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Abstract

This article focuses on Korean migrants who are living in multi-generational and 
multi-cultural households and their family dynamics. It aims to offer insights 
for counsellors working with those who have come to New Zealand relatively 
recently. Informed by qualitative research into the experiences of 1.5-generation 
Korean-New Zealanders, the article examines their coping strategies as children 
and their decision-making processes as parents. Some cultural aspects to consider 
in counselling practice are discussed: multiple cultures within the household, 
cultural reasons behind clients’ decisions, counsellors’ critical role with children 
and adolescents, recognising strengths as well as anxiety, distinctive gender 
roles in family dynamics, support for transnational families, improvement in 
communication skills, and considerations for the wellbeing of older migrants and 
their grandchildren. Recommendations for counsellors are offered based on the 
research and the author’s experiences as a Korean counsellor.

Key words: Korean migrants, 1.5 generation, coping strategies and decision 
making, family therapy, culture
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Counselling Korean migrants  
in New Zealand
As a counsellor, I hear enquiries from colleagues about Korean clients and some 
of their decisions, which at times seem irrational to counsellors. Their questions 
are about: the reasons for a client’s decisions, cultural values and beliefs, a 
counsellor’s role with Korean children and adolescents when clashes occur 
with parents; working with families’ anxiety; gender roles in family dynamics; 
aspects of transnational families; communication skills and styles within a family; 
and considerations for the wellbeing of older migrants and their grandchildren. 
Counsellors are concerned when their usual therapeutic framework does not seem 
adequate for these migrants. Hence, this article aims to offer an understanding of 
Korean migrants and share insights into the issues that counsellors have raised.
Through the lens of qualitative research undertaken into 1.5-generation Korean-
New Zealanders, I present insights into Korean-New Zealanders’ coping strategies 
as children, and their decision-making processes as parents (see also, Kim, 2014). 

First, I provide a brief profile of Korean migrants in New Zealand, before 
introducing the experiences of the 1.5-generation Korean-New Zealanders. This is 
followed by a discussion of the issues that counsellors may face. My experiences 
and perspectives as a counsellor are integrated into the discussion.

Brief profile of Korean migrants in New Zealand
The Korean population is the fourth-largest Asian group in New Zealand after 
Chinese, Indian and Filipino populations, and has grown from 930 in 1991 to 
35,664 in 2018 (Auckland Council, 2019; Statistics New Zealand, 2020). The 
majority of Korean migrants came to New Zealand after a significant change 
in New Zealand immigration policy in 1986. The policy attracted skilled 
Asian immigrants with the ability to invest capital in New Zealand. When the 
Immigration Amendment Act 1991 took effect, potential migrants were rated 
according to a points selection system in which they were assessed on factors 
such as qualifications, age, work experience, and settlement factors (Ho, 2015; 
Ho & Bedford, 2008). People from Korea and other Asian countries were able to 
migrate to New Zealand more easily, and the number of Korean New Zealanders 
increased dramatically. However, the number of arrivals from Korea dropped 
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after 1995, when the New Zealand Government introduced an English language 
test as a condition for immigration. In 2002, growth slowed still further when the 
English language requirements for entry were raised to the same level mandated 
for students entering university (Beaglehole, 2006). 

The primary reasons for Korean migration to New Zealand included better 
opportunities for children’s education in English and their prospects; an escape 
from a competitive education system, work regimes, and gendered family 
roles in Korea; hope for a more relaxed lifestyle in an uncrowded and natural 
environment; access to an alternative destination with lower exchange rates; and 
immigration policies that cater for family reunification and related chain migration 
(S. Chang et al., 2006). 

Recent research echoes similar reasons identified as four risk factors in Korea that 
contribute to migration decision-making: a highly competitive and work-oriented 
society; significant emphasis on education and academic performance; North 
Korea’s threat of war and the South’s consequent political and military culture; 
and the difficulties of reconciling traditional collectivist values with upward 
mobility (I. Y. Chang et al., 2017).

The term “1.5 generation” describes the children of first-generation migrants who 
have spent some of their formative socialisation and schooling in their country of 
origin and arrived in their new host country aged between five and 17 (Bartley & 
Spoonley, 2008; Danico, 2004; Kim, 2014; Lee, 2019; K. Park, 1999). They have 
immersed themselves in diverse New Zealand cultures, which have influenced 
their personal identity development, world views, communication styles, 
interaction with others, problem-solving skills, coping strategies, and decision-
making. 

1.5-generation migrants generally report two different cultural experiences: 
at home and at school (Roh & Chang, 2020). For instance, they have been 
influenced by forces within New Zealand culture1 such as individualism and 
gender equality (Smith, 2013) while they were growing up. However, they were 
brought up in Korean households—generally hierarchal, authoritarian, and 
patriarchal family systems (Shim et al., 2008). Their parents were brought up 
in Korea and were familiar with the Korean style of parenting, communication 
styles and cultural values. They, therefore, tend to have a limited understanding 
of the new host society’s prominent cultural norms, and their children (the 1.5 
generation) live in “two countries in one”: New Zealand and Korea (Kim & Agee, 
2019, p. 40).
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As the 1.5 generation had to navigate cultural tension while growing up (Kim, 
2020), they have developed distinctive coping strategies and decision-making 
processes of their own (see “Decision making in childhood” in the Findings). The 
research revealed that some of the strategies they developed and employed in 
their childhood had leaked into their decision making in adulthood (see “Decision 
making in adulthood” in the Findings). Participants’ experiences may provide 
perspectives that shed light for New Zealand counsellors on the complex family 
dynamics in Korean migrant households that are now multi-generational and 
multi-cultural: first-generation grandparents, 1.5-generation parents, and second-
generation grandchildren. 

Methodology and method
The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee granted 
permission to undertake this PhD research. Individual interviews of up to two 
hours were completed with 18 1.5-generation Korean migrants who had arrived in 
New Zealand before 2002. On arrival, they were aged between five and 17 years, 
and when interviewed in 2012, they were married with children and lived in one 
of the four major cities (Auckland, Hamilton, Wellington, or Christchurch). There 
were 12 female and six male participants. Their residency in New Zealand ranged 
from 14.7 years to 35 years. Their current ages were between 29 and 47. Their 
children’s ages ranged from three months to 18 years old. Recruitment was done 
through personal, professional, and community networks, and a snowball effect 
occurred when participants began introducing potential participants from their 
networks.

Interviewing was selected as the most appropriate method of data collection 
for this research. A set of open-ended questions was developed to guide the 
interviews, exploring their childhood experiences of the family home, family 
values and dynamics, and multiple influences on their current approaches to 
parenting. Interviewing is an effective way to gain insight into “social issues 
through understanding the experience of the individuals whose lives reflect those 
issues” and is seen as “most consistent with people’s ability to make meaning 
through language” (Seidman, 2006, p. 13). Its unstructured and narrative aspects 
provide the potential to elicit greater depth and breadth of data because of its 
qualitative nature (Fontana & Frey, 2008). 
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Prior to being interviewed, participants were given the Participant Information 
Sheet and Consent Form via email. Interviews lasting up to two hours were 
conducted between September 2011 and March 2012. Participants were asked 
to narrate their own experiences and voice their own opinions. The interview 
process and areas of enquiry were explained before each interview. Issues of 
confidentiality and participants’ right to stop the recordings were discussed. 
They were informed about a transcriber confidentiality agreement and protocols 
regarding data storage. Each participant was asked to choose a pseudonym, and 
no participant was identified by name on the recording or any transcript. 

Grounded theory provided a framework for analysing and interpreting the 
participants’ narratives in this research. The method allows theory that is 
grounded in the data to emerge through rigorous coding, field notes, focused 
coding, and the development of categories (Corbin & Strauss, 1998) rather than 
being determined by a researcher’s preconceived concepts and theories. Aspects 
of the constructivist approach have been adopted in the methods used. This 
approach gives special attention to the researcher’s position as a co-author of 
participants’ stories and partner of the participants, consequently communicating a 
vital sense of the participants’ presence and world views throughout, enriching the 
meaning and interpretation of the data (Charmaz, 2006; Mills et al., 2006). 

As this was insider research (Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 2013) in which I was 
studying my own ethnic migrant community, it was critical to adopt the 
constructivist approach and practise reflexivity, “the process whereby researchers 
report on personal beliefs, values and biases that may shape their enquiry” 
(Creswell & Miller, 2010, p. 127). This helped to achieve informed and ethical 
research through the process of data collection and analysis. 

Findings
The findings are divided into two sections: “Decision-making in childhood” 
(ages five to 17 in this research) and “Decision-making about parenting in 
adulthood”. In each section, insights into the decision-making strategies of 
1.5-generation Korean migrants are provided in detail. Participants’ voices on their 
experiences, including their interpretations and perceptions as they reflected on 
their lives, were critical to this section2 to enrich readers’ understanding of their 
lives. This provided greater qualitative depth and breadth of understanding of 
their experiences.  
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Decision-making in childhood
Participants reported using several strategies in their decision-making, mainly 
when there were conflicts at home: 1) accepting and peace-making, 2) escaping 
and rebelling, 3) controlling information and dealing with things on their own, and 
4) negotiating. 

1. Accepting and peace-making. 
The first strategy was to accept what they were told and to give up pursuing their 
wishes when participants realised it was too confronting for their parents. Amy’s 
parents would not allow her to have her ears pierced or her hair dyed while she 
was in high school. She was the youngest of several children, and her siblings had 
also used the same strategy. She had her preferences and a need to fit in with peers, 
but she accepted the rules at home and waited until she was given freedom after 
high school. 

I did not complain much. I was still young, and I could do what I really would 
like to do when I would grow up and go to university. Yes, I was still a [high 
school] student anyway. (Amy)

Pitt’s father was authoritarian with strict rules and would not listen to what the 
children had to say. Pitt accepted the way his father was in order to maintain peace. 
Otherwise, everyone in the family had to deal with the consequences.

We were careful with our nunchi [mind reading or guessing what the other 
thinks] [laughs] and accepted the way my father was. Yes, we all had to 
accept his way. If we expressed our opinions and said this and that, it would 
have been noisy [laugh]. We listened to him for peace in the family. (Pitt)

2. Escaping and rebelling. 
When participants felt hopeless about communication with their parents and 
were unable to reach any mutual understanding, some escaped from home. Suzan 
experienced cultural differences and tension with her father. She could not agree 
with his patriarchal worldview. As frustration had built up inside her for years, and 
leaving home for tertiary study was acceptable in the Korean culture, she did this 
as part of a survival strategy. 

I thought very strongly about leaving home as soon as I could. It was for 
my survival. There were cultural differences between the Kiwi and Korean 
cultures, and I moved in and out between them. (Suzan)
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Jane put significant effort into communicating with her parents about what she 
wanted in her life and who she wanted to marry. However, her parents were very 
traditional and would decide for their child, including choosing her spouse. In the 
end, she ran away with her boyfriend and got married against her parents’ will. It 
was her act of resistance.

I tried [to communicate with my parents] many times but stopped it after a 
while. That is why I ended up marrying him the way I did. “Well, really? 
Then I will follow my heart and marry whom I love.” It was a backlash 
[against my parents’ control]. It had been accumulating [inside me] for many 
years. This is my third year of marriage, so it had been accumulating for 27 
years then. (Jane)

3. Controlling information and dealing with issues on their own. 
Some participants controlled what they shared with parents and dealt with things 
independently for several reasons: cultural clashes, lack of communication skills, 
differences in personalities, and other family-related issues. Sometimes, they 
confided in friends and siblings rather than their parents. When they entered 
adolescence, they kept things to themselves even more. According to Richard, this 
was due to his father’s limited communication skills. His father was not a difficult 
parent; however, he did not communicate with his children well. He had lost his own 
father at a young age and had not had a father figure while growing up. Richard’s 
mother intervened to help when necessary, but often the children had to find their 
own way to resolve things. 

He [father] doesn’t express himself much. When he does it … actually, he 
doesn’t [laugh]. So we often just tried nunchi [mind reading or guessing what 
others think], took mother’s advice, and dealt with things ourselves [laughter]. 
(Richard)

Peter’s experience was that his father was strict and overbearing, and he did not listen 
to what his children had to say. Peter went to his mother if it was “a little pragmatic, 
practical issue”. He knew she “would be a lot more willing to help.” But in the case 
of very sensitive issues, “probably neither” parent was approached. He was also 
aware of his mother’s stress concerning her in-laws. Peter read nonverbal signs so as 

“not to burden” his mother. 
Bella thought “that what they [parents] didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them.” Ginny 
shared her concerns “with friends but not with parents.” However, she “approached 
parents for talk or consultation if things were really going wrong”, especially in the 
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matter of her future. Scott “was close to mum, but still did not share” any worries. 
Also, most participants avoided any direct challenges as part of their coping strategies.
According to Angela, her parents “trusted her too much” and did not offer their 
children much-needed guidance after migration. She used to manage things on her 
own. She spoke of how lost she was without parental guidance in her migration and 
adaptation process. Being a firstborn, she did not want to burden her parents either. 
Hence, she dealt with things mostly on her own.

I think the firstborn is usually not very friendly to parents. They don’t talk 
about something that was bad or would worry them [parents]. I spoke to her 
[mother] about only pragmatic things. (Angela)

Erica’s parents were often physically unavailable while growing up in her 
adolescence. Her father went back to Korea, while her mother commuted (like the 
flying geese in her analogy below) between Korea and New Zealand and often left 
Erica and her brother to continue their studies in New Zealand. They got used to 
looking after themselves and keeping things to themselves. 

I did not consult with them [parents] if it was a really difficult one, perhaps 
because I was a firstborn! I would manage it on my own. [Interviewer: 
managed on your own?] Yes. And my younger brother consulted me. [laugh]. 
Yes, difficult issues usually. It was because my dad stayed back in Korea, my 
mum as a goose3, commuted between Korea and New Zealand and often left 
us here alone. So we just managed on our own. My brother would talk to 
me if there [was] a problem [laugh]. We kept secrets to ourselves from our 
parents [laughter]. (Erica)

Both Erica and Angela spoke about being a firstborn and their responsibility not 
to worry their parents. From their perspective, being a firstborn in a Korean family 
meant bearing more responsibilities, showing more maturity and taking  
on leadership. 

4. Negotiating. 
Some participants as children were able to negotiate with their parents for what they 
needed. Bryan was able to negotiate with his mother even though it took three years 
for them to come to terms with understanding each other. He “convinced” his mother 
to understand aspects of New Zealand culture—that New Zealand teenagers would 
participate in school work and other activities such as sports. There was “a period 
of adjustment [for the mother to accept the new ideas].” Bryan’s father remained 
in Korea and supported the family while Bryan built a strong relationship with his 
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mother. Bryan’s mother was not isolated at home, but belonged to a community 
of migrants, was often in conversation with them, and learnt about the cultural 
environment of New Zealand. Hence, she was willing to listen to Bryan. 

As time went by and because two of us were here together, and mum was 
living here and meeting others, she had conversations with people in the 
community. She came to be more understanding of the situation. So we 
gradually adjusted to each other and learnt from one another. (Bryan)

As in Bryan’s case, Amy’s father also remained in Korea, and she lived with her 
mother and older siblings. There were areas in which Amy followed her mother’s 
instructions without any complaints. However, there were also areas in which Amy 
and her siblings negotiated successfully with their mother. Amy spoke about her 
mother’s cooking. Her mother remained Korean and did everything Korean. For 
instance, they never had bread for breakfast. Her mother offered Daenjang guk 
(fermented soybean soup) for breakfast on school days. However, Amy and her 
siblings were conscious of how others would smell the garlic and fermented bean 
paste. As they needed to fit into the host culture, they “pleaded [with their mother] 
not to [offer the soup in the morning] because our hair was soaked with the smell”, 
and they successfully convinced her in the end. 
It seems that there may have been a connection for these participants between their 
fathers’ absence and opportunities for negotiation with their mothers. In this study, 
the mothers who remained in New Zealand seemed to be more flexible, understand 
their children’s needs, and be open to cultural negotiations. 

Decision-making about parenting in adulthood
The participants’ decisions about parenting their own children can be categorised 
in three ways: 1) parenting the way they were brought up, 2) parenting differently 
from the way they were brought up, and/or 3) doing what they considered to be 
right for their families. 

It was evident that some of the strategies they developed or employed in their 
childhood had carried through into their decision-making in adulthood. “Parenting 
the way they were brought up” seemed to resemble their strategy of “accepting 
and peace-making” in their childhood. “Parenting differently from the way they 
were brought up” seemed to be linked to the strategy of “escaping and rebelling”. 

“Taking what was right for their family” seemed to have developed from the 
strategies of “controlling information and dealing with things on their own” and 

“negotiating”. This may be a valuable framework for counsellors to understand 
when discussing their clients’ decision-making processes.

NZAC_Volume 42 (1) 2022_ArtworkV1.9.indd   93NZAC_Volume 42 (1) 2022_ArtworkV1.9.indd   93 10/06/22   4:52 PM10/06/22   4:52 PM



94   New Zealand Journal of Counselling Volume 42 (1) 2022

Counselling Korean migrants in New Zealand

1. Parenting the way they were brought up. 
Participants recounted positive attributes and agreeable experiences with their 
parents, which they appreciated as children. For example, some valued their 
parents’ openness and appreciated that these parents did not pressure them to 
perform well at school. 

Well, “it is not good enough if you are only academically successful at 
school.” … I did other sports and many more things  … . There is nothing 
really that I have not tried. … It was not the Korean way. You are supposed 
to put massive pressure on schoolwork all the time. It [my parents’ openness] 
began when I was in Korea. … I would like to do the same for my daughter. 
(Richard)

In terms of values, some participants liked Korean manners, such as respect for 
parents and elders, and table manners. However, they did not want to enforce 
them strictly with their children. 

I would like to teach my children to respect their parents’ authority, but at the 
same time, I would like to be kind to them. (Bryan)

One of the conservative views expressed was about premarital sex. Several 
participants disagreed with the openness and freedom of New Zealand culture in 
this area and felt strongly about keeping children away from this influence.

We don’t want to go down the track of  …  relationship stuff. You know, 
values around premarital sex and those kinds of things. New Zealand is liberal 
in that very sense in terms of alcohol, drugs and sex, and stuff like that. Quite 
a liberal society! I don’t particularly share that view – going to a school 
counsellor and getting an abortion without parents knowing. I think that kind 
of thing really makes me feel sick to my stomach. So those things … that we 
want to make sure that we guard against or are pretty vigilant about. (Peter)

Some participants, as parents, wanted to support their children financially to 
adulthood. For example, they appreciated their own parents’ help with tuition fees 
for tertiary education, and in some cases, for setting up small businesses. 

I own a café. It is not easy to run a business. It is not easy at all. But I am here 
today because of my parents’ [financial] support. I would like to support my 
children the same [way]. (John) 
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However, in terms of day-to-day living and baby care, participants followed 
Korean practices more. For example, they mostly ate Korean food, which was 
how they were brought up. 

Funny that. I only cook probably 80–90%Korean food. Funny! But I think  
I just picked it up from Mum, I suppose. (Bella)

2. Parenting differently to the way they were brought up. 
The ways in which participants chose to parent differently from their own parents 
were based on negative experiences in their childhood, which forced them to 

“escape and rebel” in the past. 

Probably my desire [is the reason for parenting differently from my parents]! 
My own image or the way I wanted to be treated. Up until five years ago,  
I didn’t see anything good in the Korean parenting style. (Sarah)

Participants tried to share child-rearing and housework more equally with their 
partners. This was different from the way they were brought up. Peter’s father, 
for example, did not participate in any housework, but Peter chose to do things 
differently: 

I can probably say we [Peter and his wife] have…very, very equal shares …  
I do a lot of, like, cleaning the dishes, putting laundry in and out, folding them, 
cleaning the house … and we both do discipline to a degree. (Peter)

3. Taking what is right for their family. 
Many participants integrated different approaches to and expectations of parenting 
from both the worlds/cultures of Korea and New Zealand. Here they were 

“dealing with things on their own” and “negotiating” between cultures for what 
was relevant to their own families. 

Scott tried “to take the best of both worlds”, whereas Amy “didn’t particularly choose 
something because it is the Korean or Kiwi [way]. We just decided what is right for 
us.” Amy and her husband (also 1.5-generation) “mix[ed] both Kiwi and Korean” 
cultures after they first listened to their families and professionals.  
Like Amy, other participants often made parenting decisions with their spouses and 
searched for available information from multiple sources. They experienced some 
pressure from their first-generation grandparents (parents of the 1.5-generation 
Kiwis) but still made their own decisions. 
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They [my parents] can have their opinion. That’s fine. It’s a free world. But, in 
the end, my husband and I make the decision. (Bella)

The majority tried to integrate both Korean and New Zealand ways and 
chose what worked for them in toddler training, baby care, discipline styles, 
communication styles, and how much emphasis to put on academic education. 

But I just let them [nurses] tell me. “Oh yeah, Ok.” I accepted that [the way 
to baby care]. That can be done. That is fine. But for me, I am gonna do it this 
way. I can take it or leave it depending on what answer they gave me. I have an 
alternative. So it’s good to be able to have those choices. So win-win!” (Jean)

However, some admitted that integrating both cultures required a conscious effort 
to parent differently that could be challenging, as they had to learn how. Even 
though they were uncomfortable about some aspects of the Korean parenting 
style, they were still very much part of the Korean community. They had little 
experience with alternative approaches to parenting. According to Peter and 
Angela, there were no clear answers or guidelines, which was challenging.

I must say, I have to admit that it does take a lot of conscious effort. It 
certainly doesn’t come naturally. (Peter)

There seems to be no [right or wrong] answer. You just have to try and find it 
out on your own. (Angela)

These findings provide insights into the experiences and perspectives of 
1.5-generation Korean migrants who arrived in New Zealand as children or young 
people themselves, and were now, when interviewed, parenting their own children. 
Having brought through their voices and experiences as members of this Korean 
community, it seems critical to consider the ways in which these perspectives can 
inform and enrich counselling practice with this cohort.

Discussion
Based on the research and my experiences as a Korean counsellor, eight key 
points are discussed for counsellors to consider when working with recent Korean 
migrants, particularly those living in multi-generational and multi-cultural 
households in New Zealand: multiple cultures within the household, the reasons 
for clients’ decisions that may seem “irrational” to Kiwi counsellors, counsellors’ 
critical role with children and adolescents, recognising strengths as well as anxiety, 
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distinctive gender roles in family dynamics, support for transnational families, 
improvement in communication skills, and considerations for the wellbeing of 
older migrants and their grandchildren. 

Multiple cultures within families
The participants indicated that more than one set of cultural values were influential 
within their extended, multi-generational families. The Korean migrant group in 
New Zealand have now evolved to at least three generations: the first-generation-
grandparents, the 1.5-generation parents, and the second-generation grandchildren. 
When working with Korean clients, counsellors need to be open-minded in their 
approach, without cultural stereotyping. There is a need to consider the particular 
support needs and most suitable approaches when facilitating counselling with 
members of each generation.
It may be helpful if individual sessions are provided to different family members 
or generations before or between counselling sessions involving multi-generational 
family members. The first-generation migrants would be most likely to speak 
in Korean, and 1.5-generation or second-generation clients may prefer English. 
Consideration needs to be given to hiring a professional interpreter if there 
is a language barrier in the family as this is one of the problems that cause 
communication challenges within families. Obtaining clients’ consent is critical 
before hiring a professional interpreter who abides by the interpreters’ code of ethics 
for confidentiality. The Korean migrant community is very small in New Zealand, 
and clients are often concerned about privacy. 

Rationale behind “irrational” decisions 
Findings also indicate that counsellors need to consider the possibility of a cultural 
rationale behind any decisions Korean migrants make that may seem irrational. For 
instance, some young clients’ strategies may seem like choices involving dishonesty 
or avoidance, when they decide not to share some of their decisions or preferences 
with parents. However, their strategy may have helped them preserve relationships 
and connectedness within their family. Unconditional obedience to, and unquestioned 
compliance with, parents’ wishes are expected of Korean children (Kim & Hoppe-
Graff, 2001). As young people, and even into adulthood, the research participants 
were acutely aware of their parents’ cultural boundaries and avoided direct challenges. 
Direct challenges are generally regarded as sources of damage to relationships and 
harmony in Korean culture (Kalton, 1988; Shim et al., 2008). 
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Considering clients’ cultural contexts can be critical to the effectiveness of the 
work of counsellors who share more European-New Zealand cultural values that 
encourage honesty and open communication. The fact that their clients choose 
avoidance or submission may reflect their life skills and wisdom under circumstances 
that could place the young people in a potentially distressing situation. When 
counsellors encourage family members to engage in open and honest dialogue 
without understanding the cultural factors at work, potentially unsafe and conflicting 
family dynamics may result. It may be helpful if counsellors could explore the family 
dynamics at an early stage with the client or clients who present initially, and listen 
carefully to their wisdom in order to facilitate an effective process involving the 
wider family. 

Counsellors’ role with children and adolescents 
The coping strategies that the research participants developed in their childhoods 
and adolescence had clearly influenced their decisions in adulthood regarding the 
parenting of their own children. This indicates that counsellors, particularly those 
working in schools, could play a crucial role in helping migrant children and young 
people to develop coping strategies, communication skills, and networking abilities 
to manage the challenges in their own lives, including asking for help  
when distressed. 
Counsellors need to be cautious not to reinforce European-New Zealand cultural 
values that could overlook the client’s family culture when working with children and 
young people. Such a response could confuse the young people’s perspectives and 
cause friction within the family. For instance, clients have reported some counsellors 
saying, “that is not how it is done in this country” in a family therapy session. This 
undermined parents’ authority that was necessary for balance in the migrant family 
and consequently damaged a parent–child relationship. Families are likely to lose 
trust in such a counsellor and withdraw themselves, including children, from further 
therapeutic engagement. 

Strengths versus anxiety
The research findings presented participants’ strengths as well as a sense of anxiety. 
Their flexibility and creativity in the face of cultural tension were reported as 
they took “the best of both worlds” (Kim, 2013, p. 78). They reported integrating 
different components of both cultures to equip them and their families. However, 
some indicated concerns of inadequacy and aloneness around parenting decisions 
when there was no clear guidance that was culturally relevant to them. As children, 
some of them felt alone and lost when left without sufficient parental guidance. 
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Culturally appropriate and relevant support (such as psycho-educational 
programmes involving parenting skills or communication skills) for struggling 
parents may be valuable, while peer support programmes for children 
and adolescents would be helpful. The programmes would be effective if 
culturally tailored to meet the needs of the different generations (first, 1.5 
or second generations). Ideally, programmes would be run in partnerships 
between professionals within the ethnic migrant community and New Zealand 
professionals and agencies. 

As to migrants’ sense of anxiety, three steps may be useful for counsellors to 
consider: normalising migrants’ general anxiety as part of the migration process; 
identifying and processing its roots, triggers and specific circumstances; and 
assisting them in identifying potential support networks and sources of guidance. 
For instance, a genogram may help them to explore, through a transgenerational 
perspective, their source of anxiety with culture-specific issues (Lim & 
Nakamoto, 2008) that may have been generated by challenges experienced in their 
migration process.

It may be beneficial for counsellors to attend to clients’ inner strengths and 
wisdom from the past. Counselling is often the last resort as a way of seeking help, 
due to cultural stigma, and mental health is considered an individual issue and a 
weakness (Kam et al., 2019; Lannin et al., 2016; V. Lawrence et al., 2006); hence 
Korean clients are likely to present a great sense of urgency and helplessness.  
The counsellor can utilise their resilience to be flexible and creative, and empower 
them to unblock barriers to communication within their complex family dynamics.

Gender roles
Counsellors may benefit from understanding distinctive traditional gender roles 
in the family dynamics of Korean migrant families: the father being the authority 
and holding power, and the mother as a liaison and bridge between the father  
and children. 

The research participants spoke about their fathers’ place as one of power and 
authority, and they often consulted their mother as a bridge between them and 
their father. In Korean culture, the father holds the most power and authority in 
the household, and his position is seen as the head of the family (Keum, 2000;  
Kim & Hoppe-Graff, 2001; Won, 2002), and it seems that the fathers of the 
participants in this research held onto their roles firmly. It is reported that men’s 
adaptation processes following migration take a lengthy period (Kim, 2005). 
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Women and children are more likely to adapt to the new culture and reject 
traditional family values than men, who maintain traditional values and resist 
change. Korean women endorse traditional values less strongly than Korean men, 
as they have  historically been disadvantaged by the Confucian value system 
(Hyun, 2001). 

Fathers with low self-esteem are more likely to misunderstand the shift of 
dynamics in the family, take it personally, and be challenged by family members’ 
perceived disobedience due to the father’s employment issues (i.e., unemployment, 
underemployment or misemployment) and language difficulties. Changes in 
the family dynamics after migration have been reported as the source of marital 
conflict (Min, 2001). 

Counsellors may naturally encourage direct and open dialogue between the family 
members involved in a conflict. However, it may be beneficial if the distinctive 
gender roles are carefully considered in migrant couple or family therapy, which 
may provide an extra layer of safety and effective communication. 

Transnational families
Some of the research participants were “transnational families”—families that 
live in two or more countries for education, employment, or social advancement 
(Dunn, 2010; Ho & Bedford, 2008; Yeoh et al., 2005). Transnational families 
are likely to experience cultural dilemmas in parenting (Chan, 2018). It is 
recommended that different dynamics within transnational families are noted, and 
members are provided with support and understanding in family therapy. 

For instance, some participants were able to negotiate with their mothers in 
their fathers’ absence, when the mother had increased understanding of the host 
culture. Those fathers sacrificed themselves by remaining in Korea and financially 
supporting the family while the children lived with their mothers in New Zealand. 
It meant that these fathers had limited understanding of their family’s day-to-day 
living. Children naturally spent more time together with their mother, with whom 
they built a stronger or closer relationship than with their father, which helped 
their understanding of each other. 

Counsellors may need to be aware of such dynamics, which could become 
problematic if there are cultural differences between the father and the rest of the 
family. Communication difficulties, language barriers, or cultural tensions may 
arise, especially if the father with traditional Korean values visits or is united with 
the family after a lengthy separation period. 
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Communication skills 
The research highlighted that first-generation Korean parents, mostly fathers, 
tend to have limited communication skills with their children. One of the causes 
that create barriers to effective communication may be the “acculturation gap” 
(Berry, 2005). Family members have different adaptation goals, experiences, and 
adaptation rates in their acculturation processes. The cultural context of migrant 
families causes contrasting cultural orientations of individualism and collectivism, 
Asian traditional values, differences between Eastern and Western parenting 
styles and intergenerational cultural dissonance (Wang et al., 2012). New Zealand 
research has also identified that a lack of understanding of the changes in family 
members’ roles and relationships can become a significant threat within families 
(Bedford & Ho, 2008). 

Equality of gender and age is usually part of the family paradigm in the host 
culture of New Zealand. Using positive reinforcement is favoured, as well as 
listening to and respecting children’s opinions (J. Lawrence & Smith, 2009; 
Smith, 2013), which naturally allows open and honest communication between 
parents and children. However, as discussed earlier, Korean culture favours an 
authoritarian parental role that demands children’s unconditional respect for their 
parents. One-way communication is more common from parents to children, 
and this is likely to be confusing for children exposed to the host culture, which 
contradicts the family’s values. 

It would be beneficial if counsellors showed sensitivity about conflicting 
communication styles, helped families to recognise and understand the natural 
differences in acculturation among themselves, and created opportunities to 
improve communication skills, so the environment in counselling sessions was 
culturally sensitive, respectful and safe for all the parties involved.

Considerations regarding grandparents and grandchildren
To promote the wellbeing and health of both parties, it would be worthwhile 
for counsellors to be aware of the importance of maintaining the relationships 
between first-generation grandparents and their second-generation grandchildren. 

Older Asian migrants experience a high level of isolation and loneliness in 
New Zealand (H. Park et al., 2018). Lack of supportive social networks and 
loneliness are known sources of depression for the older population (Serby & Yu, 
2003). While socialisation and active involvement with the family are necessary 
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to combat elderly depression, the first-generation migrants’ relationships with their 
extended family can be strained when cultural values clash between generations. 
The 1.5-generation participants were already experiencing cultural tension with 
their parents. The second-generation grandchildren were born in the host country 
and are likely to share less common cultural values with their first-generation 
grandparents. They are likely to be more fluent in English and less likely to speak 
fluent Korean, creating language barriers. 

The extended family has an important influence on the wellbeing of 
second-generation children. Confucianism emphasises filial piety, and filial 
responsibilities include financial and physical support of the elderly, and the 
importance of family relationships; hence, Asian households usually include 
grandparents (Kamo, 1998). The second-generation children’s relationships are 
often still tied to the extended family and based on values like Confucianism. 
Hence, the health status of these children cannot be considered without 
accounting for their position in the family which is integral to their Korean 
heritage and identity. 

It would be helpful if some guidance and support were provided in counselling, 
whether with individuals or with multiple family members, for all generations 
to understand one another better and communicate well. Strengthening their 
relationships is likely to benefit the family overall. 

Conclusion
When working with individuals, it is crucial to give attention to the invisible 
family that accompanies them into the room. Hence, it was necessary to bring 
out this Korean community’s authentic voices and experiences and relate them 
to our work, in order to answer some of the enquiries from my colleagues that I 
have received as a counsellor working with the cohort. Only when we genuinely 
listen to, understand, and respect these clients’ perspectives can we create a 
safe, therapeutic space where clients can feel truly heard without feeling judged, 
process deeply without premature “fixing”, and feel empowered to find their way 
forward, in collaboration with, and with the support of, their counsellor. 
It is a misconception that Korean-New Zealanders need to be seen by Korean 
counsellors. Some clients from small communities prefer a counsellor outside of 
their ethnic community due to privacy concerns. However, in my experience, they 
look forcounsellors in their ethnic community when their counsellor’s limited 
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cultural understanding has become a barrier to their work together. Hence, this 
article highlights a need for resourcing counsellors to understand the unique needs 
and family dynamics of Korean migrants in New Zealand. When counsellors 
are culturally competent, they can facilitate sessions with more profound 
understanding and care, while supporting their clients by respecting their decision-
making in a safe environment. 
Certainly, the study this article draws on had limitations and was unable to 
address all aspects of complex settings, contexts, and factors that influence current 
Korean families in New Zealand. The research involved a relatively small sample 
of participants who arrived in New Zealand before 2002. Some changes, which 
are not included in this article, may have occurred in the past 10 years since the 
original interviews. Aspects of the discussion and recommendations are based on 
my professional experience as one Korean counsellor, supervisor, and counsellor-
educator. Hence, it is impossible to address all enquiries that might arise for 
counsellors who work with Korean migrants in New Zealand. 
However, it is hoped that aspects of this study and this article itself may serve 
as a resource for counsellors, agencies, and organisations involved with Korean 
migrants. What is shared here may resonate with other Korean migrants from 
different periods of migration or locations of residency, who have also settled 
in New Zealand. This study highlights a strong need to look more broadly at 
research across Korean populations in New Zealand. 

1	 Certainly, defining New Zealand culture is complex and almost impossible as it is not homogenous 
and there have been multiple cultural influences contributing to its formation (Smith, 2013). In this 
article, New Zealand culture generally refers to the culture of Pākehā (the Māori word for people of 
European ethnicity) in contrast to the culture of Māori (the indigenous population of New Zealand), 
as European cultures have been dominant in the society for 200 yearss, and this was what the 
research participants referred to. 

2	 Some quotes from participants in this article have been used in previously published articles by the 
author. The quotes were incorporated here when relevant and necessary.

3	 “Flying goose” is a widely used Korean term for transnational families when one of the parents 
commutes between two countries for the sake of children. See Ho & Bedford (2008) for 
transnational families.
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