation had

been met, wherein no additional open codes were generated with additional 

interviews (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  Demographic information on 

participants is summarized in Appendix I.

 Recruitment

Potential participants contacted the researcher directly in response to a 

recruitment flyer [Appendix V], a referral from a personal or professional

contact, and/or following a presentation or workshop by the researcher in 

which the criteria for the current research study were described.   Participants 

were screened during the initial face-to-face, telephone, or e-mail contact to 

determine their eligibility for participation.  Seven potential participants did 

not meet the inclusion criteria for various reasons (two were no longer 

married or living together; three were not parents; and two did not meet the 

study definition of an intercultural couple) were excluded from the study. 

Each potential participant was sent a Participant Information Sheet

prior to the interview, or was furnished a copy at the time of initial meeting 
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[Appendix III] that described the goals and procedures of the study. The 

research was described as an exploration of the experience of intercultural couples 

raising children to avoid introducing potential bias that may be assumed with 

terminology such as “negotiating cultural differences” or “cross-cultural 

challenges/opportunities” when communicating with prospective 

participants.  This was important in the grounded theory tradition of 

maintaining a neutral interviewer stance to allow the data to emerge from 

participants without preconceived notions of the topic.

Participants

Twenty-one individuals from fifteen intercultural couples were 

recruited, consented, and interviewed for this study.  The participants 

represented diverse economic backgrounds, educational attainment,

professional vocation, geographical residence, level of acculturation, years 

married, and number of children.  Pseudonyms have been used throughout 

this thesis to protect their confidentiality.  Their portraits are presented in 

chronological order by date of interview to provide a cultural and familial 

context of their narratives. 

P1 Monique and Mike 

I interviewed Monique at her residence at the Santa Ana Motor Inn in 

Southern California. She and her husband Mike had been living in a one-

room studio motel room since they were married, approximately two years at 

the time of interview.  Monique immigrated to the United States eight years 

earlier, after living in Jamaica for ten years and the Bahamas until age 18. A 

first-generation Bahamian, her parents emigrated from Haiti before she was 

born and her grandparents and extended family remain in Haiti. She was 

raised Baptist, and is a bilingual speaker of English and French Creole. 

Estranged from her family of origin, she moved to the United States at age 28, 
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first to the East Coast before migrating to California where she later met her 

husband Mike, a white American native of the Midwest.  They met when 

Monique was working as a missionary volunteer at a Christian drug

rehabilitation center where he was residing as an inpatient.  After a brief 

courtship, they were married and had their first daughter one year later. They 

are both in their late thirties, and were expecting a second daughter at the 

time of the interview. Monique is a stay-at-home mother and Mike works 

intermittently in the service industry and was unavailable or unwilling to be 

interviewed.  They are devout Pentecostal Christians, and their church is a 

primary source of support to them as they have no family or close friends 

who live in the area. 

P2 Marie and José 

Marie and José had been together over 20 years, and married for 15 at 

the time of the first conjoint interview in their home.  Both are highly 

educated with advanced degrees, and they teach Spanish language and 

literature at local colleges.  They met in Spain where Marie was working as an 

English teacher and José was a high school principal. José immigrated to 

California in 1989 at age 34 to live with Marie in the same Los Angeles suburb 

as her extended family.  José’s family of origin lives in Madrid, Spain, where 

he was raised in a devout Catholic, and working-class household in contrast 

to Marie’s agnostic, white American, upper-middle class family.  They have a 

daughter, age 11, and a son, age 9. I conducted individual follow-up 

interviews with them a year after their initial conjoint interview to expand on 

some of their original comments and to further explore some of the emerging 

patterns and themes in the evolving theory. 

P3 Jackie and Trinh 

I interviewed Jackie in her apartment a week before her family moved 

to Central California for Trinh’s new job as a corrections officer at a state 
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penitentiary.  Trinh had already relocated and was unavailable to be 

interviewed.  Jackie, a white American in her mid-30s, was eager to 

participate in the study and adjusted her schedule to accommodate an 

interview prior to her relocation.  At the time of the interview, Jackie and 

Trinh had been married for six years and had two young sons, ages two and 

three. Trinh immigrated to the United States as a child with his family as 

refugees from Vietnam.  His family settled in a Vietnamese ethnic enclave in 

Southern California, and they have never returned to Vietnam.  Jackie’s 

family lives in an adjacent county, although Jackie and Trinh spend much 

more time with his family, who often assist with babysitting.  Devout 

Christians, Jackie met Trinh at a Midwestern Pentecostal Christian bible 

college, and they married two years later.  They have college degrees and 

work in the medical and corrections fields respectively.

P4 Sonya and Samuel 

I had originally scheduled a conjoint interview with Sonya and Samuel, 

a Persian-British couple who were in town from Kentucky to celebrate 

Samuel’s father’s birthday.  However, Sonya, an immigrant from Iran, had to 

return to Iran suddenly because her father passed away.   Consequently, I 

conducted an individual interview with Samuel at his parent’s house in 

Southern California and agreed to interview Sonya on their next trip if 

scheduling permitted, which it didn’t.  Sonya had been living in the United 

States since the 1980 Iranian Revolution when she emigrated as a teenager.

Her family sent her abroad with her brothers for better educational 

opportunities.  She met Samuel in 1990, when she was in medical school and 

he was working as a pilot.  Samuel’s family emigrated from Great Britain 

when he was a child, and his parents and siblings continue to live in Southern

California.  Sonya and Samuel married in 1995, with hesitant approval from 

both sides of their families. They traveled once to Iran to visit her family, but 
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immigration restrictions prevent more frequent contact.  Samuel described

their family as “secular”, although he was raised as a Protestant Christian and 

Sonya was raised Muslim.  Sonya currently works as an anesthesiologist and 

Samuel is a stay-at-home father raising their three-year-old daughter in 

suburban Kentucky.

P5 Shana and Andrés 

I interviewed Shana at a public library near her home because she was 

concerned about confidentiality issues, attributed to a prior history of 

domestic marital and familial violence and abuse.  At the time of the 

interview, she was engaged to Andrés after dating him for over a year.  She 

has a 9-year-old son from a previous relationship, and Andrés has three 

children, ages 14, 11 and 9, from a previous marriage.  Shana, a white

American, was living with Andrés, her son, and his son in a Southern 

California beach community, with his ex-wife and her daughter living in the 

apartment below them.  Andrés is a professional house painter from 

Uruguay, and he migrated to the United States fifteen years ago when he was 

in his late twenties.  Shana, a health services worker studying part-time to 

complete her undergraduate degree, was raised Catholic but is estranged 

from her family of origin.  Andrés is Mormon, and his father is a church elder 

in Uruguay.   Several attempts were made to schedule an interview with 

Andrés before their summer trip to Uruguay, but various conflicts prevented 

the interview from taking place.

P6 Anastasia and Tom 

Anastasia was born and raised in Russia where she met her first 

husband, a Russian military officer.  They had a son in 1992, and divorced 

soon afterward.  Anastasia was working as an English translator in Russia 

when she met her American husband Tom through an internet dating service

seven years ago.  Anastasia immigrated to California in 1999 to marry Tom, a 
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white American who was originally from the midwestern region of the 

United States.  They briefly separated for one year, which Anastasia attributed 

to cross-cultural differences and challenges with cultural adjustment.  She and 

Tom are raising her teenage son in Southern California, where Anastasia is 

pursuing a graduate degree in counseling psychology.  Anastasia noted that

they did not have a religious affiliation, but she was the product of an 

interfaith marriage as her mother was Muslim and her father was Christian.

The interview was conducted with Anastasia in a private faculty office at a 

local university, and her husband did not want to participate in the study. 

P7 Sandra and Doug 

I met Sandra at a training workshop that I was presenting on cultural

competency in the counseling profession.  She indicated that she was 

experiencing cross-cultural challenges with her husband in parenting their 

teenage children, ages 15 and 13 and volunteered to participate in this study.

According to Sandra, her husband did not acknowledge cultural differences 

within their relationship, and attributed their divergent parenting styles to 

gender and personality differences.  Sandra and her husband, both in their 

early 50s, had been married for 17 years at the time of the interview.  Sandra 

immigrated to the United States from Peru in her mid-twenties to pursue a 

graduate education in engineering when she met Doug in Southern

California.  Doug, a speech therapist, was raised in a desert community in 

Southern California in a white, middle-class Catholic household.  Sandra was 

also raised in a Catholic household in cosmopolitan Lima, Peru.  They 

currently live in an affluent community in Southern California with her 

Peruvian mother and their two children.  The interview with Sandra took 

place in her home, and her husband did not want to participate in the study. 
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P8 Beni and Solomon 

I initially interviewed Beni and Solomon in their home when they were 

expecting their first child the following month.  They were living in a small 

apartment in a community where Solomon was attending graduate school 

and Beni was working as a preschool teacher.  They had been married for one 

year at the time of their first interview, and were in their early twenties.

Solomon was born in Montréal, Canada to a French Canadian mother and a 

Jewish father. Although he was raised in a secular household, his faith had 

become increasingly important as he was about to become a father.  Beni was 

born and raised in Berkeley, California, where she met Solomon in high 

school.  Her parents were Baptist missionaries who had emigrated from 

Nigeria to the United States before she was born.  Solomon’s parents are 

divorced and his father lives in an affluent area of a nearby county and his 

mother remains in Montréal.  Beni’s family of origin lives in a rural area in an 

adjacent inland county.  Beni and Solomon were in the process of converting

to Reform Judaism before becoming parents.  I conducted a second conjoint 

interview with them nearly a year later when their daughter was 8 months 

old to focus on their transition to parenthood. 

P9 Christine and Ola

I met Christine at a professional conference on cultural diversity and 

counseling in Montréal, Canada.  She was in town from New Jersey with her 

husband and two young children, and I interviewed them in a sequential 

format at the convention hall.  Christine and Ola met as young professionals 

in London, England.  Christine’s family ancestry is Welsh, although she was 

raised in the British midlands.  Ola was born and raised in a small Igbo village

in Nigeria before immigrating to England in his early twenties.  They are both 

practicing Christians, and they moved to the United States so Ola could 

pursue a career in investment banking in Manhattan in the late 1990s.  They 
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had been married for five years and have a son and daughter ages 5 and 3, 

both born in the United States.  Christine’s family of origin remains in Britain,

Ola’s family resides in Nigeria, and their family holds passports from three 

different continents.  I conducted a follow-up individual interview by phone 

with Christine three months later because she wanted to elaborate on her 

experiences as a parent. 

P10 Katherine and Daniel

I interviewed Katherine and Daniel together in their home in Southern 

California with their two primary school-aged children playing in and out of 

the house.  At the time of the interview, Katherine had been home-schooling 

their children for over five years, and Daniel was working as a marriage and 

family therapist in their community.  Daniel is a third-generation Japanese

American raised in Colorado, where he met Katherine, a white American, in 

high school.  Both of their extended families live in Colorado, and they see 

them frequently with visits in both directions. Katherine and Daniel are in 

their late thirties, and they had been married for 16 years at the time of the 

interview.  Katherine and Daniel lived in Costa Rica during the first two years 

of their marriage, and they attend a local Asian Protestant church.

P11 Anya and Chad

Anya and Chad live in the midwestern region of the United States, and 

in their five years of marriage they have moved four times because of job 

transfers or opportunities in their respective professions of journalism and 

network engineering.  They have two children, a newborn son and a 

preschool age daughter, and they currently live near Chad’s extended family.

Anya is a second-generation immigrant from the south Indian province of 

Kerala, and Chad is a white American. Since they have been married, Anya 

has visited India once with their daughter to visit her extended family.

Catholicism is extremely important in her family, as a small minority group 
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within India. She was raised in a traditional Indian American household in 

the Midwest, in contrast to Chad’s upbringing in a middle-class, loosely 

structured, non-religious white American family.   I interviewed Anya at her 

cousin’s house when she was visiting relatives in Southern California, and I 

conducted a telephone interview with her three months later to follow-up on 

patterns and themes that were emerging from data analysis.

P12 Samantha and Antonio

Samantha and Antonio are professors of Spanish Literature at a 

university in Northern California, where Samantha grew up in a conservative,

Protestant working-class white American household.  She met Antonio 22 

years ago when she was working as an English teacher in Spain. They had 

been married for 20 years at the time of the interview, with one 11-year-old 

daughter together, and a 25-year-old daughter from Antonio’s previous 

marriage.  Antonio and Samantha identify as a non-religious or agnostic 

family although they were raised in different religious traditions.  Antonio’s 

Catholic family of origin and his eldest daughter reside in Spain, where they 

visit at least once a year.  I interviewed them separately at their summer

residence in Santa Barbara, and we had a follow-up conjoint interview six 

months later in their home near San Francisco.

P13 Julia and Gerik 

Julia and Gerik had recently relocated to an affluent community in 

Southern California because of a job transfer. The move was especially

difficult for Julia, a third-generation Chinese American, because she is very 

close to her family of origin in Northern California and she had recently given 

birth to the first grandchild in her extended family. She met Gerik in graduate 

school at University California, Berkeley, where Gerik was an international

student from Poland. Gerik’s family of origin resides in Poland, and they 

travel to the United States once a year to visit.  Julia and Gerik share a 

84



common Catholic religious background, although Gerik is no longer 

practicing.  They are in their early thirties, and had been married for three 

years at the time of the interview. Gerik was diagnosed with cancer shortly 

after my initial interview with Julia, and was unable to participate. 

P14 Zinzi and Tad 

Zinzi and Tad live in central Texas, in a community where there are 

very few other intercultural couples. Initially I interviewed Zinzi in a 

telephone interview, and we arranged for follow-up sequential interviews 

with the couple in her uncle’s home when she was visiting Southern 

California over the holidays.  Zinzi immigrated to the United States from the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo, as a university student at age 19.  As the 

daughter of a Baptist missionary pastor, she had previously lived in Kenya 

and Swaziland, where her extended family currently resides. She speaks 

several languages, including French, Swahili, and English.  Tad, a white 

American, was born and raised in the same small town in Texas where his 

family of origin lives.  He met Zinzi at Campus Crusade for Christ, a 

fundamentalist Christian student religious organization at their university.

At the time of the interview, they were in their late twenties, and had been 

married for six years. Currently, they are both in school pursuing graduate 

degrees in counseling and history respectively.  Zinzi works at a local 

domestic violence shelter for women and Tad is a stay-at-home father with 

their three-year-old daughter. They indicated plans to relocate to a more 

culturally diverse community in Southern California when they are finished 

with school.

P15 Lucia and Reza

Lucia and Reza were expecting their fourth child when I interviewed her 

in their home in Southern California. They had been married for 17 years, and 

have two daughters, ages 3 and 14, and one son, age 12. They met in Berkeley, 
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California almost twenty years ago when they were undergraduate students. 

They share a similar intercultural heritage and common Mexican heritage:

Lucia’s mother is Italian and her father is Mexican; Reza’s mother is Mexican 

and his father is Persian. They were both born in the United States, although 

Reza lived in Iran until he was 16 years old.  They have graduate degrees; Lucia 

works as a clinical researcher and Reza is a small business owner. They live in 

an unincorporated area in Southern California, which is a semi-rural 

environment with close proximity to a major metropolitan area.  Lucia’s large 

extended family lives in Colorado, and Reza’s divorced parents live within a 

thirty-minute drive of their house. Lucia was raised Catholic, and Reza was 

raised in a secular household with a Muslim father and a Catholic mother. 

Data Collection Procedures

Twenty-five interviews were conducted with 21 participants over an 

18-month period, from December 2005 through May 2007.  After initial

contact via phone or e-mail, the majority of participants preferred to be 

interviewed in their own or a relative’s home; three selected a public location 

because of convenience (public library, university office, convention center); 

and three had telephone interviews prior to or following an in-person 

interview because of geographical distance.  In general, interview settings in 

residential households had distractions such as children or telephones; 

however, this was far outweighed by the convenience and comfort to 

participants.  Home interviews provided an additional contextual view of the 

household, and an opportunity to observe participants in their daily setting. 

The interviews length varied from one to two hours, and ten 

participants were included in follow-up interviews.  Participants were 

selected for follow-up interviews for several reasons.  First, some participants

did not think they had adequate time in the first interview and requested an 

additional interview to elaborate some of the themes that were initially 
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explored.   In other cases, the researcher requested follow-up interviews with 

participants to pursue individual interviews with both parents to better 

understand their experiences.  Finally, some participants were selected for 

theoretical sampling to elaborate on emerging themes and the evolving 

substantive theory.

Consistent with grounded theory methodology, this study utilized in-

depth interviews as a primary technique in data collection to elicit perceptions 

of intercultural couples, using parenting and childrearing as a lens to explore

their lived experiences. A recursive, conversational style of in-depth 

interviewing was used to enable the participants’ narratives and experiences 

to emerge with minimal interference (Minichiello et al., 2004). The recursive 

style of interviewing included active listening, probes for greater elaboration 

and clarification, and open-ended questions intended to elicit detailed

narratives about their experiences as intercultural parents.

 An interview guide [Appendix VI] was developed to loosely structure 

main topic areas derived from the research questions and literature review.

Major categories included the conceptualization of cultural values in 

parenting, negotiation of cultural differences in parenting, and constructions

of culturally diverse families.  As data collection progressed with theoretical 

sampling, the interview guide was continually modified to reflect new areas 

and emergent themes to investigate, which is consistent with the guidelines of 

grounded theory set forth by Strauss and Corbin (1998). 

A funneling technique was employed with an initial statement of tell

me about your experience as an intercultural parent.  This opening proved to be 

too general and broad because the initial two participants requested 

additional clarification and specificity.  I modified the initial open-ended 

query to tell me about your cultural background and that of your spouse, which

helped situate the participants in a cultural context before exploring their 

experience of cross-cultural parenting.  This revision was consistent with a 
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flexible, iterative research design emphasized by Rubin and Rubin (1995) and 

Minichiello et al. (2004).

At the onset of each interview, the goals and procedures of the research 

study were reviewed and each participant was given a copy of his or her 

signed informed consent document [Appendix IV].  Participants were 

encouraged to ask questions about the scope and extent of participation, as 

well as any concerns about confidentiality or projected publication of the 

findings. All interviews were recorded with permission from the participants, 

using a digital recording device.  At the conclusion of the interview, each 

participant was briefed on the study timeline and discussed the option for 

additional interviews as appropriate. The researcher asked participants if she 

could send them a copy of the transcription for clarification (or member-

checking), or if they wished to add information. 

After leaving the interview location, field notes and descriptive data 

were recorded by the researcher into a research journal.  The use of a research 

journal is an integral tool for qualitative studies in general and grounded

theory in particular to document the evolving research design.  Strauss and 

Corbin (1998) emphasized the importance of maintaining a research journal 

because “they record the progress, thoughts, feelings, and directions of the 

research and researcher—in fact, the entire gestalt of the research process” (p. 

218).  Further, the journal is a method for the researcher to “gain analytical 

distance from materials…to move from working with data to 

conceptualizing” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 218).   In this study, the research 

journal was used throughout data collection and analysis to document the 

inquiry process and the evolving research design, as well as to provide 

structure and organization.  Specifically, it was used to note observations, 

assumptions, and perceptions about the interview process, as well as to 

record analytic memos about preliminary codes, patterns, and themes that 

were used in data analysis.  As data collection and data analysis progressed, 
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the journal was used to diagram relationships between concepts, and to 

construct various linkages of a conditional matrix used to generate the 

analytical model, or substantive theory. 

All interviews were transcribed within a week, exclusively by the 

researcher.  All participants were sent electronic versions of the transcribed 

interviews for clarification and elaboration as a member-checking procedure 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Three participants returned minor elaborations to 

expand and clarify their narratives, which were then incorporated into a 

revised transcript. 

Interview Structure 

Although grounded theory provided the approach to data collection

and analysis in this study, Fassinger (2005) noted, “it is unfortunate that so 

little has been written about interviewing techniques and decisions in 

grounded theory” (p. 158).  Specifically, grounded theory does not establish 

methodological parameters or guidelines for interviewing couples or dyads.

A review of the literature indicated that most research related to intercultural 

couples (using grounded theory as well as other methodologies) utilized 

conjoint interviews, in part for convenience to the interviewer (Horowitz, 

1999; Luke & Luke, 1998; Romano, 2001; Rosenblatt, Karis & Powell, 1995; 

Soncini, 1997).  Other studies relied on separate individual interviews with 

each partner because of concerns about confidentiality (Roer-Strier & Ezra, 

2006). Another study of interracial couples and the construction of racial 

identities conducted individual interviews prior to a conjoint format (Killian, 

2001).

In this study, the structure of interview sessions was deferred to each 

participant or couple, based on what was most comfortable and convenient 

for their needs and preferences.  The intention was to create a participant-

centric structure that would facilitate rapport and best approximate the goals
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of qualitative research in general and grounded theory in particular.  Three 

types of interview configurations emerged: conjoint; individual; and 

sequential (one parent immediately following the other). The opportunities

and limitations of each interview configuration are discussed next.

Conjoint Interviews

Most previous research on couples was conducted in a conjoint format.

In her study of interfaith couples, Horowitz (1999) made the observation 

about using a conjoint format: 

The perspectives of each participant could be compared and a fuller 
picture was obtained.  To avoid possible repression of data from one 
partner due to the presence of the other during the interviews,
individuals were invited to contact the interviewer if they wished to 
add information later; however, no new data surfaced from individual 
contacts (p. 4). 

The possibility of self-censorship or repression of data is a primary concern in 

using a conjoint format.  An additional challenge that emerged was 

asymmetrical speaking time during interviews.   In a conjoint interview with 

Marie and José [P2], the former continually interrupted the latter, spoke on his 

behalf, or corrected his interpretation of an event by stating, “No, you don’t 

remember right.”   Consequently, the father was silenced on several occasions 

despite continued redirection.  In a follow-up interview with a sequential 

format, José had greater opportunities to share his story in his own voice.

However, there was a tremendous opportunity in the conjoint format 

to gain direct observation of styles of negotiation and decision-making within 

the couple, which was either consistent or incongruent with the narrative.  For 

example, participants Katherine and Daniel [P10] indicated that they used a 

consensus style of decision-making, and their deference to each other during 

the interview demonstrated this as well.
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Conjoint interviews also afforded access to richer data because of

synergy between couples that elicited more detailed descriptions or different 

perspectives of the same phenomenon.  For example, in an interview with 

Katherine and Daniel, the latter was unable to think of an example of cultural 

differences in parenting, and his wife declared “I can think of some if you 

can’t!”  Conversely, in the case of participants Beni and Solomon [P8], the 

mutual recounting of a conflict with an extended family member highlighted

underlying differences in their perceptions of the event, in part based on their 

divergent racial experiences. 

Overall, the conjoint interview provided a window to observe couples’

interactions.  A focus on the process as well as the content of these interviews, 

provided a deeper understanding of their experiences and perspectives.

Individual Interviews 

Individual interviews were characterized by less censorship and more

in-depth answers in contrast to the conjoint format.  Several participants 

specifically mentioned that they would not have felt as comfortable to discuss 

certain topics if their spouse or partner was present.  For example, Samuel 

[P4] emphasized that he felt much more comfortable to speak freely about 

parenting issues and his experiences with his wife’s family of origin in a 

confidential, individual format.  Two participants requested that the 

recording device be turned off for short segments (less than 5 minutes) to 

protect the confidentiality of certain aspects of their narratives that related to 

sensitive topics, which they would not have been able to discuss if their 

partners had been present. 

One challenge of individual interviews was the potential for a quasi-

therapy situation, in part because of disclosure of the professional 

background of the interviewer.  Several participants concluded that the 

interview was “sort of like therapy” because of the type of issues that were 
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explored.  It was imperative to maintain clear boundaries between the 

researcher and therapeutic roles, and to provide professional referrals as 

appropriate.  This role of the researcher was stated at the onset of each 

interview, and no referrals were requested. 

In the context of establishing rapport and maintaining an informal, 

conversational technique to access individual narratives, some participants 

ventured into topics that were more detailed and less focused on the research 

topic.  For example, Samuel spoke at length about observations from his 

recent visit to Iran, including socio-political observations about the culture in 

general rather than at an interpersonal level with his family.  Other

participants recounted their challenges with US immigration law, told 

detailed narratives about how they met, or provided in-depth information

about the activities or accomplishments of their children.  Thus, individual 

interviews required greater creativity on the part of the researcher to allow 

the participants’ narratives to emerge while maintaining the overall focus.

Sequential Interviews

In the sequential interview configuration, partners were interviewed 

one immediately after the other.  Although this format was not an anticipated 

one, it emerged as a solution to logistical or time constraints for several 

couples.  This format combined benefits of both individual and conjoint 

interviews, while minimizing some of the challenges associated with each.

Although there may have been some self-censorship because of a 

consciousness that the other partner was to be interviewed next, presumably

there was less data repression in comparison to a conjoint interview because 

of the greater degree of confidentiality.  Furthermore, there was opportunity 

to directly observe the synergy and interaction between partners during 

transitions before and after one or both of the interviews.  Finally, the time-

efficient format of the sequential interview combined with the awareness that 
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the other partner was waiting seemed to have the effect of keeping the 

interview within a tighter focus and less susceptibility to quasi-therapy. 

Although this mixed approach resulted in a diverse set of interview 

configurations, and an inconsistent structure across interviews, a rich data set 

emerged that represented the experiences of mothers, fathers, and couples 

who are raising children in culturally diverse households.  Table 3.1 on the 

following page identifies the interview formats of the participants.
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Table 3.1 
Interview Configurations 

Couple
ID

Participants Interview
Format1

Follow-up
Format

Interview
Length
(total hours)

1 Monique
Mike

Mother
Only

1

2 Marie
José

Conjoint Sequential 4

3 Jackie
Trinh

Mother
Only

2

4 Sonya
Samuel

Father
Only

2

5 Shana
Andrés

Mother
Only

1

6 Anastasia
Tom

Mother
Only

1.5

7 Sandra
Doug

Mother
Only

1.5

8 Beni
Solomon

Conjoint Conjoint 3

9 Christine
Ola

Sequential Mother
Only

3

10 Katherine
Daniel

Conjoint 2

11 Anya
Chad

Mother
Only

Mother
Only

2

12 Samantha
Antonio

Sequential Conjoint 3

13 Julia
Gerik

Mother
Only

1

14 Zinzi
Tad

Mother
Only

Sequential 3

15 Lucia
Reza

Mother
Only

2

1 A conjoint style refers to the couple being interviewed together, and a sequential configuration is 
characterized by one participant immediately following the other partner with minimal overlap.
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Data Analysis 

“Analysis is the interplay between researchers and data.”
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 13) 

 Open Coding

In the grounded theory tradition, data analysis began with the process

of open coding transcripts using Ethnograph software for qualitative research 

to assist with search and retrieval functions.  Strauss and Corbin (1998) 

described open coding as the first stage of an inductive process in which 

transcribed narratives are segmented into categories of information.  Open 

codes were generated from a line-by-line analysis of the transcripts while 

identifying and assigning constituent units of meaning based on the 

researcher’s interpretation of the participants’ direct words. Examples of open 

codes include disapproval, respect, outsider, support. 

Axial Coding 

With each additional interview, a method of constant comparison was 

used to generate consistent open codes and to engage in thematic discovery 

described by Strauss and Corbin (1998) in the identification of axial codes or 

categories.  Axial codes are larger categories which subsume smaller 

constituent units of open codes.  For example, the axial code of rules includes

open codes such as divergent rules, implicit rules, family norms, family boundaries.

As different patterns and themes emerged from the process of axial

coding additional interviews, the selection of additional participants was 

made on the basis of emergent theoretically important categories. For 

example, an early theme that appeared was the importance of religion, and 

religiosity as a commonality that superseded cultural differences. Theoretical 

sampling was used to seek couples who had religious differences in addition

to the other criteria, to better understand the interplay of these dynamics.
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Selective Coding 

Selective coding is the process of “integrating and refining the theory” 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 143).  This occurred through the constant 

comparison of open and axial codes, as well as an analysis of the memos and

thematic diagrams outlined in the research journal.  Several selective codes 

were identified as larger themes that interacted to form working propositions 

such as cross-cultural cleavages and incongruence of cultural identities.  The final 

stages of data collection and analysis included follow-up interviews with a 

subset of participants for clarification and elaboration of emergent themes.

The participants were selected based on their previous interviews and 

presumed ability to contribute to a better understanding of the categories of 

strategies in intercultural parenting and constructions of culturally diverse 

family systems.  Eventually, a substantive-level theory of cross-cultural

parenting emerged from the grounded theory analysis, which is discussed in 

detail in Chapter 6. 

Rigor and Trustworthiness

Quantitative standards of validity and reliability are not directly 

applicable for a qualitative research paradigm because of the latter focus on 

textual rather than quantifiable data (Minichiello et al., 2004; Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998).   To evaluate scientific rigor in qualitative research, Fassinger 

(2005) described an alternative, more appropriate set of standards: 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) provided the foundation for much of what 
has been written regarding the standards by which a qualitative study 
can be judged....Overall, the central organizing principle is 
trustworthiness...or the conceptual and analytical soundness of the 
inquiry, [which] can be ascertained [through] the more specific criteria
of credibility/authenticity, transferability, dependability/auditability,
and confirmability (p. 163).
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Lincoln and Guba (1985) developed the terms credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability to be used as parallel naturalist equivalents 

for quantitative standards of internal validity, external validity, reliability, 

and objectivity.  Although the terms are parallel, there are alternative 

techniques and procedures to establish rigor and trustworthiness in

qualitative research.  The following sections will summarize how the criteria 

of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were 

implemented in this study. 

Credibility

 Credibility has been described as “confidence in the truth of the data”

(Polit, Beck, & Hungler, 2001, p. 312), and as “truth of findings as judged by 

participants and others within the discipline” (Schneider et al., 2003, p. 149)

In this study, a significant amount of data was collected through 25 interviews 

(more than 32 total hours) over an 18-month period.  The span of data 

collection allowed sufficient time for categories to emerge, to search for 

disconfirming evident through purposive sampling or negative case analysis 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and to engage in a process of constant comparison of 

new data to previous data and emergent categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

Using procedures set forth by Lincoln and Guba (1985), member checks 

and peer debriefing were used to demonstrate credibility in this study.  In the

former case, all participants were sent electronic copies of their entire 

transcribed interview for review and clarification.  As previously mentioned, 

a subset of information-rich participants was contacted again, given a verbal 

report of the preliminary analysis and emergent themes, and was asked to 

participate in a follow-up interview. In these interviews, participants were 

asked to provide additional details or examples of their experiences, as well 

as to contribute feedback on the emerging categories and themes.  Lincoln 
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and Guba (1985) described this as “the most critical technique for establishing 

credibility” (p. 314).

In a second aspect of trustworthiness and rigor through the domain of 

credibility, peer debriefing occurred throughout the duration of data analysis.

Former colleagues and professional contacts who had content or clinical

expertise assisted with external checks on the inquiry process.  This consisted 

of reviewing the categories, patterns, and interactions detailed in the analytic 

memos and diagrams in the research journal.   Feedback and suggestions 

from the peer debriefing process were dated and incorporated into the 

research journal, and assisted in the refinement and clarification of axial 

codes, selective codes, and the conditional matrix. 

 Transferability 

The transferability of a qualitative study refers to the ability to 

generalize research findings to similar groups or contexts.  To meet this 

criterion, Lincoln and Guba (1985) emphasized that the role of the researcher 

is to provide:

only the thick description necessary to enable someone interested in 
making a transfer to reach a conclusion about whether transfer can be 
contemplated as a possibility (p. 316). 

Morrow (2005) noted “the ‘thickness’ of the descriptions relates to the 

multiple layers of culture and context in which the experiences are 

embedded” (p. 250).   Details of the sampling strategies and profiles of 

participants have been included in this chapter to provide information about 

the participants and the context of the interview settings.  Further, rich, thick 

slices of narrative data have been presented in Chapters 4 and 5.  These 

chapters, along with the analysis and conclusions of this study, will allow 

other researchers to evaluate the appropriateness and transferability of these 

findings to similar contexts.
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 Dependability 

The dependability of a qualitative study is also referred to in the 

literature as accountability, auditability (Schneider et al., 2003), or stability of 

findings over time and condition (Polit et al., 2001).   Dependability requires a 

study to be conducted such that it is “consistent across time, researchers, and 

analysis techniques” (Morrow, 2005, p. 252).  To maximize the fidelity of data 

in this study, all interviews were transcribed solely by the researcher, and 

were checked and re-checked for accuracy of the verbatim transcription.  As 

mentioned, the evolving research design and procedures were detailed in a 

research journal as an audit trail, which can also be used to demonstrate 

confirmability.

 Confirmability 

Finally, confirmability of the research findings can be ascertained 

through an audit trail, or a detailed account of the steps and procedures of 

data collection and analysis.  In particular, an audit trail is: 

A detailed chronology of research activities and processes; influences 
on the data collection and analysis; emerging themes, categories, or 
models; and analytic memos (Morrow, 2005, p. 252). 

A research journal was maintained in this study to provide structure and 

organization during the stages of data collection and analysis.  The journal 

included field notes and descriptions of the interview context.  Analytic 

memos related to the data reduction process were noted in the research

journal and on the original transcripts that linked to open codes in Ethnograph.

All open and axial codes were reviewed and confirmed by the supervision 

team for consistency and accuracy.  The process of data reconstruction, 

including relational patterns and themes, was outlined and recorded in the 

research journal.  This assisted the researcher in linking concepts through 

diagrams and matrices that evolved during the process of constant 
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comparison with each additional interview.  Continual revisions of the 

emerging model led to a substantive theory of intercultural parenting, 

presented in Chapter 6. 

In summary, the criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability,

and confirmability were used throughout all stages of this study to maintain 

qualitative standards of rigor and trustworthiness. 

Ethical Considerations

Ethics approval to conduct this study was granted by the University of 

New England Human Research Ethics Committee (Approval #HE05/213, 

valid to 1/2/09) for the duration of the study. Participation in this study was 

completely voluntary, and individuals could withdraw at any point.  Prior to 

the interview, each participant was briefed on the rationale and goals of the 

study, and written informed consent was obtained.  Each participant was 

given a copy of his or her signed Informed Consent document [Appendix IV].

A Participant Information Sheet [Appendix III] was distributed via mail or in 

person before the interview commenced.  The information sheet included 

referrals for counseling services as a resource in the event that they 

experienced distress during or after the interview process. No adverse 

advents were reported.

Participants were also informed that confidentiality would be 

maintained through the use of pseudonyms and codes in all publications and 

dissemination of findings.   To further protect confidentiality, participants

were informed that they could instruct the interviewer to turn off the digital 

recording device at any point or for any reason during the interview.  Two 

participants requested to go off the record before revealing sensitive

information, not included in the study.  In addition, all informed consent 

documents and identifying information have been stored in a locked safe in 

the researcher’s home.  Digital voice recordings have been stored on a 
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password protected computer, and will be deleted at the end of the study.

Consistent with guidelines from the New England Human Research Ethics 

Committee, all transcripts will be kept for five years after the completion of 

the study in a locked, secure filing cabinet in the researcher’s home.  After this 

time, the transcripts and other documents will be shredded.

As a family counselor by training, it was important to disclose my 

professional background and to clarify the nature of the research relationship.

Throughout the duration of data collection, the researcher was registered with 

the California Board of Behavioral Sciences, in which all licensed practitioners 

are bound by a code of ethics.  This code mandates a clear separation between 

the boundaries of therapeutic and research relationships.  To maintain the 

distinction, all previous therapeutic clients were excluded from participation 

in the study, and all research participants were excluded from future

therapeutic relationships with the researcher.

Summary

A social constructionist approach provided the theoretical framework 

in this qualitative research design.  Grounded theory was used as a 

methodology throughout all stages of the research design, including sampling 

strategies, data collection procedures, and data analysis.  Participants from 

culturally diverse backgrounds were recruited into the study through

purposive and theoretical sampling, and their portraits were presented in this

chapter.  The methods and procedures of data collection were discussed, 

including the interview setting, structure, instrument, and research journal.

The constant comparison of data and tri-level coding processes were

explained as methods of data analysis to derive the substantive-level theory of 

intercultural parenting.  Standards of rigor and trustworthiness were applied 

throughout the research design, and this chapter summarized how the criteria 

of credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability were 
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implemented.  Finally, ethical considerations related to research with human 

subjects were addressed in this chapter.

The following two chapters will summarize the experiences of the 21 

intercultural parents who were interviewed in this study.  Chapter 4, 

Parenting across Cultures, focuses on their experiences as intercultural parents 

which includes narratives of identity, context, and conflict in culturally 

diverse households.  Chapter 5, Culture within Families, focuses on 

participants’ perceptions of constructing and maintaining culturally diverse 

families.
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Chapter 4 
PARENTING ACROSS CULTURES 

The narratives of the intercultural parents in this study are delineated 

into two findings chapters that parallel the research questions of this study:

What are the experiences of intercultural couples raising children together? How do 

intercultural parents construct family systems within culturally diverse households?

This chapter focuses on the first question, and is organized into four themes 

and twelve sub-themes related to the experiences of intercultural parents.

First, the context of intercultural parenthood is explored, including the sub-

themes of constructions of cultural identities, incongruence of cultural 

identities, and discrepancies in identity status.  Next, cross-cultural challenges

such as cultural dissonance, cultural losses, and divided cultural homes are 

presented.  The third theme examines the processes of negotiating

intercultural parenthood.  This includes the identification of cultural 

similarities and differences, patterns of intercultural decision-making, and the 

transmission of culture.  The final theme considers opportunities in parenting 

across cultures such as access to other models, the plasticity of gender roles in 

parenting, and enhanced cultural competency.

Theme 1: The Context of Intercultural Parenthoodd

As mentioned in the methods chapter, individuals and couples self-

identified as intercultural for the purposes of this study.  Thus, the initial 

query  posed to participants to understand how they each identify and situate 

their cultural context was, tell me about your cultural background and that of your

partner.  From this prompt, several sub-themes emerged about the multiple, 

fluid, and dynamic constructions of cultural identities; an incongruence 
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between self-identification and exogenous labeling; and discrepancies in 

identity status between partners.  These sub-themes are discussed below. 

Sub-theme 1: Constructions of Cultural Identities

There are multiple aspects and layers in the way participants define 

and assign meaning to their cultural background and that of their partner.

For some, cultural identity is construed as an ancestral home. Christine was 

raised in Britain before she immigrated to the United States in her early 

thirties, and she identified her Welsh ancestry as an important aspect of her 

cultural identity although she has never resided there.  She recalled: 

I grew up in Britain...my parents had left Wales, so all of their family 
was in Wales, and my mother always talked about going home to 
Wales...we had always lived in England, and there was this sense that 
[Wales] was home. [Christine, P9] 

Her husband, Ola, also related cultural identity as being tied to a sense 

of place with multiple, interacting hierarchical layers including tribal, regional 

and Pan-African continental:

What [is] my culture? Well, African culture is very complex...there is 
the village which is where you come from, which is where your tribe 
comes from. Call it my parents’ home, the tribes’ home...all of the tribes 
come from a specific geographic region. [Ola, P9]

Ola doesn’t really identify himself as Nigerian. He sees himself as Igbo 
and doesn’t have really anything in common with a Yoruba unless he 
is in the United States. But Nigeria is still really feudal and it is the 
tribe that is the most important grouping. [Christine, P9]

In the above example of multiplicity, the aspect of cultural identity that was 

considered most salient was predicated on a geographical context.  As such, a 

pattern emerged where a greater distance from the culture of origin necess-

itated a broader construction of cultural identity.  In Ola’s case, he identified 

himself in his home country as Igbo, which is the most fundamental and 
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meaningful cultural unit in Nigeria. In contrast, when he moved to Britain 

and then to the United States, he distinguished himself as Nigerian, which is 

more broadly understood and recognized as a familiar cultural identification.

Other participants defined cultural identity in terms of a religious 

affiliation or religious upbringing: 

Let’s see, I guess I was raised, let’s see, my dad’s Jewish and my mom 
was raised Catholic in Montréal, but she is agnostic now I guess. So, I 
was raised Jewish up until 13. [Solomon, P8] 

His culture and his religion are really close together...of course there 
were a lot of Catholic missionaries down there, and so were the 
Mormons.  All of the families [in Uruguay] have some kind of religion.
Religion is really important down there. [Shana, P5] 

In Iran, the culture is the religion, and the religion is the culture.
[Samuel, P3]

In the latter two cases, the observation that culture and religion are often 

intertwined and symbiotic reveals not only the difficulty in extracting one 

from the other, but also a cultural imprinting that persists even when an 

individual converts to another religion.  Lucia identified this cultural 

perseverance in her husband, who converted from Islam to Catholicism prior 

to their marriage nearly twenty years ago: 

I think that he almost considers [Islam] a cultural aspect of his 
background, more so than his practicing Islam…he really does 
embrace that as part of his culture. And he even says, when he 
introduces himself, “I’m Catholic and I’m practicing, but I’m also 
Muslim.”  He’s almost not willing to let go of it because it is such a 
culturally integral part of him. So, once in awhile I will hear him say 
that and I will kind of go “ouch” but then I will qualify it that it is a 
much more cultural thing for him.
[Lucia, P15] 

The cultural context of participants who define themselves as second-

and third-generation immigrants to the United States represents an additional 

perspective of multiple and concurrent identities.  For example,
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[Where] I grew up there is also a Nigerian community.  Wherever they 
are, they like to party, so I went to a lot of concerts of Nigerian 
musicians so, lots of Nigerian-type things, but you know, I was still an 
American first, Nigerian second. [Beni, P8]

I see myself as Japanese American, and I think...the generation is a big 
point of reference.  I’m third generation; my grandparents immigrated 
here. I think in general, Japanese Americans really try to assimilate, 
more so than probably other Asian ethnic groups. But, there is still a lot 
of Japanese culture that is…just there.  So, I grew up in Colorado, and I 
think a lot of it for me was trying to fit in, trying to get away from any 
kind of Japanese cultural anything:  culture, values, traditions, 
anything like that. I think I thought of myself as very “white”, very 
American. [Daniel, P10]

Beni and Daniel described a process of assimilation, in which the cultural

values of the host culture are adopted.  Their process of assimilation 

illustrates a fluidity and porousness of cultural identity.  In this example, they 

identified with certain values and characteristics from their cultures of origin 

while simultaneously they ascribed to an American identity.  Other 

participants expressed different ways in which their cultural identity shifted 

based on context.  Although the ability to shift to accommodate different 

situations is an example of cultural flexibility, Lucia and Christine articulated 

their frustration and confusion when their spouses shifted between culturally 

sanctioned roles: 

He is more like a Mexican son when he is with his mother and a 
Persian son when he is with his father. ABSOLUTELY.  I always say, 
because he is Reza and sometimes he goes by Robert and his mother 
calls him Roberto, this is a new development. And I will joke with him 
and say, “Is this Reza that I am talking with or is it Robert?” Because he 
does, he flip-flops. All the guys he works with call him Roberto... It is 
just that the interface with the parents is a real balancing act for him 
and I see it. I see with his father, he is the authority and he has to praise 
him. And there is a lot of tension with it. Like he’ll say, “Of course I’m 
Muslim.” And then with his mother it is like, “I’m born Catholic, I’ll 
die Catholic.”  He really has split identities. [Lucia, P15]
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Ola has never been traditional with me; [if he were], we wouldn’t be 
together. He’s always been for equality; he’s always treated me with 
respect, all that sort of thing. We didn’t meet in Nigeria, where it 
would have been different. And he had been in England for seven 
years by the time I had met him. He was very acculturated to Britain. 
And then he turned into this Nigerian son when his parents came. 
Head of the household.  He would walk through the door and his 
mother would have a go at me because I wasn’t up there getting the 
food on the table, and I was like, “He can get his own food!” And I felt 
that he didn’t stand up for me, but he reverted to [a more traditional 
role]…. And I think he had his own issues, as we all do, when he went 
back to his family of origin. [Christine, P9] 

Lucia described her husband’s codeswitching as “flip-flopping” 

consistent with his “split identities,” as he adapted to the cultural norms and 

expectations of his parents who are from Mexico and Iran.  Her choice of 

words implied a perception of his ambivalence rather than adaptation.

Christine, on the other hand, felt confused and disregarded by her husband 

when he shifted into a more culturally appropriate role during his parents 

visit to the United States. In both cases, the porousness and fluidity of their 

husbands’ identities created cultural dissonance because they transgressed 

cultural norms within the relationship. 

Lucia embodied a fluid cultural identity as well.  As a child of Mexican 

and Italian ancestry being raised in a culturally homogenous region of the 

Midwestern United States, she would identify with one aspect of her cultural 

heritage over another to avoid having outsider status.  For example: 

I realized growing up that people would say, “You don’t look Mexican, 
what are you?” or “You are half something?” And I would be, “I’m 
Italian.” And they were like, “Oh, you’re Italian, that explains it.” I 
didn’t feel like an outsider because of that. [Lucia, P15] 

Constructions of identity are also dynamic, and change over time.  For 

participants from majority cultures, cultural background was often not 

considered because their culture had always been the default or norm:
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I never really thought about my culture EVER until I left the country
really, to move to the U.S. with Ola. It just never seemed to be an issue 
at that point. [Christine, P9] 

And, white people, it is hard to identify what our culture is, until you 
put it up against a different culture. [Katherine, P10] 

As Katherine articulated, cultural characteristics take on significance in the 

presence of an alternative culture, such as when one is in a relationship with a 

partner from a different cultural background or when one steps outside of 

one’s cultural context.  In these examples, cultural identifications were not 

self-evident until the participants moved to another country and the contrast 

between cultural groups became apparent. 

For Daniel, the experience of moving to a community with a large 

Japanese American population was more significant in clarifying his cultural 

identity than when he lived in a different country: 

I think I started understanding my own culture more when I moved 
here [to Southern California] because it was the first time I was around 
[a community of Japanese Americans]. I think that was more 
significant than [living in] Costa Rica for me.  I think I almost didn’t 
think about culture, I thought more about fitting in. And then I moved
out here and that is where I felt validated. Like, “Oh, that’s why I’m 
like that.” That’s been a big piece of it for me. [Daniel, P10] 

In this case, it was Daniel’s frame of reference that had shifted.  With each 

move across cultural borders, he had a new perspective with which to 

evaluate and delineate his relative cultural background.

Ultimately, the multiple, fluid and dynamic constructions of identity

remain secondary in intimate interpersonal relationships.  Several participants 

alluded to this hierarchical nature in the construction of identity:

The funny thing is, being raised in the U.S., I learned that you love who 
you love and I fell in love with Greg when we were at Berkeley 
together. I really didn’t think about his [Polish] cultural background, I 
just fell in love with him. [Julia, P13]
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I fell in love with a man, not with a culture…. I never really thought he 
was Nigerian.  I knew he came from Nigeria, but it wasn’t meaningful 
to me. [Christine, P9] 

When I look at him I don’t see an Asian, I see my husband…. And he 
agreed [in the face of family opposition] and said to me, “You have the 
same values and beliefs that I do and when I look at you I don’t see a 
White or Vietnamese girl, I see the woman I want to marry, the woman 
I love…There is no reason why we should not get married.” [Jackie, P3] 

For these intercultural couples, the differences in their respective cultural 

backgrounds became significant or meaningful only in the context of identity 

incongruence and discrepant status within the larger social community. 

Sub-theme 2:  Incongruence of Cultural Identities

A second sub-theme in the context of intercultural parenthood is 

identity incongruence for couples, and the different ways in which 

participants defined and labeled their own cultural background and that of 

their partners.  In general, individuals from majority cultures struggled to 

articulate or characterize their own cultural background or identity while they 

were able to clearly define or label it for their partners.  For example, Shana 

and Jackie denoted an ambiguous cultural identification based on nationality

and racial categories respectively, and Katherine struggled to associate an 

identification based on characteristics and values of her relatively distant 

European ancestors:

Well, I was raised here in this area, so whatever you would like to call 
me, I don’t know what you would call me, an American I guess.
[Shana, P5] 

I am Caucasian American, white, whatever. [Jackie, P3] 

I would say, I don’t know, I guess [my ethnic identity is] white, general 
white, kind of mainstream American with the European influence. 
Probably the strongest, I guess you could say “ethnic white” back-
ground is German, lots of German farmers in my background. On my 
dad’s side, my grandfather moved here from Lithuania, so that’s the 
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most recent on that side.  On my mother’s side, it is like pre-
Revolutionary War kind of stuff. I feel that very white, [value of] 
independence, the hard-working, direct sort of “take care of yourself” 
cultural background. [Katherine, P10] 

Participants from non-majority cultures who married spouses from

majority cultures expressed difficulty as well: 

He is from here, the United States.  He is American…he doesn’t know 
much about where his family came from.  [He is] just white, I mean 
Caucasian. [Monique, P1] 

He’s kind of one of those “American mixes” and I don’t think he really 
has a…I guess he considers himself partly German or whatever but his 
parents are kind of just the typical American family where everybody 
comes from everywhere.  He doesn’t really…to me he doesn’t really 
have a culture. [Anya, P11] 

Thus, for many couples, an incongruent pattern of endogenous labeling

emerged in which individuals from majority cultures were identified with a 

default culture in contrast to their partners who were designated with an 

“other” cultural identity.

In other cases, participants initially misconstrued the cultural 

background of their partners based on incomplete or inaccurate assumptions.

For example:

I actually thought he was Jewish because of the way he looked!  But, 
anyway, now when I look at him he looks very Persian. [Lucia, P15] 

He thought at first that I was a black American and we started talking 
and he realized I was different and wondered why...And I told him I 
wasn’t born here and I grew up in different countries:  the Bahamas for 
18 years, Jamaica for 10 years, so...I don’t have the same issues, the 
same barriers that black Americans do. [Monique, P1] 

The ambiguity in defining cultural background also extended to exogenous

labeling, or identifications assigned or presumed by the larger community. In 

the following example, Samuel had a strong cultural identification with his 
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British background yet he was identified by his nationalized American 

citizenship when his Persian in-laws labeled him as such: 

It was bad enough having the stigma of marrying an American, or as 
they view it American, even though I was British…I was actually 
naturalized American. [Samuel, P4]

In this case, exogenous labeling presumed an interchangeability of ethnicity 

and nationality.  In other examples, race and ethnicity were assumed to be 

transposable. This was most evident in the narratives of black participants 

from Africa or the Caribbean who were frequently labeled as African 

American.  Monique, who immigrated to the United States after living in the 

Bahamas and Jamaica for over thirty years, described this phenomenon:

I did notice though that when people saw me they thought that I was a 
black American and they thought that my speech was different and 
that maybe I was trying to act different. And I would have to say “No, 
I’m not African American and I don’t have the accent that you do 
because I wasn’t raised here”.  And they started acting really wary 
toward me.  Like I was acting like I wasn’t part of them.  But I was 
never part of a clique ever…and I have never aligned myself with a 
group to define my identity either. So, but then they realized that I’m 
not from here, and I don’t speak or act a certain way because I’m not 
from here. [Monique, P1] 

Monique affirmed an invisible identity that was concealed to others because 

of false attributions of her cultural background based on physical 

characteristics.  Zinzi enunciated this point as well: 

I do not consider myself a minority even though I am black; I am not 
African American…. But to a white person, it is like “Oh, there’s 
another black person.” And white Americans have a difficulty seeing 
difference other than color.  Whereas in Africa, differences are along
tribal lines and color is not really relevant. And that is what I struggle 
with because here I am being labeled with all of the other minorities 
and I’m not seen as Congolese, much less as my tribe. And I know that 
if I went home, I mean I grew up in the majority for goodness sake! 
That is my anger talking! [Zinzi, P14]

111



These examples of identity incongruence often led to discrepancies in 

identity status among couples interviewed in this study, the third sub-theme 

of the context of intercultural parenthood.  The constructions of insider and 

outsider status for individuals in intercultural relationships were manifested 

in various domains including relationships with in-laws and extended family, 

as well as relationships with one’s own and the partner’s culture of origin. 

Sub-theme 3: Discrepancies in Identity Status

Outsider Status

Participants who immigrated to the United States often related the 

experience of having outsider status living in their partner’s home country.  In 

response to a question about his relationship with his in-laws, Antonio [P12] 

replied, “I feel like an outsider...completely.”  Zinzi concurred in her 

perception of being an outsider within the context of her husband’s family: 

I’m the only black person in the family...I feel like an outsider because 
it is more like their son and his wife.  While with my family it is like, 
“This is our daughter and our son.” [My in-laws] don’t make me feel 
very welcome. For example, when we go out to eat with Tad’s brother
and father, I barely say anything because most of the time they are 
talking about things that are not related to me. It is as if I am not there, 
and I can always tell that they seem uncomfortable around me as if 
they do not know how to act around me. In fact, I am conflicted about 
continuing having lunch with them since I don’t get to say much when 
we are together and it wouldn’t seem to make a difference. [Zinzi, P14] 

Other immigrant spouses professed outsider status within American 

society in general, in part because of speaking with non-American accents: 

I feel that in general, white Americans, they look at immigrants, some 
of them, even though I am Caucasian, I still have an accent, I still say 
funny things and pronunciation, etc. So they look at me [and assume 
that] immigrants can have the positions that are low in society, and 
that’s fine, but as long as you aren’t here [higher status], they are 
friendly, and they are nice and they are wonderful, but they still look at 
you like you are dumb, not realizing it.  Some people don’t take you 
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seriously because you speak with an accent, like “How can you do the 
job if you have the job with an accent?  You won’t be able to perform 
this job as well as another person and maybe you can’t read or write.”
[Anastasia, P6] 

José also experienced outsider status because of his Spanish accent and the 

incongruence of other’s expectations. He expressed frustration that people 

have made assumptions that he was a native-born American based on his 

physical appearance and they become surprised when they are confronted 

with a Spanish accent:

If I go up and ask somebody for something, people hear my accent and 
assume that they aren’t going to understand me, so they make an 
effort.  When they see me, they expect perfect English. Then they hear 
me, and something just switches off!  Every single day. Every time 
when I am talking with people who don’t know me. People who know 
me, that’s OK, they are expecting to hear the accent. And there is no 
problem. But when I am new to a place and I ask something, I really 
see the face that is turning to strain... Like, they’ll say, “Where are you 
from?”  or “Where is your accent from?.”.. But, one of the things that 
would probably happen is I will never be completely assimilated. 
Never, because of my accent. [José, P2] 

His wife concurred that this phenomenon became apparent to her when they 

lived in Spain for a year and he was no longer perceived as an outsider: 

After two days of being in Spain he said, “I am in my country because 
when I open my mouth, people’s brows don’t wrinkle.”  You know, he 
doesn’t get that quizzical expression. And it is one of the things that 
caught my attention when I got there because [we noticed that 
Spaniards] weren’t making faces when he spoke.  And they didn’t say, 
“Where are you from?” [Marie, P2] 

José concluded that his distress with being perceived as outsider was 

attenuated over time as he acculturated to American society and learned the 

cultural norms and expectations, although it was at the expense of his feeling 

of authenticity:

It’s hard, but the discomfort with being different, being seen as an 
outsider gets less and less. And I control the situations more, because 
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the more experience you have living in an unfamiliar environment, the 
more you can expect what is going to be coming. When I am with her 
family, I know what they are expecting, and I know what is coming, 
how they are going to react....Yes, I learn the rules.  In my job, I am 
completely comfortable, because I know the rules. The only thing is,
you aren’t the same person. You take your role and you play the role, 
and that is what it is. I am just more comfortable with the Spanish role. 
[José, P2]

Beni described a similar feeling of lack of authenticity in relation to being an 

outsider to the culture of her in-laws: 

I mean, there are plenty of times that I have felt uncomfortable like 
when we have gone out to eat.  I mean, even though I can talk to his 
dad and stepmom, when we go out to eat it still feels kind of weird to 
me each time. I feel like I have to be like a yuppie, you know, be all 
formal and say smart things.  I can do it, but I don’t feel like I can just 
be myself, not 100%… For example, I ordered my meat really well-
done because I don’t like to eat blood!  But in America, in fine dining, 
things well-done are like ice in the wine.  It’s like ruining, destroying 
the meat like a McDonald’s hamburger. And I ordered it well-done and 
[my father-in-law] asked, “Do you always order it that way?” And I 
lied and said, “No, it is because I am pregnant.”  It is one of those 
things like I was kind of being judged. [Beni, P8]

Individuals who married partners from different countries experienced 

outsider status as well, generally when they sojourned to their partner’s 

culture of origin.  In Christine’s case, her perceived outsider and infantilized 

status in her husband’s family home diminished her sense of worth: 

It’s like I didn’t really have a place [in Nigeria]... The family treats me 
as a guest. Ola wanted me in the kitchen doing whatever the women 
were doing, because he was like, “This is your house.”  And they 
wanted me to get in and do whatever, but because I was a white 
woman and I wasn’t used to chopping up a chicken or a yam, then 
they have to make allowances for me. So I was more like an apprentice, 
or someone that was pretty useless....And his sister was like, “Come 
and make a salad” or something but I had no idea how to fix it. I think 
maybe a more outgoing person than me would have just said “Oh, let’s 
do it this way,” but I don’t tend to cook much and I’m not that 
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confident to do that, so I just deferred to her really. But then I just felt 
like a child. [Christine, P9]

 Christine also spoke of the isolation when she visited her husband’s home in 

Nigeria, because she maintained an ambivalent social standing as an outsider: 

It is odd to me, because on the one hand I was the mother which 
conferred a special status, but as a wife I wasn’t quite up to par because 
I couldn’t properly look after my man. And it was definitely not 
acceptable for me to socialize with the men, and I didn’t speak the 
language anyway. It was pretty isolating. [Christine, P9]

For other participants who spent time in their partner’s home country, 

interactions with future in-laws established a context of outsider status, which 

challenged the roles of stepmother and daughter-in-law: 

I was looked at as an oddity...I was coming in with Antonio and [his 
daughter] was there. And she was a toddler. At that point, they looked 
at me as such a stranger, such an outsider that in fact, in Madrid, I was 
already very much a stepmother even when we were just dating 
because even then I was always into kids and was already into 
parenting her. And we go to [his family home], which is about 300 
miles from Madrid, and there, they just looked at me as the outsider.
So I couldn’t take care of [his daughter] there, Antonio’s sisters did. I 
realized it was going to be like that there, so I just backed off.
[Samantha, P12] 

It was HORRIBLE for…over ten years I never [felt welcome in my 
mother-in-law’s house].  Oh, she was evil to me.  But she was evil from 
the weekend I met her and we weren’t even a couple then, not 
officially.  And then she said she was going to kill me!  She said, “IF 
YOU EVER HURT MY SON I WILL FOLLOW YOU TO THE ENDS OF 
THE EARTH AND I WILL KILL YOU WITH MY OWN TWO 
HANDS!”  That was my introduction to the family. [Marie, P2].

For others, the perception of outsider status in a spouse’s country of 

origin permeated beyond the extended families to the larger society.  For 

example, Samuel experienced culture shock during his visit to Iran to meet his 

wife’s family:
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My first trip to Iran was Sept. 2005.  It was a difficult, miserable 
experience. So there is nowhere to escape this, what I think of, as this 
“Big Brother is watching you” voice that is constantly sort of…I don’t 
know…I was only there for a month and to me, it was like, “If I had to 
listen to this for my whole life, I would be brainwashed.”  I didn’t
understand any of it, but listening to this over and over...you are 
bombarded with the cultural Islamic banterings. [Samuel, P4]

In contrast, Marie lived in Spain for many years before she married José, but 

she continued to have outsider status: 

Oh, they see the difference...I physically stand out. I would call a store 
and have a transaction over the phone...and fine, no problem. Then I 
would walk in and they would see me and I would see panic on their 
faces because I have such an American appearance! They would be 
like, “Here comes a foreigner, she doesn’t speak Spanish.” And then I 
would say, “Hi, I called earlier” and they would be like, “You’re the 
one who called?” They would see me and not expect to understand me. 
It was interesting, and I hated it. And so, for me it was a real challenge 
to pass as a Spaniard, which I was able to do but I didn’t like being the 
outsider either. But I always felt, you know, different, because I didn’t
have any of those shared experiences. [Marie, P2] 

Her experience was the opposite to her husband’s, and she attributed 

the difference to discrepancies in their identity status.  Whereas Spaniards 

assumed they would not be able to understand her when they actually could, 

Americans presumed to understand her husband when they struggled to 

comprehend him because of his accent.  In both cases, they felt outsider 

status, and a persistent sense of not belonging in the other’s culture. 

Christine also alluded to this mutual, alternating outsider status: 

When we were in London, I never had to worry about being culturally 
aware because I was always in a white environment. It was never an 
issue. It was only when we went to Nigerian parties that I ever even 
experienced being a minority.  Ola has had to adapt to a white culture 
all the time. And he does it so well that I don’t even notice that he is 
doing it. I wasn’t even aware of it.  When we were in Britain, it never
occurred to me...that he could feel different being the only black person 
among all white people. It sounds so naïve! I remember the first time 
he took me to a party and I was the only white person there...and I felt 
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so out of place... [and I thought], “Oh my god, I am so different.” But 
then I thought that is his situation nearly all of the time when we were 
in Britain. And when we go to my family, I just assumed that he was
totally comfortable because he always appears to be, whereas for me 
being as comfortable with his family was just so much harder. But I 
guess...his adaptability had a part of that. Whereas me, I was always in 
the white dominant culture. [Christine, P9] 

Her encounter as an outsider to her husband’s culture provided insight into 

his ongoing adaptation to her white majority culture, which heightened her 

cultural sensitivity and empathy regarding his lived experience.  Likewise, 

her experience in his culture increased her understanding of his identity: 

When I went to Nigeria over this holiday, this last Christmas, and I 
saw the context that he came from, and I saw him in his own context, 
and so much of how he is made sense to me. [Christine, P9] 

Another aspect of outsider status emerged in the participants’ own 

countries of origin when they came into proximate contact with their 

partners’ families.  For example:

When his parents came, he didn’t really prepare me.  It was the first 
time his mother had ever left the country, the first time she had ever 
traveled.  Although she speaks English, I couldn’t understand her very 
well at all. She couldn’t understand me.  They would speak Igbo 
amongst themselves.  Each day, Ola would go to work for 12 hours, I 
would be stuck in the house with them, with the baby.  And when Ola 
would get home, she would get up and they would all have this 
yabbering off in Igbo, and they would be laughing their heads off, 
because they...have a lot of fun when they are together. I would ask 
him to translate and he would say “Oh, village stuff, it doesn’t 
translate.  I can’t explain it.”... Oh, we had so many rows over this. I 
was so hurt… That was the hardest point of our relationship, his 
parents’ visit. [Christine, P9] 

Although some degree of cultural adjustment occurred over time among most 

individuals, the struggle to fit in and feel comfortable in unfamiliar 

environments and roles remained a struggle.  As Solomon reflected:
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I mean, at first I felt uncomfortable being the only white person, but 
now I don’t feel like I stand out because they are used to me.  I mean, 
it’s still, I don’t feel totally comfortable around [my wife’s] friends and 
family just because it’s still is very different. It is hard to connect. I feel
like I can connect pretty well with her parents, but with other people, I 
don’t get into too deep conversations with other people [among her] 
family or friends.  Or, like at the baby shower, guys aren’t supposed to 
be there, but in her culture they are. [Solomon, P8]

In Jackie’s case, despite her perception of outsider status and not 

understanding the appropriate Vietnamese cultural rituals at a funeral, her 

husband’s family appreciated her efforts and support: 

You know, I was just trying to be as supportive to him and his family 
as I could.  And I don’t know if that is expected...but I think that they 
appreciated that I was there through the whole thing even though I 
didn’t understand a word of it. [Jackie, P3] 

Several of the participants articulated a feeling of outsider status 

within their own culture.  Solomon and Anastasia reported a persistent 

marginalization with white American and Russian cultures respectively: 

I think for me, and I am weird in some way, that I have always gotten 
along better with people from different cultures than people from my 
own culture in terms of, like in terms of white Americans...I have never 
had a white American friend...for some reason I feel uncomfortable
around white Americans, I feel like I can’t relate to them as well.  I 
don’t know why. I just feel more comfortable; I just have more in 
common with people from other cultures. [Solomon, P8]

I felt like in my culture, I was a stranger.  And I couldn’t change who I 
am... and I realized I am just not this kind of a person. [Anastasia, P6]

Finally, when participants in intercultural relationships return to their 

country of origin after many years away, they often feel or are perceived as a 

foreigner in their former homes: 

I feel like a foreigner [when I go back to Nigeria]. It changes so much 
each time I go back. [Ola, P9]

And when Sonya goes to Iran, she is now thought of as a foreigner.
[Samuel, P4]
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Insider Status

Despite the many examples of intercultural couples enduring outsider 

status at various junctures in relation to extended families or with larger 

communities, several participants acknowledged aspects of insider status that 

were gained through the context of their relationship. Anya noted that her 

marriage entitled her to a sense of cultural belonging to the broader American

culture.  As a second-generation immigrant from India, she recalled a 

persistent feeling of being caught between cultures: 

All my parents knew was how to be Indian, and that’s how I knew
how to do things too.  I had no one to tell me how to be American.
Looking at other kids at school, I would be behind. I wished my 
parents could have helped us out more, and I think that I resented that 
when I was younger. But now I know that was all they knew, so they 
couldn’t do anything different. They never had any of those problems 
because they were Indians living in India. But for us…we were really 
caught between two worlds and didn’t completely fit into either…As 
kids, we would wish we were white, not that we would say that aloud 
or anything, but...like “That’s such a cool family, they get to spend the 
night at other people’s houses!”... I had a lot more restrictions, and I 
always wanted to be American, even though technically I was because 
I was born here, but I wasn’t really anything. In India, I wasn’t really 
Indian because I was born here. And then I didn’t really speak the
language and I didn’t really understand what they did over there.  And 
over here, I didn’t really feel like I fit in either, so…I was sort of 
between cultures, which is I guess what happens with the first 
generation born in the U.S. [Anya, P11] 

After marrying her husband Chad, a white American, she declared a sense of 

belonging with American society: 

I feel more like…maybe more American or something.  But it’s nice to 
be part of an American family.  And I think at some level, that’s all I 
wanted to do when I was younger, to just be like everyone else.  So to 
have people that consider me to be their sister-in-law and their aunt 
and they are white [laughter]!  Not that it is something that I wanted 
necessarily, but it is kind of comforting in a way. [Anya, P11] 
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Daniel conveyed a similar perception, with his intermarriage as a 

symbol to his family of successful assimilation to American culture: 

But I remember when Katherine and I were dating and [my father] 
pulled me aside, which he never did, and he said, “If you lose 
Katherine, you will regret it for the rest of your life.” And he has just
never said anything like that, so that was significant. And then, some 
of it goes back to being Japanese American, we really try to assimilate.
I think it is the highest out-marrying [group among] Asian immigrants.
I think some of it has to do with the internment camps, and the 
generation of wanting to prove their “American-ness”.  So, it is the 
ultimate assimilation and at some level it can’t be coincidence that both 
of my sisters...married non-Japanese.  I don’t know, maybe there is 
something about how we have succeeded. [Daniel, P10]

Other participants experienced a shift in status within the extended

family as they transitioned to parenthood.  Marie, Samuel, Christine, and 

Lucia enunciated this point in regard to gaining some degree of insider status 

or legitimacy with their in-laws: 

It was horrible, but...what changed it was the kids.  [My mother-in-law]
finally, when the kids were old enough to be accountable for their 
behavior, and she saw how great they are…she just in that respect gave 
me credit.  It was as if I gained status in her eyes. And she tried so hard 
to find fault, so hard!  But we have these two great kids...[and since 
then] she hasn’t said a word, not one insult, she hasn’t criticized me, 
she hasn’t put me down. [Marie, P2] 

[When we became parents], their attitude softened.  It brought me into 
the family.  The formality meant a lot to them.  The fact that you are 
willing to commit to a marriage and family meant a lot to them.
[Samuel, P4]

I think what I got was total validation from his family because I am 
now the mother of two children. And they accepted me [because] we 
have had two children and he is happy and he is settled. I think in that 
respect they accept me and they feel our marriage is happy. So the end 
result is that they know he is happy even if they can’t understand why! 
[Christine, P9] 
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And I think there is some level of respect that I am the mother of these 
children, although my mother-in-law would never tell me that.
[Lucia, P15] 

For Jackie, her status as a mother was amplified in her husband’s Vietnamese

family by giving birth to boys: 

[My in-laws] couldn’t wait to see what we were going to have, and 
then the fact that I had boys has really earned me some bonus points.
You know men; they like to pass on their genes and their heritage.  [My 
father-in-law] only had, out of all of the grandkids...there was three 
girls and one boy.  I gave him two more boys—I evened it out, I evened
the score! [Jackie, P3] 

Finally, the birth of a daughter for Anya and Chad conferred legitimacy on 

their marriage from her parents who were not supportive of an exogamous 

union.  Becoming a mother enabled her to return to insider status within her 

own family: 

Once Anju was born, [my family was] really happy. I think because it 
just solidified that we were going to stay together. In their minds, that 
if we had kids then…they were always worried before about divorce.  I 
think it is because they don’t know how it is here. They don’t make 
that choice in marriage because they were arranged and they have no 
idea about love matches. They are seen as less stable, with less sense of 
obligation. [Anya, P11] 

The various constructions of cultural identity demonstrate that 

intercultural parents have multiple and dynamic means of situating their 

cultural context, which is often incongruent with that of their partners.  Many 

intercultural couples in this study experienced discrepant identity status, 

alternating between outsider and insider status at various junctures in their 

relationship. These differences establish a framework for understanding some

of the cross-cultural challenges inherent in intercultural relationships, which 

extend to the negotiation of parenthood and childrearing.
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Theme 2:  Cross-Cultural Challenges 

As mentioned in the literature review, there is a tendency for 

individuals to experience processes of culture shock and cultural adaptation 

in response to prolonged exposure to an unfamiliar environment.  For 

intercultural couples in this study, these processes were evident.  Sustained 

interaction between partners from different cultural backgrounds led to both 

challenges with culture shock and opportunities through cultural adaptation 

that extend to childrearing.  Participants identified sub-themes of cultural 

dissonance, cultural losses, and divided cultural homes as dimensions of 

interpersonal cross-cultural challenges. 

Sub-theme 1:  Cultural Dissonance

Cultural dissonance can be characterized as a type of cognitive and 

affective disorientation or disequilibrium that results from incongruent

cultural values or the violation of cultural rules and norms (Bennett, 2004).

Although this phenomenon is associated with psychological discomfort or 

distress, it can lead to cultural accommodation and long-term adaptation for 

intercultural couples (Kim, 2001).  In this study, participants reported aspects 

of cultural dissonance in relation to their spouses and their extended families, 

both in their home countries as well as their partners’ countries of origin.  This 

cultural dissonance can be categorized as incongruent cultural values and 

rule-breaking, described below. 

Incongruent Cultural Values

In general, couples who were raised in different cultures tend to have 

divergent cultural frames of reference, which embody different rules, norms, 

and implicit values that can be in conflict with those of their partner.  For 

example, Ola was conflicted with a pervasive, existential difference between 

the values of his African community and those of his adopted U.S. residence: 
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One of the reasons I think there is a lot of depression in the West [is 
that] people lose a sense of purpose. And here is what I mean.  You are 
a happy person if you get up in the morning and you go strive for 
something, you have a goal.  You have a purpose in life.... And 
Africans are lucky in a sense that... most Africans are struggling, no 
matter what they do.  They are always looking for a better tomorrow.... 
but here [in the U.S.] you have no reason to believe that you are going 
to die tomorrow.  You have no reason to believe that there is not going 
to be food on the table. You have no reason to believe that if you got hit 
by a car, some high-priced surgeon won’t fix you, put you back 
together.... But it comes to a point where you turn around...and there is 
no meaning. [Ola, P9]

For couples with divergent cultural frames of reference, cognitive

dissonance is most apparent when the rules or norms of another culture are 

violated. As a consequence, cultural misunderstandings, false attributions, 

and inaccurate assumptions emerge because people tend to rely on their own 

cultural codes to interpret verbal and non-verbal responses. 

Rule-breaking

I always feel like I am at a parlor game and I am the only one who 
doesn’t know the rules. [Samantha, P12]

Rituals and ceremonies that recognize important traditions or rites of 

passage were frequently cited occurrences for cultural transgressions. Rules 

surrounding the observance of these occasions are embedded at an early age, 

and are often not transmitted to spouses or extended family members because 

of the implicit nature of cultural rules.  The following are examples of 

individuals who violated a tradition or norm in their spouse’s culture:

I learned from making mistakes and getting corrected!  [For example] 
when there would be a formal invite to a baptism, I would be, “Well, 
the whole family is invited, they know that.”  Well, that’s not good
enough. You have to send out the invitation, you have to make it 
extremely formal, all addressed like a wedding invite. It has to be 
formal. That really bit me, because I didn’t do it and [my in-laws] 
didn’t come. My mother-in-law felt she wasn’t properly invited and I 
felt like I had extended a proper invitation. I went and begged her face-
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to-face to come, and I apologized and I said, “I’ll get it right next time,
I’m sorry.” Nope, it didn’t matter. I failed and here’s the consequence. 
That was my first child’s baptism. [Lucia, P15]

Lucia elaborated on the different assumptions implicit in her actions

and her mother-in-law’s response: 

I was thinking, “Of course you’ll come, you’re family!”  Because that is 
how it is with my family...I didn’t have to send formal invitations to 
my family and they flew out from Colorado. Maybe it is more Italian, 
like “OK, a party, everybody come!” I remember my mother coming 
and saying, “Where’s Evalina?”  And I said, “Oh, it’s not going to 
work.” And to her it was like, “Well, that’s kind of weird, but you have 
to get into those cues.”  My husband tried to smooth it out but it was 
sort of like, “Oh well.” He let it roll right off of him and it just hit me! 
...I’ve learned over time some of these cultural cues... [and] I’m still 
learning. I even approached his mother saying, “I’m sorry, I’m still 
learning; now I know it, now I got it, forgive me, let’s move on, but 
please come.”  It didn’t matter. [Lucia, P15] 

Lucia assumed her definition of family was congruent with that of her 

mother-in-law, and that the rules of her family of origin would apply to her 

husband’s family.  Although Lucia perceived this as an opportunity for 

cultural learning, the incident compounded an already fractured relationship 

with her new mother-in-law.  Likewise, Jackie summarized her introduction 

to her tentative future mother-in-law as an example of both rule-breaking and 

cultural learning in the ritual of meeting future family members:

And in trying to be a nice person, and show that, you know, I’m not a 
person to be afraid of, or I’m not a bad person, when I first met his 
mom, I hugged her.  I said, “It’s nice to meet you” and I gave her a 
hug.  And she just stood there all stiff because she didn’t know what to 
do because Vietnamese aren’t a very affectionate people.  They would 
just shake hands or nod and say, “Nice to meet you.” I grew up in a 
very affectionate family, I mean every night before I went to bed I 
would say, “I love you” and hug and kiss and then I went up to my 
bed.  So for me that was totally normal.  But for his mom, she just stood 
there straight as a rail like she didn’t know what to do, and I thought 
“Oh, great, I just made a terrible first impression!” I learned they just
aren’t an outwardly affectionate people.  They know that that person
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loves you without you having to say, “I love you” or without you
having to give them a hug.  They know it by your actions and I had to 
learn to be a bit less casual because it would seem kind of disrespectful 
to them. [Jackie, P3] 

Samantha had lived in her husband’s native Spain for several years 

when she misconstrued a significant cultural symbol preceding her 

daughter’s birth: 

When I was pregnant with Raquel, Antonio has this aunt who is the
most exquisite knitter. She was going to make one of these little 
sweaters for infants. And we didn’t know if it was going to be a boy or 
a girl. So when my mother-in-law asked what color, I said, “Well, just 
not pink because you can’t do that across genders,” so I suggested 
yellow. And she was so horrified and she said, “Oh no, it can’t be 
yellow!” And she starting saying these things, like prayers, and I didn’t 
know what she was saying. So when I got home, I asked Antonio what 
this was about. And he said yellow was for death. You dress a dead 
baby in yellow. And you put yellow chrysanthemums on their grave.
And the yellow is the symbolism, especially for an infant death. And
for us it is the most basic, gender neutral color. And how would I have 
known?  And since my mother-in-law was brought up in [a small 
town], absolutely homogenous where everyone does the exact same 
thing, she can’t imagine that anyone could do anything differently.
[Samantha, P12]

Samantha’s husband was unable to transmit this cultural symbol to her 

prior to the occurrence because it was so ingrained in his schema that he was 

unaware of it is as a difference until it was in contrast with another.  Despite 

his subsequent recognition of this difference, the cultural imprinting persisted 

for him: 

To me what was the most surprising thing to see [were]
chrysanthemums growing everywhere here. It was what you associate 
with death.  Or that you could go to a florist and send someone 
chrysanthemums--that was shocking, the worst thing you can do! If 
you do it, the poor guy dies of depression! [Antonio, P12] 

Regardless of intention, rule-breaking can lead to cultural offense and a 

perception of being disregarded or disrespected.  Rules surrounding food are
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a frequent source of violation, cited by nearly every participant in the study.

These rules extend to the type of food served, how it is served, and the 

significance and meaning of food.  Jackie described an incident with her 

mother-in-law that represented her benign intention misinterpreted as blatant 

disrespect.

And so many times I would do dumb little things that I didn’t even
know I was offending them.  Like one time we went to a restaurant.
And my husband likes fried chicken livers.  And he ordered liver...and 
he didn’t like it at all, so we decided to bring it home and we were 
going to just give it to the dog.  And I pulled it out of the fridge, the 
leftovers, and I started cutting it up and my mother-in-law happened 
to be sitting in the kitchen with someone else and she asked me what it 
was and I said, “Liver...I was just going to give some to Buddy [the 
dog] do you want some?”  [laughter] Not even thinking that it was 
going to be offensive and she took it like I was going to offer her dog 
food.  She was so offended. [Jackie, P3] 

Ola noted a difference in the relative value of food between cultures 

that contributed to cultural offense between his partner and his family:

[In my culture] we have certain understandings such as not letting
food go bad, eating every damn thing that you cook. Whereas 
Christine’s culture, [her] parents and her cousins and everybody, they 
would make this huge meal, take very little bits of it, eat half of what is 
on your plate, drop the rest out, and go put the rest in here.  Basically, 
food for us, food was a survival thing.  There was much more value.
For them, food is like air.  They enjoy it, it’s just they have no problems 
chucking it away! For us, you don’t do that. If there’s mold, you 
remove it. That caused a great deal of problems for us at my family 
home [in Nigeria], because how could it not be seen as ingratitude or 
that it isn’t good enough for them? [Ola, P9]

For Samantha as well, the rules of what to eat and when to eat it were 

challenges during long-term stays with her in-laws in Spain: 

There’s not a flexibility in what to eat or how to eat it. For example, if I 
were to tell my mother-in-law that I occasionally fry eggs for breakfast, 
she would faint. Eggs are eaten in the evening. You DO NOT have eggs 
in the morning. Likewise, my mother-in-law had a fit that I drank
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water in the morning. You DO NOT drink water before the midday 
meal, ever. [Samantha, P12] 

These rules extended to how food is prepared: 

I was making dinner just for [my young daughter] because the meal
hours there are so different. So I just decided to make her some pasta. 
Well my mother-in-law had these two identical little pots and one was 
green, one was red, they were identical except for color. So I pulled one 
of them out and put water in it, boiled the water, put the pasta in, 
cooked it. Raquel had it for dinner and then I went into the kitchen to 
do the dishes and my mother-in-law walked in and she took a look at 
the pot and just threw a fit! That I had cooked pasta in that pot and was 
Raquel going to be OK? That was NOT the pot for cooking; that was 
the pot for the milk. And they are IDENTICAL except for the color. 
And so I go back to Antonio and I say “What is this?” And he didn’t 
seem to know what I was talking about. But then as I started asking, 
everyone I told the story to in Spain said, “Of course you have to have
a separate one from the milk!” Well, the whole Spanish peninsula was 
of course Jewish. Everybody in the upper classes was Jewish, but 
nobody is Jewish now after 1492, but all of the nobility was completely
intermarried so it is something that has passed along...it’s kosher! But 
my mother-in-law doesn’t know that she is being kosher. She would 
never imagine that it is a Jewish tradition. Everyone in Spain has a
special pot, because in the morning you have milk with espresso or
chocolate milk, so everyone has a special pot to cook it in. You don’t
use it for anything else. Nothing else. [Samantha, P12] 

In the above example, the rules of food preparation were transmitted for 

centuries, and became engrained to the extent that it could not be explained 

because it was an implicit norm that wasn’t aberrant to cultural insiders.  The 

contrasting rules of serving food led to cultural misinterpretation and offense 

for Katherine and Daniel as well: 

I get along really well with Katherine’s parents, but there are times 
when our cultural differences really come up and it is difficult to 
change. [For example] her mom would offer me something to eat. Like, 
“Oh do you want some sort of snack?” And, culturally, to just say 
“Yes” would be like you were expecting it, or it’s about time.  So, I say, 
“Oh, no thanks, that’s OK.”  And that would be my cultural way of 
responding, and we are supposed to do it probably three times. She is 
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supposed to offer again. And I am supposed to say “no, no, no” and by 
the third time, I say “OK.”  So that is one [example] where initially I 
felt, I felt hurt, or like “gosh, it’s kind of rude!”  I think Katherine and
her family were like, “Well, he said he doesn’t want it, so if he doesn’t 
want it, he doesn’t want it and if he did he would say so.” [Daniel, P10] 

And I thought when your dad or your parents would keep offering 
and I would say, “Oh, no thank you,” and they would offer it again, 
and I am thinking, “I SAID I didn’t want any!”  And I was feeling like 
it was pushy. [Katherine, P10] 

Despite awareness of cultural differences between their families, 

Katherine and Daniel interpreted the rules of serving food within the context 

of their respective cultures of origin.  Whereas Daniel felt dismissed and 

Katherine was affronted by a sense of overbearing in-laws, both were 

misinterpreted because they were not aware and could not adjust to the rules 

of the other until a norm was violated.  Samantha and Shana had similar 

experiences:

Generally in Spain, if you don’t eat an abundant amount, you don’t 
like the food. So, my very first meal at my in-laws, first of all it was 
pork chops which I detest...and to me, one pork chop would be 
pushing my limits of what I could possibly consume. [My father-in-
law] put three pork chops on my plate. And when I said, “That’s 
enough,” he said, “Well, don’t you like it?”  Again, there’s no idea that 
anybody would eat anything differently than what they do. So there 
are these three pork chops, I’m working away and I finish the first pork 
chop, and my father-in-law reaches over and gives me another one on 
my plate! I’ve eaten one and now I still have another three to go! And 
I’m working and I couldn’t even make a dent, and I thought, “I’m 
going to be sick.”  I’m eating and eating and I couldn’t finish it all. And 
in fact, after dinner, Antonio and I went out for a walk and I actually 
threw up outside, right in the gutter, because I couldn’t digest it. And 
at the same time, my mother-in-law was so worried that I didn’t like it. 
And she kept asking, “What do you like, what do you like?” And I 
made the mistake of saying this really delicious delicate white fish that 
they have in Spain. The next thing I knew, I had kilos of this fish 
floating into the house, every day. The same problem again!
[Samantha, P12] 
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You know, I used to not eat very much, just sort of on the go, typical 
American woman. But now I have to eat all of the time... [because] he 
has already made it very clear that you don’t turn down food in his
[Uruguayan] culture. And he gives you lots of food. [Shana, P5]

In these rituals of food exchange with their partners and within 

extended families, the participants consistently reported aspects of cognitive 

dissonance because their responses were misunderstood and they felt 

disoriented from not being able to understand or adapt to the cultural norms 

of their new families.

Finally, the meaning and significance of food can be illustrated as a 

subtext for norms of social relationships and obligations:

In Spain, if your friends come by, you have to serve them. There is 
none of this potluck or sharing and so forth. So there is that and then 
the quality and the amount of food is very important. Are you serving 
shrimp or just mushrooms...It is ABSOLUTELY important to have the 
right kind of food and to know how to serve it, exactly.  This is a sign 
of status, absolutely. [Samantha, P12] 

If you ever went to Andrés’ house, this whole table would be filled 
with food.  Even if you just came over to visit and say hi.  Food is just
really important to him. [Shana, P5] 

I do see this as a cultural difference because his family lives in a small 
house in Poland where neighbors drop in all the time unannounced
and it is expected that you serve them and it would be socially 
inappropriate to say you were busy or that it wasn’t a good time for 
visitors.  And no matter how much I understand that, I have a hard 
time with the expectation that I am supposed to drop everything and
cook these elaborate meals and serve them when they are visiting and I 
work full-time and have a newborn daughter! [Julia, P13] 

In all of these cases, food and meals represented means of expressing social 

reciprocity, obligation, or status. Christine and Ola detailed the tension that 

resulted from their different impressions of this interface:

People think nothing of it to drop in at all hours of the night and 
getting off an airplane at midnight and say, “I’m coming by.” And you 
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would be expected to host them... food, tea, and of course I don’t cook 
Nigerian food, so whenever he was inviting friends around, I was 
never sure what to prepare and I didn’t have a lot of confidence in 
terms of entertaining in that way. So that has caused some tension 
between us.  I think perhaps it is just an extension of the Nigerian way 
of life which is very much just dropping in and you are very welcome 
wherever you go, where that would be very inappropriate [in Western 
culture] where you make your appointment, you come for your one 
hour visit and you go!  Even though I can understand it, this is where
our cultures clash. For example, he has a friend who rang yesterday 
and he is going to be in town tomorrow. I’m like, “Ola, what does that 
mean? Is he coming, does he expect to be fed, is he staying the night?” 
Because for me, to be hospitable, I need to know those things so I can
prepare. For Ola it is like, “Oh I don’t know, he may drop in, he may
spend the evening,” like what difference does it make? Those are the 
things we have to work on sometimes. [Christine, P9] 

In my culture, you have to be very welcoming no matter what. And 
you definitely have to provide a meal or tea at least. Even if you hated 
the people, or whatever, you have to be nice. Or respectful and all of 
that.  Just as their position.  And for us, if I am older than you and I am 
your uncle, as long as you are a member of my family, I reserve the 
right to come to your house anytime, anywhere. No matter for how 
long I want.  Especially if you are younger than me, I tell you what to 
do in your own house. And that was a huge problem. Especially when 
they call you from the airport. And you don’t even know how long 
they are staying for. And it would be inappropriate to ask. So you have 
to look for a way and [my wife] would be seething, especially if you 
already had plans. [Ola, P9] 

Christine and Ola articulated an understanding of the cultural differences 

between them, yet they have been unable to accommodate the other to bridge 

their discrepant norms of respect and social obligation.  For Ola, respect

implied an obligation to host regardless of time or context, whereas Christine 

perceived this to be “hosting on demand”, indicative of disrespectful behavior 

in her culture. Consequently, each felt misunderstood and disrespected by the 

other.
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Sub-theme 2:  Cultural Losses 

A second sub-theme of cross-cultural challenge for intercultural

couples was cultural losses that one or both experienced.  Participants who 

immigrated to the culture of their spouse expressed many variations of 

cultural loss including friendships, and familiar cultural references such as 

holidays, popular culture, food, and humor. 

Friendships

 Immigrant participants expressed a dual loss of friendship:  the 

physical separation from their long-term friends as well as difficulty in 

establishing and maintaining approximate social relationships in the United 

States.  For example:

I have learned to have friendships in another culture and it’s 
something that is challenging in the sense that I have a lot of friends 
from my past, from my culture, they were all Latin, and we would do 
all of the Hispanic socialization, the dancing, the music, because I love 
my people!  They’re a lot of fun! I like my music, I like my food, and I 
miss that.  I miss Hispanic people.  I miss my friends; it is just so much 
richer.  I have some American friends too, but it is difficult to find 
friends that both Doug and I would find interesting.  There is this 
taboo about not talking about politics or religion, but those are the 
most interesting things to talk about... and they don’t want to travel.  I 
can’t imagine being an American and having the ability to travel 
anywhere, because you are welcomed anywhere in the world, and you 
do not use that? [Sandra, P7] 

José concurred about restricted topics as an impediment to deep relationships: 

Here, it is more superficial, completely superficial. You can’t talk 
politics, you can’t talk religion, you can’t make jokes, you can not talk 
about anything!  Nothing. [José, P2] 

Others noted a difference between cultural values on “doing” in contrast with 

a more existential focus on “being”: 

The main cultural difference is conversation. In Spain and the Hispanic 
world, you sit to have a meal, and the conversation keeps going and 
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going for hours. Conversation is an art that could be prolonged for 
hours and hours and hours. In the U.S. you say, “Oh, we have to do 
something!” There, there is not this idea. Conversation is everything;
the art of conversation is part of life. You are trained, socialized, and 
people enjoy discussing politics, religion, soccer, whatever it is. People 
enjoy conversation for the art of conversation.  [Antonio, P12]

I miss the spontaneity of Latin people, the warmth.  Or eating dinner
late and going out.  The time constraints here, everything here is on a 
clock. I get used to it because I have to, but I don’t like it.  It’s not how I 
am oriented.  Time is not of the essence over there [in Peru].  You can 
have dinner at 10:00 at night, so what? No one is going to die.  My 
[American] husband can’t handle that, so I had to [adjust]…he has a 
little clock up here, between 6 and 7, that is when we have to have 
dinner…[Another] thing that is cultural…quality time here is going to 
the movies or going out to dinner, or talking about superficial stuff.
That is not quality time to me.  Quality time is talking about things in 
the world, connecting with my kids, asking them their opinion about 
things, just getting into talk.  Talking about the past, history, what they 
are studying.  That is quality time. I don’t get confused.  There is a lot 
of confusion here about quality time.  I’ve seen here, even when family 
gets together, they talk about what they’ve bought. [Sandra, P7] 

Cultural References 

Many immigrant partners in intercultural relationships experience the 

loss of familiar cultural references such as holidays, popular culture, and 

familiar food or meals.  In this study, many participants described an 

integration of holiday traditions, yet there was a sense of loss of the direct 

experience of holiday traditions in the culture of origin while incorporating

unfamiliar, seemingly odd new traditions.  For example: 

[During Easter], I miss the music, I miss the time off, I miss a lot.  And I 
hate the pagan Bunny stuff. Even being anti-Catholic, it’s a holiday that 
we have over there, and if you don’t believe in it, that’s fine.  You can 
participate in the holiday without believing.  The food is good, you’ll 
eat the food whether you believe or not...the free time, you’ll take the 
time off…People dress up, participate in the parade, show strength, 
because people carry the images on their shoulders.  So, that’s part of 
the celebration, and I understand that here we don’t have it.  And 
that’s what I mean.  I miss the entire thing.... On the other hand, 
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thinking about a rabbit and putting plastic eggs, I think is absurd and
telling the kids that the bunny is bringing the eggs, that he is laying the 
eggs is absurd, completely absurd. [José, P2] 

We both come from a Christian background so we celebrate all these
same holidays.  But then, the differences in how we celebrate come into 
the fact that we come from very different places. Her family is very 
“present-heavy,” materialistic.  Whereas mine, we still celebrate 
Christmas but the values that are attached to it, it is a time for all the 
family to get together, see people you haven’t seen in years.  Especially 
in Nigeria, the main occasions are time for people who have migrated 
out to come back together in the village and spend time with the 
family.  You go out and you celebrate with everybody.  You go out and 
you eat, everywhere you go, you eat! And by the end of the day you 
are like a beached whale. And it’s fun.  The kids just run around and 
go crazy! And for us in Africa…we lived in the city so you don’t have 
trees and all of this stuff. So when you go to the village, there’s fruit 
trees everywhere.  I was crazy about fruit.  Especially from the tree 
itself. So almost every house you went to there was a different type of 
fruit tree and you were allowed to go crazy, whereas normally you 
wouldn’t. And it was a lot of fun.  And we used to go to places, where 
kids lived in forests and we would go pick berries and stuff the city 
kids would never do. For me, that was very exciting. I would have 
liked for my kids to experience that. Now it is all changed. [Ola, P9] 

For Ola, the sense of loss connected with holiday traditions was amplified by 

a physical disconnect with his childhood memories and his inability to 

replicate the symbolic meaning of fruit trees for his children in the United 

States, living in relative abundance.

Another aspect of cultural disconnect is the inability for immigrants to 

retain popular cultural references such as familiar music, television and 

movies.  These references serve to connect individuals with their age cohort 

and peers from childhood.  The absence of such connections can exacerbate 

the feeling of outsider status for some participants.  José articulated his 

nostalgia for familiar references through a television medium: 

I like to hear Spanish television because it is familiar, from childhood. 
And it taps into a memory from childhood or high school and I don’t
have access to on a daily basis.  So now, even though we have this high 
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definition TV, we get a Spanish station that isn’t very clear but they are 
celebrating 50 years of Spanish TV, so for me it is completely familiar 
and I am in heaven! [José, P2]

Likewise, the significance of food was identified as a loss for 

participants who were unable to obtain similar food or ingredients in the U.S.:

We don’t have the same kind of spices. It doesn’t taste the same. Even 
the same food, even the rice tastes different. Just to make lentil soup, 
[Marie] has to find some spices that create the same flavor that you get 
over there without spices. [José, P2]

There I use sausage and here I have to use curry to approximate the 
same kick that the sausage gives it there. And it’s still not quite the
same, but it is pretty good! But it is different. And like here, if I make 
squid, it is impossible, I just don’t even bother. Because you can’t get 
the ink anywhere. And there you make the squid in an ink, and it’s
good. And you can’t buy ink here. [Marie, P2] 

But the food, I do cook some African food. My daughter loves it, my 
husband hates it. And my daughter is like, “I Love African food!” So 
we will eat African food, I think because I exposed it to her when she 
was so young. I do cook different foods, but I miss having it the way 
my mother prepared it in Africa.  It’s not quite the same. [Zinzi, P14] 

I cook five days a week, very wholesome meals, but I miss my 
Peruvian food. Occasionally I will make a Peruvian dish, but it takes 
more time, and I don’t have all the help that I would have there. 
[Sandra, P7]

Probably the thing [my husband] misses most is the food, because I 
don’t know how to cook very much Vietnamese food. [Jackie, P3] 

I wish I could prepare Indian food for my daughter more often, it’s just 
that it takes so much time...most Indian mothers will spend all day 
cooking! And I really can’t find most of the food or bread or spices here 
[in the Midwest]. I try, but it would be nice to live near my mother 
because she would always send me home with these elaborate meals! 
[Anya, P11] 

Finally, sense of humor is important across all cultures.  Several 

participants elaborated on the need to retain a sense of humor because of the 
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propensity to err and commit cross-cultural blunders.  Yet humor retains a 

cultural context.  José elaborated on the need to adjust to a different frame of 

reference for humor in the United States:

In Spanish society, you can joke more with parents even though you 
don’t know them very much. Here you have to be really careful with
things that you say, with topics you are going to use for a joke... It’s a 
different sense of humor, but also the topics. We don’t mind joking 
about politics or religion and here you can’t touch it because people get 
really upset and touchy. [José, P2] 

Sub-theme 3:  Divided Cultural Homes 

Intercultural couples are unique in that they have at least two cultural 

homes, and at least one partner resides outside of his or her country of origin 

at any given time.  In this study, all participants resided in the United States at 

the time of the interview, and most of the immigrant participants still

perceived their country of origin as home.  For example, Sandra said, “I still 

think of Peru as my home, nearly 30 years later.”  Christine concurred that her 

country of origin is home, and that her preference would be to live in England 

because “it’s my home.”  José continually referred to Spain as “my country”, 

after living in the United States for nearly twenty years. As such, a third sub-

theme identified as a cross-cultural cleavage for intercultural couples is the 

experience of ongoing, alternating outsider status with reference to each 

other’s cultures, as well as challenges associated with separation from families

and changes in immigration status, as follows. 

Separation from Families 

The separation from one’s family of origin can lead to feelings of 

isolation as Zinzi and Christine explained:

It is extremely difficult for me to be away from my family and I have 
come to feel very lonely and isolated….Our house is very 
nontraditional because when I had Amani, I stayed home for two years 
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and I was not in school and I didn’t know what I wanted to do, so I 
stayed home. But I was so miserable staying home and I knew...I’m an 
extrovert, so I can not stay at home. And I was feeling isolated because 
I didn’t have my family and I didn’t have that social network.
[Zinzi, P14] 

The first six months I was here, I wasn’t working and I just hated it. I 
was at home, alone, isolated, I didn’t know anyone. [Ola] worked 
really long hours.  We had a really good time on the weekends, we 
traveled a lot, we would do things, he knew a lot of people by then so 
he would introduce me to a lot of people.  But during the week, it 
would all stop, and I just hated every minute. I was miserable.
[Christine, P9] 

Feelings of isolation can emerge for non-immigrant spouses as well.  Sandra 

noted that her husband felt vulnerable and concerned that she would not 

return from her stay in Peru when she went to visit her dying father: 

I remember that my husband was really sad that I was leaving with 
our infant son.  I don’t know why he was so sad, he had to work, and I 
needed to go because I wanted to see my dad, and be there for him.
And it was a very hard month because my dad passed away when I 
was there.  And Doug was concerned I wouldn’t come back I guess.
But how could I? My life is here. Now that I think about it, of course, 
he had a concern that I wouldn’t come back, and I understand why he 
was so concerned.  [Peru] is my home. [Sandra, P7] 

Another aspect of separation from extended family is a lack of 

proximate support, particularly for new parents who often rely on previous 

generations for assistance and guidance in childrearing:

I am very close to my family and they are living in Swaziland, working 
as missionaries there right now. Two of my brothers are in South 
Africa going to school, and one is in Swaziland going to school. My 
grandparents are still in the Congo. We are very spread out! That is 
what is most difficult, especially now that I have a daughter and not 
being close to my mother because I wouldn’t even have to ask. She
would come over and ask, “How can I help you?”  So, it would be so 
much different, and I would know that if I was ever tired, I could take 
my daughter there and have her spend the night over the weekend. I 
could count on that any time. [Zinzi, P14] 
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Christine and Ola had dual separations, as they both immigrated to the 

United States from England and Nigeria respectively, and were raising their 

children in a third culture without family support from either side.  They 

elaborated on the significance of raising children without the local support of 

their families: 

And on my mother’s side, all of the kids built their houses around the 
same compound and that means you had your extended family all 
living in the same place. You still have independence but you have the 
resources to help out. That has been our biggest problem here is that 
disconnect. We are disconnected from both families. So in terms of 
imparting our cultural [values], things that are important to us 
culturally, to [our children], it is difficult.  It’s not like our parents are 
next door that can help impart those values which we can’t. I mean, 
that is something we miss. [Ola, P9] 

To me, the huge disadvantage of living in the States is that we have no 
family around us. I think we would see a lot more of my family, my 
extended family. There would be more involvement with my family 
and I would want them to visit me more, I would want to visit them 
more and that just isn’t feasible with the distance. [Christine, P9]

José concurred about the disadvantages of being separated from his 

family of five siblings: 

My brothers and I were very close. It was hard for me, to raise my 
children without their Spanish aunts and uncles around. Yes, it is one 
of the hardest. Because even when we are there, everyone is so busy 
there. That was a sad realization actually, they got used to living 
without us... When someone is gone, I mean, they missed us in the 
beginning, when we would visit our friends they would say, “Oh, we 
missed you so much.”  But it had been ten years since we had lived 
there, and people learn to live without you. They didn’t need us any 
longer. It is sad that [the children] don’t see them very much, but that
is what happens. [José, P2] 
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Although separation from one’s family of origin was viewed as a 

hardship for most participants, several also agreed that distance from their 

partner’s family of origin had advantages: 

I think the reason we do so well is because we are here on our own and 
if his family were dropping in on me all of the time, I just can’t 
imagine. I said I would get used to it, but probably I never would.  If 
[his family] had been here, I doubt that we would still be together 
because it would have been too great of a leap for me to behave in the 
role that they would have wanted me to behave in. [Christine, P9] 

By the end of [the in-laws month-long] visit, all I could do was throw 
on some CDs and cry…if it had been longer or if they lived close to us, 
I don’t know if [the marriage] would have worked. [Samuel, P4]

Changes in Immigration Status

Finally, a significant challenge for intercultural couples was changes in 

immigration status for one or both partners. The difficult path to United 

States permanent residency had repercussions for several of the couples: 

A huge stress for us has been his immigration status.  Of course, [our
daughter] Lily is a U.S. citizen, but Gerik still isn’t. They, the INS or 
Homeland Security, or whoever is in charge of that now actually LOST 
his paperwork. This has been going on for a couple of years and still 
isn’t resolved. He is here legally on a work visa but we are still 
working on permanent residency and the paperwork got lost 
somehow. So, while you are in process, you really can’t leave the 
country, which is why his parents came to visit us for three weeks 
rather than having us go to visit them when Lily is a bit older. [Julia,
P13]

It took a good seven years to get through what should have been done 
in medical school, which delayed her progressing in her residency.
When she had finished that, her visa had expired and here she is in the 
country without documents.  Well, to expedite things, once we got 
married, we just re-documented her as a fiancé without the ability to 
work for awhile and then they took that off and then eventually
allowed her to become a citizen based on time and marriage and so on.
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It really wasn’t a big deal until [the 2001 attacks on the U.S.] and by 
that time she was married and had documents. [Samuel, P4]

I mean, I’m not very traditional in many ways, and getting married 
wasn’t a big deal for me, but the Green Card thing sort of forced the 
issue for me. I wasn’t like, “I’ve got to be married.”  But certainly when 
we had Xander, then I did begin to worry a little bit about my 
[immigration] status. And having a child with a different nationality 
was a bit strange. [Christine, P9] 

After we had been married for 15 years, and he had been a legal 
resident for 16 years, every 6 months he gets a jury summons and 
sends it back saying “I’m not eligible, I’m not a citizen.”…And now,
when we have been flying back and forth, when we have been entering 
the country for the past three years we have been harassed at the 
border.  They send us into the little chamber and say, “Why aren’t you 
a citizen?”  So, he does it, spends hundreds of dollars, learns our 
government, get fingerprinted, the whole thing, and gets to the final 
interview and they say, “Did you bring your tax returns?”  And he 
says, “My tax returns, no one told me.”  She said, “You need to send in 
copies of the last three years of your tax returns.”  Every single page.
She said you could mail them.  OK, fine.  So, we’re waiting and waiting 
and waiting, thinking that he will get sworn in as a citizen in 
December, because he passed the test and all that.  So December comes
and goes and he didn’t get sworn in.  And then December 31st comes,
and the postman rings and says, “You need to sign, there’s something 
from the Department of Justice.”  And we’re like, “uh oh, my 
husband’s in trouble!”  So, it’s like, no, it’s just immigration.  And we 
open the letter [and it says], “You have been rejected, you have been 
denied citizenship.”  After all these years….he was being penalized for 
taking a sabbatical when he was employed at his college, receiving a 
monthly check from the U.S., for leaving the country for more than six 
months.  So he is going to photocopy that…and send it back for the 
next jury summons. Stupid country. [Marie, P2] 

The range and interpretation of cultural dissonance and cultural losses 

experienced by participants had a significant impact on how they approached

and conceptualized their cultural values and that of their partner. The next 

section summarizes a third theme of intercultural parenthood:  how 

participants negotiate cultural differences in parenting. 
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Theme 3: Negotiating Intercultural Parenthood 

Participants in this study described several aspects of how they 

navigate intercultural parenthood.  Three sub-themes emerged as categories 

of processes of this negotiation:  the identification of  cultural similarities and 

differences; patterns of intercultural decision-making, and the transmission of 

culture within and between parents and children.

Sub-theme 1:  Identification of Cultural Similarities and Differences 

Couples participated in this study because of self-identified cultural 

differences and variation between them.  However, most emphasized aspects 

of shared cultural values as well, which provided a common foundation for 

these couples to navigate intercultural parenthood.

Cultural Similarities

Many couples expressed a sense of common core values, which served 

to attenuate cultural differences that emerged in childrearing.  For example, 

Christine and Ola enunciated this core commonality during their interviews: 

I think what attracted us is that you get talking to people and you 
realize that fundamentally you hold the same values whether you 
acknowledge it or not.  Your values are the same... So, we fell in love 
with each other because we have common values, but we may have 
different ways of achieving them, different attitudes toward them. But 
you have to have some degree of flexibility because you wouldn’t even 
meet them in the first place, much less get married. [Ola, P9] 

I think in many ways, although we are very different, we have totally 
different backgrounds, our values are actually closer I think than other 
people that we know.  And certainly, living in the U.S., neither of us 
are in our home countries. I often find that we are a lot closer in the 
way we look at things than we are with Americans. Often.  And maybe 
that is because Ola grew up in a British system in Nigeria.  But even 
with the whole African thing, often I think our values, not always 
obviously, but the fundamental values are the same.… And he and I 
agree on more things than we disagree on, or else we wouldn’t still be 
together. [Christine, P9]
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Common core values were ultimately more significant than the 

divergent means of expressing or achieving those goals, although the latter 

were the source of many conflicts for this couple.  Christine referenced their 

shared background of being educated in a British system, although this would 

not have been apparent as a common cultural background in the absence of 

living in a third culture.  The commonality in their shared outsider status 

living in the United States provided a means to identify their cultural 

similarities. She continued: 

The fact that we live in a Third Place has always seemed to me more 
significant than the fact that Ola and I are from different places...we are 
in a neutral or foreign place. And it is a source of drawing us together 
because we are both outsiders in a sense. Absolutely. [Christine, P9] 

In their conjoint interview, Solomon and Beni noted that their shared

geographical upbringing in Berkeley, California provided a set of shared 

experiences and framework that was in significant contrast to their current 

residence in Orange County, California.

We both grew up in the same area, went to the same high school.  We 
grew up in Berkeley at the same time, so we both had that Northern 
California-type... [Solomon, P8] 

[of] weird outlook.  It’s so different down here where everyone is into 
stuff and materialism and it’s so conservative.  I guess I didn’t really 
think about how Berkeley is sort of a culture in itself until we moved 
here [Beni, P8].

Although they still lived within California, they perceived the discrepancy 

between the two regions as a cultural border, and that they were living in a 

Third Place similar to Christine’s characterization as an immigrant to the U.S.

Other aspects of shared backgrounds identified by participants 

included common intercultural heritages and similar family structures.  For 

example:
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My mother is Italian and my father is Mexican. So I grew up in an 
intercultural household.  My husband is half Mexican also. It’s really 
mixed, but it really was our Mexican-ness that kind of brought us 
together. His father is Persian, and his mother is Mexican, both 
immigrants. Our extended family is very intercultural....I remember 
him saying, “I don’t think I could be with anyone unless I had that 
kind of aspect to relate to.” We grew up on the same foods, and we can 
relate in that sense...So, there was this kind of commonality between us 
about our cultures and I guess the Mexican-ness for me was probably 
the dominant culture. [Lucia, P15] 

For Lucia, the experience of being raised in an intercultural household 

was a significant frame of reference that she shared with her husband, in 

addition to their common Mexican ancestry.  Although their childhoods in the 

United States and Iran respectively differed in many aspects, they both 

experienced the process of traversing cultural differences within a household.

A similar age cohort and family structure offered another bridge.

Sandra identified that despite growing up in different countries, she shared a 

familiar context with her husband because they grew up in a similar era, in 

households with similar family structures and traditional gender roles.

Although cultural differences surfaced throughout their relationship, they 

had an identifiable commonality with respect to their own upbringing: 

Sometimes we compare and we think, “Yeah, we’re from different
countries, but it is very similar.”  It was the 1950s, 1960s when we were 
young...I’m 49 and he is 53.  And when we were young, even when the 
mothers worked outside the home, they had the full household to take 
care of in most cases, and the dad will just go to work and maybe fix 
some disciplinary problems when he came back, and that was it.  And 
that was kind of how it was in my family... I think my husband’s youth
was really hard because the dad wasn’t there all the time, and maybe 
was more like a Latin family because the mom was in charge of all the 
kids. And there were five children and [the father] was off providing 
for them, which is the same thing that happened in my own family.
[Sandra, P7]
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Religion was identified as another aspect of similarity that united 

couples.  For some, a common religious upbringing referenced similar core 

values:

We have most of the core values in common. We were both raised in 
the Catholic Church for example. It would probably be harder if we 
disagreed on how to provide her religious upbringing. [Julia, P13]

My husband and I are both Protestant. And I know that is a word that 
people really use here in America [to make distinctions], but in Africa,
at least in the Congo, you are either Catholic or Protestant. 
So...although he is Presbyterian and I went to Baptist and other 
churches, to me it was just all Protestant.  And we fell in love, and the 
main thing that made me marry him was because being a Christian, I 
wanted someone of the same faith...[and] that was a source of 
commonality for us, the religious beliefs. [Zinzi, P14] 

My husband and I are of the same religious belief, but the way he was 
raised was quite different from how I was raised…Christian, slightly 
different denominations, but fundamentally, basically the same.  And 
then we met at a Bible college, which for both of us was the foundation 
of our beliefs. [Jackie, P3]

Daniel and Katherine enunciated the importance of their religious 

beliefs as a source of commonality as well as a mechanism to confront their 

cultural assumptions and differences: 

A religious faith should rightly challenge all of our backgrounds and 
cultural assumptions.  So I think that probably started it for us. And
then, also for us, it gave us a commonality.  So, we both challenged our 
backgrounds, and we had to think through and together choose 
something rather than inherit it or live on through autopilot, as in 
“That’s what you have, so that’s what you do.” [Daniel, P10] 

It gives us common ground, and some values…like, “These are the 
values of our faith, how do they work out in these cultures?”  There 
was less of a fight as in, “Well, my culture does it better.”
[Katherine, P10] 
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Others gained religious commonality through conversion.  For Beni 

and Solomon, her conversion to Reform Judaism provided a means to create a 

consistent religious identity within the family: 

I have decided to convert to Judaism, so I am taking classes.  Once you 
find a denomination, you go through the classes, meet with a Rabbi.
It’s very educational and I guess they are trying to see if you are 
serious about it because it takes nine months to a year. Then I will have 
a conversion ceremony...so our family will be united by religion. That’s 
what we are hoping. [Beni, P8]

For Reza as well, Catholicism became a religious affiliation to share with his 

wife and children: 

His mother was Catholic but not practicing. His father was Muslim but 
not practicing. So when he met me…where my parents raised me 
Catholic, so it was almost like he had something to cling to. [Lucia, P15]

Many other couples from different religious backgrounds shared a 

sense of common secularism or non-affiliated spirituality: 

She is a Muslim, and her religious background is Islam.  And, although 
she was brought up in it as I was brought up Methodist, neither one of 
us really practice any of that now.  We don’t reject the general idea that 
you should be nice to your fellow person and so on, have decency, and 
in fact we are very strong, or stronger than most of the people we see 
practicing the religion.  In some ways, that made it easier for us 
because we both had different religious backgrounds, and then we
found, at least in that area, common ground, common values.
[Samuel, P4]

I was raised Presbyterian and he was raised Catholic. And neither of us 
practices either one... [our children] study all the world religions 
instead of just Catholicism, and our house is interesting because for 
aesthetic reasons, I love medieval paintings. We have all of these 
paintings of the Virgin Mary, and then we have all of these statues of 
Buddha because Antonio goes to a Buddhist meditation, but we are 
both very agnostic in our approach to religion. [Samantha, P12] 

I’m Catholic, not practicing, and he is Mormon, not practicing, but he 
has brought spirituality to me...we pray, and we do devotionals 
together, and we read books together, testimonials, we’ve read the 
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Kabbalah, daily devotional-type books, not the Bible, but these books 
that have a spiritual component. [Shana, P5] 

Finally, Samuel discussed fundamental aspects of childrearing that are 

universal and supersede cultural considerations: 

The parenting is an absolute cinch because you just do what you need 
to do.  The same bottom needs wiping, the same mouth needs feeding.
That doesn’t change; the needs are identical, regardless of where you 
come from.  The basic four things: is she tired, does she need to be 
changed, does she need to be fed, or does she need comforting?  You 
figure out the basic needs and she’s just sitting there happy and 
smiling.  That’s it; you just have to figure it out. [Samuel, P4] 

Although the basic needs of children are universal, participants identified

many differences in how best to provide for these needs. 

Cultural Differences

It’s not easy... people said to me, “It’s not going to be easy” and I 
thought, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”  But I love him, I know what we feel, and 
it still isn’t easy because you don’t think through these things until 
they arise. And then, having the children... I think what is different 
about that is that you are into different issues on a day-to-day basis 
that you have never really discussed. [Christine, P9] 

Christine summarized an inherent challenge of negotiating 

intercultural parenthood:  many cultural values remain dormant until couples

have children and the question of which values and traditions to transmit 

becomes an investment rather than a source of difference between

individuals.  From the interviews, a significant number of categories emerged 

related to cultural differences in childrearing, including fundamental aspects 

of parenting such as naming children, discipline, education, and food; the 

roles of both children and parents;  and styles of communication. 
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Cultural Differences:  Naming Children

The choice of a name for a child is one of the first occasions for cultural 

differences to emerge between new parents.  The differences extend to 

various aspects of naming a child such as how and when to select a name; the 

importance and significance of first, middle, and surnames; and who is 

involved in the naming process.  Lucia recalled the difficulty of selecting 

names for her two sons, although not her daughters, because of her husband’s 

strong preference to preserve patrilineal continuity through a Persian name 

legacy for his sons: 

Oh, it was awful. And I realized it was the influence of his father, 
especially with the boys. With my [first] son, and with this baby [boy, 
due next month], it’s like “Persian, Persian, Persian.” I was even 
looking for Persian names when [our daughter] was born and I gave
him a string of female Persian names and he just kind of discarded 
it...he never really took it seriously. And so we went through a string of 
Persian first names because there are some really beautiful ones. And 
there was no interest. But [when] it’s a boy, I mean, I even remember 
him saying...to his dad, “Well, if it’s a boy we’re naming it after you or 
my grandfather.” [And I thought], “Please not Akhbar because it’s old 
and it means Almighty One. And it’s hard to pronounce, hard to spell.”
And so, it’s like here we go again... because my first son was nameless 
for the first three months. He left the hospital as “baby boy Lenjavi.” 
For three months, they kept calling us and we were battling. And his 
mother was like, “You better name him Ali,” [after the baby’s father 
and uncles]. [Lucia, P15] 

The decision about surnames posed challenges for some participants as 

well.  For example, Christine was concerned about the use of her husband’s 

surname because of the difficulty to spell and pronounce it outside of Nigeria.

She assumed that the topic of names was negotiable since they each retained 

their original surnames, and that practical considerations would supersede a 

default patrilineal tradition:

I remember we had a conversation about names...I was having a hard 
time pronouncing Olowakandi and he still says I don’t pronounce it 
properly.  I don’t use it, I use my own name, but the children have his 
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[sur]name... [Before we had children] I was like, “If I had kids, I’m not 
calling them by your name.”  And he got totally offended.  He 
wouldn’t speak to me.  It was like, “They are my kids, they have to 
have my culture, they have to have my name.”  It wouldn’t be a subject 
for debate, that’s just the way it was.  And I was like, “Wow!”
[Christine, P9] 

In this case, the significance of her husband’s surname implied paternal 

lineage and strong, embedded cultural norms that were not subject to 

negotiation.  For Beni and Solomon, the surname was negotiable but it was 

difficult to find a resolution that satisfied everyone: 

My mom is funny, she is so traditional but she said, “Are you going to 
change your name?” And she did not want me to change it; she wanted 
me to hyphenate it so our family name could be passed onto the first 
grandchild.  Well, Solomon already had a hyphenated last name, so he 
is changing it to a middle name and last name and I took his last name. 
Just the last part of it, I didn’t want a hyphenated last name unless part 
of it was mine but then that seemed to get really complicated for our 
daughter. Like, how many last names can she have? So we decided on 
a Jewish first name, a Nigerian middle name, and the shortened last
name.  But it still seems like no one is exactly happy with that. [Beni,
P8]

For others, the use of a middle name provided a space for compromise.

Lucia recounted the hybrid names given to her husband and his siblings by 

their Persian Muslim father and Mexican Catholic mother: 

It’s interesting. His name is Ali Reza José Lenjavi. His brother is Ali 
Jesus. His sister is just Valerie Maria. So, it is Mary, Jesus, and Joseph 
for middle names. Their father allowed that; I don’t think he really 
engaged with the meaning as long as they had Persian first names and 
the last name. So I’m assuming there was a compromise or he just 
didn’t care about middle names, because I don’t know if middle names 
are emphasized in Iran anyway. [Lucia, P15] 
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Cultural Differences:  Discipline

The process of raising children highlights many examples of divergent 

childrearing goals and beliefs for any couple, but again these differences are 

amplified for intercultural couples.  For Daniel and Katherine, their 

perspectives on discipline stem from different overarching cultural 

orientations with emphases on the relationship and the individual behavior 

respectively:

I think the [Japanese] cultural thing in raising kids is so much more 
about the relationship, even with discipline. In the sense of a lot of 
Japanese discipline comes with negative discipline and the use of 
shame, which is a relational thing: our relationship is bad because you 
are bad. Or you messed up so I am really disappointed.  And I think, it 
feels, discipline or behavior [in Japanese culture] so much more of a 
relational thing.  [If] they do something they shouldn’t have done, 
there is a part of me that wants them to feel bad about it, and maybe 
relationally bad. And I think Katherine [believes], “It was a bad thing, 
the behavior was bad, and it needs to be corrected.” And there is a 
consequence.  But not so much, “Now you need to feel bad about it,” or 
there’s kind of a break in our relationship or anything like that.  To her, 
it is almost like breaking the law. There’s a law, you broke it, and it 
doesn’t necessarily mean there is a relationally bad thing. But, you 
violated some law.  And for me, it’s almost like, “You hurt me.”
[Daniel, P10]

This morning…our son did something and he’s lost his electronics 
privileges for a while. And to me, I feel very removed from it. As in, 
that’s what he did, and he knew there would be a consequence, so
that’s done. And when the time is up, he can have his privileges back. 
And Daniel is thinking much more relationally like, “He’s very sad 
about it and he is trying and I want to encourage him, so maybe we can 
give him the time back a little sooner, because that would encourage 
him and he is going down the right path now.” [Katherine, P10] 

Christine experienced dismay and anger when she encountered a 

method of discipline in Nigeria that was incongruent with her childrearing 

values:
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[My son] had a Game Boy and he had given it to this little boy and he 
was supposed to be doing something for the sister, and she got really 
cross and sent his sister to get a stick to beat him with.  And I said,
“No, no, no, this was [my son’s] fault, we had given the game to him, 
don’t do it.” And she beat the kid and I just lost it...it was pretty 
intense, and that really upset me, it really bothered me, because I don’t 
believe in hitting kids and I don’t feel that he had done anything. And 
she said all along, “This is what we do in Nigeria, we discipline our 
kids.”... But she happily beat this little kid and the kid was screaming
and I felt terrible and I was in tears and I ran to get Ola and said, “Tell 
your sister not to beat this kid,” since I don’t speak Igbo.  He tried to 
tell her not to do it, but she had already done it by then anyway.  So he 
comes back to me and he says, “Christine, there are two sides to every 
story.”  And, I thought, “Not in this case!”  And his mother came to me 
and said, “Don’t be upset...this is how we do things, we know you 
don’t do things this way.” I was really upset. [Christine, P9] 

Although Christine and her husband maintained a “no spanking” philosophy 

in their own household, Ola was caught between two contrasting cultural 

norms when Christine attempted to impose her childrearing beliefs onto his 

family, in a different cultural context.  He noted with exasperation, “cultural 

relativism only works when people agree with your point of view.”  In fact, 

Ola minimized the role of culture to explain differences in attitudes and 

beliefs about discipline and emphasized the role of the individual: 

Parenting and discipline is a totally different thing from culture, in the 
sense that you could be a strict disciplinarian or not; some parents 
smother their kids and don’t let them find themselves by helping them 
do everything; some parents are very needy; some parents are very 
independent. All of that I think is independent of culture. Because no 
culture dictates that and there is tremendous variation. And having 
lived in so many different places and seen so many different people, 
seen so many different combinations, one of the only things that I can 
surmise is just it is down to individual personality and psychological
history as opposed to their culture, per se. [Ola, P9] 

Regardless of the impact of culture or personality or the interaction of the two 

on parenting styles, the significance is in the individuals’ subjective inter-

pretation of its relevance.  In this case, Christine perceived the differences to 
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be cultural whereas her husband did not.  This discrepancy can result in 

different attributions, which could magnify or protract conflicts. 

Cultural Differences:  Education

Another domain of cultural difference for intercultural parents relates 

to decisions about education for the children.  For Katherine and Daniel, the 

choice to home school their children was difficult because of the different 

cultural meanings and implications associated with home schooling as 

opposed to traditional matriculation in public schools: 

A big [conflict] was home schooling…I don’t think there are any 
Japanese-American families that home school. But we had to sit down
and think about what do we want out of an education for our kids? 
And some of those things were hard for Daniel because I think the 
Japanese drive to assimilate means you don’t do something weird like 
home schooling. Like, “What are other people going to think?”  And 
the outside validation of what is your kid learning...if they don’t have a 
straight-A report card to show someone. Things like that. [Katherine,
P10]

Well, if you have grades, or if you are on a list, or you are in this class, 
then everyone sees that. But if you are in your own home, what if other 
people can’t think anything great about us? So, I think that is a hard 
thing to give up and [to choose] what’s best for the kids. [Daniel, P10]

The strong cultural pressure for external validation persisted for Daniel, 

despite his feeling that a home school framework was a better fit for his 

children’s educational needs.  Beni and Solomon projected this as a future 

conflict as well: 

I am leaning toward wanting to home school or really small type 
school and I know he thinks that is really weird... Or maybe, even, in 
Nigeria, kids go away to boarding school early, like age 6, but he 
would never go for that.  It’s just too different from what is normal 
here. [Beni, P8] 
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Cultural Differences:  Food

Food as a general theme repeatedly emerged as a significant area of 

difference for intercultural couples, typically in relation to extended families 

or adaptation to the food norms of the larger community, but also between 

parents.  Sandra, who emigrated from Peru as an adult, was surprised at the 

ambivalence she perceived of American mothers toward breastfeeding: 

[When my son was born], I just [fed him] the only way I knew, which 
was the Peruvian way...[and] the first thing that I noticed was that my 
two sisters-in-law decided not to breastfeed their kids.  I was like, 
“Huh? You have milk, why would you not use it?”  It’s nutritious, and 
it’s good for the baby.  That was the first thing, in terms of parenting 
that didn’t make sense to me.  Even now I don’t understand why they 
don’t do it.  I guess women are more worried about their bodies here... 
I still saw it as a very intimate way of bonding. [Sandra, P7] 

Lucia discussed an ongoing conflict with her husband regarding the norms of 

eating, based on different imprinting in their families of origin: 

One thing that I never pushed with the kids is having to eat everything 
on their plate. My husband started doing that, and I was like, “No 
way... I’m not going to teach my kids to overeat!”  My parents didn’t. 
Yet my mother-in-law would always say to eat everything on the plate, 
maybe because she came from a culture where food was relatively 
scarcer?  So, I tell the kids to eat everything on their plate the times that 
they see her, but that’s the only time! [Lucia, P15]

Lucia was able to find a way to compromise in such a way that her core 

values weren’t sacrificed.  Other participants had difficulty in reaching a 

resolution that was mutually agreeable:

This is really, I think, the most emblematic cultural difference. I was 
against fast food.  We didn’t do fast food. I don’t eat fast food. I didn’t 
want [our daughter] to EVER eat fast food. But, the reality set in when 
she was about four years old that other kids had their birthday parties 
at McDonald’s...and she would be with other friends going there and 
then she would start asking for McDonald’s. And my sense of things 
was that if I absolutely prohibit something then it becomes much more 
desired. So she would ask if we could go to McDonald’s and so I made 
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a rule that she could go once a month, maximum, for fast food... She 
was quite young and it was amazing how quickly she learned the 
months!  And for me, that was about negotiation and in general my 
parenting style has to do with, and this is what I learned from my 
parents, which is when there is something you want, you can negotiate 
with the child...whereas in Antonio’s family, that wasn’t the case.  Part 
of this is Spanish culture and there wasn’t a need for negotiation 
because all the kids wore the same clothes, ate the same food, and so 
forth. And so for Antonio, the idea is that it is an Absolute. And so to 
this day, he is very upset that I let her have McDonald’s once a month 
because his thing is that I am giving her the wrong message. His 
feeling is that it’s not healthy, it’s never healthy and it is absolutely
prohibited. [Samantha, P12] 

Antonio concurred with the assessment: 

I am more of a “yes or no” father… Parents have the authority and 
children should do as you say. They should. [Antonio, P12] 

In this case, Samantha used an example of food as a subtext for a larger 

cultural difference between her and Antonio related to the role of children, a 

common discrepancy for many participants. 

Cultural Differences:  Role of Children

A common disagreement among intercultural couples with school age 

and teenage children is the appropriate age of autonomy, freedom, and 

decreased supervision.  For example, Sandra and her husband were in conflict 

about the level of supervision required for their 15-year old son:

The three biggest boundaries with my kids are health, safety, 
education.  My husband agrees with the values, but he has a different 
perspective on what they mean. He was allowed more freedom when 
he was their age.  I have talks with my husband and he thinks they
have to experience failure, but I think you can’t let them have failure 
that disables them and prevents them from having success later. I’m 
still a little more protective because this is the age where they can get 
into trouble.  And I have the experience, where I lived [in Peru]; I can’t 
deny that has a lot of influence in my decisions.  And I have seen it 
here too, things happening in this community when kids are 
unsupervised not because of lack of money or time, but probably 
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because of the assumption that they are old enough to know what to 
do. For example, my son is here playing music with his friends.  If it 
wasn’t for me, he would be here alone playing music with his friends... 
I have an opinion about that and it is a very strong one.  They need to 
be supervised.  I have noticed that many American families in the 
neighborhood I live in are very lenient about that, and children get into 
a lot of trouble.  And then they go, “I don’t know what happened…I 
wonder what I did wrong?!”  And I think, “Duh, you know they are
too young.” [Sandra, P7] 

For Shana, the discrepancy about age of autonomy was negotiated with her 

partner, the stepfather to her son, which led to differential rules for children 

living in the same household: 

I think the biggest thing is probably the fact that he thinks that a boy at 
8 [years old] is OK to go out and do stuff on their own.  And I wasn’t 
ready for that. So the biggest challenge that we have is that he allows 
his son to do a lot more than I allow my son to do. But then they are
best friends and they want to be together.  They are really attached.
And daily living in the U.S. is just really different from the village [in 
Uruguay] that he grew up in.  So even though he has lived here for 14 
years, he still has the perception that things are safer than they are.  So 
I’ve had to let [my son] out more, which I fought at first because I live 
on a busy street and it worried me. I wasn’t ready for him to fly out of 
the nest yet, but Andrés was ready for him to fly out of the nest, both 
of the boys.  He definitely sees the kids being more independent.
[Shana, P5] 

Christine and Ola acknowledged different perspectives about the level and 

scope of responsibilities for their children as well: 

We have very different attitudes toward childrearing... He thinks they 
should have a responsibility from a very early age, and they should be 
taught about money, and responsibility, and they should have chores, 
…And I’m like, “Ola, they are children!”  And he doesn’t agree, 
particularly in America where kids will be at home until [age] 30 being 
looked after.  I don’t subscribe to THAT... but he is just very impatient 
with them and he thinks he can give them an order and they will do it. 
And of course they don’t do it. And that is where we really differ with 
the children. I’m always saying, “They are only three,” or “They are 
just children.” And he doesn’t have that concept that a child is carefree, 
no responsibility in life... To him, you have responsibilities the minute 
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you are born. And in his culture, children have to help out, they do the 
chores and do whatever they are told to do, and be seen and not heard.
[Christine, P9] 

Anastasia and José noted dissimilar parenting practices that were 

manifestations of different cultural expectations about the role of children.

For example, 

In Russia, the child is most important for you, child is number one.  In 
America, they try to balance husband and child and self.  In Russia,
you sacrifice everything for your child.  For me, as soon as my son was 
born, my husband didn’t exist for me.  He was like out of picture, I 
didn’t see him anymore and I didn’t see that at the time…I realized 
that women in Russia treat their children kind of like extensions of 
them. When I came to America, I realized that I treat my child kind of 
like my possession… But it’s not like in America, where at least they 
are trying to look like some balance, some egalitarianism in 
relationships. [Anastasia, P6] 

In Anastasia’s case, she aimed to adapt her relationship with her son after she 

immigrated to the United States despite the difficulty in changing her 

ingrained view of the role of children in Russia.  José, on the other hand, 

struggled with the disparity of cultural values concerning parent-child

relationships:

One custom that is really hard for me to deal with is the sleepovers. 
Sleepovers are not a part of Spanish culture. I understand that kids go 
to somebody else’s house and play until really late, but the notion that 
they have to sleep over there is absurd. I believe it is a part of my 
responsibility to protect my children, so I don’t like it when they do 
sleepovers. I think it is the parents that promote those kinds of 
things...for example when children turn 18 they are out of the house. So 
parents are training their children to leave their house. While in my
culture, you turn 18, you are still a baby; you are 32 you are still a baby; 
even 60 you are still a baby. They are never going to tell you, “OK you 
are old enough, go and you have to find your own life.” [José, P2]

Because the concept of a sleepover was unfamiliar to José, he acknowledged 

that he was uncomfortable permitting his pre-teen daughter to attend but he 

also did not want to deprive her of an important American rite of passage 
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ritual for girls.  He compromised to let her attend late-night parties, but not all 

night. Regardless, he continued to struggle with cultural dissonance about his 

responsibility as a parent and the discrepancy with cultural norms in the U.S. 

Cultural Differences:   Role of Parents

An intractable conflict that emerged for some intercultural couples was 

defining the primary caregiver of children.  Zinzi and Tad expressed 

enormous disagreement in this area: 

Not having my family close by is really difficult for me and so I have
proposed many times that in Africa sometimes your parents can help 
you watch your kid. And so I suggested, “You know, it’s really hard, 
really difficult with school and work, and we don’t have time for 
ourselves, and my parents would love to watch, keep Amani for us 
even if it is for a few months.”  And she could go there, stay with them
and be exposed to her African heritage, and we could go see her in the 
summer. But see that is my African perspective… [My husband] sees 
us as the primary caregivers and I see the entire family is involved.  For 
him, it is like sending our daughter AWAY, and I see it as sending her 
TO my family. [Zinzi, P14] 

I think it would be traumatic for Amani at this age to be separated 
from us. She has never been apart from us, and I can’t imagine just 
leaving her in Africa even with her grandparents. She has never met 
them; in fact I have never met the entire family, and we aren’t going to 
just ship our daughter off to Africa! I believe that since we have 
children, it is our responsibility to raise them. I have a serious problem 
with sending Amani to another country. It’s not that I distrust Zinzi’s 
family...I just personally believe that this couldn’t possibly be good for 
Amani’s perceptions of her worth to us, and of our love for her. 
Sending her away like that would make her feel unwanted, especially 
since that is not the typical practice here in the United States. In fact, 
the reason that we don’t have her in daycare and I stay home with her 
instead of working full-time, is because we value our role in being the 
primary care providers in her life. It seems to me that in Zinzi’s culture, 
the extended family can be considered equal to the Western notion of 
the nuclear family. The problem is that I wasn’t raised with that notion 
and it is difficult for me to accept. [Tad, P14] 
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In this case, there was no easy way to reconcile the conflicting definitions of 

primary caregivers or the legitimacy of each perspective that had been 

culturally imprinted since birth. 

Likewise, Christine was confused about Ola’s behavior as “head of 

household” because she was the primary caregiver, which connoted status as 

head of household in the childrearing sphere of influence in her culture:

And the thing that used to drive me crazy, I would say, “Don’t do 
that!” [to the children], and he would have to repeat what I said. It’s 
like he has to be the head of household.  I think that is just ingrained in 
him. So if I told them off, he would have to repeat what I said.
[Christine, P9] 

Other participants spoke about the difficulty associated with the lack of 

transferability of the role of parents and division of labor to their partner’s 

culture.  In Samuel’s case, he has always been the primary care provider for 

his young daughter.  However, when they traveled to his wife’s family home 

in Iran, they were challenged to conform to traditional gender roles:

Sonya isn’t very skilled at [parenting tasks] because she hasn’t had the 
practice.  She was OK, but there would be a tough point and it isn’t
easy for her to say, “Can you help me?” do what she should know how 
to do as a woman [according to that culture]. There is an assumption 
[in Persian culture] that you do it, period, regardless if you are a 
doctor, an engineer, whatever. If you are a female, you raise kids. That 
is just the way it goes.  And the man, even if he is, that’s his primary 
job, sits back and waits for the tea to be served.  So, my wife is serving 
the tea and bringing the baklava or whatever, she had to be the house 
host.  And because it was her house, her family’s house, so she was the 
one doing it.  And so my daughter, I would, when some people had 
left, I could sort of take over. [Samuel, P4] 

Shana also was concerned about how her intercultural relationship and 

gender roles would transfer when they eventually moved to Uruguay. 

I want to see how the relationship will transfer down there.  I want to 
see if it still works in a situation that is unfamiliar to me and familiar to 
him...I’m just a little worried about that, because it is an unknown…He 
wants to go there permanently and I want to go there to try it out.
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Well, of course I will like it as long as he doesn’t change, as long as 
there isn’t some dynamic between them, some male and female 
perceptions, [or] that the roles might change when I go down there.
[Shana, P5] 

Finally, many participants expressed concern about gendered role 

modeling to their children, based on divergent cultural values pertaining to 

the roles of parents.  For example: 

I was concerned about what was being modeled to [my son] regarding 
gender roles that the men sit down and be waited on and the women 
do all the serving and do all the chores. And I do think that is in Ola’s 
mindset, no matter how much he knows that I am not a Nigerian 
woman, and this isn’t the way we live here, I still think that is an 
expectation that is there. [Christine, P9]

What I discovered in Antonio’s family is that the men can do anything 
they want and the women have to follow the rules. For example, I 
knew the men were spoiled and domestically fairly helpless...We have 
a whole living room full of furniture but for some reason when he is 
watching TV, he has to do it lying on the floor... So we go to my 
mother-in-law’s house and [my daughter] gets her pillow off the bed, 
puts it on the floor, and lies down in front of the TV. And my mother-
in-law throws a fit, not that she is on the floor, but that she put the 
pillow on the floor to get it dirty. So she picked up the pillow and put it 
away and never again did that. She would just sit on the floor. Two 
days later, Antonio arrives and walks in, grabs the pillow, tosses it on 
the floor, lies down and watches TV. Not a word. Every night we were 
there. Not a word, because males are allowed to do whatever and 
females don’t say anything. I watch it with my sisters-in-law.  And it’s 
not about tasks because my brother-in-law will come in and cook a 
gourmet meal. It’s about rules and who can break them. Males have the 
right to do whatever they want to do, but not females. We have to tow 
the line... I worry about the message that sends. [Samantha, P12]

Cultural differences in the role of children and parents underscore the 

challenges of negotiating competing norms and rules inherent in exogamous

unions.  These challenges can be amplified when language usage and 

communication style vary within the couple as well. 
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Cultural Differences:  Communication

Most participants were raised in a primary language different from

their partner’s.  For these couples, differences in language were evident from 

the beginning and a common relationship language was determined by 

default or consensus.  For non-primary speakers of the household language, 

there is a higher likelihood of being misunderstood by family members.

I probably have the tendency to be more blunt in English because my 
choice of words is not as broad.  Because this is my second language, I 
have the tendency to use certain words that are in my daily 
vocabulary, that I use in reference to certain things and I just bring 
them out of that box.  It’s just, in Spanish, there’s a lot more, because it 
is my first language and because the Spanish language is way richer 
than English in the number of words that you can apply to certain 
situations that are unique to those situations.  So, I could appear blunt 
in English, and I have been judged that way sometimes.  Even my 
husband sometimes has said that I am too direct.  Sometimes when we 
talk to the kids, I will say something in a certain way and [my son] 
doesn’t seem to be receiving it in the way I intended and I say to Doug,
“Can you please explain to him what I am trying to say?”  And my 
husband puts it in a different way that sounds softer, in a different 
way.  Because the way I speak in English is a little too aggressive. 
[Sandra, P7]

In this example, Sandra emphasized a difference in primary language with 

her children as a factor in miscommunication.  As a consequence, she relied 

on her husband to interpret or translate her communication with her children

to avoid further misinterpretation. 

Less apparent than actual language differences between intercultural 

couples were dramatic variations in communication style and how meaning 

was conveyed.  A pervasive difference that emerged for couples was the use 

of indirect versus direct communication styles.  Generally, individuals relied 

on an implicit pattern of communication that was learned in the culture of 

origin, and persisted regardless of migration.  In these intercultural 

relationships, there was a tendency to send and interpret messages based on 

158



one’s own frame of reference rather than that of the partner.   Samantha 

illustrated how this incongruence led to misunderstandings:

I think we were nine or ten years into our marriage until I realized that 
there was a subtext. The “I don’t like turkey” translated as “I don’t like 
the holiday celebration, do we have to get together with your family?”
[Samantha, P12] 

Samantha had assumed that Antonio didn’t like the traditional foods during 

Thanksgiving, a holiday not celebrated in his native Spain, and she attempted 

to accommodate him every year with alternative meals. Antonio was using 

food as a deflection of his antipathy for large family gatherings with his in-

laws, but his message was continually misinterpreted because Samantha

extracted only the direct meaning. 

Katherine and Daniel noted this style of interaction in their relationship 

as well. Katherine adjusted her approach to accommodate Daniel’s 

communication style because the consequences were more significant when 

she transgressed his frame of reference.  Although Daniel was cognizant of 

the communication differences between them, it was more difficult for him to 

shift because of the relational component he alluded to earlier.  For example: 

Japanese culture is very indirect… If Daniel was doing something that 
was bugging me, like leaving his bag right by the door, in my culture 
it’s OK just to say, “Would you not leave your bag right there by the 
door?”  But that is so direct for Daniel; that implies that I am really 
angry about it. So, I’ve had to learn to say, it’s always a question like, 
“Does it help you to have your bag right there by the door so you 
remember it?” And, he’ll come back and say, “Well, I don’t have to 
have it there.”  And then, I’ll say “No, it’s OK.”  And he’ll say, “No, I’ll 
move it.” I have to do a little more of the indirect thing.
[Katherine, P10]

Sometimes I think even when Katherine wouldn’t be saying 
something, I would make the assumption that she is mad or she is 
trying to communicate something but she won’t say it, because I am 
used to it being more indirect and I will think there is something 
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behind it because I guess I am just tuned into the underlying message. 
[Daniel, P10]

Christine stated that communication was the most problematic aspect 

of her relationship with her husband, and she attributed much of this to a 

cultural difference in their respective indirect and direct styles: 

The thing we have had the most trouble with is communication. Ola is 
very direct, very blunt, to the point. And, I’m not like that. They don’t 
do that where I come from; you don’t say what you want to say, you 
go around. And he comes across as very aggressive, and he works in a 
field that is very aggressive. And I say, “Don’t tell me what to do!”
And he says, “I’m not telling you what to do, I’m just giving you my 
opinion.” We’ve had that constantly. [Christine, P9] 

Her husband Ola concurred about their differences in communication style, in 

which each of them prefer a style that is contradictory to the other, imprinted 

from an early age: 

I have been independent from a very young age, because I went to 
private boarding schools and I was away from home. And I’m used to 
making decisions like that [snap], on my own; I’m not used to asking 
people for permission for anything. And for Christine, even if she 
wants to do something, she wants to discuss it.  She already knows
what she wants to do, she is going to do it whether you like it or not.
But she wants to discuss it and make you feel like, you know, you are 
included, like it was a consensual decision…never was, never will be, 
never is! While for me, if I want to do something, OK, I know you are 
not going to like it, I’m not going to even invite it because I know you 
are not going to like it, so I just want to say, “I’m just going to do this,” 
and off I go. I don’t even go through the motions, because it is a waste 
of time.  While for her, it is a very important ritual, and it has taken me 
seven years to get to the point where I learn the rules.  Now I just listen 
and eventually…And in my culture, that wouldn’t be the case because 
the man makes the rules and has the final say.  Culturally, it’s 
interesting. [Ola, P9] 

For Ola and Christine, their misunderstandings were compounded because 

cultural rules about gender and power interface with their discrepant 

communication styles.
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Anastasia contrasted different styles of communication based on 

gender roles in her culture of origin, and her struggle to adapt to different 

norms in the United States after emigrating as an adult: 

I noticed in Russia we never tell the men, the husband, 
directly...women never tell directly what they want, they try to give 
some hints, and men are supposed to know.  So when I came here, I 
did not tell my husband anything but I expected him somehow to 
notice it.  Eventually as I was exposed to American culture, I realized 
that it is a very direct culture and you have to ask for what you want, 
but it’s been difficult. [Anastasia, P6]

These contrasting styles of communication extend to how, what, and with 

whom certain topics are considered appropriate to discuss.  For example: 

Another cultural difference I have noticed between our families is that 
in my family, if something comes up that bothers us, we just bring it 
up.  We aren’t afraid of confrontation, we are open about it.  I would 
ask, “Are you mad at me?”  In his family, they will sweep things under
the rug, not talk about things that are difficult.  Pretend that there isn’t 
a problem… it will just go away.  I notice that a lot here. [Sandra, P7] 

In Asian cultures…you don’t necessarily talk about everything.  You 
just kind of…sweep it under the rug and nobody else on the outside 
needs to know that you are having a fight or an argument.  You just 
put on this happy face and you go about your day. [Jackie, P3] 

Not surprisingly, participants often have contradictory assumptions 

about the same cultures, such as Sandra’s and Jackie’s relative perspectives on 

dominant communication style in the United States.  However, the goal of a 

constructionist approach is to understand the experiences and perceptions of 

the individual participants, rather than definitively explaining what is or isn’t 

a cultural norm or value of a given group.  Thus the relevant focus of this 

study is on the subjective experience of the individuals and how they 

interpret the impact, if any, of their cultural backgrounds. When participants 

identified cultural conflicts related to childrearing, several decision-making 

processes emerged as pathways to reconcile these differences.
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Sub-theme 2:  Intercultural Decision-Making

Four general patterns of decision-making to negotiate cultural

differences were apparent from the narratives of intercultural parents:

default, compromise, asymmetric, and consensus.  In this study, couples 

alternated decision-making styles depending on the context of the issue and 

the degree of commitment to the values in conflict. 

Default Decision-Making

Couples made parenting decisions by default in two circumstances:

lack of a viable alternative and deferral to another entity.  For intercultural 

couples, the most frequent example of a default decision because of

inadequate options was language.  The majority of couples in this study 

shared only one language in common despite often three or more languages 

spoken between them.  Thus, the language of the relationship and 

subsequently the language of parenting defaulted to the common language 

shared by the couple.  For example: 

He is really committed to raising her bilingual and I think that will be 
difficult since I don’t speak the language and I am the primary care-
taker and certainly her daycare won’t have Polish speakers. [Julia, P13] 

My wife is big on having [our daughter] learn Farsi, I personally don’t 
have a real agenda in that direction.  My brother-in-law has two kids 
and they understand, but the parents speak Farsi fluently and the kids 
are only half way there.  So, the way I think of it is, well, here we are 
already half of us don’t speak any Farsi, the other one speaks fluent 
Farsi...She doesn’t have Farsi-speaking grandparents, or anybody here, 
except her uncle, but they speak English fluently...So, Farsi is not 
spoken in the house at all. But it’s not like it is forbidden, it’s just not 
practical. [Samuel, P4]

I don’t speak to [my son] in Russian anymore.  When I was in Russia, I 
spoke Russian to him.  He forgot Russian because my husband asked 
us to speak English because he couldn’t understand Russian and I 
started speaking English and then my son forgot.  So I can’t speak 
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Russian to him.  I agreed to it and I don’t regret it because it wouldn’t 
be fair, even to me, somebody speaking in a different language.…Here, 
when we would speak Russian, he wouldn’t know what we were 
talking about and it is a very difficult language to learn.  My husband 
knows a couple of words and then I would just not even want to teach 
him.  Waste of time and too much trouble.  Besides, I am in this 
country where people speak English.  So I was interested in learning 
English and the only way to learn is to speak, practicing as much as I 
can, including to my husband. [Anastasia, P6]

For others, decisions were deferred to another entity, typically a higher 

power within a religious context.  In this scenario, a decision was made by the 

couple to defer, and the outcome was resolved by default.  Monique 

described this process with her husband, in the decision to become parents: 

Well, when we decided to get married, I was going to take the pill, but 
he said, “No don’t take the pill, leave it up to God.”  I just didn’t know 
what to think, I just didn’t know what the plan would be and he hadn’t 
talked with me about kids.  I thought I would never have kids, and 
then I figured, “Let God deal with it.”  We pretty much got married 
and then I got pregnant. [Monique, P1] 

Compromise Decision-Making

Most decisions in childrearing involved some negotiation for 

participants.  A compromise decision-making process emerged that was 

characterized by mutual concessions where each partner relinquished an 

aspect of his/her cultural value. Often, the result was not a preferred outcome 

by either, but it was a negotiated reconciliation of divergent cultural 

traditions or norms.

As mentioned previously, the naming of children is an area of conflict 

for many couples in which compromise is required. Beni and Solomon 

compromised with a Jewish first name, Nigerian middle name, and shortened

paternal last name.  Likewise, Lucia struggled with her husband over names 

for their sons.  Her husband preferred a paternal family name, Lucia 
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preferred an American name, and they compromised with an Anglicized 

version of a paternal first name and a Persian family middle name: 

My son’s middle name is Kian. Peter Kian. That was the 
compromise...his father uses Peter in the United States, instead of 
Akhbar, and although it is not my first choice, I was like, “OK, I’ll go 
with Peter [rather than Akhbar].” And we named him Kian after 
several [paternal] uncles who are named Kian...as he gets older he can 
choose to go by his middle name... [Lucia, P15] 

In both of these cases, couples were able to negotiate a resolution in which 

neither partner completely sacrificed a significant cultural value, despite 

having non-preferred outcomes.

When parents had discrepant levels of commitment to different 

religious traditions, they frequently used a compromise style of decision-

making.  For example, Anya was a devout Catholic and had a strong 

commitment to raising children within the faith whereas her husband was an 

ambivalent Protestant Christian.  This difference provided space to negotiate: 

Before we got married, I told him that I wanted to raise the children 
Catholic and that was fine with him, on the condition that he didn’t 
have to become Catholic.  That was negotiated before we got married. 
And I figured, “You don’t have to be, but if you want to you can.”  But 
he said he didn’t really feel the need to.  So, I said, “That’s fine, as long 
as [our children] are raised Catholic.” So that is our compromise...[our 
daughter] was baptized, and she will do confirmation and first 
communion and all the sacraments that come along with that and he 
can be as involved as he wants. [Anya, P11] 

Although Anya would have preferred to have her husband involved in the 

religious upbringing of the children and Chad would have preferred a non-

religious household, their compromise enabled them to have a second best 

outcome without sacrificing strong cultural values. 

Parents acknowledged the use of compromise for other aspects of 

childrearing.  Daniel and Katherine differed on the appropriate appearance 
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and demeanor of their children, a subtext for their competing perspectives on 

the meaning ascribed to children’s behavior and roles: 

We have to negotiate sometimes. I want to encourage independence, so 
my tendency is to let the kids put on whatever they want to wear, and 
we go out to the grocery store and there have been some times when 
we come home and Daniel sees what the kids are wearing and says, 
“Where did you go looking like that?” And so, we just kind of com-
promise on that.  I think there are times I let them wear what they 
want, and other times I realize that, “OK, Daniel wouldn’t want us 
going out like this,” so I’ll have them put on something else.
[Katherine, P10]

Although Katherine preferred the children to express individualism, she was

willing to accommodate Daniel’s strong concern about social perceptions, 

which caused greater distress to him than for her to relinquish aspects of her 

goal of fostering independence. 

Marie and José used compromise to resolve a significant difference in 

childrearing.  Marie wanted their children to experience a long-term cultural 

immersion in José’s culture of origin at an early age for language acquisition 

and Spanish enculturation.  José was concerned about the logistics of 

uprooting a family for a year, and he believed that the goal could be 

accomplished on a short-term visit: 

I was very reluctant [to live one year in Spain with children] because I 
am the practical one.  She would say I am the “no” man. I knew that it 
was going to be very, very complicated to pull it off. And I thought the 
problems were greater than the payoffs, the benefits, yes. Nothing that 
a summer in Spain couldn’t solve, or an extended vacation. [José, P2] 

He only saw problems, insurmountable problems. I mean, true, the 
logistics, that’s no small feat uprooting a family for a year when you 
have a home, jobs, and they’re in school and they are leaving their 
friends. But it was basically, “Listen, I gave up living in Spain to live
here, and you can give me a year every seven years.”  He knew it 
might have turned into a big fight; it might have turned into a divorce.
I felt that strongly about it, for the children and for me too.  But the 
main reason was for the kids.  I thought it was a good time…while 
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they were still in elementary school.  The later it is, the harder it will be 
for them. [Marie, P2] 

Marie and José were able to resolve this seemingly intractable conflict when 

she reframed the context as a mutual rather than an asymmetric compromise.

She expanded the decision to include their choice to reside in the United 

States, despite her preference to live in Spain. In addition, her commitment 

was much stronger because of her perception of the significance of the 

experience for their children.  Although they approached the decision from 

different viewpoints, he was able to compromise and move for one year, and 

she was able to accommodate his preference to live in the United States. 

 Asymmetric Decision-Making

It feels like I am the one who is always doing the compromising and 
the accommodating.  I feel like that a lot, and sometimes it doesn’t 
seem fair. Bu that’s just part of, it comes with the territory. [Jackie, P3] 

Another style of decision-making emerged in which one parent 

relinquished or conceded a cultural value or preference disproportionate to 

the other.  This style can be characterized as asymmetric decision-making, 

and it occurred most frequently among participants with perceived power 

differentials, designated spheres of influence, or mutually exclusive choices.

Power disparities within couples could be the result of differences in 

education, socioeconomic background, income or personality, among others.

However, most participants in this study who identified a power differential 

attributed it to gender. Zinzi spoke of an ongoing conflict with her husband 

over the role of extended family in childrearing, and the possibility of their 

daughter living in Africa for a short duration:

So far, Tad has won and I think that might represent a power differ-
ential between us. I mean, it is a pretty hard thing to compromise on, 
but maybe if we took her one summer and then left her for a month? I 
don’t know if Tad will ever be comfortable with that. [Zinzi, P14] 
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Although Zinzi and Tad demonstrated equal commitment to their

viewpoints, the husband’s preference continued to prevail.  In contrast, Shana 

voluntarily relinquished the decision to relocate to Uruguay to her partner, 

based in part on her ambivalence and less investment in the outcome: 

He will be the one to decide what’s going to happen.  And I will just
follow him because I trust him and he knows what’s best for us.
[Shana, P5] 

Asymmetric decision-making also occurred when couples designated 

distinct spheres of influence in childrearing.  Anya summarized this style of 

conflict resolution with her husband: 

I think we are on the same page, but it’s my page. He kind of just lets 
me do the parenting.  He really doesn’t have an idea, like I am the one 
reading the books and seeing what I should be doing and if I don’t 
know what I am doing, then I just do what my parents did…he is more 
passive and doesn’t think that he really needs to do anything whereas I 
think I need to set ground rules and she needs to listen to me and 
things like that... so he just sort of defers to me on the parenting, and 
sometimes he doesn’t like it because he has to give in on certain things.
For instance, I want her to get off the pacifier and I am really strict 
about it.  It is hard for him because when he gets home he wants to 
relax and she won’t go to bed, so he would rather give in to her.  But 
ultimately, I am the one who is home with her all the time so I want her 
to do certain things at certain times and he just sometimes doesn’t get 
that. [Anya, P11] 

For others, asymmetric decision-making was the result of mutually

exclusive choices for the parents, most frequently because of conflicting 

religious traditions that were not flexible such as Islam/Catholicism and 

Judaism/Christianity in the following examples: 

It’s interesting [my husband] wasn’t raised Catholic. So, even though 
we are raising our children Catholic, once in awhile he will say, “There 
is a Muslim school opening up [nearby], maybe we should send the 
kids there, so that they can understand that aspect of our lives.” But 
they just really aren’t compatible in any way. Not at all. [Lucia, P15] 
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We’ve decided that we will raise her Jewish...I think about all the stuff 
that my ancestors went through to be Jewish, the trouble they had and 
the persecution they went through would all be lost if I just changed 
religions.  I want to honor that, and it would end with my line.  And it 
would be over, all that work for nothing... [but] I kind of feel bad that
most of their [Nigerian Christian] culture is going to be thrown out.
Well, not thrown out, but almost. [Solomon, P8]

In the above cases, the parents decided on one religion for their children, but 

it came at the expense of the other parent’s cultural-religious heritage.

Although commitment to the religion was a large determinant of the 

outcomes, personality characteristics contributed as well.  For example, 

Samuel acknowledged discrepancies in decision-making that were attributed 

in part to his adaptability: 

Many things are not mutual...but I guess I was more flexible and 
accepted it. When you are up against a brick and you are a sponge, you 
fit…   Because even though I am an American and there is quite a bit of 
stigma to that, I want things to be as proper as possible so there would 
not be a scarlet letter on my forehead for [my in-laws].  And so I often 
bowed to their wishes and followed their traditions in order to make it 
proper for the culture. [Samuel, P4]

Consensus Decision-Making

The final style of decision-making that was observed in this study was 

one in which partners did not sacrifice core cultural values, and a preferred 

outcome was achieved for both.  This mutually agreeable resolution or 

consensus style of decision-making, most frequently emerged when there was 

an overriding and congruent goal of childrearing between the couple:

I think we work very hard on not undermining the other. I think we do 
talk a lot about this…and we spent a lot of time before we had kids,
reading books and talking and almost coming up with an agreed-on 
approach or philosophy.  So, I think when we talk it is almost bringing 
us back to that, things that we wanted for our kids.  For example, we 
want them to be thinkers... [and the decision to home-school them] 
wasn’t really a negotiation, it was more of us both overcoming cultural 
pulls to say, “I think this is what we need to do in the best interest of 
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our children.”  [It was] not just an, “OK, I’ll give in,” but [it was] a 
mutual decision together. [Daniel, P10] 

I think, well, we’ve learned not to dig our heels in. I think we know
there are just differences here. So, I think we are pretty good about 
stopping and talking about it, and always acting in the best interest of 
the children. [Katherine, P10] 

Samuel discussed how this overriding goal of childrearing extended to 

the consensual decision for him to be the primary caretaker of their daughter:

There was no negotiation because we are all Dr. Laura [radio 
personality] fans.  Back three years ago we got on board with this 
child-centric way of looking at things.  I was a bit indifferent to it at 
first, and maybe even considering part-time daycare. Maybe I would 
work a little less but I wasn’t going to just cut it out all together.  But
we listened to Dr. Laura and thought about these sorts of things during
our commute in California before we [had children].  I said, “When we 
get married, we need to make sure one of us is home with the kid all of 
the time.” [Samuel, P4]

For Samuel and Sonya, this was a preferred outcome for both, as well as the 

best arrangement for their family because as a pilot it was easier for Samuel to 

temporarily leave the job market while Sonya developed her practice as an 

anesthesiologist. Samuel emphasized that their complementary preferences 

enabled them to provide for their daughter without sacrificing their 

individual goals or values. 

For some participants, a common religious faith provided a foundation 

that superseded cultural differences and created a framework for couples to 

achieve consensus: 

I have to admit however that Zinzi and I have had very few 
disagreements in regards to parenting Amani, and I think this can be
attributed to the fact that we both base a lot of our decisions on the 
Christian faith, instead of cultural norms and practices. That has been a 
strong source of commonality that ties us together. [Tad, P14] 
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It all boils down to the crux of our beliefs as Christians...our life choices 
are based on it, and that branches out into every other aspect of our 
life. [Jackie, P3]

Regardless of the style of decision-making utilized by couples, a degree 

of cultural learning occurred between both parents and children, the fourth 

sub-theme of negotiating intercultural parenthood. 

Sub-theme 3:  Transmission of Culture 

Cultural learning occurs through the transmission of cultural values, 

norms, traditions, and behaviors between individuals or groups (Kim, 2001).

Enculturation is the process of learning one’s own culture, such as children 

learning the two or more cultures of their parents.  This can be distinguished 

from the process of acculturation, in which individuals learn a new culture 

distinct from his or her culture of origin.  Both of these processes interact to 

some extent among all culturally diverse couples and families.  In this study, 

these two primary processes of cultural transmission were identified from 

these interviews: the enculturation of children to the cultures of their parents, 

and the acculturation of intercultural parents to each other’s culture.

Enculturation

I think it has affected me more than I thought it would.  I just want to 
make sure that she knows where she comes from. [Anya, P11]

As Anya observed, the importance of cultural heritage and the 

transmission of values to subsequent generations was magnified after she had 

children and became invested in her cultural legacy.  In general, cultural 

imprinting commences at birth as children are initiated to the cultural norms 

of their community.  However, for immigrant parents in this study, the 

process of transmitting values from their culture of origin was more difficult 

because children have been immersed in American culture in addition to 

parental cultures.  Intercultural parents experienced this dynamic as well, 
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because two or more cultures were present in the household, sometimes in 

addition to the culture of residence.  Thus, parents who sought to transmit 

their cultural heritage or that of their partner had to develop different 

strategies of cultural learning for their children.

Enculturation strategies occurred both at home (culture of residence) 

and abroad (culture of origin).  Maintaining bilingualism or exposure to the 

languages of parents was an important aspect of cultural learning.  In the 

home country, participants identified different mechanisms to facilitate

language learning: 

It was hard because I found the ideal childcare person and she was 
from England. And so within a very short time, Raquel’s dominant 
language was English.  So I started to do little things to reward her, like 
if she asked for a second cookie in English, I would say no, but if she 
asked for it in Spanish I would say yes. It gave her…an incentive 
system. [Samantha, P12]

As with Samantha and Antonio, Marie and José decided to raise their children

bilingual.  However, despite the exclusive use of Spanish in the household, 

when the children entered school they initiated the use of English with their 

parents, which required creative tactics to retain a Spanish-only rule:

We wanted them to speak Spanish, no question.  And we know so 
many examples of our situation where the kids don’t know the 
language.  It’s really hard, they might kind of know it, a real passive 
understanding of it... or they refuse to speak, let’s call it the second 
language, the one that isn’t spoken in the country.... when Rosa started 
preschool, she was three almost four [years old], she came home 
speaking English to us.  She just stopped speaking Spanish as soon as 
she started school.  I was still speaking to her in Spanish.  She, for the 
first time ever, was addressing us in English, which she had never 
done.  And so I said, “Rosa, if you stop speaking Spanish, how will you 
talk to your grandma?” I would go through the litany of the 25 family 
members in Spain:  aunts, uncles, cousins, grandma.  And then, the 
cherry was, “How are you going to talk to your own daddy?  Your 
poor daddy, he doesn’t speak English, his English is TERRIBLE!  What 
are you going to do if you can’t [speak with him]?”  And she cried, 
“NOOOO, I’ll never do it again!”  And we had to do this over and 
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over.  Because then she would go to Kindergarten and English would
creep back in.  Then [with our younger son], English would creep in.
And we have to keep going through this.  And for the longest time,
they didn’t think José spoke English! [Marie, P2] 

Likewise, Anya wanted to transmit her language to her daughter, but 

she was constrained by being the sole speaker in the household, without her 

extended family in proximity.  She realized that her daughter would need 

additional exposure to the language, such as travel to India.  Anya noted: 

I want her to know our language, Malayalam.  So I have been teaching 
her numbers and letters and a few words here and there. I see that, 
there is a lot of programming now for kids that do English and Spanish 
so she is definitely picking up the Spanish, and I am trying to get her 
pick up our language too.  And I want her to know more than I do.  At 
least get the pronunciations at this age [3 years old].  So I want my
parents to talk to her in Malayalam and she has some CDs that I try to 
make her listen to. I took her to India last year and that helped quite a 
bit. [Anya, P11] 

Samantha and Sandra concurred about the value of cultural immersion at a 

young age to encourage language acquisition and fluency: 

[Her language skills] took off when she was three [years old] and we 
went to Spain. I think until that time she saw Spanish as sort of a weird 
thing that the two of us did at home that no one else used. And when 
we went to Spain, the first thing when we got off the plane before we 
went to meet family, I took her to the park in Madrid. And she wanted 
to play with the other kids and they were all speaking in Spanish. And
her Spanish was very stilted and very broken. She wasn’t putting 
together whole sentences or she couldn’t use the object pronouns 
correctly and so forth. But she realized then that to play with the other 
kids, and to get anything from them, she needed to say it in Spanish.
[Samantha, P12] 

We went to Peru and they picked up [Spanish] real fast, because they 
wanted to communicate with their cousins, back in Peru.  If it comes to 
the point where they have to say something, they know how to say it.
My son knows a lot more than what he speaks.  If there is a time where 
he is dropped there, full immersion, he will learn it fluently.
[Sandra, P7]
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Other parents relied on cultural immersion experiences to teach their 

children about cultural values, traditions and norms in addition to the

language. Ola spoke of the desire to transmit his African heritage and a 

broader frame of reference and cultural continuity to his children: 

In terms of culturally, part of [what] I would love to impart to my kids, 
is [to give them] the connection to my homeland, to Africa, to my 
village, to my extended family, to make them feel that they have their 
roots somewhere, same in England. So that, why I keep on going back 
to Africa in terms of them, no matter how successful they are, no 
matter how unhappy they get, or unsuccessful, or whatever it is, I 
would like for them to be able to go to Africa occasionally and see that 
they are actually lucky, no matter how bad things are for them... 
because comparatively, they have it good.  They are privileged….We 
just came back from Nigeria this Christmas and we all had a fantastic 
time, and I was really pleased with that because now they talk about it 
and I don’t have to ask them, “Where does Daddy come from?” 
anymore.  I don’t have to remind them that they are Nigerian. They 
now have a connection that I pray we can afford to continue to expose 
them to because I see them growing up, especially in those teenage 
years and all the hopeless years where people tend to get lost. They can 
still stay grounded. [Ola, P9]

Anya viewed cultural immersion as a means to transmit her traditions: 

I took her to India in September for my cousin’s wedding. We went for 
two weeks and she loved it there. I was really happy that she got along 
so well there and it seemed like she understood a lot of the stuff that 
my grandmother was saying, things like that. I bought her a bunch of 
Indian clothes and I had her last pictures taken in the Indian clothes, 
which made my relatives happy.  Most of my mother’s family still lives 
in India and this was a great opportunity for her to learn about her 
cultural and religious background. I plan to take her back every couple 
of years. [Anya, P11] 

Marie differentiated between the experiences of direct immersion in 

another culture and indirect experience through the interpretation of parents 

living outside of that culture: 

They are so proud of being Spanish, but they had never lived there for 
more than a month at a time.  And also from the linguistic perspective, 
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I was seeing that they were losing language at such a critical time in 
language development; I wanted them to have Spanish literacy skills 
and to experience all of the holidays that we try to replicate here.  I 
wanted them to see the holidays firsthand, I wanted them to really 
know what it is to be Spanish, not my version of being Spanish.  And to 
do that, you have to ground your experience in living there. [Marie, P2] 

Cultural learning in the home country was a much more common

strategy employed by participants, all of whom lived in the United States.

Some intercultural couples found ways to provide cultural immersion 

experiences within the United States.  For example, Katherine and Daniel 

affiliated with a predominately Asian American church to inculcate values to 

their children:

We really actively pursue certain values.  Our church is predominantly 
Japanese American, Chinese American, Asian American for sure. That 
was ultimately a choice on our part, in that we want our kids to be 
around Asian culture, or at least a version of Asian culture. And learn 
some of the values there. [Daniel, P10] 

[In the Asian American church] they can see the deference to others,
the respect for elders.  Not that we don’t have that in my culture, but 
you feel it in our church.  In a lot of white churches, your kids can go to 
church and never be around anybody that is not exactly their age. We 
mixed it up a lot in our church, so I think that is good for them too. I 
hope some of it is sinking in.  And I think it is good for them to see 
teenagers who are still hanging out, doing stuff with their families. I 
think it is true with the Western, individualistic view, that you almost 
try to get away whenever you can.  It’s good for them to see teenagers 
that I think they think are kind of cool, who still do stuff with their 
families. [Katherine, P10]

Because of a lack of access to frequent cultural immersion experiences,

participants also relied on books, folklore, music, holiday traditions, and food 

to expose their children and to supplement their cultural learning about their 

heritage(s) beyond America: 

They do identify with being Iranian. They can identify because of the 
music, the food, the names of the food, they know songs in Persian and 

174



they know a lot of Farsi words because my husband speaks it... Even 
[three year old] Olivia can say little rhymes in Persian. [Lucia, P15] 

[My stepdaughter] grew up with the Spanish traditions, so we wanted
Raquel to have them too. And also for me, since we don’t live in Spain 
and we don’t have enough money to be able to afford to go there as 
often and as long as I might like to.  I wanted for her to somehow get 
some of the things and get some of the connections, so when she was 
little she had a collection of children’s stories in Spanish. I tried to get 
them from all over, from Mexico, from Argentina, from Spain and so 
forth. And then do the things like the Mouse [for losing a tooth] and 
the Three Kings [for Christmas] so that she would understand her 
background... She has Spanish nationality and I don’t want her to have 
Spanish nationality and arrive in Spain and not know her background.
[Samantha, P12] 

I specifically went out of my way to look for books that were not in 
Spanish translation, because most children’s books come from the U.S. 
Today, a lot of children’s books in Spain are just translations of our 
books. But there is a big collection of Spanish-only folklore and I would
go out of my way to look for that, and I would buy it mainly in Spain.
[Marie, P2] 

Other parents emphasized the transmission of cultural codes or rules to 

their children, and many found opportunities to enculturate children at home

through the exposure to divergent rules within families: 

They are becoming bicultural in some ways. The fact that we don’t 
speak English in the house, they are not only learning Spanish but they 
are learning my code. So jokes and silly things like expressions are 
coming from my experience over there. I am giving them my code... 
[and] they are becoming bicultural by learning my code of Spanish at 
the same time they are learning the English codes by living here. That 
is how they are becoming bicultural; it’s not only speaking the 
language, but the code they are learning. Like humor...el pello. It is 
naughty. In Spain, you can talk about body parts, any body part, and 
so there is a lot of body part jokes. Whereas here, we have way more 
taboos, that American discomfort, Puritan thing. It is the social taboos 
that set the parameters, and humor is one code I am giving my 
children. [José, P2] 
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I don’t think we have ever told them directly that [the rules] here are 
different from there. But, I think when we are with [the Japanese 
grandparents], they probably hear more from us, “You have to brush 
your hair.” Or, “Those things don’t go together, those don’t match.” 
It’s less an explanation of, “Here’s why,” but they just hear different 
things from us in the different places and I suppose they internalize it.
[Katherine, P10] 

Acculturation

I think part of it is the “white thing,” the white Western culture is more 
independent, be who you are and don’t worry about what people 
think.  I remember growing up, I remember my mother telling me,
“Why do you care so much about what other people think?” And 
Daniel remembers his mom saying, “You can’t do that, what would 
people think?” [Katherine, P10] 

Intercultural couples are characterized by cultural differences that have 

been imprinted since birth.  In the above quote, Katherine exemplified the 

type of disparate messages couples received from their respective cultures of 

origin.  In this example, Katherine and Daniel were socialized with different 

cultural codes of conduct, based on extensions of individual and group 

orientations in the United States and Japan respectively.  Whereas Katherine 

was engrained with a sense of individualism, Daniel was taught to consider

the impact and judgment of others.  These discrepant codes can lead to 

conflicts over goals of childrearing as well as specific behaviors or practices. 

When intercultural couples form a household together, they 

acculturate to some extent to the norms of the other. The process of

acculturation is dynamic and it occurs at different points, if at all, for each 

partner.  Typically, at the beginning of a relationship, the partner who is 

outside of his/her culture of origin acculturates to the culture of his/her 

partner.  Subsequently, a process of either mutual or asymmetrical accom-

modation occurs within the couple as each acculturates to the culture of the 
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other.  For example, Marie demonstrated an awareness of this differential as 

she considered marriage to someone who had never lived in her culture: 

He wanted to get married and I was like, “I don’t know…I’m not going 
to marry someone from another culture who hasn’t seen my culture.” I 
mean, I was cognizant of the problems that bicultural marriages can 
have.  But I knew his culture.  I knew that I could live and work in his 
country…but he needed to know if he can live and work in my 
country…. And so I didn’t know, you never know where you’re going 
to end up.  And you don’t want to marry someone who is miserable 
where you end up.  And so I said, “Let’s give it a try over there before 
we get married.” [Marie, P2] 

Daniel and Katherine, both raised in the United States, provided an example 

of the process of mutual acculturation to the cultural norms of the partner: 

I think we’re both learning that I probably come more from the side of, 
I can’t think of myself as apart from others and the responsibility of 
their being happy. And I think Katherine being around Asian culture at 
church is recognizing that aspect of my culture—that humans are 
naturally relational beings, so we can’t be ourselves, just exist as an 
island. And so I think we are both kind of going different directions to 
come to a better place, but it’s hard sometimes. [Daniel, P10] 

I think maybe you are getting a little white in some ways and I am 
getting a little Japanese.  Like, I have that thing at school. That thing 
that is real Japanese, particularly in a group of white people, where 
people always end up saying, “She’s so quiet.”  It’s just because white 
people tend to be, our conversation is different. We just jump right in, 
one after the other, right after the other person, and an Asian person is 
waiting for the pause, where it is OK to step in, or to be asked. So, at 
the [Asian] church, I have had to learn to be quiet because otherwise I 
am doing all of the talking all the time. But, at a meeting at our school a 
couple of weeks ago, with all of these white people including me, we 
were discussing this thing and there was disagreement. People have 
lots of opinions, and I had opinions, and I had things to say, but I felt 
that Asian thing and I couldn’t just jump in on top of what someone 
else is saying, so I am waiting and waiting and people keep on talking 
and talking and the meeting was ending. And I was like, “Hey”…and 
[to spouse] I know how you feel now. It’s just, you have things to say, 
but people won’t stop talking long enough for you to have a chance. 
[Katherine, P10] 
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Samantha described her process of acculturation to her husband’s Spanish 

culture as a context-specific adaptation: 

Almost the minute I got to Spain, I just changed. Not completely, but 
whereas before I would have been the American looking at my watch 
and saying, “OK, I have planned the meal from this time to this time
and then I will have time to go do this errand.” When I got to Spain, I 
got there and saw that it was so pleasant, and we worked outside the 
city, so we couldn’t do most of the errands like banking and stuff 
because we were too far out of the city at the school where we taught. 
So, that was Saturdays, where you had to go to the bank, do most of 
the grocery shopping, and this whole series of things you had to do on 
Saturdays. And yet, of course back then shopping was a really arduous 
thing because you went to a different store for every little thing. So, it’s 
the whole day. And it’s this big thing and you have to take the bus out, 
but say you run into a friend and you say, “Let’s get a cup of coffee.” 
And you still have half of your errands left to do. But if you sit, you
could spend three hours and not get the rest of your errands done, and 
it was fine. [Samantha, P12] 

Intercultural parents who have decided to raise their children in a 

bicultural household relied on their partners to teach them the language of 

parenting. Samantha and Marie, non-native speakers of Spanish, described 

their process of adapting to parenting in another language: 

I learned [the language of parenting] from Antonio, in the stories I was 
reading.  And Antonio would automatically say certain things to 
Raquel, like when she would fall down and start to cry, there is this 
little thing he says which means you look at the injury and you say, 
“Get better, get better, get better, little frogs tail, if you don’t get better 
today you’ll get better tomorrow.” And it all rhymes. And I would
hear Antonio do it and I would just automatically imitate him, without 
thinking that I was going to imitate him.  And even before that, my 
stepdaughter was two when we met. So I started learning children’s
stories, the formulas like how we say, “Once upon a time...” and at the 
end of every story, “We lived happily ever after.”  Well [Spanish] has 
two or three different traditional ways of ending stories which I 
learned from parenting [my stepdaughter]. [Samantha, P12] 

I remember when the kids were little thinking, “I can never say any of 
those pet names [in English]”…those scripts from childhood, some of 
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them are nice!  And I remember thinking in the beginning, like I had to 
learn it all.  It was weird for me.  I didn’t know the names for certain 
things, and I didn’t know like, “What do you say when you pat 
someone to sleep?”  But now, it’s weird if I hold a baby I can hardly 
speak to it in English because everything that I want to say is in 
Spanish.  Like when my niece was born, I talked to her in Spanish, they 
don’t know the difference, but it was interesting that it has taken over.
[Spanish] has become my primary parenting language. [Marie, P2] 

Her response to how she learned the Spanish language of parenting was: 

Well, I would hear people like my mother-in-law...I’m a quick 
learner...I don’t have to hear it too many times to remember it!  But I 
read a lot of stuff too. And I was able to make up things because it was 
all new for me. Like I would call them things in Spanish that I had 
never heard before. And they love it. And in Spain it may or may not 
make sense, but like kukiluki and nooshka, nobody in Spain would bat 
an eye, it’s like terms of endearment, just silly talk. There’s a lot of that 
in Spanish. [Marie, P2]

Participants who were parenting outside of their culture of origin 

experienced a process of acculturation to the United States. Anastasia 

summarized her ongoing adaptation to American culture: 

Before, I would say to my son that I’m going to take away some 
privileges like the computer, but then I wouldn’t follow through.  In 
Russia, I would say something and then I wouldn’t keep my promise 
and he would beg because he knew that I would always give up.
Again, this is the Russian mentality.  And now I am learning from this 
culture, how to say no, how to set boundaries, how parenting should
be. [Anastasia, P6]. 

Other parents made a conscious decision to retain aspects of their 

cultural values despite migration, when they experienced discrepant cultural 

values between their home country and those of their adopted country, where 

their children were being raised.  José provided an example of a conflict 

regarding different expectations about level of autonomy and independence 

for children: 
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What I do is that I apply my standards, the one I grew up with. So I 
don’t expect my children to get out of the house when they are 18. 
Even if they go to college and they are going to be living somewhere 
else, I don’t expect them to think they are just coming back from 
vacation...that “I am out.” That is not part of my expectation. I don’t 
think I am going to give up ever on that. I understand that people do 
that over here, but one of the things that I do is that I keep telling them, 
“You never leave, you’re Spanish, you’re going to be with us always! 
So whenever you want to go, that’s OK, but you won’t have to.”  And 
that is the way that it is in Spain. [José, P2]

The acculturation process is fluid and dynamic, and it continues 

throughout the duration of intercultural relationships.  At various junctures in

the relationship, one partner or the other experiences the process of

acculturation in response to different cultural environments and perceived 

outsider status.  Despite the challenges inherent in intercultural relationships, 

all of the participants enunciated wide-ranging opportunities associated with 

cross-cultural parenting. 

Theme 4:  Opportunities in Parenting across Cultures

Participants described many positive aspects of childrearing within the 

context of an intercultural relationship, the fourth theme of this chapter.

These opportunities extend to participants both as parents and as individuals, 

including three sub-themes of access to other models of parenting; plasticity 

of roles; and enhanced cultural competency.

Sub-theme 1:  Access to other Models of Parenting 

Many participants experienced positive effects from negotiating

divergent cultural values, norms, and roles with their partners.  For some,  the 

process of identifying and negotiating their respective values led to outcomes 

based on what was best for their families rather than an intergenerational

transmission of what has always been done.  Katherine and Tad emphasized 
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the advantage of confronting inherited values that were clarified when in 

contrast with another:

I think, by necessity, we have had to think through what we want for 
our kids, because you can’t just go on autopilot. Coming from a 
different set of values, it probably did bring and does bring about a lot 
more discussion and reflection and that’s a good thing... And I think 
we discussed that a lot more than we would have had to if we were 
both Japanese or if we were both white because I guess we would have 
just assumed that we were going to do certain things. It’s almost like 
we were liberated because the rule books were a little more open.
[Katherine, P10] 

One opportunity is that together we have a broader worldview in 
terms of Amani’s education, play, food, clothing, and friends that 
perhaps two people from the same race and similar background would 
share and take for granted. Because of this, I find that it is easier to 
disregard traditional parenting practices that either of us disagrees
with because we are married to someone who wasn’t raised with the 
same model. Instead of just doing things by rote, we are forced to 
confront our differences and discuss what is best for our family 
situation. [Tad, P14] 

The process of negotiating presumed cultural values, norms and rules can 

create a model of analytical and empathic parenting that is transmitted to 

children of intercultural parents.  Daniel noted:

I think that for both of us...you just question the way you have always 
done things. And you think, maybe this isn’t the best value, maybe I 
should try to be more like that.  I think it has made both of us have to 
grow in ways that we wouldn’t have otherwise. And so, I think, I hope 
our children are getting that too. And maybe they can look at these
different choices and pick the best one instead of just doing what has 
always been done. [Daniel, P10] 

Julia agreed that this process is cathartic.  Intercultural couples enter the 

relationship with an awareness of cultural difference and an expectation of a 

need to compromise.  When they become parents, they have a “free pass to do 

things differently” from their families of origin:
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The differences with our families will work themselves out, because in 
the end we are our own family now and we can use or discard 
whichever traditions and beliefs that work for us as a family. In a way, 
it is sort of cool because we aren’t constrained by having to do things a 
certain way, in the way that either of us would have been expected to if 
we had married someone from the same cultural background. It is 
almost as though we have a free pass to do things differently because 
bringing two families together from two different continents and 
raising children in a new culture definitely means there is going to 
have to be compromise and change. And things are never going to be 
boring…! [Julia, P13] 

Christine suggested that the “free pass” of raising children in a 

different country circumvented conflicts that may have emerged with her 

husband if they were in her home country: 

I think if we were in England, maybe we would have more pressures
because then I would probably go back to more conventional... I guess 
I would revert to bringing the kids up much more the way I was 
brought up, and the British Way because that is just what you do. And 
that would engender more conflicts than living here [in the U.S.]. 
[Christine, P9] 

Participants who are raising children in bilingual households described 

another pathway for them to access other models of parenting in an 

intercultural relationship.  Marie and Samantha, both native English speakers, 

use Spanish exclusively in their households to facilitate bilingualism among 

their children.  Through the process of parenting in another language, they 

have learned or created a different style of parenthood than that which was 

modeled to them in childhood.  As a result of this shift, they have recognized 

changes in themselves and described it as an opportunity to reinvent

themselves as parents in a different language.  Marie attributed this 

adaptation to a lack of scripts in her language of parenting: 

I’m raising our kids in a language different than the one that I was 
raised in.  I am a different parent in English than I am in Spanish.
Because I have scripts in English, and you can’t get away from those 
scripts, you know the ones you heard over and over...the stuff you 
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most hated as a child will come out of your mouth without thinking 
about it...like it is imprinted on you. But I don’t have any imprint in 
Spanish. I don’t have a script in Spanish.  So I can reinvent myself as a 
mother in Spanish, I can pick and choose! [Marie, P2] 

Marie elaborated that in the absence of scripts in her language of parenting, 

she learned through observation and acculturation to childrearing in Europe: 

I have seen lots of moms in Spain, including his.  And I had a lot of 
input from when I lived in France and they are way more affectionate 
than Americans too. So my imprinting when I was 17 and living in 
France, I was around a lot of kids and saw a lot of parents. I heard 
hundreds of scripts but you can pick and choose because you don’t 
hear the same one over and over and over again. So I got a lot of 
influence in France... that was just my first experience with an alternate 
way of doing things. That is what I love about living in other countries:
daily life is radically different and that is what makes it interesting. 
Regarding the scripts, everything I say to [my children] is different.
[Marie, P2] 

In her development as a parent in a second language, Marie recognized 

that she was more affectionate and expressive in Spanish, and her children 

had a pejorative association with her English usage.  For example: 

I’m way more affectionate because it is expected in Spanish culture, 
and I can be much more open and expressive and physical and 
affectionate to my children compared with my total dearth of 
emotional affection in my own life [childhood]. I’m sweeter, I’m nicer. 
They hate it if I speak with them in English like, “Why are you talking
with me in English?” I’m meaner in English.  Sometimes I’ll revert to 
English when I am really mad …I do reserve that for the bitch queen.
[Marie, P2]

Samantha elaborated that the Spanish language enabled her to expand her 

scripts to include terms of endearment for her daughter that she characterized 

as richer that what was available to her in English: 

There is just more range with these rich phrases...and what Spanish 
permits is that there are lots of suffixes for, like the diminutives and so 
forth. And we have Spanish and we have Portuguese, so there are 
things that we add on. For example, instead of mi amour, I might say mi
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amorcinio which means my little love. And so we do a lot of that. We 
have lots of little nicknames in Spanish that we would never use in
English, especially as they get older.  All of our nicknames for Raquel 
are in Spanish, and I think it also makes her feel distinct, that she has 
these original sounding names that no one else uses in this community. 
[Samantha, P12] 

The exposure to other worldviews, the negotiation of divergent 

cultural values and the use of language are all examples of how individuals 

can reinvent themselves as parents in the context of an intercultural 

relationship.  Other participants emphasized an ability to utilize different

styles of parenting because they have encountered a greater flexibility in their 

roles as spouses or parents in contrast to their culture of origin. 

Sub-theme 2:  Plasticity of Roles 

Expectations and norms of gender roles are culturally constructed and 

vary tremendously between and within cultures.  In a second sub-theme of 

opportunities in parenting across cultures, most participants articulated 

benefits from the increased flexibility in gender roles through intercultural

marriage.   Many of the women in this study discussed the benefits of 

marrying outside of their culture because their partners held different beliefs 

about the role of women or mothers in comparison to norms in their cultures 

of origin.  For example:

And the culture, like with men in Russia, they take women for granted.
We have a lot of women who work as doctors, they are paid very little, 
and a lot of times, when men are married to women in Russia who
bring more money to the family, the women still perform all duties 
such as cleaning, taking care of the children, so it is sort of like their
responsibility.  And the men don’t really help out like they do here, or 
at least [American men] try to. [Anastasia, P6]

I think that the mother is respected as a human being in [Uruguayan] 
culture.  And as such, I think women in his culture are revered, and 
mothers in particular.  They are to be pampered and loved and he is 
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teaching that to [my son], and I am thinking that it is wonderful
because a lot of American men do not think that way. [Shana, P5] 

I realized that the typical Peruvian male has a double standard.  In 
terms of relationships, even married couples, there was this tendency
to have an affair on the side, sometimes, when the years went by, it 
was something that women could tolerate because of their situation of 
dependency because often they didn’t work and they would stay at 
home and I didn’t think that was something that I wanted to do.  I 
wanted something that was equal, someone who was my partner.  And 
things weren’t seen that way back there, even girls who had a career, 
once they got married, it was like, “Let’s have the life of a housewife.”
I just didn’t want that.  Although I had it here for some time, that was 
by choice... I love the way there is opportunity [in the U.S.] to do what 
you want to do; there are no boundaries... [and] there is not a prejudice 
that keeps people in a certain environment. [Sandra, P7]

But I don’t think I could have married someone with really close ties to 
Nigeria because of what they would expect from me probably 
wouldn’t be what they get, in terms of what they expect.  With us, our 
relationship is different.  It’s almost like we have a secret, like we have 
something special. [Beni, P8] 

In addition, expectations of gender and parental roles can extend to 

families of origin.  For example, Anya noted that she gained flexibility as a 

parent because she was not in an endogamous Indian relationship: 

I think they back off a little bit because Chad is [a white] American.  If I 
had an Indian husband, and he was 100% Indian, they would be even 
more involved than they are. The expectations would be greater if we 
were an Indian family. And we would definitely be living near them.
My life would be so different; I have more freedom because I am not
expected to be a traditional Indian mother. Two Indian families would 
be too much; I don’t think I could deal with it. My family is enough
and I can handle them because they are my family. But if it was 
somebody else’s family…it would be intrusive.  I’m not sure how that 
would work. For me, having Indian in-laws wouldn’t be the best.
[Anya, P11] 

In Anya’s case, although intercultural marriage engendered conflict with her 

own family of origin, she believed that she would have experienced greater 
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conflicts if she had married within her culture.  She acknowledged that she 

did not anticipate being able to fulfill the expectations of a daughter-in-law in 

her culture of origin, in part because of her competency in two cultures.

Sub-theme 3:  Enhanced Cultural Competency 

In a final sub-theme, participants articulated various ways in which 

they gained cultural competency from the experience of being in an 

intercultural relationship and parenting across cultures.  One possible 

outcome of consistent exposure to an alternative worldview is a broader 

frame of reference:

In many ways, she has opened up my world, and she has helped me 
think outside of the Western philosophical mindset. This has enhanced 
my own way of thinking and dealing with problems. Even with all of 
the extra challenges, my life with her is never dull! [Tad, P14] 

This expanded worldview can lead to increased cultural sensitivity and 

tolerance for diversity.  Tad and other participants elaborated on this gain: 

A benefit for me is that I have learned to be more considerate and 
caring towards people of other races and backgrounds. I think I have
developed a more inclusive worldview. [Tad, P14] 

[Being in an intercultural relationship] has opened my eyes to dealing 
with difference, adapting to different ways of doing things, being more 
tolerant about difference, more open-minded. [Samuel, P4] 

I certainly think I have become more understanding and tolerant of 
other cultures and their beliefs.  Even at work, it makes a difference.
When I go up to somebody at work, maybe it is a nurse, especially 
Filipino nurses, sometimes they aren’t real super friendly when you
first meet them.  But if I speak to them in Tagalog, it completely
changes their demeanor and it breaks down a wall instantly.  So in that 
sense it has benefited me, I get to know people and communicate better 
with people because I have an understanding of their thinking and 
their mindset.  Whereas some other Americans might think, “Oh, 
you’re so stupid, why do you think like that?” [Jackie, P3]
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I hope I am developing a little more sensitivity to the people around 
me. I think that is a good thing. [Katherine, P10]

I am more open-minded and I don’t see color, I just see someone like 
me who may come from a different background and has had different 
experiences that may skew the way they see things... But nonetheless 
everyone will see things differently because of the different experiences 
they have had. [Monique, P1] 

The ability to have cultural empathy and to see beyond one’s own 

cultural frame of reference is an obvious benefit for participants in their 

interaction with the larger society.  However, this aspect of cultural sensitivity 

extends to their interpersonal relationships as well.  Several participants noted 

the impact of an enhanced understanding of their partners: 

It really challenges my perspectives that were a given.  In every 
marriage, that needs to be a central piece for it to work well. But I think 
for a lot of people, they go through the whole marriage thinking, 
“What’s wrong with this person?” And then, to understand the 
cultural part of it really, in some ways I think it validated some of the 
things I held highly. Because, it was like, “There are a whole people 
that do it that way, it’s not just me.” And I think that would work both 
ways. And Katherine could see, “It’s not just Daniel and his weird 
personality, but a whole people live like that.” It depersonalizes 
[conflict] and less like, “If I could just change this person and their 
quirky little thing,” [than] “Maybe it’s a whole valid way of looking at 
life differently.” It tends to work the other way too.  Where there is 
difference I may say, “Well, that is just Katherine’s weird family.”  But 
in some ways, there is a bigger culture, a different way that they see it, 
and that can be a very valid way of seeing things.  So I think we have
less focus on trying to change each other and more focus on trying to 
understand. [Daniel, P10]

For Daniel, cultural diversity with his wife was a means to reframe conflict 

and differences in their relationship.  He noted that it “depersonalized” 

conflict and provided an opportunity for them to gain a deeper 

understanding of their respective cultural paradigms rather than coercing

adaptation to the other.  Beni and Solomon found that their experiences as 
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outsiders in each other’s culture led to increased sensitivity and empathy for 

each other as well: 

[Being in an intercultural relationship] is a good experience. I like to 
experience life with Solomon, it’s so different than mine... I like the 
adventure. I think it has made me develop as a person, just having to 
step outside my way of thinking... I have learned to step outside of 
myself and it helps me to understand more how Solomon feels [with
my family].  And I think overall, it has helped me to develop sensitivity 
to him.  Before, I wouldn’t really pay attention to how it was for him, 
or how he might feel because it was normal for me.  But the more times 
I am in uncomfortable situations like in the restaurant, I don’t force as 
many things on him.  I think we are more sensitive to each other.
[Beni, P8] 

Yeah, I am more sensitive when we are with my family and I will 
worry about whether [Beni is] feeling uncomfortable.  In the beginning
I wasn’t really tuned into that, I was just assuming that everything was 
fine... [This relationship] has made me more open-minded in terms of 
accepting and experiencing her family’s culture and seeing the way
they do things. [Solomon, P8] 

Finally, participants expressed how their enhanced cultural 

competency extended to their children: 

And I think my children will benefit from [my increased intercultural 
awareness and sensitivity] and hopefully they will grow up to see 
people for their inside and not just for their shell. [Jackie, P3]

[Having an intercultural identity and relationship] helps in my work to 
connect with other people on so many different levels and it gives me 
access. To have diverse connections in my life definitely makes me 
more credible and able to connect with others. And I hope it will 
benefit my children as well. [Lucia, P15] 

My world is richer because I have two cultures.  So, I kind of have a 
bigger picture.  I can know more because I have this wisdom, so I wish 
I could transform something kind of like this wisdom [to my son].
[Anastasia, P6] 
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These positive outcomes of parenting across cultures punctuate the 

multi-dimensional experiences of intercultural couples.  Despite the conflicts 

and challenges described in this chapter, most concurred that their parenting 

attitudes and skills were enhanced as a result of their diversity. 

In summary, this chapter outlined four themes and twelve sub-themes 

describing the context and negotiation of intercultural parenthood.  These 

themes revealed multifaceted layers of the participants’ experiences of the 

challenges and opportunities associated with parenting across cultures.  The 

next chapter will focus on the construction of family systems within these 

culturally diverse households.

189



Chapter 5 
CULTURES WITHIN FAMILIES

The focus of this study encompassed two essential research questions, 

What are the experiences of intercultural couples raising children together? How do 

intercultural parents construct family systems within culturally diverse households? 

The previous chapter focused on the experiences of intercultural parents and 

how they negotiate parenthood, this chapter will consider the experience of 

intercultural parents in the context of their immediate and extended families.

Four themes and twelve sub-themes emerged to elucidate how family 

systems are constructed within culturally diverse households.  The first theme 

considers the construction of family identities, including the incongruence of 

cultural identities, exogenous labeling, discrepancies in identity status within 

families, and the consequent discrimination.  Next, cross-cultural cleavages 

within and between intergenerational family systems such as disapproval of 

marriage, interaction between extended families, and divergent norms and 

rules are presented.  The third theme examines the processes of navigating 

cultural differences within family systems.  This encompasses the negotiation 

of cultural norms and rules; the use of cultural liaisons; and the reconciliation

of divergent traditions and rituals. The last theme describes perceptions of 

the next generation, including concerns and opportunities for the children of 

intercultural parents.

Theme 1:  Construction of Family Identities 

An integral aspect of any family system is family identity, a subset of a 

larger cultural identity.  In contrast with monocultural families, culturally 

diverse households by definition do not share a single cultural identity.

Although they share a family identity, three or more cultural identities co-
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exist within these households:  the cultural identities of each of the parents 

and that of the children.  In this study, family identities were characterized by 

the sub-themes of incongruent cultural identities within the family, 

exogenous labeling, discrepancies in identity status, and discrimination. 

Sub-theme 1:  Incongruence of Cultural Identities

As with the pattern of incongruent cultural identities within 

intercultural couples, a similar incongruence persisted within their 

households.  Additionally, some participants noted that their ascribed 

identities were frequently inconsistent with the way in which their broader 

community identified or labeled their cultural identities.  Examples of 

ascribed or labeled identity incongruence within families in this study

included racial, religious, nationality, and linguistic differences.

Racial Differences within Families

Race is often used interchangeably with ethnicity in the United States, 

yet race is a social construct rather than a category that is meaningful in terms 

of ancestral origin (Cameron & Wycoff, 1998). Racial identification persists as 

a common categorization because one’s group or collective identity based on 

a perception of shared racial heritage maintains social significance due to 

differences in power and experiences of oppression between racial groups in 

the United States.

In this study, participants who identified their relationship as 

interracial enunciated commonalities that highlighted the significance of this 

difference in ascribed racial identification.  Several participants acknowledged 

a perception of difference within their communities when they established an 

interracial romantic relationship.  Even in ethnically diverse regions such as 

Southern California, Solomon noted that: 
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People look at us more when we are walking down the street and...I 
think everyone sees us as really weird, at least down here [in Southern 
California], that we are different.  Everyone, when I tell them my 
situation, they are like, “Whoa, what’s that like?”  I guess if we were up 
in San Francisco it would be more normal… [Here], there is more 
interest and curiosity. [Solomon, P8] 

Beni, Solomon, and Christine elaborated on the social ramifications of 

different racial identities within their families once they had children:

[My husband] is so self-conscious, he hates attention. He is concerned 
because already he looks so young, so that when he is walking around
with this baby that doesn’t look like him he is afraid that it will be like, 
“Where’d you get her?” [Beni, P8]

Solomon continued: 

Like that is some kid that I am watching.  Or, people may think, 
“Where did you steal her from?”  I can just imagine. [Solomon, P8] 

Christine’s experience echoed Solomon’s concerns: 

Sometimes, if I am with [my children] people will say to me, “Are they
your kids?”...It is certainly inappropriate. Often in this town, kids are 
with nannies and all the time you see white kids with black women 
and I think it is much harder for black women with mixed children
because they assume [the mothers] are the nanny. People rarely 
assume I am the nanny, but I don’t know what they are asking me. I 
guess they are asking me if I have adopted them. But it is weird to ask, 
isn’t it? [Christine, P9] 

In this example, incongruence of racial identities within the family 

presupposed to others that Christine was not the mother of her children

because they did not appear to be racially matched according to a constructed 

interpretation of race.  She described this phenomenon in the reaction of 

younger children as well: 

We went to a barbeque once and there were children of a white friend 
of ours and there was a little girl, about 8 or 10 [years old], and she 
said, “You can’t be their mother because you are white.” ...That really 
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bothered me, because what kind of attitude is that?  We are starting to 
get more of that now that [our children] are getting older.
[Christine, P9] 

In addition to her frustration with ignorant social assumptions about 

interracial families, she expressed concern about safety issues: 

Ola had gone ahead with [our son] Xander and I was with my dad who 
was obviously white, and [our daughter] Jasmine who they probably 
couldn’t see, and they cut the line off [at the airport] and Jasmine kept 
walking forward and they were calling Ola because they assumed she 
got separated from him and I said, “She’s with me, we’re together.” 
And they looked at me, they looked at him, and you could see the 
confusion and they were like, “You’re together?” I get pretty upset 
because people don’t immediately connect us. All the time. I guess 
people are supposed to match, the way a family should look together.
We get that a lot. And often I sense that there is a disapproval 
associated with that. [Christine, P9]

Religious Differences within Families 

Other participants discussed the impact of different religious traditions 

within the family as an example of incongruent cultural identities. Lucia 

spoke of the incompatibility of Catholicism and Islam in her household and 

the impact of this difference on her husband and children:

Sometimes [my husband] asserts, “Oh, the children are Muslim too.”
My daughter is becoming more conscious of her religion [and says], 
“I’m raised Catholic,” and she is very much into that now. And the two 
religions are extremely incompatible, and they aren’t real flexible about 
being able to do both. So, our children don’t identify with the Muslim
faith at all, not at all. And that is difficult for their father. [Lucia, P15] 

Although her husband converted to Catholicism, he maintained a Muslim 

identity and perceived his children as sharing in that identity.  In contrast, 

Lucia and their children viewed the religions as mutually exclusive and 

identified with one tradition at the exclusion of the other.  In this sense the 
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family shared a religious identity, but the perception and meaning of their 

religious faith differed within the household.

Beni elaborated on this dynamic within her extended family.  In this 

case, she converted from Protestant Christianity to Judaism, the religious 

identification of her husband’s family.  Despite her conversion, she continued 

to recognize a religious disparity between their families: 

It will still be weird though because his dad is Jewish by culture, not by 
religion, and we do it by religion.  And that will make [my father-in-
law] uncomfortable. Religion makes him uncomfortable. [Beni, P8] 

Born into a Nigerian Christian family, Beni converted to the Reform Jewish 

religion of her husband but she did not share the inherited secular Jewish 

culture of her father-in-law.  Although she shared the Reform Jewish religion 

with her husband, she did not experience equal identity with the culture as a

convert rather than an ascribed ethnic-cultural identity conferred only 

through a matrilineal Jewish birth heritage.

Nationality Differences within Families

Differences in nationality within families created logistical and 

practical challenges for intercultural couples and their children.  As

mentioned in the previous chapter, changes in immigration status for one or 

both partners were identified as a significant stressor for intercultural couples.

In many cases, culturally diverse families did not have the same citizenship 

status, which had repercussions for travel and access to other countries.  For 

other families, there was differential access based on country of birth or dual 

citizenship status.  For example, Samuel and his wife were both naturalized 

U.S. citizens from England and Iran respectively, and their daughter held 

American citizenship through birth.  Despite their common American 

citizenship, their family experienced complications because of their divergent 

nationalities of origin:
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My father-in-law was sick and we didn’t know if we would be making
a lot of trips [to Iran] so we wanted to start the process.  We didn’t 
know that his health was going to take as sharp a turn as it did.  So,
back in August we started making inquiries about how we could get 
our American passports stamped for an Iranian visa.  And we went to 
Washington [DC] and they said, “No, we aren’t going to stamp it, we 
don’t give visas to any Americans, period.”  Most Iranians have dual 
nationalities and they just use their Iranian passport and their Iranian 
identification, but of course I don’t have that.  My wife could go, but 
my daughter couldn’t because I would have to be an Iranian male to 
have her on my passport.  The wife can not use ascension.  Now, if the 
roles were reversed, [my daughter] would be Iranian by assent.
[Samuel, P4]

For Samuel’s family, different nationalities of origin conferred different 

statuses and consequently different access in the context of the family’s ability 

to travel to his wife’s home country.  Because of the porous nature of 

nationality, Samuel attempted to leverage access through his use of a different 

national identity:

So, I asked [the Iranian liaison officials], “What can we do? What if I 
[used a] British passport?”  They said, “Oh yeah, we’d stamp that right 
away.” So I thought, “Okay, but if I got a [British] passport would that 
be a problem to get back into the United States?” not knowing 
anything about the laws.  So I got on the website of the Department of 
the Interior and I... [found a clause that] was really obscure and vague 
but it basically said that I could be a dual national and they wouldn’t 
prosecute me.  And I would only be denied my US citizenship if they 
could prove in a court of law that by getting the other nationality I was 
intending to get rid of my American citizenship... And the British look 
at it like you are born in Britain, you are always British unless you go 
to a British court of law and say “I renounce my British citizenship.”
So...I applied for my British passport, of course it was approved, it was 
sent back, and for my daughter also.  Now, in Britain you can be a man 
or woman, and by assent the children can also be British.  So now, she’s 
British, I’m British, we’re both American, so we have dual nationalities,
two sets of passports per person. [Samuel, P4]
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With fluid national identities, the family was able to negotiate the most 

advantageous national affiliation for the circumstance.  However, the 

interaction of the politics of nations and the family’s respective nationality

statuses further impacted the latter’s status and access.  Samuel continued:

So, now we have our British passports.  We take them, we are ready to 
get them stamped, we are all happy with ourselves after spending a 
month going through all that process of getting our British passports.
And the day before they were going to approve our passports, the 
bombings took place in London, the Iranian soccer team was kicked 
out and the Iranian government closed shop and said, “We are not 
going to allow any more British people in,” and that was a day or two 
before I was applying for the British passport. The timing was just 
atrocious. What are we going to do?  Well, now they say you have a 
better chance as an American because now the British are the worst.
And then Americans are real close, as the next bad [country].  The 
country de jour of evilness was Britain, so I said, “Well that’s irritating, 
because I was never even going to go at all. I was like ‘Happy 
American’, I’m living in America and I’ve taken my oath, I’m an 
American.” So this is like the second round!  First I become Muslim, 
and then I become British, all for the sake of trying to accommodate the 
Iranian system.  Well, we had about two weeks before [we were 
scheduled to depart]; we had our tickets already, we had some friends 
in Iran, they pulled some strings, it didn’t happen overnight, two days
before we left...they called us and said they sent our letter of invitation 
from Iran in order to even have them look at the possibility of us going 
on American passports.  They finally got the letter of invitation, but 
they weren’t going to approve it still because of the political tension.
From what I understand, some money changed hands and somebody 
said, “Here, we’ll take care of it.”  Through the back door, somebody
got it done.  Otherwise, you really can’t go to Iran unless you are on an 
official tour. [Samuel, P4] 

In the preceding example, Samuel and his family were recognized as 

distinct and separate because of their different nationalities of origin despite

shared American citizenship.  The definition of citizenship and access varied 

based on gender and country of birth for this family.  Their American 

daughter Suria was born to naturalized American citizens from Iran and 

Britain, yet she only had access to citizenship by ascension in Britain, and not 
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Iran because of legal differences between the two systems.  In what would 

have been a personal, family journey to visit an ailing father-in-law and 

grandfather, the political considerations of three countries compounded the 

family’s ability to travel because father and daughter required visas to the 

mother’s home country.  Samuel noted that when his father-in-law passed 

away, only his wife could travel for the funeral and mourning period because 

of travel restrictions imposed on him and his daughter. 

Differences in nationality within families also were the source of 

labeling and discrimination.  Marie and José took a one-year sabbatical to 

Spain, José’s country of origin, so their children could be immersed in Spanish

culture and language.  Their children, Rosa and Ramon, matriculated into 

Spanish schools and experienced the consequences of being designated as 

outsiders, despite their direct heritage and ascribed identification with the 

culture:

They were called “stupid foreigner,” “fucking foreigner,” or “fuck you 
American!”  There was this one woman, every day at school she had a 
pin that said “Fuck the USA” with a big American flag on it... This was 
when the [U.S.-Iraq] war started. It was HORRIBLE.  The only saving
grace was that Spain was an ally in that war.  If Spain wasn’t an ally, I 
don’t know what we would have done! ...One day in school, Rosa was 
in 2nd grade, I think she was eight years old by the time the war started, 
her teacher has a globe and says “OK, here’s Spain and here’s Iraq, and 
look the missiles have to come from here in England to bomb Iraq.” 
And then the kids in the class start screaming at Rosa, “Your stupid 
president and your stupid war!” She was traumatized. [Marie, P2]

Regardless of the children’s identification with Spanish society, they did not 

share the same nationality as their father and were not perceived as such in 

Spain.  Rather, they were identified by their American nationality and were 

presumed to represent the foreign policy actions of their government. 
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Linguistic Differences within Families

 Finally, participants acknowledged that linguistic differences within 

families were a manifestation of identity incongruence.  For many families, a 

different language spoken or understood by some members and not others 

was a barrier to communication.  Sandra noted: 

[My mother] lives with us yet she communicates very little with my 
family because of the language barrier.  She doesn’t speak any 
English...  We all have dinner together, and they are affectionate with 
her but there is a very limited communication; there is a barrier.
[Sandra, P7]

Samuel and Shana provided examples of how language differences impacted

their ability to communicate with their in-laws: 

I haven’t been able to communicate with [my mother-in-law] because I 
don’t speak Farsi very well, and she doesn’t speak any English at all.
And so the only way I could communicate was through [my father-in-
law], and so he could interpret anything I said any way he wished.
[Samuel, P4]

I get to meet his family and I am happy about that, but then I am 
scared because I hate to go [to Uruguay] and not be able to talk to them 
because I don’t know Spanish and they don’t speak English. [Shana, P5] 

In the preceding cases, Samuel and Shana were dependent on translators to 

communicate with their partners’ families.  Samuel alluded to the dynamic of 

their contact being filtered through the patriarch of the family, such that he 

was unsure about the authenticity of their communication.  Shana was 

concerned about how she would develop rapport and establish a relationship 

with her future in-laws without having proficiency in their language.

Jackie described the language difference with her mother-in-law as an 

asymmetrical one in that the latter spoke both languages but Jackie was 

monolingual.  She insinuated that her communication with her mother-in-law

was somewhat more circumspect because it was a second language: 
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[My mother-in-law] speaks more Vietnamese with my children 
because that is what she is comfortable with.  But she will speak to me 
in English [because] of course I don’t understand any Vietnamese.
[Jackie, P3]

Julia and Christine described their feelings of isolation and outsider

status as the only non-speakers of Polish and Igbo respectively among their 

spouses’ extended families: 

Gerik’s parents are much more comfortable speaking in Polish, and 
they really want Lily to know Polish as well. So they speak to her in 
Polish exclusively, and of course Gerik is the only other one who 
speaks Polish so it is a bit difficult when he is having to translate 
everything to me and my family when they all start laughing about
something.  I guess that is the most obvious thing. My family would 
never think of speaking Mandarin when non-speakers are around, 
because that would be considered rude and it is important to my 
family, and maybe within Chinese culture, to make everyone feel 
included. And not to stand out in any way. I don’t speak Mandarin
fluently because my parents really didn’t emphasize it much growing 
up and they wanted my brother and me to assimilate into American 
culture as much as possible. Since Gerik was the one to immigrate here 
as an adult, his family is really concerned about passing on the 
language and maintaining some of their traditions. But then, 
sometimes I am left out of it. [Julia, P13] 

Then his parents came, and he didn’t really prepare me.  It was the first 
time his mother had ever left [Nigeria], the first time she had ever 
traveled.  Although she speaks English, I couldn’t understand her very 
well at all, and she couldn’t understand me.  They would speak Igbo 
amongst themselves. [Christine, P9]

Ola and Christine, as with other participants who were raised outside 

of the United States, acknowledged that having different accents within their 

family was an adjustment:

Well, it was challenging to accept that [my children] will always have a 
different accent from me.  It is something I hadn’t considered before 
having children, especially considering that Christine and I share a 
relatively similar British accent that is only noticeable as different when 
we are in Britain or Nigeria.  However, the children sound very 
American and to me it will always sound less proper.  And certainly 
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they use more slang and informal speech than we would ever hear 
children use in our countries! [Ola, P9]

Christine concurred with Ola on the significance of their different accents: 

My children have American accents and there is not a lot I can do 
about that. Of course British English is more formal and my family is 
always saying to me, “Your kids have American accents.” Well, yeah, 
they live here, they go to school here, they’re not going to have my 
accent. When I was growing up, my mother was constantly correcting 
my grammar. Where I lived in the Southwest near Bristol they have a 
very strong accent, like a very strong regional accent and there was no 
way she wanted me to talk like that.  [My parents] had Welsh accents 
which were even funnier, but they corrected me the whole time. I 
would try to correct my kids to a certain degree, but I mean Ola has a 
strong accent anyway and I wouldn’t like it if he... I mean, Xander has 
already had speech therapy and I was worried that it was because we 
both have [non-American] accents. [Christine, P9] 

Unlike Ola and Christine who shared a common primary language 

with their children, Anastasia was distressed that differences with her son in 

English language fluency and accent were a source of disconnect for them: 

My communication is very limited with my son and a lot of times he 
makes fun of me, says that my English is awful.  Then when I kind of 
get stressed or angry, I kind of lose my ability to speak as fluently.  One 
of my friends told me that my son was embarrassed when I would 
come to school and speak with an accent.  When I speak, he will say 
that I say this wrong and he will try to teach me how to pronounce
things…It hurts my feelings, and just right now I am ready to start 
crying, talking about it.  It does hurt my feelings. [Anastasia, P6]

Identity incongruence within families is one component of culturally 

diverse family identities.  Another aspect is the interface of this identity 

incongruence with the larger society, and the prevalence of exogenous labels. 
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Sub-theme 2:  Exogenous labeling

In this study, exogenous labeling refers to a process within the larger 

community wherein a social or cultural identity is conferred upon an 

individual who may not ascribe to that particular designation.  This 

phenomenon was most pronounced among parents whose children retained 

two or more racial identities.  For example, Zinzi, who was raised in Central 

Africa, expressed concern about the racial identity of her daughter Amani, 

who was born in the United States: 

I didn’t think about [racial identity] at the time before Amani was born. 
In fact, I didn’t think about that when I got married, because I didn’t 
grow up with those racial divisions so it really wasn’t in my frame of 
reference. But she will be identified as a minority in Texas, and I 
haven’t really thought about that but maybe I should.  Her being a 
minority...I always think of her being multiracial and I guess I need to 
accept that she will be thought of as a minority in this country.
[Zinzi, P14]

Racial identification was never a salient frame of reference for Zinzi.

However, in the southern region of the United States, racial identification is a

socially significant category and her daughter was identified in that context as

a minority African American, regardless of the fact that neither parent 

ascribed to that heritage.

Monique noted this as well, in her attempts to raise a child with a non-

polarized perspective of race in a racially stratified society: 

I want to raise a colorblind child, because the thing is where I am from 
[in the Bahamas], there is so much interracial mixing, you don’t even 
think about it.  And a lot of the whites think of themselves as black too, 
because even though they have a different pigmentation, they consider
themselves to be Bahamians, culturally.  And not only that, but 
somewhere along the line there was someone black in their family tree.
But there is never a problem with that.  But here…I think there is so 
much of a concentration on the past, on…like if there is a problem or 
an issue arises and a black and white was involved, immediately it is 
considered a racial issue, and it may not even be that.  It may be a 
personality difference and nothing to do with the color of the person, 
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but then immediately people make assumptions.  And I think Hannah 
will have to deal with that because most people here just see her as 
“black,” not biracial and definitely not Bahamian. [Monique, P1]

Ola and Christine made a similar observation about the social 

construction of race through labeling. Their Nigerian/British biracial children 

began to associate race with skin color at an early age because of messages 

that were conveyed to them through the media or general American society:

Xander now sees himself as yellow, but he definitely identifies race as 
skin tone. He came home from school one day and asked me if he was 
brown or white. And I said, “Xander, you are both. Would you prefer 
to be white or brown?” because I wanted to know where this was 
coming from.  He said, “No, both is good.” He is so laid back about it, 
and so many of his friends are mixes of all sorts of things, his best 
friend is Jamaican/white, very blond… [Yet when] I was registering 
Xander for school and I had to tick these boxes and it didn’t say “tick 
all that apply” for race… But I get resentful that he has to fill in just 
one. I didn’t like the wording on the form, and to have to assign my 
child as one thing or the other, and by extension to deny one parent or 
the other. In any case, people will always treat him as black, I think 
that goes without saying in America. [Christine, P9] 

Ola elaborated on the association of race with skin pigmentation as 

well as the construction of their children’s identity through forced selection of 

mutually exclusive choices:

I mean, Christine and I are already struggling with that because 
Xander is about to go into Kindergarten. And we are having to choose 
about whether he is white or black. There isn’t even an “other” 
category. He is very curious. He’s already asking, he already thinks 
that he is white and that [his sister] Jasmine is black because he is very 
light-skinned and she is darker. What are we going to tell him? He 
does it just by looking at his skin color.  Imagine if he goes and says 
that to his fellow friends, and what that kid says back to him. And it 
goes out of proportion because…that is so inconsequential to his life.
[Ola, P9] 
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Ola and Christine preferred for their children to identify with their dual 

ethnic heritages, but their observations reflected a exogenous labeling process 

that superimposed a non-ascribed racial identity designation on the children.

Exogenous labeling occurred with racially homogenous but ethnically 

diverse families as well.  Samuel recognized this labeling based on differences 

in both families in addition to their larger community in a Midwestern state: 

[Our daughter] Suria is Anglo-Persian, Persian-Anglo, however you 
want to call it.  The Persian side always says, “She’s just like her 
[British] father,” and the other side says, “She’s just like her [Persian]
mother.”… So what do [the grandparents] see?  They see the 
difference, that we are different.  And my parents say the same thing, 
“Well, she is Persian all over.”  She is an American all through and 
through when she goes to Iran, but if you show her to anyone in [the 
Midwestern United States], she is Persian.  She is completely Persian 
looking to them.  Well, not completely, but they ask, “Is she Italian? Or 
Indian?”  Because she’s not seen as Anglo, Midwestern stock.
[Samuel, P4]

Sub-theme 3:  Discrepancies in Identity Status

As with intercultural couples, members of culturally diverse families 

experienced discrepancies in identity status.  As a consequence of exogenous 

labeling and incongruent cultural identities within the family, one or more 

family members frequently perceived an outsider status while others in the 

family system were conferred insider status.  This differentiation within 

families was most apparent with examples of race and privilege. 

Christine described several incidents in which the differential status 

between her and her husband were palpable.  For example, when they were 

returning from vacation there was an incident at the airport in which her 

husband was handcuffed and questioned by the police for yelling at his son 

who had wandered off: 

So when [the police] saw that I was white, I think the whole thing 
calmed down slightly.  They see me walk up with my British accent, it 
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changed the whole dynamic because they virtually had him in 
cuffs…the whole thing was just terrifying. The cops didn’t want to 
arrest him, but they took me to one side and they were like, “Ma’am, 
does your husband have a temper?  Do you need help?” They thought 
I was a battered wife. And [Ola] never would have had that treatment 
if he had been white.  It was totally racial; he was the only black person 
in the airport. And I have lots of stories like that. [Christine, P9] 

In the preceding example, Christine connected her privileged racial 

identity to the outcome of the escalating situation with the police and her 

Nigerian husband.  In a different scenario with a related theme, she felt 

dismissed and invalidated by an African American colleague about the 

impact of race and discrimination in her life as a white mother of biracial 

children who were identified as black: 

And I was saying to her, just by way of conversation that I was really 
upset about [not having the option to select more than one racial 
category for] Xander. And she was African American and she said to 
me, “Well it is alright for you because you can walk away from it; some 
of us have to deal with it every day.” I let it go, but I said to a friend, 
“Actually I can’t!”  I mean, I know I’m not black and I don’t get 
[discrimination] when I am on my own, but I am the mother of 
children who are perceived as black, and I am married to a black 
person so any racial comment I hear affects me even though I am 
white. And it should affect everyone. [Christine, P9] 

She further elaborated: 

But that is the problem in this country, the blacks think they are the
only disadvantaged group and I think it is just so polarized and is so 
difficult. My children will always have to choose. And Ola was telling 
me to put Xander down as black and that was really bothering me 
because where do I fit in then? [Christine, P9]

In these examples, Christine conveyed dismay about her children sharing a 

part of her cultural identity that is invisible or denied by the larger racially 

stratified society.  Although she maintained racial majority status in American 
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culture, she professed a feeling of outsider racial status within her own family 

because of this constructed discrepancy.

During an interview with Beni and Solomon, the topic of race and 

racism elicited debate among the couple as to what constituted racist 

behavior. In the following example, Beni was frustrated with her lack of 

shared experiences with Solomon in this area:

For me, the experience of race and racism is nothing new. Basically, I 
can say, “Oh, I’ve met people like that.”  But for him, he hasn’t had the 
same experiences with it, so it would be like, “Oh, I can’t believe my 
grandma is acting like this!”  But for me it is like, “Yeah, she is.  She is 
like one of THOSE kinds of people.”  I think it’s more; it kind of 
touches him in a different way.  He sees it in a different way than I see 
it.  I see it as one of many people. He probably sees it as Grandma.  For 
me, as long as she stays in certain boundaries and she doesn’t try to 
disrupt our life...say whatever you want, as long as you aren’t in my 
house. [Beni, P8] 

Although Beni recognized that she experienced racial incidents and life events 

different from Solomon, she interpreted his inability to acknowledge his 

paternal grandmother’s behavior and exclusion of Beni at family functions as 

a reflection of his white privilege status.  Later in the interview, she pondered 

the reality of raising a biracial child with a partner who had not experienced 

the scope and reality of racial issues that she predicted would confront their 

daughter Rebecca. 

Sub-theme 4:  Discrimination 

As a consequence of incongruent cultural identities and discrepancies 

in identity status within their culturally diverse families, many participants 

emphasized that discrimination and racial stratification were components of 

their family experience.  Although this had been an enduring part of the lived 

experience of spouses who were raised as members of a minority culture,

participants from dominant cultures were exposed to this occurrence as they 
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married and had children outside of their cultural background.  For example, 

Tad observed: 

The simple fact is that there is still a lot of racism in the world, and 
because we are an interracial couple there are always people who will 
mistreat us based on that. Or make assumptions, or make us feel 
different. This fact makes it hard sometimes to be relaxed in certain 
social settings. I never had to think about this before, because being 
white in a white community, I never stood out and never felt different. 
Now, being married to Zinzi has made me aware how people notice us 
and it is uncomfortable to stand out, to be different. When we were in 
[the Midwest], Zinzi and I went to an orchestra performance. When we 
walked in, there was a large group of nicely dressed elderly Caucasians 
who stared at us like we just got released from Death Row. It’s really 
unbelievable, the difference. I just never noticed before because I could 
always blend in and not take notice. [Tad, P14]

Whereas Tad was previously unaware of the reality of living in a racially 

stratified society because of his insider status, his interracial marriage 

provided access for him to directly observe and experience some of the 

consequences of outsider status based on race.

In addition to the experience of outsider status, Christine and Jackie 

recalled their astonishment when their minority spouses faced discrimination 

in travel and employment respectively: 

I remember the shock I got when we had to get a visa for him so that 
we could go to Spain and they were so rude and so offensive for no 
reason. And I’m like, “You have to do this every time you travel?”
And it’s just been gradual that I have experienced more things like 
that, that I start to realize just how good he is at getting on with 
everybody wherever he is. [Christine, P9]

I think in the Midwest we faced discrimination.  Trinh thinks I’m crazy, 
but I feel like the year that we were there, he [was a substitute teacher] 
in a lot of schools... [All of the principals] said what a great teacher he 
was, but go figure, when the summer came he couldn’t get an 
interview for a job for the following fall. He was able to substitute in all 
of these places, but he couldn’t ever seem to get an interview for a full-
time position.  Yet, there was another gentleman from my class...who 
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graduated a year behind Trinh and got a job right away; …his name 
was John Smith.  It couldn’t be any more generic of a name; it couldn’t 
be any more white American, Midwest.  He landed a job right away.
Now, why is it he was able to get a job, but my husband couldn’t even 
seem to get an interview?  And he took his resumes to all of the 
schools, he met with all the principals, and I think when they saw his 
resume on their desk, they couldn’t even [pronounce] his name, so 
why am I going to call this person I can’t even figure out how to 
pronounce his name?...I felt like that was in some ways prejudiced
because the Midwest is very white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant, whatever, 
Catholic community.  And where we were was basically a white man’s 
town.  It was very segregated. [Jackie, P3] 

Christine and Jackie further elaborated on their perceptions of the

social disapproval and discrimination directed toward them for being in an 

intercultural relationship:

And [Ola] gets that disapproval from friends or from his age group. 
Like why did he let them down, why didn’t he marry one of their 
sisters? Even after he met me, they were always trying to match him 
with their friends. They really disapproved of me and thought he was
really selling out on the whole race thing.  And it wouldn’t have 
mattered if he married a black non-African, it was the race that was 
most important. But there are so many layers of complexity to all 
that...yet people just tend to see things in a two-dimensional manner. I 
guess it is human curiosity, but I also think sometimes there is an 
underlying message that whites should stay with whites and blacks 
should stay with blacks. [Christine, P9] 

When I would tell my clients when I did [nursing] in-home care, 
“Guess what? I got engaged.”  And they would say, “Oh, 
congratulations, what’s his name, what’s he like?”  And I would say, 
“His name is Trinh Nguyen.” And they would say, “Oh, really, that is 
an interesting name.”  And I would say, “My fiancé is 
Vietnamese”...and their demeanor would completely change.  I don’t 
know if it was disapproval or surprise, like they expected that I would
just marry some white bread, this white jock from the football team, or 
whatever.  So I noticed that they tried not to show it, but I picked up on 
it right away... They don’t say it outright, but you can sense that they 
still think that whites belong with whites and blacks belong with 
blacks and Asians belong with Asians and you don’t mix them.  You 
don’t mix.  So I think some of those deep-seated beliefs and prejudices 
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still exist in the older generations, but more of our generation, they 
seem more tolerant; they didn’t seem to care as much. [Jackie, P3] 

Culturally diverse families experienced various aspects of 

discrimination through incongruent identity statuses or through increased 

awareness of the racial stratification in their society because of discrepancies 

in their status.  Because of this, several participants reported a heightened 

sensitivity and perceptiveness for racial stratification as an explanation for 

inequities.  As Christine enunciated: 

When Xander doesn’t get invited to parties, I’m thinking is that 
because he is black or because he is the only black kid? And it probably 
isn’t, but it is always a question in the back of my mind. [Christine, P9]

For culturally diverse families, the incongruence of cultural identities, 

exogenous labeling, and discrepancies in identity status provided the context 

and texture of a family identity characterized by cultural diversity.  In the 

following section, participants’ enumerated various cleavages related to this 

diversity within their extended family systems. 

Theme 2:  Cross-Cultural Cleavages

In this study, a second theme of cross-cultural cleavages with extended 

families emerged as a significant challenge for couples and their children in 

culturally diverse households.  These include the following sub-themes:

disapproval of marriage, interactions between extended families, and 

divergent rules and norms. 

Sub-theme 1:  Disapproval of Marriage

Prior to their marriage, many intercultural couples in this study 

reported that either their own or their partner’s extended family conveyed a 

degree of disapproval of their union. For some families, this disapproval was 

attributed to a stigma associated with the particular intercultural relationship: 
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It still is somewhat of a stigma to her family to this day, but they have 
accepted it, and they gave me permission to marry. That was, now we 
could get registered, because even though I am an American and there 
is quite a bit of stigma to that, they want it to be as proper as possible 
so there would not be a scarlet letter on my forehead for them.  And 
when I come [to visit]...they could at least say, “He’s a believer and he’s 
registered and he’s all these things so maybe we can forgive him for 
being an American because he has done all of these things, and he has 
basically…bowed to our wishes.”  And so I did. I bowed to their 
wishes and followed their traditions in order to make it proper for the 
culture. [Samuel, P4] 

Another aspect of family disapproval stemmed from a lack of 

familiarity with either the partners or their perceived cultural adaptability:

My father was not very happy because he didn’t know [my husband] 
and didn’t know what his intentions were, marrying someone from a 
different country. [Sandra, P7] 

His brothers had a good talking to Ola before I moved to the United 
States [to be with him] because they said, “She’s going to be a liability, 
what’s she going to do? She won’t be able to work. Are you sure about 
this?” You know, they really warned him off. I think one of the reasons 
they accept me now is because he is so successful and since he has met 
me he has been successful, like I haven’t held him back. [Christine, P9] 

Ola concurred with his wife’s interpretation of his family’s response: 

[My family members] were expecting me to come back to Nigeria, and 
they still do.  But, they had a hard time getting used to [my 
intercultural marriage] at first...They were concerned, just the 
expectation that I would come home one day, that [my wife] will be 
happy to come stay home with me in a different place. Also, they 
didn’t know where she came from; they hadn’t met her family, which 
is significant.  Does she know our customs? Does she have the same 
dreams and hopes and aspirations as I do? Practical stuff, which funny 
enough, makes a huge difference. Eventually they kind of relented 
because they figured it was better to let me be happy. [Ola, P9] 
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In Jackie’s case, the concerns of her future in-laws illustrated the 

compounding dynamic of unfamiliarity and an inclination for endogamy, the

preference for marriage within the culture of origin.

I really wanted [my future in-laws] to like me and it was frustrating to 
me that I couldn’t seem to win them over.  We were in [the Midwest] 
for the majority of the time so it wasn’t like they had a lot of time to get 
to know me, so I think that was part of it.  They were afraid because 
they didn’t know me that well and all of these Vietnamese girls they 
knew from church, you know, were nice girls and why couldn’t he pick 
one of them, one of these girls that he grew up with. [My brothers-in-
law] said, “You’re just being prejudiced because she is the first non-
Vietnamese person to marry into the family.”  And when it boiled 
down to it, they had to admit, yeah, that was the case. Eventually, I 
think that [sharing a common Christian religion] helped them get past 
the prejudice of me being Caucasian. [Jackie, P3] 

Jackie elaborated on her future in-laws’ preference for endogamy: 

[My husband’s parents] felt that he should marry a Vietnamese girl.
They felt that I wouldn’t understand the culture, that I wouldn’t 
understand how a Vietnamese man needs to be taken care of because 
in the Asian cultures the woman takes care of the man, it’s not as much 
of a teamwork…I think they felt that I wouldn’t know how to cook 
Vietnamese food, that I wouldn’t know how to make him happy, that I 
wouldn’t understand the culture, I wouldn’t know what to do.  Well, 
mostly they just said I wouldn’t understand the culture.  That I’m not 
going to do this or that, or how do they know I’m going to be a good 
wife? [Jackie, P3] 

Julia had a similar experience with her own parents’ preference for
endogamy:

My parents really would have preferred for me to marry a man from a 
similar background as me—Chinese immigrant with similar values 
and that sort of thing. And probably the second best option would 
have been to marry an American...a white guy because that would 
have represented the ultimate...sign of acceptance into this society... 
And it seemed so ridiculous to me that my parents would have a 
problem with me falling in love with someone from a different country 
when they faced so much discrimination when they moved here... In 
fact, that was one of the things that my parents were most concerned 
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about—they thought he was just interested in getting a Green Card so 
he could stay here legally after his student visa expired! It seems so
ridiculous; as if he couldn’t possibly love me without an ulterior 
motive, but I guess that is just my parents being cautious.  The 
underlying message really was that they were disappointed that I 
didn’t marry within my own culture. [Julia, P13] 

For other participants, a preference for endogamy was predicated on 

cultural as well as religious justifications.  For Beni and Anya, their families 

were concerned about the social repercussions for marriage outside of their 

cultural and religious backgrounds.  In both cases, their families anticipated 

religious cleavages attributed to an exogamous union: 

I think [my family] always had hopes that I would marry a Nigerian.  I 
remember one Nigerian guy that was interested in me and he would 
call the house and I never called him back.  My dad would say he 
called and I said, “Whatever.”  He was trying to court me and I just 
wasn’t interested at all.  Because I knew he was the typical bossy 
Nigerian type of guy; he’s nice and all, but it wouldn’t work out. I 
think in a way they had some kind of fantasy, but, no way... [And] I 
think the Judaism was really hard for them to get.  I think they will
accept it because they HAVE to. I mean, that’s what they do, but I 
wonder how left out [my Christian family and minister father] might
feel.  [Beni, P8] 

I think my father was concerned with the fact that once I marry outside 
of this Catholic sect of India, that I am ex-communicated from that 
church.  I am not part of it anymore. I cannot, even if I get divorced or 
whatever, I couldn’t come back.  I just would not be a part of it, even if 
my husband died. And Anju or any of my kids would not be able to be 
baptized in my dad’s church or my mom’s church there.  I am not 
accepted in my father’s church, and Anju isn’t either. I think my 
parents are getting really nervous about everything because my 
brother is leaning [toward exogamy], and my sister isn’t sure, and they 
don’t know if any of their kids are going to get married [to a partner
with a shared cultural and religious background], so it may be the end 
of the line for my father’s family. And he is the only son so he’s very 
concerned about all of this. [Anya, P11] 
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Beni’s family was concerned that they would have outsider status in 

their daughter’s household because of her conversion and decision to raise 

future children in a Jewish household.  Likewise, Anya’s father was 

concerned about the continuity of his family lineage and the lack of future 

descendants eligible to transmit his religion.  Although Anya was committed 

to raising her children Catholic, her marriage outside of the specific sect in 

India precluded her ability to maintain insider status within her religion of 

origin.

Other families did not expressly disapprove of an intercultural

marriage union per se, but they evoked concerns and disapproval about the 

religious upbringing of children.  For example, Lucia’s husband Reza 

converted to Catholicism before they were married, but her father-in-law was 

dismayed about their decision to raise the children Catholic as well: 

And his father, too, is like, “You’re raising your children Catholic!
How could you be doing that?” He gives us this whole laundry list of 
what we are doing wrong and then [Reza] says, “Wait a minute Dad, 
you didn’t even raise us Muslim, so why are you now asserting your 
opinion?”  So, that has been a little challenging. [Lucia, P15] 

For several of the couples, family disapproval or preference for 

endogamy extended to both sides.  Beni (B) and Solomon (S) concurred about 

the initial family dissatisfaction conveyed by both of their families; however, 

in the following exchange they disagreed on the underlying source of this 

disapproval:

S: The race wasn’t such a big deal, but the religion for my dad was a 
big deal, and especially for my grandmother.
B: Well, both [racial and religious differences] for her are a big deal, 
which is an ongoing conflict...she is just not having it. 
S:  I don’t know.  She is just, I don’t know...she’s very progressive. 
B:  She thinks she’s very liberal. 
S:  She IS very liberal in many ways. 
B:  She THINKS she is. I think it is that typical, “I know lots of black 
people” thing that some white people do. 
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S:  No, no, no, no, no I don’t think so… 
B:  I think it is kind of figurative for her. 
S:  I don’t think so, because what I have learned recently from my dad 
was about how they were raised in North Carolina and how they had a 
black, um, helper… 
B:  A helper, that’s like a servant! 
S:  No, no, no, no, I’m not done with the story!  They said they were the 
only family in the area that let them sit at the table and they couldn’t 
tell anyone because it was looked down upon.
B:  See, this is a real difference of perception.  I think he is more 
forgiving.
S:  You know what? I can see how she is closed-minded.  She has a 
very close-minded view of Jews and Gentiles.  I don’t think the race is 
as big. 
B:  No, but it is because his dad didn’t marry any Jewish women.  And 
she said, “At least [your mother] looked Jewish.”  See?  She doesn’t 
really care so much about Jewish values; I think it more about the 
appearance of Jewishness.  And then it becomes more of a race thing, 
Jewish as a race, not as a religion. 
S:  I think she has a lower view of Gentiles.
B:  Yeah, just like some white people have a lower view of blacks, and 
blacks have a lower view of whites.  It’s like that.  It’s Jewish as a race.
If it were the religion, it would be different because she would just say, 
“Make her convert” and that would be that.
S:  I know she plays this really open-minded, I mean she is really open-
minded in lots of ways, like she is all about social action and all that. 
B:  As long as it is kind of removed from touching her family.
S:  She worked closely with the mayor, Willie Brown.
B: Yeah, that’s what I mean, “I have lots of black friends.”
S:  But, she liked what he was doing.  She likes to talk about who she 
knows.  But with her, it is an ongoing conflict. I mean she didn’t come 
to our wedding.  I didn’t expect her to, because she didn’t approve.
And I don’t think she has ever even talked to you.
B:  I think it is because I am black AND not Jewish. Not just because 
I’m not Jewish. Since I am converting, it really doesn’t make sense that 
she would have a problem then. 

The difference in interpretation of Solomon’s paternal grandmother’s 

perception and motivation was compounded by discrepancies in identity 

status between Beni and Solomon.  As previously mentioned, Beni’s

perception evolved from her experience of living in the United States as a 
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racial minority whereas Solomon’s frame of reference was impacted by his 

experience as a religious minority.  Beni pointed out that Solomon’s mother 

could appear Jewish regardless of her religious affiliation, yet Beni could not 

alter the social perception of her racial identification.  Thus, although they 

shared a minority experience in the United States, they maintained 

significantly different racial and religious statuses that led them to alternative 

attributions of behavior. 

Sub-theme 2:  Interaction between Extended Families

“Putting together two families, that was the hardest part.” [Marie, P2] 

Beyond the initial disapproval of some extended family members,

couples spoke of the challenges associated with bringing together two 

families from disparate cultural backgrounds, because of cultural 

misunderstandings and inaccurate assumptions.  For example, the 

participation of both extended families at ceremonies or rituals related to 

common grandchildren was cited as a source for conflict or distress.  Anya 

shared her experience of attempting to include her husband’s Protestant 

family at her daughter’s Catholic baptism: 

I think his family was overwhelmed with our wedding and then his 
family was overwhelmed with Anju’s baptism, and it just wasn’t the 
way that they do things.  It’s really hard to compromise these types of 
rituals because everyone is so invested in doing it the way that is most 
familiar and meaningful to them.  And I wanted to do it too.  And I 
hadn’t realized how much I wanted to do it [in the way that was 
familiar to me] until it came down to it, and I was surprised at how
much I wanted to do it that way.   And with the baptism, they really 
didn’t have any part of it.  They came, and they attended, and I think 
that is also because we are Catholic. My parents are Catholic and they 
have been through it.  The godparents were Catholic, and that was one 
of the stipulations that one of the godparents had to be Catholic, so I 
picked someone from my family and not from theirs.  And Chad 
doesn’t have a problem with any of this but I think his family felt a 
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little slighted, a bit excluded, mainly because they don’t understand.
[Anya, P11]

In her narrative, Anya noted that she had not anticipated the strength 

of her commitment to retain and transmit the traditions and rituals that were 

familiar to her from her culture of origin.  As a consequence, she deduced that 

her in-laws felt neglected because they were unfamiliar with the cultural and 

religious traditions of her family, which required godparents to have a 

Catholic affiliation rather than a familial association.

In another example of cultural clashes between extended families 

during rituals surrounding life transitions, Solomon spoke of the discomfort 

associated with the interaction between the respective families at their baby 

shower:

And with her family, the culture is so different. Like, my dad was over 
here for the baby shower last weekend and there was such a culture 
clash. I mean I was watching him and there were a lot of Nigerians and 
they are so loud and my dad doesn’t like loud.  He’s quiet, likes to 
read, so I felt uncomfortable for him.  I mean, I feel okay because I have 
been there so many times so I am used to it. But…the food is like goat 
meat and all this other stuff.  It seems hard for [the two families] to find 
things to talk about.  They had a hard time keeping the conversation 
going because they talk about different things and they are just on 
different wavelengths. And then I overheard him making a joke to 
someone and the Nigerians just didn’t get it. I felt bad for him. In any 
other circumstance, they would never hang out together. [Solomon, P8] 

Solomon recognized that integrating the two families was challenging 

because of personality and cultural differences.  He empathized with his 

father’s outsider status at a large family gathering to celebrate the arrival of 

the first grandchild.  Solomon identified his father’s discomfort because of 

unfamiliar traditions, food, music, noise level, and humor.  Although his 

father may have perceived the situation differently from Solomon, the latter 

was distressed through his projection of his father’s discomfort in a culturally 

unfamiliar environment.
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As Solomon mentioned, unfamiliar or different preferences for food

were a cleavage between their extended families.  Beni concurred about this 

challenge as she recounted the unintended consequences when her family 

arranged a dinner out with Solomon’s parents: 

I know one time when they were deciding to eat together and my 
parents were deciding where to go. My parents eat Nigerian food and 
sometimes Mexican food because sometimes Mexicans eat goat and 
have the same spiciness.  Some of the things will be the same like the 
beef, but they don’t eat Italian food or any other European food.  They 
think Italian food is so bland and pointless.  So they were like, “Well if 
it is for Solomon’s parents, they like Italian food, what’s an Italian 
place?”  And then they chose Olive Garden [an Italian chain 
restaurant].  And Solomon’s dad HATES chains, but they wouldn’t 
know that, they just thought of course they’ll like Olive 
Garden…Italian, whatever. It’s funny because probably no one enjoyed 
that meal, but my parents thought that was what they would want, 
and everyone was trying to please the other and no one was happy.
And Solomon’s dad and stepmom probably thought that my parents 
liked it, but obviously they didn’t. [Beni, P8] 

Beni’s parents anticipated that they maintained different food 

preferences from Solomon’s parents.  In an effort to accommodate the other 

family, they selected a restaurant that they presumed would be suitable and 

Solomon’s family accepted the restaurant choice in deference to the hosts.

Because everyone was unfamiliar with the preferences of the others, their 

mutual accommodation resulted in a less than desirable outcome where no 

one enjoyed the food and everyone assumed they were compromising to 

benefit the others.

Sub-theme 3:  Divergent Norms and Rules

Misunderstandings and false assumptions that occurred with 

culturally diverse extended families in this study were often the result of 

divergent cultural norms and rules, which were implicit and generally not 

apparent until they were transgressed or were in contrast with another 
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(Bennett & Bennett, 2004).  In this study, participants identified the following 

cleavages associated with different cultural norms and rules:  implicit rules 

within culturally diverse family systems; incongruent norms of family

boundaries; and contrasting perceptions of familial roles and responsibilities.

Implicit Rules

Rule-breaking was recognized as a source of cultural dissonance for 

intercultural couples.  Differences in implicit rules have ramifications in the 

context of the broader family unit as well, because cultural rules sanction 

behavior and provide a reference to guide interpersonal communication and 

relationships (Ting-Toomey, 1999). Katherine and Samantha narrated 

examples of the impact of different cultural rules for their children:

I think [the interaction with grandparents] is different.  I would 
probably feel, I guess this is another one of those “East/West” 
differences.  The Eastern/Japanese thing is that it matters what people 
think.  Like you are part of a whole, and you have to conduct yourself 
in a certain way.  So, when we are with Daniel’s parents, especially if 
we are going out anywhere, I make sure the kids are dressed really
nicely, that they are on their best manners, and when we are with the 
extended side of [his] family, for their sake, I want the kids to make a 
really good impression.  It’s more formal, very polite.  But when we are 
with my mom, she doesn’t care what they are wearing, as long as they 
are comfortable. They run around the neighborhood, covered in mud. 
She is happy that they’re happy, so it is a different feel. [Katherine, P10]

Her grandmother was so shocked that she didn’t have her ears pierced 
at age three--that was huge. [In Spanish culture], you are supposed to 
have them done the day you are born.  She got her ears pierced at age 
nine, and then my mother said, “Oh my god, I can’t believe you got 
earrings!”, because for her, girls shouldn’t have earrings until age 16, 
whereas the paternal grandmother strongly felt she should have had 
them earlier... The [Spanish] subtext is that culturally, it is so...you are 
not female if you don’t have your ears pierced. [Samantha, P12] 

In Katherine’s example, different norms pertaining to appropriate 

behavior were evident in the perspective of grandparents with contrasting 
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goals of childrearing.  In the example of norms in Japanese culture, decorum 

and formality superseded the preference for individuality more consistent 

with American cultural norms.  Katherine had previously mentioned the 

different scripts that she and Daniel internalized from their own childhoods

about the importance of external validation in terms of, “Why do you care 

what other people think?” (Katherine’s mother) in contrast with the message 

from Daniel’s Japanese-American mother, “You can’t do that, what would 

other people think?”  Katherine noted that these scripts continued to be 

transmitted to the subsequent generation in their family. 

For Samantha’s daughter, the two grandmothers had mutually 

exclusive beliefs about the significance and meaning of pierced ears.  The 

messages that were embedded in their beliefs related to cultural constructions 

of femininity for the paternal Spanish grandmother and assumptions about 

the age of responsibility for the American maternal grandmother.  It was the 

conflicting subtexts that created conflict, rather than the actual act. 

Other participants described conflicts surrounding rituals celebrating 

the birth of a child.  Beni and Jackie discussed the differences between rituals 

and culturally-bound rules in Nigeria and Vietnam in contrast with the U.S.: 

Here, it’s just a pre-baby party. They don’t even have them in Nigeria; 
that’s really taboo because so many babies die [before, during, or 
immediately after birth].  [In Nigeria], they do a naming ceremony at 
eight days [after the birth].  But with [baby showers in the United 
States], you are celebrating something that doesn’t even exist, so it’s 
taboo in my culture.  But, my family had the party because they 
thought, “Oh, it’s America; she might live, so we can.” [Beni, P8] 

Whereas Beni acknowledged the aforementioned differences between 

her families’ cultures of origin, Jackie was unaware of the dissimilarities in the 

ways in which her own and her husband’s culture celebrated an impending 

birth until her own baby shower.  She described: 
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Vietnamese don’t do baby showers before the baby is born, they wait 
until the baby is about a month old and then they have like a family 
party and they call it the one month party or whatever.  And that is 
when they come and give you gifts and this sort of thing... But, 
anyway, my stepmom had a baby shower for me and of course invited 
all of my sisters-in-law and none of them came.  I was hurt and 
offended, but then Trinh told me that they just don’t do that.  They 
have the one month party after...and of course I didn’t know about a 
one month baby shower type thing until after I was married and 
having a baby. [Jackie, P3] 

Until Jackie understood the rules of her husband’s culture, she attributed her 

in-laws lack of attendance based on the norms of her own culture, resulting in 

misunderstanding and cultural offense. 

Family Boundaries 

Cultural norms that delineated family boundaries and roles emerged 

as a structural area of difference among families in this study.  One aspect of 

cultural differentiation in these norms was the definition of who and what 

constituted a family.  Participants articulated several variations of how family 

boundaries were defined.  For example, Lucia and Christine noted that their 

husbands’ cultures maintained a broad, encompassing definition of family as 

a tribe, both figuratively and literally:

My mother would always say [about my husband’s Persian and 
Mexican extended family], “You aren’t dealing with a family; you are 
dealing with a tribe.” [Lucia, P15] 

Nigeria is still really feudal and it is the tribe that is the most important 
grouping. That is why when he goes to Nigeria, there are so many 
aunts, uncles, cousins, brothers, and I’m like, “How can you have so 
many relatives?”  And he explains that they are from his village. And I 
still struggle with that. [Christine, P9] 

For Christine, the expanded definition of a family was in direct contrast with 

her own more limited designation of family as immediate relatives.
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Zinzi and Tad shared a similar discrepancy in their definitions of family: 

My family is a part of my family and it is extended family. Amani is 
part of my family; they are part of my family, so it is all the same. So 
her being in Africa with my family is the same as her being with me 
here. Well, my husband was like, “Oh, she’s going to be far away, she’s 
a child.”  And it is just that cultural difference. [Zinzi, P14]

Zinzi further elaborated about another implication of this contrast between 

their families regarding the integration of spouses into the respective families: 

My family, they support me, they love me, they love my husband and 
they even refer to my husband as their son. He is part of the family as 
far as they are concerned.  And I miss not having that support.  With 
his family...I don’t think they incorporate me into their family like my 
family has incorporated him. [Zinzi, P14] 

Anya observed that although she recognized differences between her 

family and her husband’s family, she reflexively interpreted these differences 

based on her own cultural frame of reference, resulting in false attribution 

and misunderstanding: 

He doesn’t talk to his family at all basically. But that’s normal for them. 
That’s fine for them, but I see them as totally disengaged. If I don’t talk 
to them after a week and half or two weeks, then I feel like they might 
be mad at us or something is wrong.  I interpret it based on how it 
would be in my family. [Anya, P11] 

Other participants alluded to the importance of reconciling or bridging 

cultural differences between families:

I do believe that marriage is not just between a couple, but it is the 
family.  You marry the families, you can’t help it. [Sandra, P7] 

One thing that was always very important for me was for [all] parents 
to be on board with the marriage.  Because when you get married, you 
marry into the family, you’re not just marrying that person, especially 
in the Vietnamese culture.  And as much as Trinh may be kind of 
independent of his family...they are still his family.  And that is always 
going to be an issue, especially when things come up like weddings, 
funerals...having children.  So I really wanted it to work. [Jackie, P3]
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For others such as Monique and Mike, there was convergence on the 

definition of family despite their different cultural backgrounds: 

I think that he is of the same belief that I am.  Even though there is 
extended family and they should be respected as such, especially a 
grandmother and other elders, he also believes that a man leaves his 
family, his mom and dad, to be joined with his wife as a family unit 
themselves.  And so that family comes first.  And if you have any 
issues or things to deal with, it is better not to bring anybody else in, or 
to make their problems our problems because we have our own family 
issues to deal with. [Monique, P1] 

Unlike Monique and her husband, most participants struggled with 

perceptions of divided loyalties between their spouses and their respective 

extended families, based on divergent norms of family boundaries.  Christine 

noted that her husband’s first obligation was to his family of origin: 

I always knew he was very, very close to his family.  And that, I guess 
we did have discussions about him supporting his family. And that 
there were expectations of him, in terms of him supporting the family 
and his younger brother, in terms of getting them on their feet. He was 
always like, “Well, whatever money we have, I still have to support my 
family first and foremost.” [Christine, P9] 

Christine had previously alluded to her concerns about her status in the 

family, in part because her understanding of family boundaries was in 

conflict with those of her husband.

Samuel shared a similar concern in relation to his wife’s primary 

loyalty, allegiance, and responsibilities to her extended family: 

She’s more her father’s daughter than her husband’s wife, if that makes 
sense.  If we disagreed, she would always side with the father… The 
in-laws stayed with us for one month.  I had to be the ‘yes man’, and 
agree with everything her father said. [Samuel, P4] 

As an adult immigrant to the United States, Sandra was aware of 

cultural differences pertaining to family boundaries and concept of privacy 

between her country of origin and the United States.  Her recognition of this 

221



difference created distress for her as she felt caught between her respons-

ibilities to her mother and her obligations to her husband and children: 

[My mother] has renal failure, and she needed me and she couldn’t live 
alone.  So my husband was nice enough to ask me if I wanted her to 
move in with us.  That was great, when he asked me that, [it] was 
great.  I didn’t want to impose her on the family.  It’s a whole burden.
In Peru, you don’t even question that. Here, it is different.  I 
understand the need for privacy.  American people aren’t used to 
living with in-laws. [Sandra, P7] 

Anastasia also experienced divergent cultural norms of family 

boundaries when she immigrated to the United States.  Although she

anticipated that her husband would have primary loyalty or allegiance to his 

mother, based on her own cultural frame of reference, she was surprised at 

the alternative outcome: 

When [my mother-in-law] lived with us for one month when she was 
selling her house, we had some conflicts with cooking, like, “This is 
how it is done”, and all of a sudden she becomes bossy.  And my 
husband says, “Mom, I respect you, but Anastasia is my wife and this 
is our house, so let her do things the way she wants it to do”.  I was like 
“Wow!” I was really impressed the way he did it, standing up for me 
while being respectful to his mother. [Anastasia, P6] 

Family Roles

A related aspect of systemic family boundaries and alliances that 

emerged in this study was the different roles and obligations conferred on 

individual family members based on cultural norms.  For example, some 

families maintained different assumptions about the scope and extent of 

involvement in the couple’s decision-making process:

There are a lot of things that are different.  My family has opinions on 
everything and they want to be involved in everything.  Everyone is 
involved and everyone is involved in everything.  I know with Anju, I 
talk to my parents a lot more about certain things that she is going 
through, like her naps and her schedules and seeing her doctors.  They 
are very involved in her life even though they are far away. More so, I 
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think, than Chad’s family. But that is just the way his family is, and I 
think that is a cultural difference there... It is a difference in sense of 
responsibility and involvement in our lives. I think they just like to 
leave us alone, they are more standoffish, they don’t really know 
where their place is.  Just because I am at home all the time and I am 
with Anju all the time, and I am not their daughter. [Anya, P11] 

Anya continued to elaborate that the lack of geographic proximity with 

her own extended family tended to mitigate additional cross-cultural 

cleavages between the families: 

I think [my parents] want to be involved in all of our decisions for 
when it comes to picking a house or how we landscape something.
Even though they live 500 miles away, they want to be part of it, and I 
want them to be part of it too because I have never not had them be a 
part of it, that’s just the way our family is. And it’s a little too much for 
[Chad] I think... I think if we lived [near my family] there would be 
more problems. [Anya, P11]

Christine and Julia concurred about the impact of physical distance on 

their relationships with their in-laws: 

I realize now that his family was miles away and I didn’t have to deal 
with them on a day-to-day basis.  If they had been here, I doubt that we 
would still be together because it would have been too great of a leap 
for me to behave in the role that they would have wanted me to behave 
in. [Christine, P9] 

I think the bigger differences come into play when we are interacting 
with the different sets of grandparents, and since neither one lives in 
the area, their influence will be minimal. It would be extremely 
difficult if my in-laws decided to move here to be closer to us because 
they think that grandparents should have a pretty large say in raising
children.  Kind of like they are the mentors since they have done it 
already and we are the little apprentices. But, really Gerik and I are fine 
with just sort of figuring things out as we go along. [Julia, P13] 

Samuel observed that his wife’s family had a different perspective of 

roles and responsibilities related to childrearing, but the lack of geographical 

proximity precluded their involvement, viewed as a loss by Samuel: 
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They live in multigenerational households, so the kids can be taken 
care of by the grandparents.  And that is a big difference from what we 
have here.  Here you have got to pay for that care, but by strangers.  So, 
it tends to detach people and separate people.  And that is something 
that I like in the Iranian culture. [Samuel, P4]

Ola also recognized a loss associated from living in a culture with a 

different norm about the roles of grandparents and childrearing: 

[In Nigeria], the grandparents would be spending time with you and
helping you out with the kids.  And on my mother’s side, all of the kids 
built their houses around the same compound and that means you had 
your extended family all living in the same place. You still have 
independence but you have the resources to help out. [Ola, P9] 

The role of grandparents in relation to their grandchildren varied as 

well for culturally diverse families.  Katherine and Daniel observed that their 

parents had different relationships with their children based on different 

cultural norms regarding the roles of grandparents: 

The kids call [their maternal grandmother] Grandma Nut, because she 
is kind of nutty with them.  And then my parents, I’ve just never seen 
them play with them. There’s just so much more distance. [Daniel, P10] 

And there is a dignity too with your parents. My mom just sacrifices 
her dignity to have fun! [Katherine, P10] 

Samantha observed a similar interaction between her daughter and her 

paternal grandmother in Spain: 

With my mother-in-law, you don’t express any kind of emotion or 
affection. When Raquel was little…she wouldn’t go to her. When we 
would walk in the door, she wouldn’t go up and hug Raquel, but when 
Raquel would come over, then she would...It was just very different… 
It’s not that they don’t love her, but there is like a distance. So, for 
example, she never sat on her lap, like she would with my mother who 
was affectionate and demonstrative with all the grandchildren. But
with my mother-in-law, she was more distant and she didn’t say, “I 
love you,” she didn’t hug you, it’s different. [Samantha, P12] 
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Many of the participants in this study emphasized differing 

perceptions on the role of the extended family in childrearing decisions.

Katherine and Daniel recalled his parents’ reaction to their decision to home-

school their children: 

Daniel’s parents won’t say anything, but I think it is just, it is a little
hard for them, for those cultural reasons, such as you can’t show it, you 
can’t show off. I send them the test scores, we do standardized testing, 
and that seems to make them happiest. [Katherine, P10] 

The external validation is really important to them, they will tell 
everybody, they’ll put it on their refrigerator, they’ll e-mail it out. At 
some level, they see it as a reflection on them. [My] parents will offer to 
pay for them to go to private school. They won’t say, “We don’t like it 
that you are home schooling,” but they will offer to do something else. 
[Daniel, P10]

Julia cited another example of different norms related to the locus of 

decision-making.  Although she shared a common understanding with her 

husband about their roles as primary caretakers to their infant daughter, her 

husband’s parents had a different view of their role as grandparent-mentors: 

And [my husband] agrees with me that we should be the ones raising 
our daughter, and they can provide advice that we can either accept or 
reject. But they see it differently, like we are smug or ingrates or know-
it-alls because we don’t do everything just like they say we should. I 
think maybe the cultural difference comes in because they haven’t had 
as much exposure to different ways of doing things since their other
daughters-in-law and sons-in-law are Polish as well, living in the same 
city even. [Julia, P13]

To Julia, the different cultural norms and frames of reference led to miscon-

strued meanings with her in-laws. Although she and her husband were in 

agreement about their role and that of the grandparents, the latter differed 

and consequently everyone was frustrated by apparent non-compliance to 

cultural norms. 
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Other couples noted incongruent cultural norms regarding the 

definition and responsibilities of primary caregivers.  Zinzi contrasted the 

attitudes between her own and her husband’s family:

His family never offers to help with Amani. In fact, when we are at 
their house it feels as though they are uncomfortable with her around
because they are always telling her not to go there or touch that. My
family is an extension of myself and I would never have to worry 
about her being an imposition like I do with them. [Zinzi, P14] 

She further elaborated that her in-laws were not supportive of their decision 

for Tad to be a stay-at-home father and primary caretaker to Amani: 

His family thinks he is lazy! But I know that when I was staying home 
too, their family still thought I was lazy. His family, they are well-
off...and they have all of these things, material stuff, and they want 
everyone to have a lot of money! Earning money is most important and 
having quality time with children is sort of secondary to them. So we 
chose to struggle a little bit but we know that in the long-run we will 
be better off. And so, to them, they don’t understand why he is not
working, and why I wasn’t working before. They don’t understand, 
and it is causing some tension with them. [Zinzi, P14] 

Anya noted a similar incongruence about the role of parenting and 

childrearing responsibilities between her family and her husband’s family: 

I think they [the in-laws] don’t see us as much as they should. But part 
of that is that they have a different perception of privacy, they have
their own lives and they are very settled in that, and if we need them 
they are there for us. But they just kind of defer, they would just rather 
have their own lives and get together when we need to. [In contrast],
my parents would be here every day! They would see Anju every day, 
they would see her, they would take her, I would probably drop her off 
there all the time. They see her as part of the immediate family rather 
than the extended family.  They give her all sorts of things, more than I 
got as a child.  This is what they have been living for their whole lives I 
think, a grandkid. [Anya, P11] 

Julia struggled with discrepant perceptions of family roles as well: 

As an example, in my family, my mother came down after [Lily] was 
born...to help out with cooking and cleaning and basic stuff like that. It 
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was great to have my mom around because it is so overwhelming to 
have a newborn. But Gerik’s parents have to come all the way from 
Europe, so of course they are going to stay longer.  So that was 
difficult, just having a newborn and then having a house full of people 
as well and they had just such different ideas about how much they 
should be involved and some really crazy ideas about parenting. Like, 
they thought they should tell us everything to do, but Gerik and I were 
just trying to figure stuff out on our own and they kept interfering and 
saying that we should do it like this or that. [Julia, P13] 

Although the conflicting perspectives in the above example could be attrib-

uted to many factors, Julia ascribed them to a cultural difference with in-laws. 

Likewise, Jackie was disconcerted when she became aware of the 

repercussions of divergent cultural rules and norms related to gender and 

parent roles.  She recalled an incident when her mother-in-law expressed 

displeasure when Jackie transgressed her mother-in-law’s cultural norm 

about the role of a mother: 

Usually the culture clashes happen with other family members or with 
his parents more so than between us…Tensions usually are raised with 
things that come up with his parents inadvertently… [For example], I 
had the opportunity to go away to a retreat, a bible retreat, for a 
weekend… Just as we were going to the airport, my husband started 
getting sick, he started to spike a fever.  And I offered to him that I 
would stay home.  And he said, “No, no, no, you need this break, and 
come back feeling rejuvenated before I leave again for four months 
because it is going to be hard.”  So I left for the weekend…and [my 
mother-in-law] just heard that I went away for the weekend, leaving 
Trinh with the kids by himself when he was sick.  So, her perspective 
was completely different.  And she called up Trinh and was yelling at 
him on the phone about how I could do that and spend money that we 
didn’t have... But what happened was, the truth was, I had the extra 
money, and for her it was really about breaking my role as a mother 
and wife.  [For my mother-in-law], number one, you don’t take breaks.
You’re a mom, you’re home with the kids.  Number two, since Trinh 
was sick, I shouldn’t have left him... Culturally, from her point of view, 
you don’t leave your kids no matter what, once you have kids.  You 
don’t go out and play, you don’t have retreats.  I was mad because I 
felt like why is she going to assume all of these bad things about me, 
and just think I am a terrible daughter-in-law and a terrible mother 
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when she doesn’t know all of the details.  You know, she needs to 
gather all of the information first before she assumes something, the 
worst, and calls up my husband and telling him off and telling him 
what a horrible wife I am. [Jackie, P3] 

Jackie violated a cultural norm without awareness and consequently 

was hurt and offended by what she perceived as a disproportionate and 

unfair response from her mother-in-law.  She felt misunderstood because her 

mother-in-law was interpreting her actions through her own cultural lens. 

In this study, the roles of mother-in-law and daughter-in-law were 

culturally constructed as well.  As with other boundary violations, there was 

cultural offense or misunderstanding when either party transgressed the 

cultural norms of the other.  Christine was aware of her lack of knowledge 

about the role and expectations of a daughter-in-law in Nigeria, and thus her 

inability to fulfill her culturally prescribed obligations:

There are so many examples of how I kept failing when we were 
visiting his family home in Nigeria.  I couldn’t cook properly, I 
couldn’t attend to his mother, and I wasn’t exactly the sort of 
apprentice that she was anticipating for a proper new wife.  And she 
was trying to help, but at the same time, I didn’t know what the 
expectations of a daughter-in-law were at all, and obviously I wasn’t 
fulfilling them. [Christine, P9] 

Christine had specific understandings about the role of a mother-in-law as 

well, which predictably were not congruent with her mother-in-law’s 

understanding of her role as the paternal grandmother.  Their divergent 

understandings of their respective roles came into conflict when Christine’s 

mother-in-law came to the United States for an extended visit: 

And one time we went out, and I was breastfeeding so I couldn’t go 
out for very long. And apparently I hadn’t left enough milk for the 
baby and when I came back, [my mother-in-law] really told me off 
about how I was an inadequate mother rather than just feeding the 
baby formula. And that was it. I said, “I’m taking my baby and I’m 
leaving.”  It was just a nightmare. And Ola was just like, “Christine, 
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you’ve got to understand, you’ve got to give me a break. I didn’t know, 
she doesn’t mean it.” [Christine, P9] 

Lucia related a similar clash with her mother-in-law over their views 

on their roles and responsibilities within the new family system: 

I was young when we were married and it was really intense because 
my mother-in-law was living with us and my son was just born. And it 
was like, I was going bloody nuts! Since I wasn’t raised by a Mexican 
mother, we had all sorts of conflicts that were probably culturally-
based on different expectations about the role of a mother-in-law and 
daughter-in-law. There was a weird something going on and the 
mothers tend to compare themselves with the daughters, some weird
kind of competition.  I was doing nothing right, nothing right. I would 
hate to come home, I would dread it. She just tried to take over. It was 
like, “The baby loves me more!” It was really weird. But I was so 
grateful when he cried he would come to me, because she was very
much stepping in and she was going to have a bond with these kids 
and she was going to be the center. And I was young, I was naïve, and 
I was just getting into the groove of motherhood and...I did not do it 
with finesse! I have had to come to terms with the fact that maybe she 
felt she was being helpful even when it was like she was taking over 
my role completely. But I was naïve, and I had no finesse and of course 
it was easy for her to take it over. [Lucia, P15] 

Lucia elaborated that through the experience of conflict and cultural 

dissonance she learned to navigate the divergent cultural codes with her 

mother-in-law.  She reframed her interpretation of her mother-in-law’s 

behavior from one of competition to one of a complementary resource: 

I’ve learned over time some of these cultural cues. With my son, [my 
mother-in-law] was like, “I’m going to be his favorite in his whole 
world, I’m going to take over the place of his mother.” And it didn’t 
really happen. And with [my youngest daughter] Olivia, she ADORES 
Olivia and she is the apple of her eye. And Olivia adores her, and I 
nurture that now. I see the relationship is important to Olivia, so it is 
important to me. It is good for her to have nurturing people in her life.
[Lucia, P15]

In summary, the various cross-cultural cleavages that emerged from

the narratives of participants in this study included sub-themes of family and 
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social disapproval; interaction between extended families; and divergent 

cultural rules and norms such as family boundaries, alliances, responsibilities,

and roles.  The next section will present various strategies employed by 

culturally diverse families to navigate these cleavages. 

Theme 3:  Navigating Culture within Families

The previous findings chapter summarized various means in which

intercultural parents negotiated cultural differences between them in relation 

to parenthood.  This section extends this examination to a third theme:  how 

couples and their children negotiate cultural differences in norms, rules, 

traditions, and rituals with their culturally diverse extended families. 

Sub-theme 1:  Negotiation of Cultural Norms and Rules 

The narratives of participants have demonstrated that culturally

diverse families experience the persistence of divergent cultural norms and 

rules across extended families.  Participants described cultural accommod-

ation and codeswitching as strategies to navigate these differences. 

Cultural Accommodation 

Cultural accommodation occurred in some iteration for all families in 

this study.  According to Falicov (1995), accommodation is a means to 

negotiate cultural conflicts in which one or more family members will adjust 

or adapt their behavioral and affective responses to an alternative cultural

framework.  In their interviews, participants provided examples of both 

asymmetrical and mutual cultural accommodation.  In the former case, 

individuals compromised or conformed to the cultural norms of the other 

without reciprocation.  In contrast, mutual accommodation was evident when 

the participants and members of their extended family initiated some degree 

of reciprocal adjustment to the norms of the other. 
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Asymmetrical accommodation was identified as a more prevalent 

strategy of negotiating diverse cultural norms among extended families.  In 

some examples, extended families adapted their expectations based on 

previous exposure to the other culture.  For example, when Zinzi’s family met 

her in-laws for the first time, their expectations were mitigated because of

their previous experience with white Americans living in Africa.  In contrast 

to the elaborate cultural rituals surrounding the introduction of future in-laws 

in their culture, they adapted to the American norm of informality and casual 

introductions:

And so [my family] knows that there is a difference in how [my in-
laws] approach family, and they didn’t expect much from them. When 
we came, my parents really didn’t expect much and they understood 
that that was how they are, and respected them for that. And so, my 
parents were just really respectful and polite. It was more just 
formality, and they understood that that is how their culture is, and my 
parents accept that. [Zinzi, P14] 

Other families utilized a strategy of asymmetrical accommodation 

because of a perceived cultural intransigence in the other family.  Samuel 

described the cultural norms surrounding permission to marry in his wife’s 

Persian culture: 

One of the criteria for getting married was that I needed permission 
from the father to get married.  If I didn’t have that, it would basically 
drive a wedge between the two families... [In Persian culture], my
father had to ask her father for his daughter’s hand in marriage… My 
dad wrote a formal letter, and requested this...and I truly believe that 
had my father not written that letter to him, we would not be able to be 
married today the way that they wanted it to be done.  And we would 
have never received permission, and we probably never would have 
been welcome in their house. [Samuel, P4]

In addition to his father’s accommodation to the cultural norms of his future 

in-laws, Samuel agreed to adapt to additional criteria for marriage: 
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We had criteria that we had to meet in order for us to marry...and 
unfortunately for me, the marriage had to be registered in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran.  Well, I’m not even Muslim, so what happened was I 
became Muslim because you can’t register your marriage to a Muslim 
unless you are another Muslim.  So I signed the paperwork that did 
that, just to make sure this would proceed. And so in order to expedite 
the process, you do what you have to do, and that is what I did. 
[Samuel, P4]

In other cases, participants accommodated the norms of their spouses’ 

families for practical considerations.  Jackie recalled her decision to move in 

with her husband’s family following their marriage:

[Trinh’s family] kept encouraging us, this is a common tradition within 
Vietnamese families, that you live with another couple or your parents 
or something for like a year to save money for a house or whatever.
Kind of a common cultural thing.  So, we decided OK, we’ll just go
ahead and live with them for a year and we’ll put the stuff in the 
garage and so that’s what we did, even though it was certainly not my 
way of wanting to start my marriage.  And so many times I would do 
dumb little things that I didn’t even know I was offending them... But I 
just go with the flow and, I mean some women would probably get 
bent out of shape, but what’s the point? [Jackie, P3]

Although Jackie indicated that the residential configuration was not one that 

she would have otherwise chosen, she concluded that her adaptation to the 

cultural norms of her in-law’s living arrangement would be a short-term 

concession for interfamily harmony.  Likewise, Lucia enunciated that her 

family accommodated the rules of her father-in-law to preserve concordance

in the extended family: 

Persian culture is hypercritical. [My husband’s] father is extremely 
critical and there are certain formalities that I have had to get used to. 
And it is like, “OK, Grandpa says we have to go to his house,” and 
everybody HAS TO GO! We have to accommodate. If you have plans 
with your friends, sorry. And everybody will bend over backwards 
because Grandpa said this.  It’s just not worth the earful we will have 
otherwise. [Lucia, P15]. 
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Interestingly, Lucia suggested that despite the many examples of 

accommodation to the culture of her father-in-law, mutual accommodation 

occurred in her family as well.  Through interaction with his grandchildren,

her father-in-law exhibited examples of accommodation to their family 

culture.  She discussed the impact of their parenting style on him: 

We are extremely nurturing with [our children] and I can kind of see 
the grandfather coming around with the little ones because he sees us 
cuddling them and we call them “our little loves” and he is like, “Come
on love.” I think it has softened him a bit because he sees that side and 
he’s even commented on it before. We are much more open and the 
kids seem really balanced... So, now he will get on the ground and just 
cuddle with them. He wasn’t like that with my first [child], but he is 
certainly coming around. I find it comical because this is not that man 
we had known, and I think culturally there just wasn’t that role for 
him. [Lucia, P15]

Codeswitching

Children of intercultural couples have grandparents from different

cultural backgrounds.  Consequently, the role of family members evolved 

from more than one cultural context, and children had to learn to navigate 

cultural differences in their intergenerational relationships.  One strategy used 

by children in culturally diverse families in this study was codeswitching, the 

ability of an individual to shift a cultural frame of reference depending on the 

context (Bennett & Bennett, 2004).  Examples of codeswitching include 

language, mannerisms, behavior, style of communication, among others.

Katherine and Daniel discussed how the codeswitching was embedded in 

their children:

There are different rules for different grandparents.  [The children] can 
tell. They can sense that they have to behave differently in different 
places. [Katherine, P10] 

I don’t think we have ever told them directly that here is different from 
here. But, I think when we are at my parents, they probably hear more 
from us, “You have to brush your hair,” or, “Those things don’t go 
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together, those don’t match.” It’s less an explanation of, “here’s why”, 
but they just hear different things from us in the different places. 
[Daniel, P10]

Likewise, Lucia noted the development of codeswitching in her 

children as a response to divergent cultural messages from grandparents.  As 

an example of different cultural norms for expressing affection, she noted her 

son’s ability to internalize the difference and to respond accordingly:

Persian culture is much more formal, less expressive... Like my son, my 
father [Grandpa Burt] is very nurturing. And my son is like, “I can tell 
Grandpa Burt that I really love him but I can’t say that to Grandpa 
Peter.” [Lucia, P15] 

Samantha extended the example to norms of dress and appearance for 

her young daughter, who received different messages from her grandmothers 

about the meaning and cultural subtext of earrings and pierced ears; thus she 

learned to codeswitch according to context:

So, to accommodate, when she is with her [maternal] grandma here, 
then she usually doesn’t wear earrings until she is older, and with the 
one in Spain she just wears little gold earrings. [Samantha, P12] 

Marie and José described a strategy of teaching their children linguistic 

codeswitching to facilitate their bilingual language learning: 

They know how to speak to my parents in English, and to José’s 
parents in Spanish. We taught them that way.  In our family, that was 
how we differentiated.  We would say, “How does grandpa say it?” or, 
“How does your grandma in Spain say it?” [Marie, P2] 

José elaborated about how their children internalized the rules of linguistic 

codeswitching, as well as rule-breaking: 

And it is funny because they are expecting someone to speak English
and for whatever reason that person decides to speak in Spanish, and 
they say something to them, they look at that person and think, “What? 
You aren’t supposed to use Spanish!”  Like [their maternal 
grandfather] used to use some Spanish on them and they were like 
“Huh? You’re breaking the rule!” [José, P2]

234



Finally, Marie noted that their children’s ability to codeswitch also 

generalized beyond language to norms of behavior in different contexts.  In 

the following example, Marie recounted how her son had to learn to defend

himself against playground bullies in Spain, yet playground fighting was 

never acceptable at his home school in the United States: 

He had to learn how to fight.  José, who has never had a fight in his
life, taught Ramon where to kick someone where it hurts, where to 
punch to show that you mean business, how to throw an 80-pound 
child off of you when he was like 30-35 pounds.  There was this girl, 
she was in second grade, 80 pounds, she would SIT on him and finally
one day he said “Inez, why do you sit on me every day?”  And she 
said, “Because I am trying to crush you to death.”  Whoa, when he told 
us that, and the school did NOTHING…their attitude was, “Kids are 
brutes, and that is the law of the jungle.” When we came back [to the 
States], we were worried that he would fight. Well we worked hard on 
that one!  We had to tell him, here these things would never happen, 
people are going to be nice to you, because here teachers intervene.
Over there, they do nothing. But our kids know to adjust to the rules.
[Marie, P2] 

Because of the consequences for cultural rule-breaking in the home school, 

Marie acknowledged that her children needed a parent-guided roadmap for 

codeswitching between cultures.

Although the processes of accommodation, adaptation, and code-

switching were generally regarded as positive mechanisms for negotiating 

cultural differences between families, in some cases inaccurate cultural

assumptions led to unintended or deleterious consequences. To remedy or 

minimize the risk of this, many participants cited the use of liaisons such as 

cultural mediators and translators within their families to facilitate 

understanding and to negotiate norms and rules across cultural borders.
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Sub-theme 2:  Use of Cultural Liaisons

Two types of cultural liaisons within families were apparent in this 

study:  cultural translators and cultural mediators. Cultural translators 

function as interpreters of cultural norms, rules, and boundaries, whereas 

cultural mediators serve as intermediaries between members with conflicting 

values or beliefs.  Both types of cultural liaisons are bridges between 

culturally diverse families, and certain individuals are characterized as 

buffers to mitigate cultural conflict within extended families.

Cultural Translators 

Frequently, individuals in this study acted as cultural translators 

between their family of origin and their spouse.  Jackie noted several 

occasions when her husband acted as her cultural translator about 

Vietnamese rules and cultural norms of behavior when she transgressed a 

cultural boundary with a demonstrative show of affection when she first met 

her future mother-in-law: 

[My husband] explained to me that [showing public displays of 
affection] is just not something that they do.  So, not that I did anything 
bad, but just don’t expect a lot of hugs from them!  I think between 
each other they do, but just not somebody that you are first meeting.
[Jackie, P3] 

She provided another example of her husband as her cultural translator of 

rituals and traditions, as well as language translation, when she attended a 

traditional Vietnamese funeral for his grandmother: 

The [grandmother’s] funeral was, well, interesting, but kind of boring 
too.  The whole thing was in Vietnamese so my husband was kind of 
giving me excerpts here and there because otherwise I wouldn’t have 
understood anything at all.  For example, all of the family members at 
one point were called up to the front of the little chapel area, the 
immediate family like children and grandchildren, and they passed out 
to each of us kind of like a scarf but more like a piece of fabric that had 
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been torn and you wore it around your head as a sign of mourning.
He explained to me that in Vietnam the color of mourning is white, not 
black.  But, since we were in America, everyone wore black but we had 
this piece of white fabric worn around our heads.  And then we stood 
up there for awhile and I don’t even know what they were talking 
about because it was all in Vietnamese, but my husband translated for 
me as much as he could. [Jackie, P3] 

Additionally, some spouses facilitated cultural translation between 

their own extended family and that of their partner’s family.  Samantha found 

this role necessary when her parents traveled to Spain: 

My parents visited Spain and Portugal and...stayed in a hotel right 
down the street from my in-laws, so they came for meals. It actually 
worked out pretty well because I explained to my parents how things
worked and so forth, so that mitigated some of the food issues. And I 
was translating back and forth between them and it was very polite 
conversation; they had relatively little contact because they couldn’t 
speak to each other, so that minimized most of the cultural 
misunderstandings. [Samantha, P12]

In addition to her linguistic translation, Samantha interpreted cultural rules 

for her parents, such as the discrepancies in norms surrounding food and 

mealtime.  In contrast with her own experience, Samantha was a cultural 

buffer for her family to avoid cultural misunderstandings or unintended 

consequences.

In other cases, some partners were negligent in their role as cultural 

translators when their spouses were introduced to their culture of origin.

Christine recalled her first trip to her husband’s family home in Nigeria 

where she felt that he failed to adequately prepare her about cultural 

expectations and norms related to attire and appearance: 

When we were in Nigeria, all we DID was dress up. And I was saying 
to him, “Why for god’s sake didn’t you tell me I needed all my jewelry 
and I needed my high heels?”  Because I have that stuff, I just didn’t 
take it, because why would I think to take it with me to Nigeria? I took 
a couple of dresses for church, but I didn’t realize the amount of 
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jewelry and makeup and formal shoes that I would need. I felt like 
such a sad disappointment to his mom and his sister because they kept 
asking, “What have you got to wear? Where is your jewelry?”  I kept 
saying, “I don’t have any!”  And it didn’t occur to Ola to tell me. It 
certainly wasn’t high on his list.  But my sister-in-law knew, and she 
lent me her earrings and she was like, “Go put makeup on.” I say to 
this day, I think he could have done so much more to prepare me. And 
he said, “I haven’t lived there for years and years and years, I didn’t 
know either!”  But his sister knew. And she was the only one, his sister
and a Nigerian female friend gave me some advice in terms of, “Well, 
you are expected to do this, do that, you are expected to address that.”
The women knew what was expected of a daughter-in-law.  But I had 
no idea. [Christine, P9] 

Although her husband did not act as a cultural translator in the above 

example, she was able to rely on her sister-in-law and a female friend to 

function in this capacity and guide her through various cross-cultural 

currents while in Nigeria.

Daniel and Katherine observed that in their household, Daniel felt 

distressed in his capacity as cultural translator because he interpreted his 

parents’ indirect style of communication within the Japanese cultural context, 

whereas his wife did not: 

It is really difficult to be the interpreter of the indirect [style of 
communication], where harmony is such a value.  Often, I will think, 
“They really are unhappy,” and then I am really uncomfortable.
[Daniel, P10]

Yeah, you feel it more. I miss a lot of the indirect stuff, it goes right by 
me. [Katherine, P10]
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Cultural Mediators 

In the second example of cultural liaisons in culturally diverse families, 

some participants acted as cultural mediators to facilitate the interaction with 

their respective families.  For example: 

I have to act as a cultural mediator in a way between our two families. 
Yes, that is it exactly. It’s always a very sensitive issue and I don’t think 
we have any rules about it. [Ola, P9] 

Similarly, Julia and Jackie saw their spouses as cultural intermediaries: 

Well, sometimes [my husband] is in the middle. I mean, [his family] 
come for fairly long periods of time that would get on anyone’s nerves, 
but since I am the daughter-in-law, it is harder for me to say things to 
them, like “Back Off!”  I think Gerik probably gets put into the middle
even though he would rather be on the sidelines, but they are his 
parents and obviously he is more familiar with their expectations.
[Julia, P13]

[My mother-in-law] complained to my husband and he came to me.
She didn’t say a word to me.  At the time, she just said, “Oh, okay.”  I 
didn’t even know that I had offended her.  [My husband] is the 
intermediary. [Jackie, P3] 

In the preceding example, Jackie had violated a cultural norm of food 

preparation and serving when she offered her mother-in-law leftovers that 

would otherwise be served to the family dog, and she learned of her trans-

gression only through her husband who functioned as a cultural mediator. 

In other cases, cultural mediators emerged from outside of the relation-

ship to facilitate cultural reconciliation.  Jackie and Christine recounted:

My stepmom and my dad wanted to make an effort to try to help me to 
make it better [with the future in-laws].  My parents decided to try to 
get together with his parents so they could meet each other, just to see 
how it would go, just to see if they could intervene a little bit.  Then at 
one point, his parents and my parents went off to this other room, and 
they sat and talked and talked and talked and we were so nervous we 
could hardly stand it!  And Trinh and I just stayed in the other room 
and we just talked and we walked outside and we were so nervous 
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because we didn’t know what was going on.  But for whatever reason, 
after that meeting, they did a one-eighty degree turn.  I don’t know if it 
was because they saw that my stepmom was Filipino and that I was
not completely oblivious to Asian culture that I had grown up with it 
for the last ten years.  Or if it was my parents just seemed to win them 
over.  I don’t know what it was, but they did a one-eighty and they 
decided to come to the wedding.  And they did. [Jackie, P3] 

Ola always told me that if we have difficulties in our relationship, 
someone in his family will sit us down and talk to us. I never could 
have gone outside or to a third party, it would have been someone in 
the family to talk to us and sort us out.  And I’m like, “You think I’m 
listening to some stranger I have never met in my life!” And, it was so 
weird to me, that we would talk with someone else about our personal 
matters. [Christine, P9]

Although Jackie perceived her parents’ intervention as a beneficial 

bridge for cultural cleavages with her future in-laws, Christine was not 

enthusiastic about the potential of non-family cultural mediators becoming 

involved in interpersonal conflicts with her spouse.  In the latter case, the role 

of prospective cultural mediators in her husband’s culture was incongruent 

with the privacy norms in Christine’s culture.

Sub-theme 3:  Reconciliation of Divergent Traditions and Rituals 

In addition to the different strategies used to negotiate divergent 

cultural norms and rules, culturally diverse families demonstrated various 

means of accommodating different cultural traditions and rituals that were 

observed in their respective families.  Three general strategies of 

accommodation emerged from the interviews:  compromise (each concedes a 

preferred outcome for a mutually agreeable solution), integration (blending

complementary traditions for a mutually preferred outcome), and relinquish-

ment (one or both partners abandon traditions completely) . 
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Compromise Strategy of Accommodation 

A compromise strategy of accommodation was employed by 

participants when the cultural traditions of their respective families were 

perceived as mutually exclusive events, and thus the traditions had to be 

observed through separation, alternation, or negotiated resolution.  Often, 

cultural traditions surrounding weddings were inconsistent between families,

which resulted in a strategy of compromise accommodation.  For many 

intercultural couples, the wedding ceremony was a celebration of individuals

from disparate cultural backgrounds united through marriage.  However, for 

Beni and Solomon, the perceived incompatibility of their cultural and 

religious traditions directed them to separate wedding ceremonies according 

to the traditions of each of their families, as well as an earlier civil ceremony 

to prevent either family from being alienated.  Beni and Solomon recounted: 

We had a civil ceremony months in advance.  It was two months before 
[the celebration], and then we had separate wedding ceremonies as a 
compromise to both sides.  Nobody wanted to mix… Nigerian culture 
like ours is so Christian and his [culture] is so Jewish, they would have 
been insulted.  The cultures don’t really mesh, so the families were 
okay with separate ceremonies. They were fine with it. [Beni, P8] 

As long as they got their [traditional ceremony], they both got what
they wanted.  And neither of those ceremonies were the real one.  We 
planned it specifically like that so that neither one would be the first.
[Solomon, P8] 

Anya concurred that compromise was necessary in her wedding 

ceremony because of incompatible religious and cultural traditions between 

families.  In her example, each family compromised their preferred outcome 

because of mutually exclusive rituals: 

There were a few culture clashes with the wedding. We did an Indian 
Catholic ceremony, but the night before we also do this huge Indian 
ceremony.  And here [in the U.S.], the night before is traditionally 
something that the husband’s family does, like the rehearsal dinner. 
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[My in-laws] wanted to do something of their own and we just wanted
to combine something together.  My parents really wanted to do the 
night before ceremony, so we told them that they could join us or they 
could do something before our ceremony, which they did, but I don’t 
think they were too happy with that.  It’s really hard to compromise 
these types of rituals because everyone is so invested in doing it the
way that is most familiar and meaningful to them... My parents were 
more like, “Let’s not make them mad, let them do what they want.”
But I thought, “It’s my wedding and I want to do it!” I always thought 
I would have that part of the wedding. [Anya, P11] 

Holidays were another area of potential incompatibility between 

culturally diverse family households.  Although Beni had converted to 

Judaism, she was mindful that her family was Christian and she wanted to 

respect their cultural and religious traditions related to the December 

holidays.  Beni and Solomon compromised to observe the holiday traditions 

distinctly in separate households in the extended family: 

We’re planning basically doing the Jewish holidays at home, and then I 
think we are going to go to her parents’ house for Christmas. We’ll try 
to explain it to [our daughter] that her grandparents celebrate it like 
that, and it isn’t worse, just different.  That’s what we will try to do.
[Solomon, P8] 

We’ll do Christmas [at my parents’ house], but we won’t do it here.
There won’t be a Christmas tree here, but there will be one there.  Or 
the experience [of Christmas] will be there. [Beni, P8]

Integration Strategy of Accommodation

Unlike a strategy of accommodation through compromise where both 

families forfeited a preferred outcome in an explicitly or implicitly negotiated 

resolution, a strategy of integration emerged when cultural traditions were 

blended or supplemented.  Generally, this strategy was employed when 

family members conceptualized the diverse cultural traditions and rituals to 

be complementary rather than in opposition.
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One example of an integration strategy was enhancement or additive, 

which was characterized by multiple cultural traditions observed as distinct 

but not incompatible rituals within a household.  Many participants 

referenced this version of holiday cultural integration:

It is so cool, because we have embraced all of it...Ramadan, Persian 
New Year, and the kids think that is the best time ever. There is a huge 
Persian celebration in Irvine. We get to all share in it and I love it… I 
was so culturally isolated growing up in Colorado. [Lucia, P15] 

Gerik and I are both pretty flexible and mellow and we plan to 
incorporate some of the different cultural traditions and artifacts 
around the holidays. So we will celebrate both Christmas and Chinese 
New Year. [Julia, P13] 

Holidays are completely different.  For example, in Spain, they 
celebrate the Three Wise Men in January...This is where the children
get presents because it was the Three Wise Men that brought the gifts.
We celebrate both Christmas and the Three Wise Men so our kids think 
it is great, two opportunities to get gifts!  We celebrate both to give
them an understanding of both traditions, but they just know that they 
get gifts on Christmas and in January. [Marie, P2] 

Your culture dictates the traditions which are there that you observe.
And I think where the culture comes in with the parenting influence is 
what the traditions we use.  For example, do you observe Hanukah or 
Diwali, or all of those different times of year where you do different 
things.  And for a multicultural family in a way it is a lot of fun because 
we get to observe everything and, hey, more festivals! Especially when 
there are presents involved and nice food and candy! For the kids, it is 
like heaven! [Ola, P9] 

Other participants noted that although there was compromise with 

religious-oriented holidays, secular cultural traditions could be accommo-

dated with a strategy of integration. Beni felt that it was important to 

acknowledge the dual cultural heritages of her daughter: 

I think we’ll celebrate [Nigerian] Independence Day, I think it is 
October.  I don’t remember, but we’ll do that because we do July 4th

here, and all of the traditional American holidays like Memorial Day, 
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Labor Day, Veteran’s Day.  Someone made me a baby cap with a 
Nigerian flag on it...that will be neat to celebrate with her. [Beni, P8]

Another example of additive integration observed through the 

extended family was cited by Lucia.  She noted that her Persian Muslim in-

laws recognized her family’s Christian holiday traditions and rituals: 

Even [my father-in-law’s] wife who was also raised Muslim, she will be 
like, “Come over for Christmas Eve and exchange gifts with the kids.” 
So they have adapted to it because it is part of American culture and 
they know it is important to the grandchildren. They just figure it is 
more of an American cultural holiday rather than a religious one. And 
Ramadan also, it is a trade-off. We celebrate it as a means of a cultural 
aspect rather than a religious one. [Lucia, P15]

Lucia and her family were able to negotiate an integrated celebration of 

Christian and Muslim holidays because they emphasized the secular 

components which were perceived as compatible.

Other participants described a hybrid blending of traditions, wherein 

they celebrated both traditions simultaneously within the household to create 

a somewhat distinct new tradition.  Samantha, Sandra, and Samuel gave 

examples of cultural hybrids in their families: 

 [My step-daughter] was being raised in Spain, so she had the Three 
Kings in January, and that’s when the presents are, not on Christmas. 
Although American influence is changing that in Spain, but 
nevertheless, in Spain there is a certain day when the ship with the 
Three Kings comes in the Mediterranean, into Barcelona, and the Three 
Kings get off the ship. They do a whole radio broadcast about the 
updates of these Three Kings.  So I invented our own Three Kings, and 
I do it differently than they do it in Spain.  What I started with Raquel 
was on the 6th of January, she got one present from each of the Three 
Kings. So we still had our big Christmas on [December] 25th and all my 
family’s traditions—getting up early in the morning, opening the 
presents, we have a late afternoon meal, play with the toys, etc. The 
whole thing... She gets a special tradition and it is good after the after-
Christmas let down and she still has the Three Kings. It is a hassle 
because a lot of times it is on a school day so I have to get her up 
early...because they come at night so there are the three presents. In 
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Spain, it wouldn’t be three, there would be tons. That is the big holiday 
that would be the day that all the family gets together.  So we just sort 
of adapt it to here... Where she really cleans up is when she loses a 
tooth. Because Spain has the little mouse where you get presents and 
here in the U.S., the tooth fairy gives money, so she gets both!
[Samantha, P12] 

Christmas is really a blend between Peruvian and American cultures.
We have a Christmas party here most of the time for my husband’s 
family and the following day we do my family.  So Christmas Eve we 
do with his extended family, 40-50 people, potluck, which is nice.  That 
is the difference between my country and here.  In my country, you 
throw the party and you have to cook the food, no potluck.  We 
celebrate with Peruvian food, but it’s more like a family get-together, 
not a big religious event that we would have in Peru with mass and all 
the emphasis on religion. [Sandra, P7] 

We blend both [of the holidays]…Well, Christmas we don’t advertise it 
to her side of the family.  That’s not to say that we avoid it, we just 
don’t make a big deal of it. We don’t do Ramadan, we don’t fast, we 
don’t pray, but we celebrate the Persian New Year, to keep the 
tradition, the same way we do Christmas.  Now New Year is not a 
religious holiday, it is a secular holiday.  Because it is the New Year, in 
fact it is not done on the lunar calendar, as the Arabic New Year would 
be.  It is done on the Persian, Zoroastrian calendar which is, well, it 
starts on the first day of spring.  We celebrate it in a way.  We put up a 
haft seen which is the seven S’s.  And you have a seed, which is an 
apple, and anyway, in Farsi, all of these things begin with an S.  It’s just 
a tradition.  You put sumac on there I think, you have a gold fish, you 
have some kind of fruit, you have the Koran, you have candles.  And 
there are other things, like a mirror, that don’t begin with S, that 
decorate it.  You put it on a table like this, put a cloth over it and it’s
not something you pray to or anything, it’s just...they adapted it from 
their, what they would call Pagan, the Zoroastrian stuff, into their 
Muslim culture.  And we have adapted it into ours. [Samuel, P4] 

These examples represented integrated, hybrid forms of combined aspects of 

several cultures to create new traditions for culturally diverse families. 
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Relinquishment Strategy of Accommodation

A final strategy to accommodate diverse cultural traditions embodied 

by participants in this study was one of cultural relinquishment.  For some, 

the relinquishment of cultural traditions occurred because of a preference to 

assimilate to a dominant culture.  Jackie provided this example: 

Our traditions are somewhat Americanized now.  For example, at our 
wedding Trinh just wanted a simple Americanized wedding and I said 
okay.  But I had wanted to incorporate some Vietnamese culture 
traditions and some Filipino traditions since my stepmom is Filipino 
and I had a lot of my Filipino relatives there because they were living 
[nearby].  So, I wanted to incorporate a lot of these traditions into the 
ceremony but he wanted a simple ceremony so that is what we did.  A 
simple, Americanized wedding. [Jackie, P3] 

Other participants abandoned cultural traditions in their household to 

create new traditions separate and distinct from their respective families of 

origin.  For example, Samantha summarized the ways in which she and her 

husband transitioned to different holiday traditions when they were 

newlyweds, before having children: 

Antonio hadn’t shown any interest. He hates all holidays. As far as he 
is concerned, the one time it would be okay to go to McDonalds would 
be for Christmas dinner!  Antonio had thought to visit his family 
before the holidays, so [the two of us] had planned to meet on the 23rd

or 24th of December in New York City. So, I flew from California and he 
flew from Madrid. Anyhow, we had the BEST Christmas. We stayed 
with some friends of ours who were Jewish so it was great because 
there was no Christmas thing to worry about...Christmas morning we 
went to a Jewish deli for breakfast, they left to go off somewhere, and 
Antonio and I had the rest of the time to ourselves. We went to a 
Chinese restaurant for Christmas dinner…it was great. [Samantha, P12] 

Samantha insinuated that before they had children it was less important if 

they relinquished cultural traditions because they were relatively less 

invested.  However, once she had a daughter, she felt compelled to transmit 

the dual heritage traditions to her.
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Finally, Zinzi concluded that relinquishment of her husband’s 

traditions was an equitable solution to the inherent asymmetry in their past 

holiday observations: 

And for Christmas, I told him I don’t want to spend Christmas with 
any of his family! We are going to have our own celebration, or maybe
go somewhere else and use it as a vacation and have Christmas there.
And the reason I decided that was because their Christmas is more a 
focus on gifts and “What am I getting, what are you getting me?” And 
I was just really stressed last year, really stressed.  For me, Christmas is 
not about “What are you getting, what am I getting?”  It is just being
together... We have our own family, and we are going to start our own 
traditions. And I think they took me for granted, always being there 
every Christmas and they forget that I have a family, too. [Zinzi, P14]

Zinzi’s emphasis on the creation of new traditions evolved from her 

frustration of her non-voluntary relinquishment of her cultural traditions and 

rituals based on immigration and marriage within a different culture.  She 

later noted that this preference required on-going negotiation.

The various strategies utilized by culturally diverse families to 

negotiate different rules, norms, and traditions facilitated the creation of 

unique family systems among participants in this study.  The final section of 

this chapter considers the perceptions of these intercultural couples regarding 

the benefits and challenges facing their children and subsequent generations.

Theme 4:  Perceptions of the Next Generation 

Although the research questions in this study focused on intercultural 

couples and their experiences in parenting and negotiating cultural diversity 

within families, the reflexive interview style elicited narratives about the 

participants’ perceptions of concerns and opportunities for their children, the 

fourth theme of this chapter.  Through discussions of cultural context and 

cultural identity, cross-cultural challenges and cleavages, and the negotiation 

of cultural difference in parenthood and families, a consistent theme emerged 
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across interviews about the ramifications of these effects on their children.

For many participants, the perceived adverse and affirmative outcomes for 

their children of their intra-family cultural diversity were a significant 

impetus for wanting to share their stories. 

Sub-theme 1:  Concerns for Intercultural Children

Throughout the interviews, participants acknowledged various 

concerns about the actual or anticipated experiences of their intercultural

children.  Some of these concerns reflected the experience of parents such as 

identity incongruence, outsider status, cultural dissonance, and other cross-

cultural cleavages.  Additional sub-themes emerged that were explicitly 

identified as concerns and challenges for the children of intercultural couples 

included lack of access to grandparents and the extended family, language 

retention, identity obfuscation, and cultural chauvinism. 

Access to Extended Family

The lack of geographical proximity of extended families was 

characteristic of many intercultural couples in this study.  As a consequence, 

their children had minimal or abbreviated contact with at least one set of 

grandparents.  As Julia observed about her husband’s parents in Poland:

It’s hard to be a grandparent from 10,000 miles away... But I think it is 
so important to them [to be a part of their granddaughter’s life] 
because she is growing up in the United States and will have all of the 
American influences on a daily basis. They want to make sure that she 
understands her European heritage. [Julia, P13]

This perception was punctuated throughout many of the interviews.

For example, when they lived in Spain with their children for a year, Marie 

and José were disappointed with their inability to form deeper relationships

with his extended family.   José attributed this lack of connectedness to his 
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family’s acclimation to daily life without them.  Consequently, José noted 

that, “People learn to live without you. They didn’t need us any longer.”

Similarly, Monique described her estrangement from her family in 

Bermuda and Haiti.  She acknowledged that their relationship was difficult to 

reconcile in part due to the physical distance and because everyone adapted 

to restructured family systems. She noted:

There was a general loyalty to my father and once I was living in
another country, everyone just sort of adjusted to things.  It was easier 
for me to stay out of the picture since I was living in the U.S. already 
and everyone else lived together. But I do think things would have 
been different if I was still living there. [Monique, P1] 

Other participants acknowledged that despite close connections 

between parents and grandparents, international or travel barriers prevented 

grandchildren from maintaining a similar close relationship.  Samuel earlier 

detailed the reality of his daughter’s inability to form relationships with her 

maternal grandparents due to severe travel restrictions and lack of diplomatic

representation between the United States and Iran.  Likewise, Christine and 

Ola emphasized the general disconnection with both of their families because 

of the geographical distance between three continents.  Zinzi also was 

dismayed that because of the physical distance between the United States and 

Central Africa, her three-year-old daughter was missing out on relationships 

and having a social connection with her maternal extended family:

What is really missing is that my parents haven’t yet seen [our 
daughter].  They haven’t been out since she was born, and that is 
difficult.  In the Congo, she is missing out on friends and family. Like 
having a lot of family, being close to family members and friends and 
just a social environment [such as] having aunts, uncles, cousins, 
nephews, even though they might not be blood related. Because if I
were in the Congo, probably I would live in Kinshasa and I don’t have 
many family members living there. But I have very close friends and 
people from the same tribe who would be like aunts, uncles, cousins,
nephews. So she would have that involvement, the experience of being 
in a BIG family. [Zinzi, P14] 
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 Language Retention

In the absence of regular immersion with extended family, participants 

noted how difficult it was to transmit a second language to their children

when they were the only fluent speakers in the household.  For example: 

I want [my daughter] to learn French because I speak French. The thing 
is, it is really difficult for me because I really have to be motivated 
because all I do is speak English and I don’t have family close by, and 
so my natural instinct when I go home is to speak English. I think I 
don’t have the discipline because I haven’t done that. My husband only 
speaks English as well, so that is another factor and it would be very 
difficult for me to be the only one speaking to her in another language.
[Zinzi, P14] 

Well, I would like for [my children] to understand my language, Igbo. 
Even if they can’t speak it, at least understand it...knowing that it is 
going to be difficult. I mean, the kind of job that I do, I work 12-15 hour 
days. I work in investment banking, I leave home by 6 a.m. and I come 
home by 7 or 8 p.m.  So I only get to put them to bed when I am lucky. 
So in that respect, the only influence I have over [their language] is on 
weekends. [Ola, P9] 

[My son] forgot Russian because my husband asked us to speak 
English because he couldn’t understand Russian. I started speaking 
English and then my son forgot his language... I just feel bad that my 
son forgot Russian because he was seven years old and he could read, 
he could write, he wrote stories [in Russian]. [Anastasia, P6] 

Other participants noted that even when children were raised 

bilingual, it was difficult to maintain the language with the competing 

influences of peers, school, and media in an English-dominated society.

Sandra, Samantha, Marie, and José explained: 

When [my son] was little, he learned to speak two languages at the 
same time when he was one years old.  He learned to speak English 
and Spanish in parallel because I would speak to him in Spanish only.
I wanted to raise him, both of [the children], bilingual…He was fully 
bilingual by the time he was two, and by two-and-a-half he wouldn’t 
mix the words.  He would speak to me in Spanish and turn around and 
speak to his father in English.  But then when he went to pre-school, he 
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told me that he didn’t need it anymore.  And he knew that I spoke 
both, and he wanted me to speak English.  Then his sister came along
and of course...he would only speak English to her. [Sandra, P7] 

My biggest concern was then as it is now, that she be able to read and 
write in another language, because most of my students who are 
bilingual heritage speakers in Spanish can’t read and write... I had very 
strong thoughts, and I knew from experience that it is very hard to 
maintain a language, just one generation, even if I were a native 
Spanish speaker and if Antonio and I only spoke Spanish, and even if 
Raquel only spoke Spanish until she started school. We have friends in 
that situation where they aren’t in child care and Spanish is the only
language. Well, the minute they start school, the Spanish starts to fade 
and what you end up having in the very first generation are the kids 
understanding what you say and they respond in English. And that is 
pretty universal. And it takes a tremendous effort. So I was very 
determined that we weren’t going to be two Spanish professors with a 
daughter who couldn’t answer us back in Spanish. [Samantha, P12] 

As the children are getting older, they have more language influences 
coming from the outside.  For example when they go on the computer, 
they do it in English. The computer games [are in English], and they e-
mail in English. And when the two of them are together on the 
computer, they speak in English. And when they are fighting, they 
will do it in English and we will just say, “Stop speaking English!” And 
they do, but it takes a tremendous amount of monitoring. [Marie, P2] 

We have to keep reminding them [to use correct Spanish grammar] 
because one of the things they do is the [language blending] and it is 
bad, bad, bad.  And when we get it, and we have time to talk about it, 
we say, “No, what is that thing that you are telling me?”  They’ll say an 
English word with a Spanish termination. Like roofa or quiero pretend.
And I will say, “What is this pretend? Isn’t there a word in Spanish for 
pretend?”  And then they’ll say it in Spanish or sometimes they will say, 
“I don’t know how to say it.” [José, P2]

Marie further elaborated about the phenomenon of language blending: 

It’s not even laziness, it is easiness. It is facility of communication. You 
know people communicate the easiest way, the most direct way 
possible. And pretend comes to them faster than finquiche. We don’t use 
that a lot. That’s interesting, there are a lot of words that you don’t use 
much in Spanish but you use a lot in English. They just use the Spanish 
syntax with an English word. For example, the complicated 
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construction of the tenses, the double past perfect conjunctive...that is 
very complicated to do in combination with the past conditional. It is 
very complicated, and they don’t have it very much. And every time I 
hear it, I repeat it correctly for them. Rosa says, “Whatever,” and 
Ramon repeats it. He is more of the linguist. [Marie, P2] 

 Identity Obfuscation

Identity issues emerged throughout the interviews as a source of 

incongruence, discrepant status, and exogenous labeling.  Multiple 

participants cited potential identity confusion as a primary concern for their 

children, most frequently for couples from different racial backgrounds.

But [our daughter] will be confused in lots of ways. I think first of all, 
she will be two different races, [and] I think that will be a source of 
confusion for her. [Solomon, P8] 

Beni elaborated that it was their responsibility as parents to provide the 

context for her to understand her heritage: 

It will be confusing, but at the same time, as long as we don’t put the 
burden on her to make sense of [her dual heritage] or have her make 
people feel comfortable.  We will have to teach her that she is of both 
and that she shouldn’t have to choose. [Beni, P8]

Christine was concerned, as a white mother of children who were 

socially identified as African American, that she would be ill-equipped to 

navigate their racial experiences or confusion: 

I am very concerned about how I can handle the race issue.  When 
Xander comes to me with questions about, “Am I white or am I 
brown?” or “Daddy is black, Xander is brown,” I wonder what he is 
thinking, how does he feel, what can I do? I try to answer his questions 
and there is this balance between over-emphasizing or under-
emphasizing the race issue. That is the advantage I think that we have 
in that we can take them out of the country and show them different
places where it is not quite like that. [Christine, P9] 

She continued  about her initial hesitations of parenting interracial children 

based on her socio-cultural background in contrast with that of her husband: 
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When [Ola and I] first met, I was like I wouldn’t want to have mixed 
children because my experience with my friends in England was that 
they had a pretty rough time of it.  Being teased at school, they were 
the only ones, and they all had major hang-ups about it as young 
adults. [Ola’s] experience was, “What’s your problem? Everyone I 
know is really happy, well-adjusted.”  And so he was always like, 
that’s not a problem, they can go to Nigeria and they will be treated 
like royalty. So, I guess we hope that will be the case and that there will 
be a balance. [Christine, P9] 

Although the narratives of interracial couples were the most prominent 

to articulate identity confusion as potential challenges for their children, 

Marie observed that this dynamic confronted her racially homogenous

children as well: 

My daughter has said that she is from both cultures, but in a way she is 
of neither. And I don’t know if that is ever going to haunt them. I 
suppose they could always just reject one. [Marie, P2] 

 Cultural Chauvinism

Identity concerns for children were recognized as a challenge by 

multiple participants because of external exogenous labeling and racial 

discourses in the United States.  The perception of both overt and invisible 

cultural chauvinism is pervasive in many communities.  As a result, many 

families made residential decisions based on this characteristic, in an effort to 

provide less hostile or discriminatory social situations for their children. Lucia 

and Christine noted that their decision to live in culturally diverse neighbor-

hoods was at the expense of geographical proximity to grandparents:

Even though I have this enormous, very close-knit family back in 
Colorado, it was my kind of compromise that I didn’t want my 
children to be culturally illiterate. I want them to be exposed to 
different cultures. So, here there is an amazing number of Persians. So 
my son [and] my daughter both have friends that are Persian, they 
have that affinity with their friends... For them, cultural difference is 
interesting and not different. Here, my children don’t feel different or 
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weird, but I think they would in other more homogenous areas. I think 
that would be a strain on them in [the Midwest]. In Southern 
California, they feel at home because it is so diverse. [Lucia, P15] 

I would be really hesitant to move anywhere else because I think we 
are in a really exceptional [multicultural] environment and so close to 
New York City.  What worries me about going back to [my hometown 
in] England is that I can’t think of where we would live outside of a 
city where there would be as good of an environment for the kids in 
terms of it being racially mixed or even the fact that they are mixed not 
being an issue. England is so much smaller and the whole race thing is 
not that great in England despite what everyone says. Especially 
outside of the big cities and I’m not that keen to go back to London... I 
was living on the South Coast before moving to the United States and 
there is no way I would want to raise a mixed family there because of 
being different and people notice.  I had a couple of mixed race friends 
growing up and both of them said they were the only people in their 
school and just the whole effects on their self esteem and self 
confidence. I mean, it may be different these days, but I don’t think it is 
that different to be honest. Not the Southwest or the South of 
[England]. Especially in comparison to where we live now in the 
United States. [Christine, P9] 

Lucia and Christine felt fortunate to live in culturally diverse 

communities, but others noted that raising children in homogenous or non-

diverse communities amplified their resolve to seek residential alternatives.

Interestingly, the same community that Lucia identified as culturally diverse 

was deemed the opposite by Solomon and Beni, who were raised in Montréal 

and Northern California: 

The conservatism and lack of intercultural families is one reason we 
were thinking that we might not want to raise our kids here [in 
Southern California]... maybe where [intercultural families] are a little 
more common like Montréal or San Francisco. [Solomon, P8] 

Other participants in the South and the Midwest concurred with the need to 

relocate to a different environment: 

We don’t feel that it is very diverse here [in the South]. And so our 
main thing is for her to go to a [culturally] diverse school.  That is very 
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important to us. In most schools she will either be the minority or it 
will be either 80% white or 80% black.  It is rare to find a school that is 
integrated, because it is pretty segregated still, and I don’t want to raise
her in that type of environment. [Zinzi, P14]

I don’t want to raise Suria in [the Midwest] because it is so intolerant, 
and not open to difference.  The people are superficially friendly, but 
we are never invited over to anyone’s house, for example. [Samuel, P4] 

Samuel alluded to the lack of hospitality towards them in their 

community as an example of discrimination and their outsider status.  Jackie,

Beni, Solomon, and Christine explicitly acknowledged the impact of racism on 

their children as an ongoing concern that would persist through adulthood.

Jackie asserted that this was an inevitable outcome for multiracial children: 

And I mean, look at my children—they have Asian eyes with blond 
hair!   You know, anybody is going to see that there is a mix there, and 
I’ll just have to teach my children that you love other people for who 
they are.  For their insides, not for what they look like.  And, you 
know, that may be a challenge at times, and they may feel the brunt of 
some prejudices, but you just have to learn to deal with that.  That’s
part of life, and that is part of the risk of choosing to marry into a 
mixed family. [Jackie, P3] 

Other participants focused on the means by which they could best 

equip their children to respond to discriminatory attitudes and behaviors.

The perspectives of Beni and Solomon illuminated the ways in which 

discrepant racial experiences between partners could result in different 

approaches to remediate racist confrontations: 

[My daughter] will have a whole different set [of issues with racism] 
than I had.  It will be different.  I think basically with me I would just 
tell her how to deal with people because I think that is what I grew up 
learning, just how to deal with people.  Like if they stay out of a certain 
boundary with you, that’s fine. If they say something to you, say 
something back to them.  Not trying to instigate, but if they are 
outwardly rude to you, you could be like, “That’s really rude of you.”
People are usually shocked if you say something like that to them, 
because they think you are going to curse at them.  I’ll just teach her to 
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be smart about it, not to be scared of people.  I mean, there will be 
people who will say certain things, someone who is very prejudiced, 
and she will have to learn that those people aren’t very intelligent or 
tolerant. [Beni, P8]

Her husband continued with a different perspective: 

I think if we can teach her to focus on her actions, in terms of being a 
good person, hoping that if people can see that, then they won’t have 
these racial, you know…issues.  You should feel sorry for them.
[Solomon, P8] 

Finally, Christine also acknowledged the complicated interplay of race, 

social assumptions, and appropriate response.

When I took Xander for speech therapy, the specialist said, “Well, he’s 
a black child so people will just assume he is stupid.”  And I was like, 
“Oh my god, really, they would think that?” [Christine, P9] 

Through her exposure to repeated social assumptions about her children 

based on race, over time Christine developed a new frame of reference related 

to her heightened racial awareness and sensitivity to race as a causation of 

discriminatory or exclusionary actions.

Sub-theme 2:  Opportunities for Intercultural Children

As with the range of concerns for their children, intercultural parents 

emphasized throughout their interviews the many ways in which they 

perceived innumerable benefits, opportunities, and privilege for their 

children associated with being raised in a culturally diverse family.  These 

opportunities include a sense of cultural belonging, increased cultural

literacy, culturally adaptability, and heightened cultural empathy.

Cultural Belonging

Several participants articulated the advantages conferred upon their

children for their dual heritage status that frequently conveyed a sense of 
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connectedness for the children. Anya emphasized her daughter’s 

Indian/white dual heritage as an opportunity for her daughter Anju to gain 

access to the cultures of both parents: 

Anju has both [cultures], so maybe she won’t feel as isolated as I was 
when I was growing up. She’s got a little bit of both. She has cultural 
heritage with me, but she is also half white so she is part of the 
dominant society here too. She’ll get a little bit of my culture as well as 
Chad’s. Hopefully it will be the best of both worlds. [Anya, P11] 

Whereas Anya focused on her daughter’s Indian cultural heritage and her 

access to the dominant culture through her paternal lineage, Samuel noted 

that his daughter benefited as a child of an intercultural union because she 

could equally integrate into either culture: 

She has benefited in other ways…well, she fits in more; she doesn’t 
have two extremes as much as she would have if she had been a 
“purebred,” if you will, on either side.  She is Anglo-Persian, Persian-
Anglo, however you want to call it. [Samuel, P4] 

The ability to have a dual sense of cultural belonging with two distinct 

communities was a common theme for most intercultural parents.  However, 

Ola viewed the sense of cultural belonging as most important at the familial 

level.  For Ola, regardless of how society viewed his children, the expanded 

identity bestowed on his children from families on two different continents

was of paramount importance: 

Identity issues are the biggest problem here. white kids or black kids... 
right? So I am thinking, as long as [my children] see where they come 
from. They can go to England and see my wife’s extended family.
They can go to Nigeria and see my extended family.  And [they will] 
see that they are loved and wanted by both sets and nobody looks at 
them or asks them or makes any reference.  They feel like a person, 
without having to relate it to anything.  I would feel that would be 
successful. [Ola, P9] 
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Another aspect of cultural belonging for children that was noted by 

participants was a feeling of connectedness to more than one sociocultural 

heritage.  Lucia observed that her children inherited an ability to connect with 

others based on their diverse cultural background.  For example: 

I think the beauty of it is, especially here in Southern California, when
they meet somebody who is Persian or Muslim or Middle Eastern, they 
feel an affinity. Or if they meet someone who is Mexican or Latin 
American, they feel an affinity. It breaks down barriers; they have all of 
these multiple levels of connections, as opposed to just one... And I 
notice [with] my son, his long-term friends are very diverse: one is 
Persian, one is Mexican and Puerto Rican, and a Japanese friend. I 
think they seek friends who are culturally diverse. They have this 
multicultural point of view. [Lucia, P15] 

Lucia attributed her son’s culturally diverse friendships and frame of 

reference to his multicultural heritage.  In addition to a general sense of 

connection, she perceived that his heritage gave him access to “multiple levels 

of connections” that would otherwise not be accessible to him. 

Additionally, Julia noted that her daughter gained cultural access 

through her diverse sets of grandparents, which connected her to different 

cultural groups and diversity throughout California.  She affirmed: 

I think it is tremendously valuable for her to have grandparents that 
are so different from one another. She will have direct exposure to two 
different cultures, to two different ways of doing things, and food and 
customs and traditions and things like that. I think she is really lucky 
in that sense, especially since everyone gets along really well. I could 
see her spending part of the summer with grandparents in the Bay 
Area, getting exposure to the Chinese immigrant community, and then 
part of the summer in Poland, [to] experience life in Europe with those 
grandparents. But, in the end, she is going to be a typical American, 
meaning she will hopefully have lots of friends that have different
cultural backgrounds and I don’t think there will be anything unusual 
about her background. [Julia, P13]
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Ola recognized that his children were connected to three distinct 

cultures:  his Nigerian culture, his wife’s British culture, and the American

culture of their residence.  He acknowledged that although their primary 

enculturation was to the American culture, they retained access to the 

parental cultures: 

Well, they have access to three cultures. They are very American, 
because this is all they know. This is their basic frame of reference and 
everything else is extra or additional. So, we just hope that they take 
the positives from everything. [Ola, P9] 

Cultural Literacy

In addition to the benefits of a dual heritage and a sense of connection 

associated with children of intercultural parents, participants accentuated the

opportunities to convey a level of cultural literacy to their children through 

direct exposure to more than one culture.  In this study, parents identified an 

expanded worldview and multilingualism as the most dominant aspects of 

cultural literacy benefiting their children.  The experience of living in or 

visiting another country was cited by some parents as a mechanism for 

children to gain exposure to alternative worldviews.  As Shana predicted, and 

Christine and Sandra recalled, there were intangible benefits to their children 

from their travels to different countries to visit grandparents: 

I think [my son’s] whole world will just blossom to be removed from 
[the United States] to live in Uruguay.  I just think there is only good to 
come out of it. [Shana, P5] 

[Our children] can see that the world is not just the United States.  They 
have a broader frame of reference, more open minded.  They have seen 
it, traveling to Peru.  They are more interested in the world, what’s 
happening outside of the United States or why the government is 
running things they way they are.  They criticize things.  The 
distribution of wealth here is just so unfair, like it is in my country.  I 
used to think that this was a predominantly middle class country.  But 
the distribution of wealth here, some people make so much money
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they don’t know what to do with it.  And for a country with so much 
wealth, it is hard to understand. So we talk about these things and it 
gives them social conscience. That’s what [traveling overseas] brings to 
them. And hopefully it won’t be something that they leave at home.
[Sandra, P7]

I feel that [the children] have benefited in different approaches... 
Certainly they have benefited in terms of us traveling and being 
exposed to both of our families. They have visited Europe several 
times and Nigeria.  So they have exposure to different ways of life, 
which we both think is beneficial and hopefully when they grow up 
they will have benefited from that. [Christine, P9]

Christine further elaborated as to how an expanded worldview and cultural 

awareness would benefit her children in school: 

The whole approach to education [at their school] is through 
geography… [as a] unifying theme. So they study a different continent 
every year and they approach all of the different subject areas through 
that particular methodology. And I thought that would be great for my 
kids because they have actually been to other places and they could 
hopefully talk about the fact that Mommy and Daddy are from 
different continents, and we live on another continent.  So I guess in 
that way, I feel it is beneficial for them. [Christine, P9]

Other families, who have not yet had the opportunity to travel to their 

countries of origin, also recognized that their children developed a sense of 

cultural literacy and appreciation through their parents.  Zinzi considered the 

ways in which her daughter has been exposed to her African cultural 

heritages within the United States:

[My daughter] has been exposed at an early age to different cultures 
and understanding that there is diversity, that there is not just one way 
of thinking, of doing things.  For example, yesterday we were watching
public television and they had an African concert, an African orchestra 
performing and we were all watching it and my daughter said, 
“Mommy, is that from Africa?” And I said, “Yes, that is where Mommy 
is from, Africa.” And she said, “I love Africa.”  So she already knows 
that there are differences, and I have different music and different 
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dances and so we will dance to the different music. We even have some 
Indian music and she likes that. [Zinzi, P14] 

Another positive aspect of gaining an expanded worldview identified 

by participants was the ability for children to understand alternative

approaches and frames of reference.  Daniel recognized the ways in which he

and his wife transmitted their worldview and sense of cultural relativity 

through parenting: 

Being exposed to another culture...you just question the way you have 
always done things. And you think, “Maybe this isn’t the best value, 
maybe I should try to be more like that.”  I think it has made both of us 
have to grow in ways that we wouldn’t have. And so, I think [and] I 
hope our children are getting that too. I hope there are things they see 
at church that make them think, “Well, maybe that’s different than the 
way kids act at school.”  And maybe they can look at these different 
choices and pick the best one instead of doing what has always been 
done. [Daniel, P10] 

Finally, most participants identified multilingualism as a significant 

aspect of cultural literacy for their children.  For example: 

I want her to speak as many languages as possible. Trilingual or more... 
French, Chinese, Japanese, in addition to Spanish, but she seems 
reluctant to it.  But I would like for her to speak as many languages as 
possible. [Antonio, P12] 

[All of our children] know songs in Persian and they know a lot of 
Farsi words because my husband speaks it [and he] wants his children
to have at least a rudimentary understanding of it.  Even [three-year-
old] Olivia can say little rhymes in Persian. [Lucia, P15] 

We will send her to Chinese language classes when she gets a little
older so she can develop some language skills. [Our city] has a pretty 
large Chinese community and places like the Chinese Cultural Center 
where she can maintain the language outside of school. [Julia, P13] 

I want her to know our language, Malayalam, a little bit.  So I have 
been teaching her numbers and letters and a few words here and there. 
I see that there is a lot of programming now for kids that do English 
and Spanish so she is definitely picking up the Spanish, so I am trying 
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to get her pick up our language too.  And I want her to know more 
than I do.  At least get the pronunciations at this age.  So I want my
parents to talk to her that way and she has some [music] that I try to 
make her listen to. I took her to India last year, [and] I was really 
happy that she got along there and it seemed like she understood a lot 
of the stuff that my grandmother was saying. [Anya, P11] 

Cultural Adaptability

The ability to codeswitch, or switch cultural codes according to context, 

was identified as an adaptive strategy to negotiate cultural differences in 

culturally diverse families.  Lucia perceived this as an advantage for children:

[The children] are getting good at learning different rules and applying 
them in different situations because they have to. They have to because 
they have seen it firsthand. They have seen the fireworks even if they 
were pretty young. [Lucia, P15] 

Although the divergent cultural rules and norms between the extended 

families were aspects of cultural conflict for Lucia, she appreciated that the 

exposure to diverse frames of reference and cultural codes were beneficial for 

her children as they gained proficiency in cultural adaptability.  She

continued to elaborate the ways in which they benefited from her own cross-

cultural mishaps:

I think they will be more sensitive. They have seen me struggle with 
some of the cultural cues. Even with our Japanese friends, it’s like, “Oh 
no, I did it again!”  I have to be really aware and pick up things and 
immediately apply it, even if it is the opposite of what I would 
normally do, and that is a learned skill that will serve them well.
[Lucia, P15] 

Other parents emphasized the ways that this cultural flexibility had a 

general transferability to other households and holiday traditions.  Katherine 

and Marie recounted: 

We have friends who are Indian and I remember telling the kids when 
Michael was eating food with his fingers once, and I told him, “Don’t 
eat food with your fingers,” and then I remembered, “unless we are at 
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the Sheth’s house, where they eat with their hands.”  But I think, “Take 
your shoes off, except you don’t have to at this house...where they 
don’t want you to take their shoes off.”  So, maybe there is a flexibility 
that comes in there when they are learning from what the need is of the 
situation they are in. [Katherine, P10]

[Our children] know that the Wise Men don’t come…for everyone, just 
for them, because they are his kids from Spain.  And the Three Wise 
Men come to Mexican families too.  They got that early on. [Marie, P2] 

Christine enunciated a more global perspective about the opportunities

associated with cultural adaptability afforded her children because of their 

membership in a transcontinental, culturally diverse family: 

We are a global family... Our aim would be for our kids to grow up 
being comfortable in any country, and to be able to live and move. 
Because the one thing that I really admire about Ola and his friends 
and the Nigerians that I know who live in Britain or in the States, they 
seem so able to just pick up and start a life wherever they are.  And I 
think they also are very good at networking and keeping in touch with 
each other. As soon as we came here, Ola met five or six people he was 
at school with. And I’m like, “How can you do that?”  We just moved
countries, I knew NOBODY.  And he was immediately connected to 
friends he was at school with! Anywhere in England we would go, he 
would always have a network of people. He has adaptability, and I 
think that is a huge benefit if you can do that.  And I think he is 
modeling that for our children... to experience other cultures and 
choose how they want to live. [Christine, P9]

Cultural Empathy

A final theme identified by study participants as a benefit for their 

children was a heightened cultural awareness and empathy.  The sensitivity 

to and appreciation for cultural differences was valued by parents as an 

interpersonal skill developed in their children because of their experience of 

living in a culturally diverse household.  Daniel noted this general awareness 

in his children: 
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I think [another benefit is] cultural awareness, a valuing of different 
cultures. I don’t know, but if you are from really similar backgrounds 
you probably don’t think about it or talk about it, or HAVE to talk 
about it or think about it as much.  But...we have had discussions with
them about, “You know how at [the predominantly Asian American] 
church, people are kind of like this?” And just to kind of describe 
“cultural difference.”  Most kids probably don’t even have to have that 
discussion. Or if they do, then [they don’t have] the experience of 
living and experiencing different cultures. [Daniel, P10]

Solomon and Beni anticipated such cultural empathy in their daughter 

as well.  Solomon asserted that, “Obviously she will be more open-minded to 

different things” because of her interaction with different sets of grandparents

and exposure to diverse religious and cultural traditions.  Beni elaborated:

She won’t have rigid beliefs about, “This is how all people are,” 
because she will have grandparents that are so different if nothing else. 
And she loves them, but they are very different. I think it will be fun 
for her.  Just because she can go to my parents’ house and experience
this, and go to his parents’ house and experience that. [Beni, P8] 

Marie and José recognized that their children had developed cultural 

empathy with their friends who observe different holiday traditions, in part 

because they had experienced a diversity of rituals within their own family 

and appreciated multiple rather than mutually exclusive ways of celebrating 

holidays.  They described: 

We are lucky to have a couple of friends who decided to celebrate 
Hanukah with us.  They invited us, and so the kids are seeing, let’s say 
a third way to celebrate Christmas, a different culture, and they can 
see, “okay, this is another way…” [José, P2]

[The children] know what all of the candles are called, they know what 
the dreidel is called, they know the pieces, they know the history, they 
understand the origin of the holiday.  And they feel sorry for the other 
kids, whose parents don’t believe in Santa because they are Jews.  And 
Santa doesn’t come… And they don’t get the tree… And so they try to 
share Hanukah celebrations with them, so they aren’t so isolated…That 
was the kids’ intention—to share Hanukah with [their friend] because 
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she wants to do Christmas so badly.  So they do that to include their 
friends. [Marie, P2]

Finally, most parents in multiracial families enunciated the hope that 

their children’s cultural empathy ultimately will translate to diminished racial 

polarization and stratification.  Tad, Christine, and Jackie concluded: 

A big benefit I believe is that Amani will be less inclined to see racial 
differences in people in a polarizing way when she is older. Having 
both of our heritages, she probably would not think of it at all except
for natural curiosity, and the observed behavior of other children who
have been taught to discriminate. [Tad, 14] 

I want them to be exposed to different cultures so they see less strife
between the races... The Nigerian part I hope they get that they don’t 
get in America is a sense of pride in their blackness, not to grow up 
with the awful baggage that black Americans have in their history, but 
a source of pride and [for the children] to see that there are black 
people in all walks of life. For example, there are people in Nigeria 
who are very, very poor so [our children should] know that they are 
very privileged. But at the same time, there are incredibly rich people 
in Nigeria, and successful, middle class as well. Being there, they can 
feel that whole variety and to know that they can be whatever they
want to be. [Christine, P9] 

And I think my children will benefit from that benefit [of cultural 
empathy], that hopefully they will grow up to see people for their 
inside and not just for their shell… We just raise them to be loving 
people of other people... regardless of their skin color, or regardless of 
the shape of their eyes, or the color of their hair. [Jackie, P3] 

In summary, the voices of intercultural parents evoked a range of 

challenges and cleavages, as well as opportunities and advantages in their 

experiences of parenting across cultures.  Based on a grounded theory

analysis of their narratives, the next chapter will present an analytical model 

of the different ways in which intercultural parents in this study navigated 

their differences and constructed culturally diverse family systems. 
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Chapter 6 
A MODEL OF CULTURAL ADAPTATION AMONG 

INTERCULTURAL PARENTS 

Many similarities were evident among intercultural couples in this

study despite variation in ethnicity, education level, socioeconomic status, 

religious background, age and number of children, immigration status, and 

length of residence within the United States. All of the participates articulated 

various dynamics in relation to their interculturalness:  cross-cultural 

cleavages; discrepancies in status within and among their families; inter-

family processes of in-group and out-group membership and societal insider-

outsider status; divergent norms and boundaries with the concomitant rule 

breaking; as well as the perceived benefits of raising children in culturally 

diverse households.

A significant difference that became apparent across the narratives was 

the various means by which participants navigated cultural differences and 

constructed family systems.  A model emerged from an analysis of the 

interaction between the themes referenced above.  Figure 6.1 outlines a 

grounded theory analytical matrix described by Strauss and Corbin (1998) to 

represent relationships in a stage-process model of conditions, interactions, 

and outcomes.  In the first stage, the model depicts the conditions of how 

couples conceptualize their differences and the degree to which they 

accommodate each others’ cultures.  In the second stage, the conditions 

interact to explain different strategies of cultural adaptation utilized by 

intercultural parents to navigate their differences.  Finally, the third stage 

represents diverse outcomes in constructions of family as a consequence of 

the different strategies.  Using the matrix identified in Figure 6.1, this chapter

will present a model of cultural adaptation among intercultural parents. 
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 Conditions   Interactions    Outcomes 

Figure 6.1 

Constructions of 
Culturally Diverse 

Families

Strategies of 
Cultural Adaptation 

in Parenting Degree of Mutual 
Acculturation

Conceptualization of 
Cultural Differences

Analytical Matrix of Three-Stage Model 

Conceptualization of Cultural Differences

Participants in this study maintained different conceptualizations of 

cultural diversity within their families, as illustrated in Figure 6.2.  The 

definitions that follow were developed by the researcher, based on participant 

narratives of the extent to which they accentuated their differences. 

Minimize            Transcend            Differentiate        Emphasize 
[Acknowledge]

Figure 6.2
Conceptualization of Cultural Differences

� Minimize = cultural differences between the couple are not 
acknowledged or are down-played.

� Acknowledge/Transcend = cultural differences are recognized;
the couple focuses on the complementarity of cultural values,
and an integration of differences. 

� Acknowledge/Differentiate = cultural differences are 
recognized; the couple focuses on compromising or alternating
differences.

� Emphasize = cultural differences are emphasized and perceived 
as two discrete sets of separate cultural values. 
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Figure 6.2 illustrates a unidirectional continuum, although participants 

articulated varying perspectives of their cultural differences in parenting 

depending on the situation and the intensity of their beliefs.  For example, 

perspectives on the role of children often evoked a greater intensity of cultural 

differentiation compared with style of dress, food preparation, or naming 

children.  In this model, participants’ overall conceptualizations of cultural 

differences were characterized by their approach to those areas which were 

identified as the most salient or challenging in their relationship.  The next 

sections will elaborate on various conceptualizations of cultural difference. 

Minimization of Cultural Differences 

Few participants minimized the persistence of cultural differences with 

their partners in relation to childrearing.  Only Monique [P1] and Anastasia 

[P6] conceptualized their cultural differences in parenting as minimal or 

insignificant.  In response to how her cultural values in parenting differed 

from those of her husband, Monique responded, “They are the same.”  She 

further elaborated that when a conflict ensued with her husband, they prayed 

for guidance and resolution as she affirmed, “The only thing I know of 

cultural significance is putting God first.”

Although Anastasia recognized that there were cultural differences in 

parenting between her culture of origin in Russia and her culture of residence 

in the United States, she aimed to adapt her parenting style to the dominant 

cultural norms in the United States after she immigrated with her son.  As a 

result, she viewed cultural differences in parenting with her American 

husband as inconsequential.  This was evident as she aspired to adopt 

American cultural values she identified as “how parenting should be”, rather 

than negotiate or compromise cultural differences with her husband: 

Before, I would say to my son that I’m going to take away some 
privileges like the computer, but then I wouldn’t follow through.  In 
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Russia, I would say something and then I wouldn’t keep my promise 
and he would beg because he knew that I would always give up… This 
is the Russian mentality.  And now I am learning from this culture, 
how to say no, how to set boundaries, how parenting should be.
[Anastasia, P6]

In the literature on marital decision-making and adjustment, 

minimization of cultural differences is implied in unilateral strategies such as 

relinquishment (Markoff, 1977), one-way adjustment (Tseng, 1977), cold war 

adjustment (McDermott & Fukunaga, 1977), conformity, adjustment, and 

submission (Romano, 2001), and domination (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2001).  In 

contrast, other participants conceptualized the persistence of cultural 

diversity within their relationship as a dimension of parenting to reconcile 

through integration or separation, discussed below. 

Acknowledgement of Cultural Differences

The majority of participants recognized that significant cultural 

differences in relation to childrearing persisted in their relationship.  Two 

general patterns of response to this difference emerged: to transcend and to 

differentiate.  In the former, individuals demonstrated an ability to transcend 

their cultural differences through an emphasis on the complementarity of 

their values which could be integrated or blended to create a unique hybrid 

cultural cross-pollination, similar to a third reality described by Perel (2000).

In the latter category of differentiation, cultural differences were viewed as 

less compatible or mutually exclusive.  In these cases, couples compromised

to accommodate divergent values, norms, and cultural rules, such as in 

strategies identified as alternative or midpoint adjustment (Tseng, 1977), 

compartmentalized arrangements (Ho, 1990), and compromise (Romano, 

2001).  These patterns of response are described in the following sections.
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Acknowledge/Transcend

For many participants, cultural differences in parenting were 

recognized in areas such as naming, discipline, education, food, and the role 

of parents and children.  In contrast to Monique and Anastasia, who 

minimized the relevance of cultural differences in parenting, these 

interviewees acknowledged differences yet emphasized their ability as a 

couple to mutually transcend potential conflicts between their respective 

cultural values and norms.  They identified aspects of commonality that 

superseded their cultural differences.  For some, this was a common religion 

through heritage or conversion and for others it was a shared perception of a 

similar background.  For example: 

My husband and I are of the same religious belief...which for both of us 
was the foundations of our beliefs. [Jackie, P3]

We found...common ground, common values. [Samuel, P4]

I have decided to convert to Judaism...so our family will be united by 
religion. [Beni, P8]

We fell in love with each other because we have common values, but 
we may have different ways of achieving them, different attitudes 
toward them. [Ola, P9]

Our values are actually closer I think than other people that we 
know...the fundamental values are the same. [Christine, P9] 

A [common] religious faith...gave us a commonality. [Daniel, P10]

[Our religion] gives us common ground, and some values...like, “These 
are the values of our faith, how do they work out in these cultures?”
[Katherine, P10]

We have most of the core values in common.  We were both raised in 
the Catholic Church for example. [Julia, P13]

There was this kind of commonality between us about our [shared
intercultural backgrounds]. [Lucia, P15]
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The perspective of common core values enabled parents to concept-

ualize their differences as complementary or additive with the potential to 

integrate and blend their cultural traditions and norms within a common, 

cohesive framework.

 Acknowledge/Differentiate

For other participants, identified areas of commonality were not 

perceived as sufficient to supersede acknowledged cultural differences in 

conflicting areas of childrearing.   Consequently, some cultural values were 

differentiated as intractable or mutually exclusive conflicts over childrearing 

that required conflict resolution. For example, Shana recognized some 

cultural similarities with her partner Andrés in their shared spirituality.

However the discrepancy about age of autonomy for children led to different 

rules within the household because they could not reconcile their conflicting

perspectives.  Shana identified this as an irreconcilable cultural difference in 

parenting.  She stated: 

The biggest challenge that we have is that he allows his son to do a lot 
more than I allow my son to do... And daily living in the U.S. is just 
really different from the village [in Uruguay] that he grew up in.  He 
definitely sees the kids being more independent...[and] he sees that I’m 
not going to break this, I’m not going to give in too much to it, so we 
are separating that aspect of parenting. [Shana, P5] 

In another example of cultural acknowledgment/differentiation,

Sandra perceived a shared generational identity and family of origin structure 

with her husband as a source of commonality and context.  However, as their 

children became older she recognized that her cultural values about the age of 

autonomy and level of parental supervision differed dramatically from those 

of her husband.  She acknowledged that “cultural differences are becoming 

more apparent ... [and difficult to reconcile, thus] sometimes I feel a little 

lonely in my parenting.”  She stated: 
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My husband...has a different perspective on what [my values] mean.
He was allowed more freedom [in the U.S.] when he was their age... 
And I have the experience, where I lived [in Peru]; I can’t deny that has 
a lot of influence in my decisions. If it wasn’t for me, [my 15-year-old 
son] would be here alone... I have an opinion about that and it is a very
strong one.  They need to be supervised...I just have not given up on 
this situation because I really consider that my kids are my most 
important job at the moment.  And I am committed.  So, I take the 
responsibility and I tell him, “If you do not want to stay, I will.”
[Sandra, P7]

For Anya, differences in religious orientation and cultural traditions 

with her husband had repercussions when they had children, in ways that 

“has affected [my style of parenting] more than I thought it would.”

Although Anya and Chad had agreed to raise their children Catholic while 

maintaining different religious beliefs between them, Anya acknowledged 

that the rituals and traditions surrounding important life transitions were 

frequently mutually exclusive and required ongoing negotiation.  She noted:

Before we got married, I told him that I wanted to raise the children 
Catholic and that was fine with him, on the condition that he didn’t 
have to become Catholic... [But] it’s really hard to compromise these 
types of [religious] rituals because everyone is so invested in doing it 
the way that is most familiar and meaningful to them. [Anya, P11] 

Finally, Zinzi and Tad had a common Christian background but their shared 

religiosity failed to moderate their most intractable conflict about the different 

roles of parents in their respective cultures.  They vehemently argued:

But see that is my African perspective… [My husband] sees us as the
primary caregivers and I see the entire family is involved. [Zinzi, P14]

I think it would be traumatic for Amani at this age to be separated 
from us. She has never been apart from us, and I can’t imagine just 
leaving her in Africa even with her grandparents... It seems to me that
in Zinzi’s culture, the extended family can be considered equal to the 
Western notion of the nuclear family. The problem is that I wasn’t
raised with that notion and it is difficult for me to accept. [Tad, P14] 
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Although they agreed on many aspects of parenting, the issue that remained 

the most intractable for Zinzi and Tad was their view on the role of parents 

and extended family in childrearing.  They attributed this conflict to 

differences in their respective cultural values orientations. 

Emphasis on Cultural Differences 

The final conceptualization of cultural differences that emerged from 

interviews was an emphasis on the diversity of cultural values, traditions, and

norms within couples as separate and distinct sets of rules that generally did 

not overlap.  Samantha noted that “I always feel like I am at a parlor game 

and I am the only one who doesn’t know the rules.”  Samantha and Antoino 

framed the majority of their differences in parenting as a subtext for larger 

cultural differences.  For example, in a conflict with her husband over fast 

food for her daughter, she noted: 

This is really, I think, the most emblematic cultural difference... And 
for me, that was about negotiation and in general my parenting style 
has to do with, and this is what I learned form my parents, which is 
when there is something you want, you can negotiate with the child... 
whereas in Antonio’s family, that wasn’t the case.  Part of this is Span-
ish culture and there wasn’t a need for negotiation because all the kids 
wore the same clothes, ate the same food, and so forth. And so for him, 
the idea is that it is an Absolute. And so to this day, he is very upset 
that I let her have McDonald’s once a month because his thing is that I 
am giving her the wrong message. His feeling is that it’s not healthy,
it’s never healthy and it is absolutely prohibited. [Samantha, P12] 

José and Marie also recognized the significance of the cultural 

differences between them.  José attributed the cultural diversity between 

Spanish culture and American culture to discrepant norms and traditions that 

had to be reconciled.  For example: 

Sleepovers are not a part of Spanish culture. I understand that kids go 
to somebody else’s house and play until really late, but the notion that 
they have to sleep over there is absurd... Parents [in the U.S.] are 
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training their children to leave their house. While in my culture, you 
turn 18, you are still a baby; you are 32 you are still a baby; even 60 you 
are still a baby. [José, P2]

Marie elaborated on the use of scripts as a mechanism for imprinting 

cultural values, and how the use of Spanish or English resulted in different 

styles of parenting:

I am a different parent in English than I am in Spanish.  Because I have 
scripts in English...like it is imprinted on you...but I don’t have any 
imprint in Spanish. I don’t have a script in Spanish.  So I can reinvent 
myself as a mother in Spanish, I can pick and choose... That is what I 
love about living in other countries: daily life is radically different and 
that is what makes it interesting. Regarding the scripts, everything I 
say to [my children] is different. [Marie, P2] 

José concurred with Marie’s conceptualization of discrete cultural codes: 

I am giving [our children] my code... [and] they are becoming
bicultural by learning my code of Spanish at the same time they are 
learning the English codes by living here. That is how they are 
becoming bicultural; it’s not only speaking the language, but the code 
they are learning. [José, P2] 

For these participants, cultural differences were emphasized not in a 

pejorative manner, but as a means for the couple and their children to gain 

access to distinct sets of cultural codes, scripts, values, norms, traditions, and 

rules beyond their cultures of origin. 

In addition to how parents conceptualized their cultural differences, 

the degree of mutual acculturation within couples represented a second 

continuum in this model of cultural adaptation among intercultural parents.

This second condition is described in the following section. 
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Degree of Mutual Acculturation

Participants demonstrated different degrees of mutual acculturation, 

defined by Falicov (1995) as a process of dual accommodation in intercultural 

marriage to negotiate cultural conflicts and to create new cultural codes.  The 

degree to which both partners in this study adjusted to the cultural values, 

norms, and traditions of the other partner ranged from low to high mutual 

acculturation, with degrees of asymmetry and convergence as depicted in 

Figure 6.3.  The definitions were developed by the researcher, except as noted.

   Low     Asymmetrical Convergent High

Figure 6.3 
Degree of Mutual Acculturation

� Low Mutual Acculturation = one partner relinquishes cultural 
values and accommodates to the cultural values of the other, 
who expresses low or no accommodation. 

� Asymmetrical Mutual Acculturation = both partners exhibit 
some, but unequal, accommodation to the other.

o Maternal-Dominant Accommodation:  mother is a first- 
or second-generation immigrant; she is bicultural or has a 
high degree of accommodation to her partner’s culture; 
father is from the dominant culture and demonstrates 
proportionately less accommodation to his partner’s 
culture.

o Paternal-Dominant Accommodation:  father is a first- or 
second-generation immigrant; he is bicultural or exhibits 
a high degree of accommodation to his partner’s culture; 
mother is from the dominant culture and maintains 
relatively less accommodation to her partner’s culture.
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� Convergent Mutual Acculturation = both parents embody high 
accommodation to another culture, but relatively less 
acculturation to the culture of the other. 

o Third Culture:  mutual adjustment to a culture of 
residence; both parents immigrated from different 
cultures of origin.

o Third Space (Grossberg, 1996):  mutual creation of a 
hybrid of both cultures; one or both parents are first- or 
second-generation immigrants from different cultures of 
origin.

� High Mutual Acculturation = both parents have high 
accommodation to the cultures of each other. 

Low Mutual Acculturation

A low degree of mutual acculturation was evident among intercultural 

couples in which one spouse relinquished his or her cultural values and 

assimilated to the majority culture of the partner.  In the following examples, 

partners were raised in different cultures of origin, yet disparate cultural 

values did not persist because they were abandoned by one partner in favor 

of the dominant norms in the culture of residence.  Consequently, in these 

cases only one parent acculturated to the culture of the other, as in strategies 

of relinquishment (Markoff, 1977), one-way adjustment (Tseng, 1977), cold 

war adjustment (McDermott & Fukunaga, 1977), conformity, adjustment, and 

submission (Romano, 2001), and domination (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2001). 

From these interviews, low mutual acculturation emerged from both 

centrifugal (push) and centripetal (pull) forces.  In the former case, cultural 

values and norms were abandoned because of alienation from the culture of 

origin, which created a centrifugal force to abdicate those values.  Monique 

and Anastasia referred to this motivation in their assimilation to dominant 
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U.S. culture.  Monique described her alienation and estrangement from the 

Bahamas, her birthplace and culture of origin, and Haiti, her ancestral home: 

There is nothing but sadness back [in the Bahamas]...it still holds a lot 
of bad memories there for me... There isn’t anybody [in Haiti] for me to 
visit because quite a few of my relatives have moved away from there, 
or they have died. [Monique, P1] 

Anastasia noted a similar feeling of alienation from her Russian culture: 

I felt like in my culture, I was a stranger.  And I couldn’t change who I 
am...and I realized I am just not this kind of a person... To make it 
easier for you to understand, I hate my country. [Anastasia, P6] 

In the second context of low mutual acculturation, centripetal or 

“push” forces created a motivation for assimilation (Berry, 1980) or merger 

(Berg-Cross, 2001) to U.S. culture. In this case, admiration of American 

cultural values led to a desire to absorb these values.  Anastasia elaborated on 

her approbation of American cultural norms and values during her employ-

ment in Russia with an American company: 

When you work for an [American] company, you get used to it, you 
sort of absorb the culture and you kind of feel like maybe there is 
something in it.  Because people from America, they are really friendly, 
they are really nice, even the supervisors are really nice... I was like, 
“Wow, Americans are definitely much more friendly and 
respectful.”...In Russia, I noticed that people are aggressive...people are 
very angry, they aren’t friendly at all...people are so mean to each 
other, that was the worst... American culture felt more comfortable to 
me...like I came back home to America after 30 years of exile in Russia.
[Anastasia, P6] 

Anastasia’s preference to assimilate extended to American cultural values 

related to parenting, which she identified as “how parenting should be,” as 

well as the extensive support resources available to her in the United States in 

contrast to “the Russian mentality” of the role of children.  She concluded:

I remember for the last two or three years before I came to the U.S., I 
created an idea about the way the world should be; so when I came 
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here, I realized that is how I felt it should be.  It isn’t totally perfect, but 
my idea of the way things should be, it was like 90% of the way I think 
people should treat each other.  It was a very comfortable feeling when 
I came here. [Anastasia, P6] 

 Asymmetrical Acculturation

Asymmetrical acculturation (Roer-Strier & Ben Ezra, 2006) was 

apparent in couples when there was some degree of mutual accommodation

(Falicov, 1995) to the culture of the other, but the acculturative process of each 

was disproportionate.  From the interviews, two patterns of asymmetrical 

acculturation emerged:  maternal- and paternal-dominant accommodation.

Maternal-Dominant Accommodation 

In the pattern of maternal-dominant accommodation, mothers 

exhibited a relatively higher degree of acculturation to their husbands’ 

cultures in comparison with his accommodation to the cultural values, 

traditions, and norms from her culture of origin.  In the following examples, 

these mothers either immigrated to the United States, or they were second-

generation born in the United States and raised by immigrant parents with 

traditional values from their heritage culture. 

Sandra was born and raised in Lima, Peru prior to immigrating to the 

United States when she was in her late twenties.  She observed that cultural 

differences with her husband in parenting were amplified as her children 

became teenagers.  She acknowledged that this was a source of “constant 

adaptation” for her because her husband often didn’t perceive their cultural 

differences as “a big deal.”  She described examples of how she accommo-

dated her husband’s cultural norms related to daily life in the U.S.: 

I miss the spontaneity of Latin people, the warmth.  Or eating dinner
late and going out.  The time constraints here, everything here is on a 
clock. I get used to it because I have to, but I don’t like it.  It’s not how I 
am oriented.  Time is not of the essence over there [in Peru].  You can 
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have dinner at 10:00 at night, so what? No one is going to die.  My 
[American] husband can’t handle that, so I had to [adjust]…he has a 
little clock up here, between 6 and 7, that is when we have to have 
dinner. [Sandra, P7]

Sandra perceived that she had acculturated to American culture to a 

much greater extent than her husband had accommodated her Peruvian 

cultural values or traditions, primarily because she had immigrated to the 

United States and her husband had not lived in Peru.  In contrast with those 

couples who embodied low mutual acculturation, she recognized some 

examples in which her husband accommodated her Peruvian cultural values.

For example, when her mother became sick and could no longer live indepen-

dently, Sandra described contrasting filial obligations between Peruvian and 

American cultures.  She recognized both her husband’s willingness to accom-

modate aspects of her family responsibilities as well as her own adjustment to 

American culture:

My husband was nice enough to ask me if I wanted [my mother] to 
move in with us. That was great when he asked me that...I didn’t want 
to impose her on the family.  It’s a whole burden.  In Peru, you don’t 
even question that.  Here, it is different.  I understand the need for 
privacy.  Americans aren’t used to living with in-laws.  It’s something 
that even I have trouble with now. I don’t particularly like it...I like the 
privacy of having my family, just my family.  But my mom needed 
help. [Sandra, P7] 

Sandra recognized that she had internalized American cultural values 

of privacy, as well as a nuclear family paradigm in comparison with the 

broader view of family and responsibilities that she had enculturated as a 

child in Peru.  In this example of maternal-dominant accommodation, she 

perceived that she was highly acculturated to her husband’s culture while her 

husband exhibited some (but less) accommodation to her Peruvian values.

In another example of asymmetrical mutual acculturation with 

maternal-dominant accommodation, Anya noted that intercultural marriage 
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facilitated her acculturation to dominant American culture that was not 

equally reciprocated in the degree of her husband’s adjustment to her culture 

of origin.  As a second-generation immigrant from India, she recalled a feeling 

of being caught between cultures as a child as she developed bicultural 

competency (Berry, 1980), cultural integration (Bennett & Bennett, 2004), or 

cultural bifocality (Falicov, 1998): 

We were really caught between two worlds and didn’t completely fit 
into either... I was sort of between cultures, which is I guess what 
happens with the first generation born in the U.S. [Anya, P11] 

As a second-generation American exposed to American media, education, 

and peer socialization, Anya developed a sense of biculturalism and an ability 

to navigate between her two cultures.  She summarized:

I like the way that my life is now because I have both...hopefully it will 
be the best of both worlds [for my daughter]. [Anya, P11] 

Anya identified herself as bicultural, but her husband did not share the 

same degree of acculturation to her Indian culture of origin.  As with Sandra, 

she acknowledged that her husband did accommodate some of her cultural 

values, such as Indian traditions and rituals during important life transitions 

such as their wedding and daughter’s baptism: 

Anju was baptized, and she will do confirmation and first communion 
and all the sacraments that come along with that... And Chad doesn’t 
have a problem with that, so that’s good. [Anya, P11] 

This accommodation can be distinguished from low mutual acculturation in 

which one partner relinquished their cultural values and traditions in favor of 

the dominant culture.  Anya demonstrated biculturalism between Indian and 

American cultures, and she acknowledged Chad’s accommodation to Indian 

traditions and rituals that would represent a sacrifice for her to relinquish.
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 Paternal-Dominant Accommodation

Paternal-dominant accommodation represented another variation of 

asymmetrical acculturation in which fathers demonstrated a proportionately 

higher level of cultural accommodation or biculturalism relative to their 

partners.  In the following illustrations from participants in this study, these 

fathers emigrated from various countries and they experienced prolonged 

exposure to American culture prior to their marriage.  In these examples, 

American wives exhibited relatively lower degrees of acculturation to their 

husbands’ heritage cultures than vice versa.

Jackie spoke at length about the extent to which her husband, a child 

political refugee from Vietnam, was “Americanized” in his worldview and 

frame of reference.  For example, in response to the question, “What was your 

first experience with his culture?” she rejoined, “As I said, he was very 

Americanized; when I look at him I don’t see an Asian, I see my husband.”

She elaborated: 

He was also raised around Americans; he went to American schools, so 
from the time he was six years old he has been exposed to [this] culture 
so essentially he is very Americanized, probably more so than his 
brothers...[because] he hardly has an accent. [Jackie, P3]

As confirmation of Trinh’s assimilation to dominant American culture, Jackie 

described how she wanted to integrate Vietnamese cultural traditions into 

their wedding out of deference to his family, yet he did not agree:

He just wanted a simple Americanized wedding and I said OK... I 
wanted to incorporate a lot of these [Vietnamese] traditions into the 
ceremony but he wanted a simple ceremony so that is what we did.  A 
simple Americanized wedding...even his parents loved it even though 
there wasn’t all those Vietnamese traditions involved. [Jackie, P3] 

Despite her husband’s high degree of assimilation to the norms and 

traditions of her culture of origin (and his culture of residence), they did not 

represent low mutual acculturation because Jackie noted that she accom-

281



modated his heritage culture to a degree as well.  In fact, at times she 

overlooked his high degree of assimilation to American culture as she made 

accommodations to traditions and norms in his Vietnamese culture of origin: 

It feels like I am the one who is always doing the compromising and 
the accommodating.  I feel like that a lot, and sometimes it doesn’t 
seem fair but...it comes with the territory [of intercultural marriage].
[Jackie, P3] 

As an example, they moved in with Trinh’s family after their marriage and 

Jackie temporarily adjusted to different cultural conceptions of privacy:

[Multi-generational cohabitation] is a common tradition within 
Vietnamese families that you live with another couple or your parents 
or something for like a year to save money for a house or whatever.
Kind of a common cultural thing. So, we decided OK...even though it 
was certainly not my way of wanting to start my marriage... But I just 
go with the flow and, I mean some women would probably get bent 
out of shape, but what’s the point? [Jackie, P3]

Consistent with asymmetric paternal-dominant accommodation, Trinh 

assimilated to Jackie’s American culture, and Jackie accommodated some of 

the cultural norms of her husband’s Vietnamese heritage.  They both 

accommodated the other’s culture to some extent, although not to the same 

degree.  While Trinh could successfully navigate both cultures, Jackie 

characterized herself as an outsider to Vietnamese culture because she did not 

speak the language and her husband had a high degree of assimilation to 

American culture.

Shana described a similar pattern of asymmetrical acculturation with 

paternal-dominant accommodation in her relationship.  Her fiancé migrated 

to the United States from Uruguay as an adult, and as with Jackie’s perception 

of her husband, Shana recognized Andrés’ level of acculturation:

He has been here for 14 years so he’s pretty much adopted U.S. 
culture... He learned to speak English in less than a year. [Shana, P5] 
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Shana acknowledged that she had limited exposure to Uruguayan 

culture as she stated, “My only experience with his culture is through him.”

However, unlike couples with a low degree of mutual acculturation, she 

demonstrated a slight degree of acculturation to Latino culture in general: 

I started to gravitate towards Hispanic people...because I started taking 
Latin dancing...tango, those sorts of things.  And started really loving
that, getting into the beat, and then I branched out from there.  I just 
started gravitating to the Hispanic community...and I adopted a liking 
for that non-materialistic, more family-oriented, more affectionate, 
warm culture. [Shana, P5] 

Finally, Julia and Gerik represented a unique variation of asymmetrical 

acculturation in that Julia identified as a third-generation Chinese American 

and Gerik immigrated to the United States from Poland as an adult.

Although neither was ethnically identified as a member of the dominant 

American culture, Julia ascribed to an American cultural identity because: 

Growing up, [my parents] wanted my brother and I to assimilate into 
American culture as much as possible... My family was Catholic and 
there weren’t a lot of Chinese at our church, and none of my Chinese 
friends were Catholic... My friends were from many different back-
grounds, and we all wanted to be as “American” as possible…to fit in.
[Julia, P13] 

In contrast, Gerik was born in Poland and acculturated to U.S. norms 

and values through his American residence, graduate education, employ-

ment, as well as his bilingualism.  Because he had immigrated to the United 

States, he developed a high level of acculturation.  Julia identified his accult-

uration to the U.S. as disproportionate to her nominal degree of cultural 

accommodation to his Polish culture.  She recognized that since she had never 

traveled to Poland, she only experienced his culture through proxy via his 

extended family’s visits to the U.S.  Similar to Jackie’s attribution of cultural 

conflicts, Julia observed that: 
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We are definitely from two different cultures, but the only time it is 
really apparent is when our families are involved... The bigger 
differences come into play when we are interacting with the different 
sets of grandparents. [Julia, P13]

 Convergent Acculturation

Other intercultural couples exhibited mutual acculturation (Falicov, 

1995) to a culture other than the culture of their partner.  In this study, two 

types of convergent acculturation were observed:  Third Culture 

Accommodation and Third Space Accommodation.  In the former, couples 

immigrated to the United States from separate countries of origin.  Each 

partner demonstrated a level of acculturation to the United States, their 

culture of residence, but relatively less or any acculturation to their partners’ 

heritage cultures.  In the second case, Third Space Accommodation, partners 

shared a convergent acculturation to a new cultural hybrid (Perel, 2000) that 

resembled aspects of each of their cultural backgrounds, but not high 

acculturation to either of their respective cultures. 

Third Culture Accommodation 

The experiences of Sonya and Samuel, and Christine and Ola 

represented convergent acculturation to a third culture.  For these 

participants, all of whom immigrated to the United States at different times 

from various cultures of origin, convergent mutual acculturation to American 

culture was apparent; however they did not experience high degrees of 

acculturation to the respective cultures of their partners.

Samuel and his wife embodied a convergent acculturation to U.S. 

culture.  Although he was raised in a traditional British household in the U.S. 

and Sonya was raised in Iran, Samuel recognized ways in which they 

inculcated American values when they became parents.  As one example, they 

constructed a parenting arrangement in which Samuel was his daughter’s the 
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primary caretaker while Sonya worked long hours as a medical doctor.

Although this is not the most typical arrangement in the U.S., it is consistent 

with American cultural norms of relatively fluid gender roles in comparison 

with Persian or British ones, from Samuel’s perspective: 

Sonya isn’t very skilled at [parenting tasks] because she hasn’t had the 
practice...There is an assumption [in Persian culture] that you do it, 
period, regardless if you are a doctor, an engineer, whatever. If you are 
a female, you raise kids. That is just the way it goes.

In my [British] family, it was very traditional.  My mum stayed at 
home, my dad went to work, came home at 5:00 every single day, 
walked in...my mum had a meal on the table, just like a very traditional 
British family.  It would not have been any other way, it just wouldn’t
have been proper. [Samuel, P4]

In addition, Samuel recognized that neither he nor Sonya had 

acculturated to Persian or British cultures respectively.  Sonya had never 

visited Britain, and as residents in the midwestern region of the U.S., they had 

infrequent contact with Samuel’s British family who lived in California.

Samuel highlighted his own lack of acculturation to his wife’s Persian culture 

in comparison with his American culture of residence: 

My first trip to Iran...was a difficult, miserable experience.… And I 
suppose my reaction to the cultural Islamic banterings...and the total 
government control and very heavy censorship made me aware of how 
different our childhoods were.  And how happy I am to live in the 
United States! [Samuel, P4]

Christine and Ola also elaborated on their process of convergent 

acculturation.  Christine acknowledged that their mutual outsider status in 

the U.S. was a source of commonality.  She noted: 

{Our shared status is] more significant than the fact that Ola and I were 
from different places...It is either neutral or foreign.  And it is a source 
of drawing us together because we both outsiders in a sense.
[Christine, P9] 
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However, Christine noted that their respective adjustment to American 

culture did not occur simultaneously.  She noted, “Ola has an adaptability... 

[an] ability to just pick up and start a life wherever.”  Further, his accultur-

ation to the United States was facilitated by his employment with a large firm 

in a major metropolitan area.  For Christine, acculturation to life in the United

States was significantly more difficult in that she couldn’t work for the first 

several years because of immigration restrictions.   She described feelings of 

culture shock when she recalled, “I just hated it. I was… isolated.  I didn’t 

know anyone.”  Over time Christine adjusted to her culture of residence,

consistent with stages of cultural adaptation (Kim, 2001; Ting-Toomey, 1999):

I never came here with the intention of staying...except that the more I 
do career-wise here, the more settled I feel... I would be really hesitant 
to move anywhere else because I think we are in a really exceptional
environment. [Christine, P9] 

Kim’s (2001) model of Stress-Adaptation-Growth postulated that 

intercultural adaptation is a synthesis of the processes of acculturation and 

deculturation.  These forces of adaptive change in convergent acculturation 

were evident as Ola concluded that he “felt like a foreigner” when he 

returned to his ancestral home in Nigeria and Christine used the term 

“revert” when she pondered raising her children in Britain, “the British Way, 

because that is just what you do.” 

In a second component of convergent mutual acculturation, both Ola 

and Christine acknowledged that although they shared a degree of 

acculturation to the United States, they did not experience the same level of 

acculturation to their partner’s culture of origin in Britain and Nigeria 

respectively.  Ola noted:

I lived in England for nearly 10 years, and it is a very difficult place to 
feel completely welcome.  Nigeria was a former British colony so I had 
a British education, but the class system is very rigid in England and 
no room for upward mobility...so someone from Nigeria really has a 
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struggle at it.  I mean, there just isn’t the flexibility of “work hard and
get ahead” that there is in America.  In England, someone has to die 
before you can get promoted, and the race issue is even worse than in 
America, if you can believe it.  I never did adjust to that...people 
behaving in such a proper and formal manner with such hateful 
thoughts. [Ola, P9]

Similarly for Christine, although there had been ways in which she had 

adjusted to certain Nigerian cultural values such as hosting responsibilities

and the importance of extended family, she assessed: 

I don’t feel that I adapt to his culture because I feel much more like Ola 
has had to adapt to a white culture all the time.  And he does it so well 
that I don’t even notice that he is doing it. [Christine, P9]

Christine and Ola demonstrated convergent, mutual acculturation to the 

United States that was asymmetrical, non-linear, and changing over time.

Third Space Accommodation 

Other couples described a different version of convergent accultur-

ation, in which they did not share the same immigration generation status or 

equivalent acculturation to a Third [U.S.] Culture.  Conversely, these couples 

experienced a degree of acculturation or enculturation to American culture 

prior to their marriage.  Also, they were raised in different cultural back-

grounds within the United States from childhood or after immigrating to the 

U.S. as adolescents or young adults.  These couples shared a convergent 

acculturation that embodied integrated aspects of each of their cultural 

heritages blended with American culture as a hybrid, rather than mutual 

acculturation to their respective separate cultures.  Thus, they shared an 

acculturation to a mutual third space, a term used in cultural studies 

(Grossberg, 1996; Rutherford, 1990) that refers to: 

[An] undifferentiated…openness of space…equated with vulnerability 
and the unknown, [which] can also provide freedom and opportunity
(Burnapp, 2006, p. 83).
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In this study the meaning of ‘third space’ follows Grossberg (1996) as a 

cultural hybridity or third reality (Perel, 2000).  The following four couples 

demonstrate convergent acculturation to a third, hybrid culture.  These 

cultural hybrids incorporate aspects of couples’ respective cultures of origins 

integrated with dominant American cultural norms. 

Beni and Solomon were both raised in the San Francisco area of 

California with a similar frame of reference they characterized as a “diverse, 

very open, liberal atmosphere.”   As a second-generation Yoruba Christian, 

Beni was raised with traditional Nigerian values related to family, religion, 

and holiday traditions.  However, she affirmed her cultural identity as 

“American first, Nigerian second.”  Her husband Solomon was raised in an 

intercultural household with a French-Canadian mother and Jewish American 

father.  In his intercultural upbringing, he spoke French as a first language, 

and was socialized with secular Jewish traditions.  Beni and Solomon each 

had assimilated to American culture prior to their relationship.  As a couple, 

they blended their familial cultural values and traditions which included the 

religious rituals and holiday observations of Reform Judaism as well as 

secular Nigerian traditions all within the context of the broader American 

culture.  Beni explained: 

When we had Rebecca, we had to think a lot more about all of these 
things [such as blending cultures]….we are raising her Jewish, but we 
see my parents a lot more, so we do a lot of things with the Nigerian
community here and none of them are Jewish…It gets pretty 
interesting, like this year we will celebrate Passover with kosher 
Nigerian food.  Both families think it is a bit weird, but that is how we 
are doing it.  [Beni, P8]

Katherine and Daniel demonstrated a similar convergence of their 

respective cultures.  Although they were both raised in Colorado, Daniel’s 

traditional Japanese American family was more formal than Katherine’s white 

American family.  As parents, they noted that certain aspects of childrearing,
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such as education, required “both [of us] overcoming cultural pulls… [to do] 

what we need to do in the best interest of our children.”  Katherine observed: 

I think we have both [adjusted]…maybe you are getting a little white 
in some ways and I am getting a little Japanese…At [our Asian] 
church, I have to learn to be quiet because otherwise I am doing all of 
the talking... I hope I am developing a little more sensitivity to the 
people around me… I think that is a good thing.  But I think [Daniel]
has had to do the opposite. [Katherine, P10]

Although Daniel identified with the dominant American culture before 

he was married as he recalled, “I thought of myself as very white, very 

American”, he became aware of different cultural values and norms between 

himself and his wife as they interacted on a daily basis.  He characterized 

their convergent acculturation through the process of individuation as he 

noted, “I think we are both kind of going different directions to come to a 

better place, on our own.”

Lucia emphasized tremendous cross-cultural pollination in her 

marriage because she and her husband shared an intercultural heritage in the 

United States with different cultural combinations:  Italian/Mexican and 

Mexican/Persian respectively.  Despite vast cultural differences that Lucia 

enumerated, she observed that “my husband and I are both very American” 

and that certain characteristics such as loyalty transcended cultural borders: 

Reza is extremely loyal…I saw that in him and that is what appealed to 
me…his loyalty.  And that is very Persian and very Mexican too.  I 
guess it is the best of both cultures. [Lucia, P15] 

Although Reza converted to Catholicism and three out of the four 

grandparents in the larger family system identified as Catholic practitioners,

many Muslim cultural traditions were observed in the household because of 

the dominant paternal influence in her husband’s family.  In this regard, she 

also exhibited a level of accommodation to his extended family’s culture:
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I think I have done much more of the adaptation though because…I’ve 
had to, to keep the marriage going. [Lucia, P15] 

Their cultural convergence became evident as she described their life in 

Southern California, which was “swimming in culture” according to Lucia.  In 

the environment they reside, they were able to create a cultural hybrid that 

retained aspects of both of their cultural heritages within an American 

cultural context:

It is so cool because we have embraced all of it…Ramadan, Persian 
New Year…I go to the Persian market and shop…my mother-in-law 
would teach me...things to get and my kids love it. [Lucia, P15] 

Finally, Zinzi and Tad exemplified a degree of convergent accultur-

ation and the creation of a third space as a resolution to an intractable aspect 

of childrearing for them.  As with other couples, their respective levels of 

acculturation changed over the course of their relationship.  As a young adult 

immigrant to the United States from the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 

she described a profound culture shock and outsider status as she adjusted to 

a new culture.  She professed that her acclimation to U.S. culture required “a 

lot of grieving” as she recognized the significance of her cultural losses.  As 

her husband was raised in the United States and identified as part of the 

majority culture, she acknowledged an initial asymmetry in their mutual 

acculturation. She had to adapt to constructions of racial identity that were 

not familiar to her, and as such, she was disproportionately impacted by 

racial cleavages in the U.S. She pronounced that, “I didn’t grow up with those 

racial divisions so it really wasn’t in my frame of reference.”

After they became parents, Zinzi and Tad demonstrated convergent 

acculturation through the creation of a third space to navigate the division of 

childrearing responsibilities.  In contrast with her cultural norms of extended 

family support and involvement in raising children, Zinzi adapted to the 

nuclear family paradigm of parents as the primary care providers to children.
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Tad adapted to her collective approach to childrearing and household 

responsibilities as well.  The result was a cultural hybrid that incorporated

aspects of each of their cultures, but resembled neither in its entirety: 

I don’t have help here, I can’t do it alone and I need help.  And from 
his cultural reference point, most women here do it alone.  Like they 
don’t have the same level of support as in Africa and there aren’t the 
families living together in one house.  Or they don’t have the help 
coming in to cook, clean, help with the babies... It is very different 
because here women are expected to do everything... Our house is very 
nontraditional because...I was so miserable staying home and not 
working...and my husband decided that he would stay home...he stays 
home with Amani and he loves it!  He is cleaning the house; he is 
taking care of everything. We have switched roles. [Zinzi, P14] 

Zinzi sacrificed the involvement of a large extended family in raising

their daughter, such as sending her daughter to Africa for an extended stay.

Tad went against the cultural norms of his family and society to be a stay-at-

home father.  In this example, Zinzi and Tad created a third space to 

accommodate their cultural differences over the role of parents, rather than 

mutual acculturation to their respective Congolese and American cultures. 

High Mutual Acculturation 

Couples who exhibited a high degree of mutual acculturation spent 

significant periods of time in each other’s culture, and identified themselves 

as bicultural individuals or cultural bridgers (Berg-Cross, 2001).  As described 

in Chapter 2, cultural bifocality (Falicov, 1998) or bicultural acculturation 

occurs among those who enculturate and retain the cultural values of a new 

culture and a culture of origin respectively (Berry, 1990).  Bicultural 

competence was characterized by Bennett and Bennett (2004) as integration, 

an ethnorelative stage in the ability to meet demands of two distinct cultures.

LaFromboise, Coleman, and Gerton (1993) recognized this competence as 

dual communication ability, knowledge of cultural norms and rules, and a 
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sense of cultural connectedness.  High mutual acculturation is distinct from 

convergent, asymmetric or low acculturation because of the mutual degree of 

knowledge, access, and use of the cultural norms, behaviors, and traditions of

each partner in both cultures.

In this study, two couples embodied high mutual acculturation.  Both 

couples described mutual bilingualism and bicultural competence in the 

respective countries of origin of each partner.  However, as with convergent 

mutual acculturation, the process of acculturation did not occur 

simultaneously for each partner.  For example, Marie observed that when she 

met her future husband in Spain, their relationship initially was typified by 

maternal-dominant accommodation in that José had never lived in the United

States.   She indicated:

I know [his Spanish] culture.  I know that I can live and work in [his]
country, but [he] needs to know if [he] can live and work in my 
country. [Marie, P2] 

Although José identified as an outsider who would “never be completely 

assimilated”, over time he acclimated to U.S. cultural values and gained 

English fluency.  Further, he gained the ability to codeswitch in different 

contexts such as when interacting with American parents or through his 

employment because he “learned the rules…by observing other people.”   He 

also acknowledged that

The discomfort with being different, being seen as an outsider gets less 
and less.  And I control the situations more.  Because the more 
experience you have living in an unfamiliar environment, the more 
you can expect what is going to be coming. [José, P2]

In a similar example, Samantha and Antonio’s relationship evolved

from asymmetrical/maternal-dominant accommodation to high mutual 

acculturation when they moved from Spain to the United States. Samantha 

recalled that her assimilation to Spanish culture and conventions was rapid: 
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Almost the minute I got to Spain, I just changed.  Not completely,
but…when I got to Spain, I got there and saw that it was so pleasant… 
[back in the U.S.] I feel this sense of disappointment. [Samantha, P12]

However, when Antonio immigrated to the United States, his 

adjustment to American cultural values was attenuated by their initial 

residence in a cultural enclave within a university community that connected

Antonio “linguistically, culturally, and historically to my country.”

Nevertheless, after living in the United States for almost two decades, he 

gained English language fluency, knowledge of American cultural beliefs and 

values, and an increased sense of social connectedness.  As with Marie and 

José, Antonio and Samantha reported a feeling of having “two homes” and 

“two communities” in which they could live. 

The next section will consider the ways in which these two factors, the 

conceptualization of cultural differences and the degree of mutual accultur-

ation, interact to describe different strategies of cultural adaptation in cross-

cultural parenting. 
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Strategies of Cultural Adaptation in Parenting 

In the analysis of participant narratives in this study, the interaction 

between parents’ conceptualization of their cultural differences and their 

degree of mutual acculturation resulted in different strategies of cultural 

adaptation through the lens of parenting.  In contrast with Berry’s (1990) 

model of cultural adaptation that focuses on individuals and their degree of 

integration with a host culture and their degree of retention of a culture of 

origin, this model presents interpersonal strategies within couples.  Further, 

this model represents varying degrees of mutual acculturation, in comparison 

with Falicov’s (1995) definition of the general process of mutual acculturation.

For intercultural parents, the commitment to transmit the cultural 

values of each partner and the level of resources available to facilitate the 

enculturation of children corresponds with different strategies of cultural 

adaptation.  As shown in Figure 6.4, these strategies are: Assimilation, 

Cultural Tourism, Cultural Transition, Cultural Amalgamation, and 

Biculturation.

Assimilation

Biculturation

Cultural
Amalgamation

Cultural Tourism

Cultural Transition

Figure 6.4 
Strategies of Cultural Adaptation among Intercultural Parents 
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 Assimilation

One strategy of cultural adaptation in parenting is assimilation, a term 

used by Berry (1990) to describe low retention to one’s culture of origin and 

high integration with one’s culture of residence.  This terminology also can be 

applied to a dyadic strategy between parents from different cultural

backgrounds.  This interaction characterizes the assimilation of an immigrant 

parent to the dominant American culture of the other parent, as well as a 

relinquishment of the former’s heritage cultural values.  Intercultural couples 

who exhibit a strategy of assimilation minimize their cultural differences 

(either consciously or not), and demonstrate a low degree of mutual accultur-

ation.  Specifically, one partner unilaterally accommodates the cultural norms, 

values, and traditions of the partner from the dominant culture of residence. 

In the literature on intercultural couples, Romano (2001) characterized 

this as a submission/immersion typology of negotiating cultural differences 

based on the denial and suppression of one’s cultural identity to adopt the 

values of one’s partner.  Tseng (1977) referred to this interaction as one-way 

adjustment, in which one spouse relinquished cultural values for those of the 

other. Neither author referenced these strategies directly to parenting. 

The narratives of Monique and Anastasia indicated that their moti-

vations for this unilateral approach included both centrifugal and centripetal 

forces of cultural alienation and preference for integration respectively.  In 

reference to their countries of origin they described, “Nothing but sadness,” “I 

was a stranger,” and “I hate my country,” in contrast with their favorable 

impressions of the United States such as, “My life changed practically over-

night here, for the better...I feel really blessed,” “American culture felt more 

comfortable to me,” and “It was a very comfortable feeling when I came 

here.”   As a result of their assimilation and relinquishment, they did not 

emphasize cultural differences with their partners and they described a low 

investment or commitment to transmit values from their cultures of origin to 
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their children.  Both Monique and Anastasia emphatically expressed that they 

intended to never return to their countries of origin, nor to transmit those 

cultural values to their children.  For example, in response to her intentions to 

ever return to Russia with her son for a visit Anastasia emphasized, “No, 

never... I want to raise [my son] more as an American.” Thus, their children’s 

enculturation and socialization was primarily to dominant American culture. 

Cultural Tourism

A second strategy of cultural adaptation for intercultural parents is 

cultural tourism.  The term cultural tourism evolved from Perel’s (2000) use of

the word “tourist” as a metaphor for cross-cultural marriages and the 

concomitant feelings of “natural awkwardness and confusion felt by anyone 

visiting an unfamiliar culture” (Perel, 2000, p. 195).  In reference to cultural 

adaptation among parents, cultural tourism is defined as a strategy in which 

there is asymmetrical mutual acculturation among intercultural couples, with 

paternal-dominant accommodation.  The primary caretakers (in these cases, 

all mothers) are from the dominant culture and the paternal culture of origin 

is viewed as “the other” culture, a source of both unfamiliarity and intrigue.

Tseng’s (1977) pattern of alternative adjustment and Thomson’s (1990) 

sphere of influence rule were apparent in this strategy because the primary 

caretakers had relatively more power and influence in decision-making in 

matters related to childrearing.  Evident in this approach, mothers from the 

dominant culture exhibited relatively less investment and commitment to 

transmit the paternal cultures of origin; thus fathers relinquished a higher 

proportion of their cultural norms and traditions.

Jackie, Shana, and Julia embodied aspects of cultural tourism in their 

narratives of cross-cultural parenting.   They acknowledged cultural 

differences with their partners, but in the childrearing domain the maternal 

American cultural values prevailed. In contrast, the cultural norms and 
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traditions of their partners were perceived as a “bonus”, but not essential to 

transmit.  Participants spoke of introducing their children to cultural tradi-

tions from the paternal culture of origin when they were not in conflict with 

the maternal cultural values and they did not represent a cultural sacrifice for 

the mothers.  For example, Jackie described her children’s participation in 

traditional Vietnamese ceremonies such as a funeral for their paternal great-

grandmother, and Shana elaborated on her inclusion of Hispanic foods and 

music in her household.

However, when issues of childrearing were in conflict, the maternal 

cultural values dominated.  Shana reiterated that she “separated that aspect of 

parenting” related to her son’s age of autonomy.  Likewise, Jackie noted that 

her discipline style was stricter than what she observed in her husband’s 

extended family, which she attributed to cultural differences in parenting: 

The other brothers, they sort of let their kids run wild...we keep a 
tighter hand on our kids.  Not that they can’t have any fun, but we 
don’t let them misbehave and act out... [Trinh] lets them get away with 
more than I do... I have to keep a tighter reign; otherwise they would 
be out of control. [Jackie, P3] 

Within the strategy of cultural tourism, a degree of enculturation of 

children occurred through holiday celebrations, relationships with grand-

parents, introduction to foods, and short-term, tourist visits to the paternal 

country of origin.   Julia remarked that although “it’s hard to be a grandparent

from 10,000 miles away,” she envisioned her daughter possibly spending 

parts of the summer in Poland as a teenager with her paternal grandparents.

Shana intended to introduce her son to Uruguayan culture during a summer 

trip to visit Andrés’ family.  Jackie did not have plans or ambition to travel to 

Vietnam with her children, but she described family excursions to nearby 

“Little Saigon”, a Vietnamese enclave of shops, restaurants, and services in 
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Southern California, as a means for Trinh’s family to expose their children to 

their paternal heritage. 

Although language learning was encouraged, especially to facilitate

communication with grandparents, there were low levels of maternal commit-

ment because the mothers did not speak nor attempt to learn the paternal

heritage languages.  Jackie embodied this perspective of cultural tourism: 

I don’t understand any Vietnamese and sometimes my husband 
forgets to speak to them in Vietnamese.  But the babysitters that we 
have had have usually been family or somebody who is friends of the 
family that all speak Vietnamese so they hear Vietnamese all day long 
when they are at the babysitter... [Their grandmother speaks to them
in] Vietnamese because that is what she is comfortable with.  But she 
will speak to me in English.  Of course, I don’t understand any 
Vietnamese. [Jackie, P3]

Cultural Transition

Cultural transition is a third strategy of cultural adaptation identified

among intercultural parents.  This term has been used in many sociological 

contexts, including immigrant experiences of culture shedding and culture 

learning (Berry, 2005); the intra-family processes between first-generation 

parents and their second-generation teenagers (Merali, 2005); stages of change 

in the stress-adaptation-growth model of intercultural adaptation (Kim, 2001); 

stages of cultural adjustment (Ting-Toomey, 1999); and social psychological 

processes of sojourners (Sussman, 2000).  Falicov (1995) introduced the 

concept of cultural transition for intermarried couples as a developmental and 

temporal progression through stages of dissonance, adaptation and accom-

modation, increased empathy, and identity change that she compared with 

the process of mutual acculturation. 

For the purposes of this study, cultural transition refers to a strategy of 

asymmetrical acculturation among intercultural parents with maternal-
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dominant accommodation in relation to the process of cultural adaptation 

within couples.   Using this framework, participants were mothers who 

immigrated from other cultures or were raised in traditional immigrant

households in the United States.  They identified a tension between their 

heritage cultures and their culture of residence, and perceived that they were 

in a type of cultural transition between their families of origin and their 

families of procreation.

Similar to the strategy of cultural tourism, cultural transition consists of 

an acknowledgment of cultural differences and asymmetrical mutual 

acculturation.  Unlike cultural tourism where the paternal culture is viewed as 

“the other”, the maternal culture of origin within the context of a strategy of 

cultural transition could be seen as “another.”  In this case, mothers demon-

strated a strong preference to transmit their cultural traditions and values to 

their children, in conjunction with the values of the dominant culture of 

residence.  As primary caretakers of their children, mothers in cultural 

transition have proportionately more influence on their children’s 

socialization relative to immigrant fathers in the strategy of cultural tourism.

Although they were invested in and committed to the process of 

inculcating values to their children from their ancestral cultures of origin, 

Sandra and Anya expressed numerous constraints to this transmission 

process.  In general, they lacked proximate support such as extended family 

or grandparents to facilitate heritage cultural transmission to their children.

As such, the primary enculturation of their children was to the culture of 

residence.  Although there was a consistent preference enunciated by mothers 

to transmit their heritage language to their children, they enumerated many 

logistical barriers to multilingual households.  For example: 

I want her to know our language, Malayalam.  So I have been teaching 
her numbers and letters and a few words here and there... And I want 
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her to know more than I do.  So I want my parents to talk to her in 
Malayalam [when she visits them], and she has some CDs... [Anya, P11] 

[My son] was fully bilingual by the time he was two... But then when
he went to pre-school, he told me that he didn’t need it anymore.  And 
he knew that I spoke both, and he wanted me to speak English.  Then
his sister came along and of course...he would only speak English to 
her. [Sandra, P7] 

Unlike the cultural tourism approach, the cultural transition strategy 

relies on extended family members to facilitate intensive cultural learning 

experiences for children.  For example, in this study there was an emphasis on 

the imperative to travel to maternal countries of origin for immersion

experiences, beginning at a young age.  Anya and Sandra explained how their 

children benefited from this cultural exposure: 

I took [my three-year-old daughter] to India...and she loved it there. I 
was really happy that she got along so well there and it seemed like
she understood a lot of the stuff that my grandmother was saying, 
things like that... Most of my mother’s family still lives in India and 
this was a great opportunity for her to learn about her cultural and 
religious background. I plan to take her back every couple of years. 
[Anya, P11] 

We went to Peru and [our young children] picked up [Spanish] real 
fast, because they wanted to communicate with their cousins, back in 
Peru.  If it comes to the point where they have to say something, they 
know how to say it. [Sandra, P7] 

 Cultural Amalgamation

A fourth strategy of cultural adaptation in parenting that was 

recognized in participant narratives was cultural amalgamation.  This term is 

derived from the term amalgamation, which in general usage refers to the 

process of blending or combining elements.  Parents who used this strategy 

generally conceptualized cultural differences as acknowledge-transcend.

Typically, these parents recognized the persistence of cultural differences, but 

viewed them as complementary and convergent in areas that were designated 
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as significant such as religion or core values.  McDermott and Fukunaga 

(1977) identified this as complementary adjustment, in which couples shared 

similar views on parental roles and childrearing that transcended cultural 

differences.  For example, Samuel and Sonya agreed on a child-centric 

approach to childrearing which they defined as having one stay-at-home 

parent.  This shared belief enabled them to relinquish their respective 

culturally-constructed gender roles and to blend their cultural values for a 

higher goal.   Samuel relinquished his British norm of financial provider, and

Sonya pursued her medical education rather than assume the role of stay-at-

home mother.  With their mutual abandonment of rigid gender roles, they 

gained flexibility to incorporate other aspects of their cultures such as blended 

secular holiday traditions, rituals, and celebrations during life transitions.

An additional aspect of cultural amalgamation that emerged among 

parents in this study was convergent mutual acculturation to a third culture 

or third space, in which mutual accommodations and compromises (Falicov, 

1995) were negotiated to create an ethnorelative (Bennett & Bennett, 2004), 

third transcultural reality.  Perel (2000) described this as a: 

respectful stance that incorporates elements of both partners, 
transcending the limits of each’s ethnocentrism... [to] achieve a balance 
between loyalty to his or her background and differentiation from it, a 
balance between sameness and difference (p. 202).

Katherine and Daniel embodied this aspect of cultural amalgamation 

in their decision to educate their children at home.  For Daniel and his 

Japanese family, home-schooling was contrary to their cultural norms of 

conformity and group socialization.  Katherine held a more individualistic 

approach that home-schooling was one option among many for their children.

They both concluded that home-schooling would provide greater latitude to 

inculcate diverse cultural values, outside of the formal American educational 

system.   Their amalgamation process resulted in a cultural hybrid of an 
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individually-structured educational system that emphasized cooperation and 

interdependence with other families as well as greater flexibility to participate

in activities sponsored by their predominately Asian church:

I think we work very hard on not undermining the other...[and] us 
both overcoming cultural pulls to say, “I think this is what we need to 
do in the best interest of our children.” [Daniel, P10] 

In their research on individual adaptation, Bennett and Bennett (2004)

noted that individuals who perceive differences as complementary can 

develop an ability to shift worldview perspectives and to conceptualize 

different cultural experiences of others through cognitive frame-switching 

and cultural empathy.  Participants in this study who utilized a strategy of 

amalgamation illuminated their ability to transcend cultural differences and 

to blend positive attributes from each of their cultures to develop new 

patterns of interaction.  This process is similar to the typology of additive

adjustment identified by McDermott and Fukunaga (1977), and creative 

adjustment recognized by Tseng (1977).  Lucia and Reza embodied this aspect

of cultural amalgamation through their cultural-religious fusion.  Reza 

converted to Catholicism, but Lucia acknowledged the importance of 

honoring Islamic traditions.

In the strategy of cultural amalgamation, intercultural parents in this 

study demonstrated strong mutual commitment to transmit aspects of their 

respective cultures to their children.  Enculturation was facilitated by 

grandparents who resided both in the United States and overseas.  This 

encouraged cultural learning through short-term and extended visits to the 

culture of origin of one or both parents.  Ola described this enculturation 

process with his children on a trip to Nigeria to visit his family: 

In terms of culturally, part of [what] I would love to impart to my kids, 
is [to give them] the connection to my homeland, to Africa, to my 
village, to my extended family, to make them feel that they have their 
roots somewhere, same in England. So that, why I keep on going back 
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to Africa in terms of them, no matter how successful they are, no 
matter how unhappy they get, or unsuccessful, or whatever it is, I 
would like for them to be able to go to Africa occasionally and see that 
they are actually lucky, no matter how bad things are for them... 
because comparatively, they have it good.  They are privileged… We 
just came back from Nigeria this Christmas and we all had a fantastic 
time, and I was really pleased with that because now they talk about it 
and...I don’t have to remind them that they are Nigerian. [Ola, P9]

Christine elaborated on her preference to expose their children to her 

British cultural values through cultural immersion as well: 

Things I really value about the British are their sense of humor, their 
intellectualism which I think you don’t get in American so much.  I do 
think the British are taught to think critically.  That can come across as 
a very negative attitude, but what I don’t want [my children] to have is 
what I see in a lot of Americans is a kind of acceptance that this is just
the way it is... I would love for them to go to college in England... and 
our ideal at the moment would be to send the children to Nigeria and 
England for the summers as they get older; maybe stay with my sister 
and his family without us for a month or something, maybe alternating 
summers.  That’s kind of our aim, give them the exposure without 
having us there as a crutch. [Christine, P9] 

Other participants relied on grandparents who lived in the United 

States to provide access to cultural traditions, norms, and values for the 

children.  Solomon and Beni gave examples of how their extended families 

inculcated both of their cultural traditions in the grandchildren through 

holiday observances: 

We’re planning [to celebrate] the Jewish holidays at home, and 
then...we are going to go to her parents’ house for Christmas. We’ll try 
to explain it to [our daughter] that her grandparents celebrate it like 
that, and it isn’t worse, just different. [Solomon, P8] 

We’ll do Christmas [at my parents’ house], but we won’t do it 
here...the experience [of Christmas] will be there. [Beni, P8]

Another aspect of cultural transmission that was highly valued among 

these participants was heritage language acquisition.  Children were
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introduced to their parents’ languages, but they did not gain bilingual fluency 

because of language asymmetry in these households:

Well, I would like for [my children] to understand my language, Igbo. 
Even if they can’t speak it, at least understand it...knowing that it is 
going to be difficult. I mean, the kind of job that I do, I work 12-15 hour 
days. I work in investment banking, I leave home by 6 a.m. and I come 
home by 7 or 8 p.m.  So I only get to put them to bed when I am lucky. 
So in that respect, the only influence I have over [their language] is on 
weekends. [Ola, P9]

I want her to learn French because I speak French.  The thing is, it is
really difficult for me because I really have to be motivated.... My 
husband only speaks English as well, so that is another factor... And 
my husband actually wants to learn French!  So, he was like, “Maybe I 
can learn as she is learning!”... I just would have to remind myself that 
when I was home to switch to French. [Zinzi, P14] 

[All of our children] know songs in Persian and they know a lot of 
Farsi words because my husband speaks it [and he] wants his children
to have at least a rudimentary understanding of it.  Even [three-year-
old] Olivia can say little rhymes in Persian. [Lucia, P15] 

Other parents sought to teach their children an additional language to 

be shared within the household as a source of a common family identity.  For 

example, Beni and Solomon professed a desire to teach their daughter French 

because “it would be another unifying aspect of our family [since] we won’t 

be the same race.”

The commonality among all of the parents who embodied a strategy of 

cultural amalgamation was a mutual commitment to transmit their respective 

cultures to their children, as well as create new traditions as a unique, 

culturally-blended family across cultures.

 Biculturation

The final strategy of cultural adaptation among intercultural parents 

identified in this study was biculturation, a symmetrical process of 

acculturation to the culture of each partner.  Those who pursued this strategy 
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emphasized their respective sets of cultural values, rules, norms, and 

behaviors to be learned and transmitted to their children.  Bennett and 

Bennett (2004) described this as the final ethnorelative stage in which 

individuals have the capacity to synthesize different cultural worldviews, and 

Berry (1990) defined this as an integration of host and home cultures.

LaFromboise, Coleman, and Gerton (1993) referenced this strategy as a 

sense of cultural connectedness and embodiment of a range of culturally-

appropriate behaviors and skills including dual communication ability.  In 

this study, parents who used a strategy of biculturation demonstrated a high 

commitment to transmit the values, rules, languages, and cultural codes to 

their children, the latter were bilingual, bicultural, and enculturated with dual 

cultural codes from which they developed the ability to codeswitch and 

navigate between cultures.  Marie [P2] emphasized, “We wanted [the 

children] to speak Spanish, no question.”  Samantha [P12] elaborated: 

I was very determined that we weren’t going to be the two Spanish 
professors with a daughter who couldn’t answer us back in Spanish! 

To facilitate dual language learning, both families had rules of Spanish-

only in the households.  Samantha and Marie both demonstrated a high level 

of commitment to parent their children in a second language: 

I learned [the language of parenting] from Antonio, in the stories I was 
reading.  And Antonio would automatically say certain things to 
Raquel... and I would just automatically imitate him, without thinking 
that I was going to imitate him.  And even before that... I started 
learning children’s stories, the formulas like how we say, “Once upon a 
time...” and at the end of every story, “We lived happily ever after.”
[Samantha, P12] 

I had to learn it all.  It was weird for me.  I didn’t know the names for 
certain things, and I didn’t know like, “What do you say when you pat 
someone to sleep?”  But now, it’s weird if I hold a baby I can hardly 
speak to it in English because everything that I want to say is in 
Spanish.  Like when my niece was born, I talked to her in Spanish; they 
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don’t know the difference, but it was interesting that it has taken over.
[Spanish] has become my primary parenting language. [Marie, P2] 

José explained how his children were learning his cultural code in 

addition to fluency in the Spanish language:

They are becoming bicultural in some ways. The fact that we don’t 
speak English in the house, they are not only learning Spanish but they 
are learning my code... I am giving them my code... [and] they are 
becoming bicultural by learning my code of Spanish at the same time 
they are learning the English codes by living here. That is how they are 
becoming bicultural; it’s not only speaking the language, but the code 
they are learning. Like humor... It is the social taboos that set the 
parameters, and humor is one code I am giving my children. [José, P2] 

Further, they taught their children the rudimentary skills of code-

switching through communication with their grandparents: 

They know how to speak to my parents in English, and to José’s 
parents in Spanish. We taught them that way.  In our family, that was 
how we differentiated.  We would say, “How does grandpa say it?” or, 
“How does your grandma in Spain say it?” [Marie, P2] 

And it is funny because they are expecting someone to speak English
and for whatever reason that person decides to speak in Spanish, and 
they say something to them, they look at that person and think, “What? 
You aren’t supposed to use Spanish!”  Like [their maternal 
grandfather] used to use some Spanish on them and they were like 
“Huh? You’re breaking the rule!” [José, P2]

The enculturation of dual cultural codes for children also was gained 

through long-term stays and close contact with extended families in each 

culture of origin to gain language fluency and cultural immersion 

experiences.  Marie and Samantha noted the importance of a long-term 

immersion in Spain for their children at critical developmental stages: 

They are so proud of being Spanish, but they had never lived there for 
more than a month at a time [prior to their one-year stay].  And also 
from the linguistic perspective, I was seeing that they were losing 
language at such a critical time in language development; I wanted
them to have Spanish literacy skills... [Marie, P2] 
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[Our daughter’s Spanish] took off when she was three [years old] and 
we went to Spain. I think until that time she saw Spanish as sort of a 
weird thing that the two of us did at home that no one else used. And 
when we went to Spain...she realized...that to play with the other kids 
and to get anything from them, she needed to say it in Spanish. 
[Samantha, P12] 

Through a strategy of biculturation, intercultural parents transmitted 

dual cultural codes, languages, and rules to their children.  Through modeling 

this strategy, their children presumably would internalize the capacity to 

synthesize and integrate different cultural worldviews.

In this study, the strategies adopted by intercultural parents to 

navigate cultural differences produced different constructions of culturally 

diverse family systems.  They include monocultural, multicultural, 

transcultural, and bicultural families, represented in Figure 6.5. 

Monocultural

Bicultural

Transcultural

Multicultural

Figure 6.5 
Constructions of Culturally Diverse Families 

307



Constructions of Culturally Diverse Families 

Monocultural Families

Intercultural parents who adopted a strategy of assimilation, in which 

one parent assimilated to the culture of the other, constructed monocultural 

family systems comprised of one set of cultural values, norms, and traditions 

consistent with the dominant culture.  Although some extended family 

members such as grandparents resided in different countries, they exerted 

minimal influence because of estrangement or restricted interface such as in 

the examples of Monique and Anastasia.  Consequently, their children were 

not exposed to their non-American ancestral heritages because they did not 

interact with their maternal grandparents in the Bahamas and Russia.

Another aspect of monocultural families in this study was a preference 

for monolingual households, because one partner (in both cases, the 

American fathers) did not have an inclination to speak the maternal heritage 

language and the mothers preferred an English-only language immersion to 

facilitate their goal of assimilation to American culture.  In reference to her 

native French Creole language, Monique remarked: 

[My daughter] isn’t around other people that speak that language...it
probably won’t benefit her... It really won’t help her that much.  I 
mean, I haven’t even thought of teaching her, in fact. [Monique, P1]

Anastasia also demonstrated a value for a monolingual household: 

I don’t speak to [my son] in Russian anymore... My husband asked us 
to speak English because he couldn’t understand Russian... [And] I 
would just not even want to teach him.  Waste of time and too much 
trouble.  Besides, I am in this country where people speak English.  So I 
was interested in learning English and the only way to learn is to 
speak, practicing as much as I can, including to my husband.
[Anastasia, P6]

Participants who utilized an assimilation strategy in the construction of 

a monocultural family did not report high degrees of cultural conflicts 
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because differences were downplayed and one partner absorbed the cultural 

values of the other.  However, Romano (2001) hypothesized that one’s 

cultural worldview was internalized and never completely eliminated; thus 

resentments could emerge over time. Monique and Anastasia had only been 

married for two and seven years respectively at the time of their interviews, 

thus Romano’s conjecture about longer-term consequences could not be 

ascertained in this study.

Multicultural Families

A second construction of family systems that was evident in this study 

was the multicultural family who embodied strategies of cultural tourism or 

cultural transition.  The term multicultural  is used to denote the presence of 

more than one distinct culture within a family, in which cultural differences 

are acknowledged as separate and distinct, and sometimes mutually 

exclusive.  For participants in multicultural family systems, conflicting

cultural values required a degree of inherently asymmetrical compromise and 

cultural sacrifice, determined primarily by the acculturation status of each 

parent.  For example, parents from the dominant culture of residence required 

relatively fewer, if any, cultural sacrifices, primarily because their children 

were being raised within the context of American culture and received 

extensive socialization through peers, school, media, and extended family.

Mothers from immigrant cultures (cultural transition strategy) demonstrated 

a higher level of commitment to transmit a second cultural heritage to their 

children, while mothers from dominant cultures (cultural tourism strategy) 

provided examples of how their children were exposed to their paternal 

cultural heritages through grandparents, extended family, and tourism. 

Both strategies, cultural tourism and transition, celebrated cultural 

traditions, holidays, and rituals from their countries of origin within the 

broader context of dominant American culture.  For example: 
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We incorporate some of the different [Chinese and Polish] cultural
traditions and artifacts around the holidays, but everything is still 
centered around the traditional Catholic observances. [Julia, P13]

Christmas is really a blend between Peruvian and American cultures... 
We celebrate with Peruvian food, but it’s more like a family get-
together, not a big religious event that we would have in Peru with 
mass and all the emphasis on religion. [Sandra, P7] 

Finally, in multicultural households, children gained some exposure to 

the languages of both parents, although only one language (English) over-

lapped between them.  Typically, the parent who embodied a proportionately 

higher degree of cultural accommodation was bilingual, but did not have 

sufficient resources or proximal support to maintain language retention in 

subsequent generations.  For example:

[My husband] is really committed to raising [our daughter] bilingual 
and I think that will be difficult since I don’t speak the language and I 
am the primary caretaker at this point...certainly her daycare won’t 
have Polish speakers. [Julia, P13] 

In summary, multicultural households are characterized by different 

cultural traditions within the context of dominant American culture.  The 

degree of transmission of other cultures is influenced primarily by maternal 

acculturation status, commitment, and support to facilitate cultural learning. 

 Transcultural Families

Parents who experienced convergent mutual acculturation and who 

adopted a strategy of cultural amalgamation constructed transcultural family 

systems.  A defining characteristic of transcultural families is a cultural hybrid 

or a family “beyond culture” in which traditions and rituals are integrated, 

blended, or additive depending on proximity to families of origin.  Frequently 

couples combined cultural traditions and rituals surrounding important rites 

of passages such as weddings, births, and deaths, similar to a strategy of 

simultaneous adjustment (Tseng, 1977).

310



Among transcultural families in this study, culture was generally 

conceptualized as complementary (acknowledge-transcend), and thus 

families celebrated different aspects of their respective ancestral heritages 

integrated within the context of the broader American culture of residence.

Lucia and Samuel described this blending in their families:

It is so cool, because we have embraced all of it...Ramadan, Persian 
New Year, and the kids think that is the best time ever. There is a huge 
Persian celebration in Irvine. We get to all share in it and I love it... 
Even [my father-in-law’s] wife who was also raised Muslim, she will be 
like, “Come over for Christmas Eve and exchange gifts with the kids.” 
So they have adapted to it because it is part of American culture and 
they know it is important to the grandchildren. They just figure it is 
more of an American cultural holiday rather than a religious one. And 
Ramadan also, it is a trade-off. We celebrate it as a means of a cultural 
aspect rather than a religious one. [Lucia, P15]

We blend both [of the holidays]…Well, Christmas we don’t advertise it 
to her side of the family.  That’s not to say that we avoid it, we just 
don’t make a big deal of it. We don’t do Ramadan, we don’t fast, we 
don’t pray, but we celebrate the Persian New Year, to keep the 
tradition, the same way we do Christmas.  Now New Year is not a 
religious holiday, it is a secular holiday.  Because it is the New Year, in 
fact it is not done on the lunar calendar, as the Arabic New Year would 
be.  It is done on the Persian, Zoroastrian calendar which is, well, it 
starts on the first day of spring.  We celebrate it in a way.  We put up a 
haft seen which is the seven S’s.  And you have a seed, which is an 
apple, and anyway, in Farsi, all of these things begin with an S.  It’s just 
a tradition.  You put sumac on there I think, you have a gold fish, you 
have some kind of fruit, you have the Koran, you have candles.  And 
there are other things, like a mirror, that don’t begin with S, that 
decorate it.  You put it on a table like this, put a cloth over it and it’s
not something you pray to or anything, it’s just...they adapted it from 
their, what they would call Pagan, the Zoroastrian stuff, into their 
Muslim culture.  And we have adapted it into ours. [Samuel, P4] 

Being raised in a Christian home in Kinshasa, we celebrated Christmas 
and Easter... but [in the United States] Christmas is more a focus on
gifts and “what am I getting? What are you getting me?”...For me 
Christmas...is just being together, and that is what we try to focus on 
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with our daughter [here in the United States]...We have our own 
family, and we are going to start our own traditions. [Zinzi, P14] 

Parents indicated a goal to raise their children as “global citizens” who 

could adapt to different cultural contexts.  Through their strategy of conver-

gent mutual acculturation, intercultural parents in this study provided a 

model for cultural learning and adaptation.  Christine noted that hers was a 

“global family” and that she shared the goal with her husband Ola for “our 

kids to grow up being comfortable in any country, and to be able to live and 

move.”  She summarized:

I never want my kids to be the sort of people who don’t have a 
passport and has never been out of the country because there is so 
much out there. … I want them to travel and explore other places and 
have that interest.  I want them to experience other cultures and choose 
how they live. [Christine, P9] 

Zinzi and Tad held a similar perspective about a desire to raise their 

daughter in an international context and to be exposed to different cultural 

perspectives and ways of life: 

[Tad] has a love for cultures and other cultures and he is really into 
traveling and he is upset about America and a lot of the things here. So 
we kind of think alike, except that he just happens to be white!  We’ve 
actually thought about moving outside of America...and we are hoping 
to move outside somewhere that would be accepting of us and where 
Amani could be exposed to other cultures. It is just finding a place that 
will be safe, with Africa going through so much political turmoil, and 
him being American, where will it be safe for us to live. [Zinzi, P14] 

In summary, transcultural families represent cultural hybrids that 

resemble aspects of several cultural backgrounds.  In this study, parents who 

utilized strategies of cultural amalgamation were creating a third reality 

(2000) within the context of their transcultural families. 
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Bicultural Families 

The final construction of culturally diverse families within this study 

was the bicultural family system.  Within these families, two separate cultures 

were acquired, retained, and shared by all members of the household.

Although the parents were from two different cultures of origin, each learned 

the cultural codes of the other from extensive immersion in each country.  In 

this case, there were multiple languages within the household that were 

shared by both parents and children.  Each member of the family was 

bilingual and had the capacity to codeswitch between cultures, which were 

defined and emphasized as separate and distinct.  Through a strategy of 

biculturation, parents facilitated long-term cultural immersion for their 

children to facilitate bicultural adaptation.  Marie  and Samantha described 

this experiential learning for their children: 

[I wanted the children] to experience all of the holidays that we try to 
replicate here.  I wanted them to see the holidays firsthand... Holidays 
are completely different...they celebrate the Three Wise Men in 
January... [Marie, P2] 

 [My step-daughter] was being raised in Spain, so she had the Three 
Kings in January, and that’s when the presents are, not on Christmas... 
So I invented our own Three Kings, and I do it differently than they do 
it in Spain... So we still had our big Christmas... [then] she gets a special 
tradition and it is good after the after-Christmas let down and she still 
has the Three Kings... [and] there are the three presents. In Spain, it 
wouldn’t be three, there would be tons. That is the big holiday that 
would be the day that all the family gets together.  So we just sort of 
adapt it to here... [Samantha, P12]

Finally, participants who constructed bicultural families emphasized 

that their primary goal was for their children to have bicultural identities with 

two cultural homes and two cultural reference points: 
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She has Spanish nationality and I don’t want her to have Spanish 
nationality and arrive in Spain and not know her background.
[Samantha, P12]

I wanted them to really know what it is to be Spanish, not my version 
of being Spanish.  And to do that, you have to ground your experience 
in living there. [Marie, P2]

Bicultural families represent cultural bifocality (Falicov, 1998), 

integration (Berry, 1990), and the highest degrees of ethnorelativism (Bennett 

& Bennett, 2004) and mutual acculturation (Falicov, 1995).  These families are 

unique in that both children and parents have the ability to codeswitch and 

navigate between two cultures that are conceptualized as distinct.

Summary

Using parenthood as a lens to observe how intercultural couples 

navigate their differences, this chapter presented a model of cultural adapt-

ation among intercultural parents, using a grounded theory analysis of 

participant narratives.  This model outlined an analytical framework to better 

understand the dynamics of intercultural parenthood.  In this study, inter-

cultural parents adopted strategies of assimilation, cultural tourism, cultural 

transition, cultural amalgamation, and biculturation, depending on their level 

of mutual acculturation and how they framed their cultural differences 

[Appendix II].

The various strategies used by intercultural parents to navigate their 

cultural differences represent the fluidity and porousness of culture.  In 

contrast to the literature reviewed for this study, cultural adaptation 

strategies are not static.  The majority of the reviewed literature relates to 

group or individual strategies of acculturation (Berry, 1990; Kim, 2001; Ting-

Toomey, 1999), yet the study of intercultural parenting requires attention to 

relational acculturation within couples.  Falicov (1995) identified mutual 

acculturation as a coping strategy for intercultural couples to mitigate the 
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impact of cultural dissonance and culture shock that generally accompanies 

cross-cultural experiences.  However, she did not describe the variation in 

cultural differentiation that was evident among participants in this study, 

which demonstrates that the processes of mutual acculturation vary within 

and across intercultural couples.

These strategies translate to different constructions of culturally 

diverse family systems, including monocultural, multicultural, transcultural, 

and bicultural families, as shown in Figure 6.5.   Although this model could 

imply a hierarchical continuum of stages of cultural adaptation from least to 

most adaptive, it is not a one-dimensional model.  Conversely, the model is 

relational between the two axes of mutual acculturation and conceptual-

ization of cultural difference.  The parenting strategies represent an inter-

action between these two variables, such as biculturation as the highest 

degree of mutual acculturation and conceptualization of difference in contrast

with an assimilation strategy which embodies the least degree of both of 

these.  The model portrays the interaction effect of these two dimensions 

rather than connoting a hierarchical value of least to most beneficial strategies 

of intercultural parenting.  Further, this model does not imply that one 

construction of a family system over others is the most functional or preferred 

outcome for culturally diverse families. It may be the case in a future study 

that it is shown that children of monocultural and bicultural unions have 

better outcomes than the others or vice versa.

The next chapter will consider the contributions of this research for 

theory, policy, and clinical applications for counseling professionals.

Limitations of the study will be discussed, as well as recommendations for 

future research on intercultural couples and culturally diverse families.
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Chapter 7 
CONCLUSION

A goal of this study was to reveal the personal stories and narratives of 

intercultural couples to better understand their experiences of raising children 

together and how they construct family systems within culturally diverse 

households. A social constructionist theoretical framework guided the 

research design of this study, including a grounded theory approach to data 

collection and analysis.  Twenty-one participants were interviewed as 

individuals or couples over the course of an 18-month data collection period.

Eight themes and 24 sub-themes were identified that relate to the two broader 

research questions on intercultural parenting and culturally diverse families 

set forth in Chapter 1: What are the experiences of intercultural couples raising

children together? and How do intercultural parents construct family systems within

culturally diverse households?

The four themes and 12 sub-themes of parenting across cultures, 

outlined in Chapter 4, included (1) The Context of Intercultural Parenthood:

constructions of cultural identities, incongruence of cultural identities, and 

discrepancies in identity status; (2) Cross-Cultural Challenges:  cultural 

dissonance, cultural losses, and divided cultural homes; (3) Negotiating 

Intercultural Parenthood:  identification of cultural similarities and differ-

ences, intercultural decision-making, and transmission of culture; and (4) 

Opportunities in Parenting across Cultures:  access to other models of 

parenting, plasticity of roles, and enhanced cultural competency.

Chapter 5 described four themes and 12 sub-themes of cultures within

families.  These included (1) Construction of Family Identities:  incongruence

of cultural identities, exogenous labeling, discrepancies in identity status, and 

discrimination; (2) Cross-Cultural Cleavages:  disapproval of marriage, 
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interaction between extended families, and divergent norms and rules; (3) 

Navigating Culture within Families:  negotiation of cultural norms and rules, 

use of cultural liaisons, and reconciliation of divergent traditions and rituals; 

and (4) Perceptions of the Next Generation:  concerns for intercultural 

children, and opportunities for intercultural children.

Chapter 6 introduced an analytical matrix that illustrated the 

interaction between the themes and sub-themes described above.  A model of 

cultural adaptation among intercultural parents was developed and 

presented as an analytical tool to better understand how parents co-construct 

diverse family systems based on their conceptualization of cultural 

differences and their degree of mutual acculturation.  The model established 

that cultural adaptation among intercultural parents is neither a static nor a 

symmetrical process.  Parents adopt different strategies to reconcile their 

cultural differences, including assimilation, cultural tourism, cultural 

transition, cultural amalgamation, and biculturation, at different stages of 

their relationship and for different purposes.

This final chapter will consider the various implications of this research 

for theory, policy, and clinical practice. Finally, limitations of the study will be 

discussed with recommendations for future research.

Implications for Theory 

The experiences of intercultural couples in general and intercultural 

parents in particular have been insufficiently addressed in the literature.  This 

study represents a step in the direction of understanding how intercultural 

couples navigate cultural differences that influence many aspects of 

parenting.  A contribution of the findings from this research is a model of 

cultural adaptation among intercultural parents that augments current 

theories of cross-cultural adaptation and adjustment in intercultural marriage. 
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Kim’s (2001) stress-adaptation-growth model of cross-cultural 

adaptation and Ting-Toomey’s (1999) seven-stage, W-shaped model of 

cultural adjustment identify the processes of acculturation and identity-

related changes that occur with continuous contact with people in a new 

culture.  This study expands these assumptions and findings to the experience 

of intercultural couples who have daily, continuous contact with a partner 

from a different cultural background, using parenting as a lens to better 

understand how they negotiate cultural differences.  Consistent with the 

models of Kim (2001) and Ting-Toomey (1999), participants in this study 

echoed their experiences with aspects of culture shock, adjustment, and 

identity change in relation to their status as parents.

Further, these findings strengthen and expand the work of Perel (2000), 

and Falicov (1995) and their descriptions of third, transcultural realities and 

the process of mutual acculturation.  In her work with intercultural couples, 

Perel (2000) found that mutual accommodation and asymmetric compromises

of both partners leads to the creation of a third, transcultural reality for the 

couple to experience greater levels of cultural differentiation.  In the current 

study, this process occurred for some, but not all, couples.  In particular, a 

subset of intercultural parents constructed transcultural families using a 

strategy of cultural amalgamation when they embodied convergent mutual 

acculturation to either a third culture or a third space.  Further, other 

strategies emerged that go beyond Perel’s (2000) observation of a trans-

cultural reality, including bicultural, multicultural, and monocultural family 

systems.

Falicov (1995) identified the pattern of mutual accommodation in 

intercultural marriage as an important means to negotiate cultural conflicts 

and to create new cultural codes in the process of mutual acculturation.

Likewise, the current study both supports and strengthens her finding.  The 

process of mutual acculturation was found to be an important influence on 
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the ways in which intercultural parents navigated their cultural differences, 

represented by their strategies of cultural adaptation.  However, in the current 

study the process of mutual acculturation incorporated much variation.

These participants demonstrated degrees of mutual acculturation in their 

relationships, including low, asymmetric (maternal- or paternal-dominated), 

convergent, and high.

Many participants also echoed aspects of the various typologies of 

decision-making strategies of intercultural couples described by Ho (1990), 

Leeds-Hurwitz (2002), McDermott and Fukunaga (1977), Romano (2001), and 

Tseng (1977).   Findings from this study suggest that intercultural couples use 

implicit strategies of parenting that are neither linear nor static as the above 

authors have presented.  Rather, their strategies represent an intersection of 

how intercultural parents conceptualize their cultural differences, and their 

degree of mutual acculturation.  Many participants illustrate the fluidity of 

these constructs as their strategies changed at various junctures in their 

relationships, especially after they became parents.

This study addresses a significant gap in the literature about the 

experiences of intercultural couples raising children, and it extends current 

theory on cross-cultural adaptation and processes of acculturation.  The next 

section will consider implications of these findings for policy and practice.

Implications for Policy and Practice 

The counseling profession has made many advances in promoting the 

awareness of diversity and multicultural issues.  For example, the American 

Counseling Association (ACA) convened an annual conference in 2006 with 

the theme Culture-Centered and Diversity Counseling Empowers All Families to 

highlight the importance of cultural competency within the counseling

profession.  In addition, the Association for Multicultural Counseling and 

Development has become an increasingly prominent division within the ACA 
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and publishes the Journal of Multicultural Counseling and Development.

However, despite the increasing rate of intercultural marriage, intercultural 

couples as a group remain largely invisible within the divisions of marriage 

and family counseling and multicultural counseling.  Although the latter 

group has emphasized the importance of cultural competency in counseling, 

typically the focus has been on diverse, yet distinct, cultural groups rather 

than intercultural relationships or culturally diverse households.   As Herr 

(1999) summarized: 

A major challenge in [the counseling profession] stems from the fact
that for most of its history in the United States, the assumptions and 
techniques of counseling have ignored cultural differences or treated 
them as unimportant.  Thus, counseling models have treated primarily 
intra-cultural phenomena, not intercultural phenomena (p. 126).

Findings from this study suggest that the population of intercultural 

couples specifically requires increased attention within professional 

associations such as the ACA and the American Psychological Association 

(APA) as well as in multicultural and family systems training curricula for 

counselors.  Therefore, an important policy recommendation for the ACA and

APA includes the incorporation of standards of cultural competency in 

working with culturally diverse families and couples, distinct from current 

ethical guidelines that focus on the dynamics of cultural diversity between 

counselor and client.  Likewise, graduate training programs for marriage and 

family therapists can enhance their curricula on cultural competency with 

greater attention and awareness to this growing population of intercultural 

families, in addition to the focus on general cultural diversity in the U.S. 

Counseling professionals have much to learn from non-clinical 

populations, such as couples and families who do not report dysfunction and 

generally have not been the focus of study.  A contribution of this research is 

the inclusion of participants who were not in therapy at the time of the study, 

and who were drawn from a diverse population.  Consistent with the aims of 
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qualitative research, a purposive sample of information-rich participants was 

recruited rather than a random sample.  Thus, the findings are not intended to 

be generalized to all intercultural couples, but rather these findings provide a 

lens for counseling professionals to better understand the processes used by 

intercultural parents who are not in therapy.

There are several implications for practitioners that can be gleaned 

from this research.  First, these findings suggest that it is important to 

understand how individuals identify and situate their cultural context and 

that of their partner.  Participants from this study revealed that there are 

multiple, interacting, concurrent, and hierarchical constructions of identity.

This finding confirms and strengthens the literature on the significance and 

fluidity of cultural identity (Benet-Martinez et al., 2002; Kim, 2001; McFadden 

& Moore, 2001; Vivero & Jenkins, 1999).  In particular, the significance of 

cultural identity underscores the importance for therapists to explore the 

ways in which couples conceptualize their interculturalness and domains of 

cultural difference.  For some couples, discrepancies in identity status were 

salient, and for others it was aspects of cultural commonality that were

emphasized.  Intercultural couples are not a homogenous group, and 

therapists must first consider the client’s own cultural identification, that of 

their partner, and that of the relationship. 

A second implication for counseling practitioners is the multiple 

domains of stressors for intercultural couples.  Findings from this research 

confirm and augment the literature on social challenges for intercultural 

couples such as different experiences with racism and discrimination (Wehrly, 

Kenney, & Kenney, 1999), and general social disapproval (Cerroni-Long, 1984; 

Johnson & Warren, 1994).  Conflicts with the extended family emerged as an 

external stressor for many participants in this study, consistent with findings

from previous research (Chan & Wethington, 1998; Hsu, 2001; Molina, 

Estrada, & Burnett, 2004).  Another external stressor for intercultural couples 
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that was identified by participants in this study was discrepancies in status 

due to exogenous labeling or perceptions of insider or outsider status within 

the couple.  Finally, intercultural couples acknowledged the impact of cultural 

dissonance within the context of their relationship, also identified in the 

literature by Falicov (1995, 1998) and Fontaine (1990).  In this study, 

participants revealed that cultural losses, conflicting cultural values, and rule-

breaking were sources of cultural dissonance.  For intercultural couples who 

seek therapy, these stressors should be acknowledged and explored to clarify 

their impact on the couple. 

Third, this study highlighted that parenting is a source of conflict for 

most intercultural couples, consistent with much of the literature (Crohn, 

1995; Gaines & Brennan, 2001; Ho, 1990; Romano, 2001).   Participants in this 

study articulated conflictual aspects of parenting that were explicitly attri-

buted to cultural differences such as naming children, discipline, education, 

food, the role of parents and children, and styles of communication.  In 

practice, counselors and therapists can use culture as a framework to explore 

these aspects of difference in parenting.  For example, a culturally competent 

therapist could engage in cultural translations similar to the role of cultural 

broker or “cultural referee” (Hsu, 2001, p. 238) to reframe behaviors that are

misattributed by a couple in therapy and to clarify their own cultural values.

This reframing technique was advocated by Perel (2000) as an approach to 

acknowledging, reconciling, and accepting cultural differences through the 

metaphor of cultural tourism within an intercultural relationship.

Finally, participants in this study emphasized many strengths and 

opportunities associated with being in intercultural relationships and 

culturally diverse households, a finding that has been overlooked in much of 

the literature.  Examples of these benefits include access to other models of 

parenting; greater flexibility in gender roles; enhanced cultural competency; 

and a sense of cultural belonging, literacy, and adaptability for their children.
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These aspects of cross-cultural parenting can be used in a therapeutic context 

to emphasize cultural complementarity or sources of strength in the relation-

ship to offset sources of discord. Sullivan and Cottone (2006) summarized: 

Couples in crisis see their differences driving them apart, leaving… 
therapists with the challenge of working with the couple to discover
similarities, uncover strengths, and build areas of consensus (p. 224).

 As with any clients, counselors need to set aside prior judgments and 

assumptions about intercultural couples and culturally diverse families.  To 

be effective clinical practitioners, counselors can recognize the range and 

diversity of challenges, attributes, characteristics, and strengths of these 

family systems.  These findings can be used as a tool to better equip therapists 

to adapt appropriate interventions for individuals or couples.   Depending on 

the context and construction of their family system, the model of cultural 

adaptation among intercultural parents can be used as a framework. 

Limitations and Future Research

A limitation of this research was the lack of participation of all of the 

mothers and fathers from the 15 intercultural couples in this study because of 

logistical constraints or refusal to participate.   Although the focus of the 

research was on individual experiences as intercultural parents, the inclusion 

of both parents in half of the cases provided a more complete picture of the 

interaction and dynamics within the household.  As a result, the analytical 

model was derived from both individuals’ and couples’ perspectives of 

parenthood.

Another limitation was the short time frame of data collection.  Initial 

and follow-up interviews were conducted over an 18-month time span, a 

relatively brief duration over the span of parenthood.  A future longitudinal 

case study focusing on several couples over the course of different develop-
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mental stages of their children could illustrate the fluidity and the porousness 

of cultural adaptation over time and context. 

Additionally, this study focused exclusively on the experiences of 

parents.  One finding that emerged was the significant role of extended family 

members such as grandparents in the families of origin.  A second area for 

future research would be to include these voices in a cross-sectional, multi-

generational case study of parents, grandparents, and other extended family 

members.

A delimitation was the exclusion of children from participation.

Parents spoke with passion about their concerns and aspirations for their 

children, and a third future study could explore the experiences and 

perceptions of their children in monocultural, multicultural, transcultural, 

and bicultural families.

In conclusion, intercultural parents share a unique opportunity to 

personify cultural sensitivity, empathy, and understanding through their 

experiences of navigating cultural differences and co-constructing culturally 

diverse families.   As the numbers of intercultural parents and culturally 

diverse families continue to grow, this population warrants increased

attention for both researchers and practitioners.  These findings have 

contributed to this end through an examination of the experiences of 

intercultural parents who are not in therapy, to better understand how all 

couples can benefit from their diversity and differences within a family. 

The experience of living with someone from a different culture, 
perhaps of raising bicultural children, of expanding one’s worldview 
and ability to tolerate differences is a success in itself.  The personal 
growth one undergoes as a result of the intimate intercultural exper-
ience has the potential for producing truly multicultural people—of
which the world cannot have too many (Romano, 2001, 212). 
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Appendix I 
Participant Demographic Information 

ID Participant
Names

Country of
Origin1

Ethnicity Children
(birth year)

Years
Together

Current
Residence

1 Monique/
Mike

Bahamas/
USA

Haitian/
Caucasian

Hannah (2004) 
Sarah (2006) 

2 Southern
California

2 Marie/
José

USA/
Spain

Caucasian/
Spanish

Rosa (1994) 
Ramon (1996)

20 Southern
California

3 Jackie/
Trinh

USA/
Vietnam

Caucasian/
Vietnamese

Lucas (2003) 
Isaac (2004) 

8 Central
California

4 Sonya/
Samuel

Iran/
England

Persian/
British

Suria (2003) 16 Midwest

5 Shana/
Andrés

USA/
Uruguay

Caucasian/
Latino

Chaz (1997) 1 Southern
California

6 Anastasia/
Tom

Russia/
USA

Russian/
Caucasian

Nikolas (1992) 7 Southern
California

7 Sandra/
Doug

Peru/
USA

Peruvian/
Caucasian

Steve (1991) 
Julie (1993) 

18 Southern
California

8 Beni/
Solomon

Nigeria*/
Canada

Yoruba/
FrCanadian

Rebecca (2006) 6 Southern
California

9 Christine/
Ola

England/
Nigeria

Welsh/
Igbo

Xander (2001) 
Jasmine (2003)

8 Northeast

10 Katherine/
Daniel

USA/
Japan*

Caucasian/
Japanese

Elizabeth (1995) 
Michael (1998) 

18 Southern
California

11 Anya/
Chad

India*/
USA

Malayam/
Caucasian

Anju (2004) 
Samir (2006) 

8 Midwest

12 Samantha/
Antonio

USA/
Spain

Caucasian/
Spanish

Raquel (1995) 
Eva (1981) 

22 Northern
California

13 Julia/
Gerik

China*/
Poland

Chinese/
Polish

Lily (2006) 5 Southern
California

14 Zinzi/
Tad

Congo/
USA

Lendu/
Caucasian

Amani (2003) 7 South

15 Lucia/
Reza

Mexico/Italy*
Iran/Mexico

Mexican & 
Italian/
Persian & 
Mexican

Emily (1992) 
Chris (1994) 
Olivia (2003 
Peter (2007) 

18 Southern
California

1 Country of origin represents the country from which the participant or the participant’s parents (*)
immigrated.
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Appendix II 
PARTICIPANT STRATEGIES OF CULTURAL ADAPTATION

IN CROSS-CULTURAL PARENTING

Assimilation
Monique & Mike
Anastasia & Tom

Biculturation
Marie & Jose

Samantha & Antonio

Cultural Amalgamation
Third Culture  Third Space

Sonya & Samuel  Beni & Solomon
Christine & Ola   Katherine & Daniel

Zinzi & Tad
Lucia & Reza

Cultural Transition
Sandra & Doug
Anya & Chad

Cultural Tourism
Jackie & Trinh

Shana & Andres
Julia & Gerik
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Appendix III 
PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

Title of Project:  Cross-cultural parenting:  The experiences of intercultural 
couples raising children 

Researcher:  Cheryl Crippen, M.S
Postgraduate student, School of Health, University of New England.
Tel. (949) 716-9221; cheryl_crippen@yahoo.com

Principal Supervisor:  Anne-Katrin Eckermann, Ph.D 
Professor, School of Professional Development and Leadership, University of
New England.   Tel. (61) 2 6773 3849; aeckerma@une.edu.au

Co-Supervisor: Leah Brew, Ph.D 
Asst. Professor, Department of Counseling, California State University, 
Fullerton Tel. (714) 278-2708; lbrew@fullerton.edu

Purpose of Study
The aim of this study is to explore the perceptions and experiences of couples 
from different cultural backgrounds who are raising children together. There 
has been much research on intercultural marriage and cultural variation in 
parenting, but few studies have addressed cross-cultural parenting within 
families and none have focused exclusively on the experiences of intercultural 
parents from their own perspectives.   Your assistance with this study will 
form the basis of further understanding intercultural parenthood. 

Specifically the study objectives are: 

1. To interview intercultural couples about how they perceive and 
experience their cultural values related to parenting and child 
rearing.

2. To explore how couples make decisions with regard to parenting. 

3. To gain an understanding of how intercultural couples resolve 
cultural differences and create transcultural families. 

Procedures
The study will consist of one to two in-depth interviews, either individually 
or as a couple, depending on your preference. The interviews will be 
scheduled at a time and location of your convenience. Interviews will 
generally last 60-120 minutes each. During the interviews you will be asked a 
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few structured questions. However most of the questions will be unstructured 
and generated from your responses.   Each interview will be audio taped with 
your permission. You will have the right to turn off the tape recorder at any 
time and for any reason.
You must be 18 years of age or older to participate in this study. 

Risks, discomforts and benefits
The interviews will be exploring cultural values related to decision-making 
and parenting, and some of the questions may evoke discomfort or emotional 
distress.  Please disclose information to the level of your comfort.  You are 
free to refuse to share information that causes discomfort, and should 
questions or areas explored become uncomfortable or sensitive you have the 
right to not answer any question or request that the interview stop or move to 
a different topic. If you become disturbed by the content of the interview,
please discuss this with the researcher. It may be helpful to discuss your 
reaction with another trained professional should you feel continued distress. 
The following are contact numbers for community resources and referrals: 

Orange County Family Resource Centers…………………..(714) 480-
6302
South Orange County Parent Advice Line…………....…… (949) 364-
0500
Info Link Orange County..…....................................................(888) 600-
4357

www.infolinkoc.org
Mariposa Women’s Center………………………………....…..(714) 547-
6494
Straight Talk Clinic………………………………………...…….(714) 828-
2000
Turning Point Center for Families……………………………...(714) 547-
8111

Benefits of the study include the opportunity to contribute to the field of 
counseling by helping mental health professionals better understand the 
experiences of a growing population that has not been studied extensively.
As well as making a significant contribution to the field of counseling, this 
process has the potential to be both educational and enlightening for you, as 
you have the opportunity to reflect upon how your cultural values influence 
your parenting style and patterns of negotiation with your partner.
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Confidentiality
Each aspect of the study will be conducted with your confidentiality respected at all 
times. On all materials, you will be identified by a code or pseudonym known only to 
the researcher. Interviews will be recorded on audiotapes and coded in order to 
identify each informant and date of the interview. Subsequent notes and transcripts 
will also be identified by code. All such documents will be held in a locked filing 
cabinet; only the researcher will have access. The code itself will be locked in a 
separate file, only accessible by the researcher.

All interviews will be transcribed by the researcher. Information on the researcher’s 
computer will be stored on the hard drive and opened only by password. Back-up 
copies of the data will be recorded to computer disc and will be locked with other 
study documents in a locked filing cabinet. Data from the interviews will be retained 
for five years. After this period, all data will be destroyed. 

Any written information sent to supervisors (Dr. Eckermann or Dr. Brew) will be 
marked as confidential. Information used in communication with advisors or the 
University will contain only coded identification.

Request for more information
You are encouraged to discuss any concerns regarding the study with the 
researchers at any time.

Should you have any complaints concerning the manner in which this research is 
conducted, please contact the Research Ethics Officer at the following address: 

Research Services, University of New England 
Armidale, NSW 2351  Australia 
Telephone: (02) 6773 3449 Facsimile (02) 6773 3543 
Email:  Ethics@metz.une.edu.au 

Withdrawal
If you consent to participate, you will be free to withdraw from the study at 
any time and without fear of prejudice. If you decide to withdraw from the 
study, please contact the researcher at the earliest opportunity. In the event 
that you withdraw, all your data will be destroyed. 

This project has been approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee of 
the University of New England (Approval No. HE05/213, Valid to 1/2/09.) 
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Appendix IV 
CONSENT FORM 

Title of Project:  Cross-cultural parenting:  The experiences of intercultural 
couples raising children 

Researcher:  Cheryl Crippen, M.S 
 Postgraduate student, School of Health, University of New England.
Tel. (949) 716-9221 
Principal Supervisor:  Anne-Katrin Eckermann, Ph.D 
Professor, School of Education, University of New England.  Tel. (61) 2 6773 
3849
Co-Supervisor:   Leah Brew, Ph.D
Asst. Professor, Department of Counseling, California State University, 
Fullerton Tel. (714) 278-2708 

You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate in this research
study. Your signature certifies that you have decided to participate, having read and 
understood the information presented. Your signature also certifies that you have 
had an adequate opportunity to discuss this study with the investigator and you 
have had all your questions answered to your satisfaction. You will be given a copy 
of this consent form to keep.

I, (the undersigned) 
____________________________________________________

Please Print
Of
_________________________________________________________________

Postal Code ____________________ Phone ___________________________ 

have read the information contained in the Information Sheet for Participants and 
any questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I am at least 18 
years of age. I agree to participate in this activity, and I understand that I may 
withdraw at any time.  I agree that research data gathered for the study may be 
published, provided my name is not used. 

_______________________________________________ __________________
Participant or Authorised Representative Date

_______________________________________________ __________________
Investigator Date
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I understand that I will be participating in interviews with the primary researcher 
and that these interviews will be audio taped. I give my permission to tape these 
interviews and agree to the confidentiality procedures as described in the 
Information Sheet for Participants. 

_______________________________________________ __________________
Participant or Authorised Representative Date

_______________________________________________ __________________
Investigator Date

Contact information:

Researcher:
Cheryl Crippen, M.S; Postgraduate student, School of Health, University of 
New England.
Tel. (949) 716-9221   e-mail: cheryl_crippen@yahoo.com 
Principal Supervisor:
Anne-Katrin Eckermann, Ph.D; Professor, School of Education, University of
New England.
Tel. (61) 2 6773 3849  e-mail:  aeckerma@une.edu.au 
Co-Supervisor:
Leah Brew, Ph.D; Asst. Professor, Department of Counseling, California State
University, Fullerton Tel. (714) 278-2708   e-mail:  lbrew@fullerton.edu

I have explained the nature of and the procedures involved in the study to which the subject has 
consented to participate and have answered all questions. In my judgement the subject is 
voluntarily and knowingly giving informed consent and possesses the legal capacity to give 
informed consent to participate in this research study. 

Researcher: _____________________________   Date: __________________________ 

My signature as witness certifies that the subject signed this consent form in 
my presence as his/her voluntary act and deed. 

Witness:  _______________________________   Date: _______________________ 
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Appendix V 
RECRUITMENT FLYER

Intercultural parents are invited to participate in a study 
of

 Aims of the study 

� To explore how intercultural couples perceive and 
experience their cultural values and expectations related to 
parenting;

� To understand how intercultural couples make decisions 
with regard to child-raising; and 

� To investigate how intercultural couples integrate their 
cultural values and create transcultural families.

Criteria

� Couples from different cultural backgrounds (ethnic 
heritage, religious tradition and/or country of birth); 

� Couples have one or more children (of any age); 
� You are willing to share your experiences in cross-cultural 

parenting in a one-hour confidential interview (either as an 
individual or as a couple) 

For more information, please contact:

Cheryl Crippen, M.S. 
Doctoral Student, Counseling (CSUF/UNE) 
cheryl_crippen@yahoo.com
-or- (949) 246-0817
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Appendix VI 
INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Grand Tour Question:

� Tell me about your experience as an intercultural parent 

Topic One:  Cultural Background and Experience 
� Describe your cultural background and that of your partner.
� Describe your first encounter/experience with your partner’s culture.

Topic Two:  Conceptualization of cultural values in parenting 
� Describe how your cultural background (culture of origin, family of 

origin, religion, etc) has influenced your parenting values
o What is the role of mothers/fathers in your culture? 
o How would your parenting style be different if you were raising 

your child in your country of origin? 
� How is this different from those of your partner? 

o What is the role of mothers/fathers in your partner’s culture? 

Topic Three:  Negotiation of cultural differences in parenting 
� Describe an aspect of child rearing that has been challenging or 

difficult because of different cultural values between you and your 
partner.

� -OR- Tell me about a time when you and your partner disagreed over 
an aspect of parenting/raising your children

� How was this resolved?
� What strategies were helpful? What hindered?

Topic Four:  Constructing transcultural families 
� How have your cultural values changed through the process of raising 

children with your partner? 
� In what ways do you and your partner integrate your cultural values? 
� In what ways do your children benefit from being raised by parents 

from different cultures? 
� How have you benefited from raising your children with a partner 

from a different culture?


