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Maria Termina and her husband, Alberto, 
live in the city of Bra in the Piedmont 
region of Italy. The people of Bra are 
traditionalists who struggle to hold the 
modern world at arm’s length.

Alberto, now 67, has lived in Bra almost 
all his life and worked for the same firm 
as an engineer for about 40 years. Maria 
is 57. They have three grown children, the 
youngest of whom, 30-year-old Giovanni, 
has always lived with his parents and 
shows no signs of moving out. (All the 
names in this piece, which is based on in-
terviews, are fictitious to protect privacy.)

Giovanni graduated from the local high 
school but went no further than that and is 
content with his steady, blue-collar job as 
an electrician. His wages are modest, the 
building trades go up and down, and—in 
all honesty—his taste in motorcycles is 
a bit extravagant. Though he is a skilled 
worker, Giovanni knows he could not enjoy 
his current social life if he had to support 
himself entirely on his own earnings. But 
because he pays no rent and can eat well at 
his mother’s table, his living expenses are 
low, leaving money for recreation.

Of Maria and Alberto’s three children, 
only Giovanni’s brother Giorgio lives on 
his own. Giorgio completed a degree in 
economics at a local university and moved 
to Turin, where he works in marketing and 
statistics. He is an anomaly, not only in his 
family but also among many of his family’s 
neighbors. More than one third of Italian 
men Giovanni’s age have never left home; 
the pattern of “delayed departure” has 
become the norm in Italy. And while it was 
common in the past for unmarried adults 
to remain with their parents until they 
wed, the age of marriage has been climbing 
during the last 30 years. That has made the 
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country an international butt of jokes about 
the cult of mammismo, or mama’s boys.

It is no laughing matter to politicians in 
Italy, where the economic consequences 
are adding up. Former Prime Minister 
Silvio Berlusconi came out in support of a 
campaign against mammismo, having been 
elected on the promise of doing away with 
“those hidebound 
aspects of Italian life 
which ‘inhibit dyna-
mism and growth.’” 
In January 2010, 
Renato Brunetta, then 
a cabinet minister, 
proposed making it 
illegal for anyone over 
age 18 to live with his 
or her parents. 

Why should government officials care where 
adult children make their homes? Because 
those private choices have serious public 
consequences. The longer aging bambini live 
with their parents, the fewer new families 
are formed, knocking the social policies of 
the country for a loop. Plummeting fertility 
translates into fewer workers to contribute to 
the retirement accounts in an aging society. 
The private calculations of families like the 
Terminas, who wonder how long they can 
support Giovanni, are becoming the public 
problem of prime ministers.

Does his delayed departure worry Giovanni? 
Not really. Expectations are changing, and 
there is little pressure on him from family to 
be more independent. “[N]obody asks you 
the reason [why you stay] at home with the 
parents at [my] age. ... Nobody obliges me to 
move away.”

Newton, Massachusetts, is famous for its 
leafy streets, colonial houses, first-class 
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schools and well-educated parents. The near-
by universities and numerous liberal arts 
colleges, not to mention the concentration of 
healthcare and computer-related industries, 
ensure a steady influx of middle- and upper-
middle-class families. Immigrants—especial-
ly high-tech professionals from Israel, India, 
and Russia—flock to this affluent communi-
ty in pursuit of opportunity. All but the fairly 
well-heeled are priced out.

William and Janet Rollo arrived in Newton 
in 1989. A Brooklyn native, William married 
Janet at the age of 22 and set about com-
pleting a residency in podiatry. Their elder 
son, John, grew up in Newton and did well 
enough in high school to attend Williams 
College, one of the nation’s most selective. 
Even so, he returned 
home after graduating 
and while preparing 
to apply to graduate 
school. “A lot of my 
friends are living at 
home to save money,” 
he explains.

Tight finances are not 
all that drives John’s 
living arrangements. John is saving money 
from his job at an arts foundation for a 
trip to Africa, where he hopes to work on a 
mobile healthcare project in a rural region. 
It’s a strategic choice designed to increase 
his chances of being accepted into Harvard 
University’s competitive graduate program 
in public health.

John needs to build up his credentials and 
get more experience working with patients 
in clinics or out in the field if he wants to 
enter a program like that. It takes big bucks 
to travel to exotic locations, and a master’s 
degree will cost him dearly, too. In order to 
achieve his aspirations, John needs his par-
ents to cover him for the short run.

On his own, John could afford an apart-
ment, especially if he had roommates. What 
he can’t afford is to pay for it and travel—to 
support himself and save for his future. Au-
tonomy turns out to be the lesser priority, so 
he has returned to his childhood bedroom.

John sees few drawbacks to that arrange-
ment. His parents don’t nag him or curtail 
his freedom. Janet wonders if they should 
ask him to pay rent. William is not so sure. 

He enjoys his son’s company and was happy 
when John moved back into his old bed-
room. Having a son around to talk to is a joy, 
particularly since John’s younger brother is 
out of the house at college. William is quietly 
thankful that the empty nest has refilled.

If John had no goals, William would not be at 
ease with this “boomerang” arrangement. But 
William approves of John’s career plans and 
doesn’t really care if they don’t involve mak-
ing a handsome living. What really matters is 
that the work means something. It will help 
to remake the world, something William has 
not felt he could contribute to very directly as 
a podiatrist. Having a son who can reach a bit 
higher—if not financially, then morally—is 
an ambition worth paying for.

suing university degrees wherever you grew 
up. With the labor market increasingly tough 
for new graduates, staying at home seems 
the only option. Hence in Italy today, 37% 
of men age 30 have never lived away from 
home. Their counterparts in Spain, Japan, 
and many other developed countries are fol-
lowing a similar path.
In the United States, we have seen a 50% 
increase since the 1970s in the proportion 
of people aged 30 to 34 who live with their 
parents. As the recession of 2008–2009 
continued to deepen, this trend became even 
more entrenched. 
To some degree, that has always been the 
way of the private safety net. Families double 
up when misfortune derails their members 

and the generations 
that have been lucky 
enough to buy into 
an affordable housing 
market, who enjoyed 
stable jobs for decades, 
find they must open 
their arms (and hous-
es) to receive these 
economic refugees 

back into the fold. Blue-collar, working-class 
families and the poor have never known 
anything different: Their kids have no choice 
but to stay home while they try to outrun a 
labor market that has become increasingly 
inhospitable.

Their parents have had it hard as well, as 
layoffs have spread through the factories of 
the Midwest and the South; pooling income 
across the generations is often the only 
sensible survival strategy, even if the climate 
becomes testy.

Until relatively recently, the middle class in 
most prosperous countries did not need to 
act as an economic shock absorber for their 
children for such a prolonged period. Their 
households might have expanded to take in a 
divorced child or to support a child who had 
taken a nonpaying internship, but the norm 
for most white-collar parents was to send 
young people out into the world to establish 
their own nests.

Why, in the world’s most affluent societies, 
are young (and not-so-young) adults unable 
to support themselves? Is it because we have 

What is newsworthy, throughout the developed world, is that 
a growing number of young adults in their 20s and 30s have never 

been independent. In the United States, we tend to see a boomerang 
pattern in the affluent upper-middle class, with young people

leaving for college and then returning home. Among working-class 
kids, the tendency is to stay put for the duration.

And it will cost this family, big time. William 
and Janet have invested nearly $200,000 in 
John’s education already. They will need to 
do more if John is going to become a public 
health specialist. They are easily looking at 
another $50,000, even if John attends a local 
graduate program and continues to live with 
them. Whatever it costs, they reason, the 
sacrifice is worth it.

What is newsworthy, throughout the de-
veloped world, is that a growing number of 
young adults in their 20s and 30s have never 
been independent. In the United States, we 
tend to see a boomerang pattern in the afflu-
ent upper-middle class, with young people 
leaving for college and then returning home. 
Among working-class kids, the tendency is 
to stay put for the duration. Only one quar-
ter of today’s college students are full time, 
living on campus, and largely supported by 
their parents. The norm is to live at home, 
study part time, and work to pay your share.

And in most countries—other than the 
social democracies—there is far less invest-
ment in dormitories and other forms of 
transitional housing, meager government 
financial aid, and a historical pattern of pur- the accordion family continued on page F3
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raised a “slacker generation” unable or unwill-
ing to take the hard knocks that come with 
striking out on their own? There are questions 
of taste lurking here: Young, middle-class 
people want jobs that are meaningful, rather
than a means of putting a roof over their 
heads. They are not as eager as the 1960s gen-
eration was to sleep on floors and wear clothes 
with holes in exchange for independence.

And it is not especially painful for many of 
them to stay at home, because they share a 
lot of interests with Mom and Dad. Parents 
and their adult children are not staring at 
one another over the chasm of a “generation 
gap,” but likely share similar tastes in music, 
movies, and, in many households, politics.

Still, we should not overemphasize the role of 
taste in spurring the trend toward accordion 
families. There is an unmistakable structural 
engine at work. International competition is 
greater than it once was, and many countries, 
fearful of losing markets for their goods and 
services, are responding by restructuring the 
labor market to cut the wage bill. Countries 
that regulated jobs to ensure they were full 
time, well paid, and protected from layoffs 
now permit part-time, poorly paid jobs and 
let employers fire without restriction. That 
may serve the interests of businesses—a 
debatable low-road strategy—but it has 
destroyed the options for millions of new 
entrants to the labor market throughout 
advanced postindustrial societies.

Japanese workers who once looked forward 
to lifetime employment with a single firm 
have gone the way of the dinosaur. American 
workers have seen the emergence of contin-
gent labor, downsizing, offshoring, and many 
other responses to globalization that have 
exposed the American work force to wage 
stagnation and insecurity. European labor 
is arguably facing a very rocky future as the 
global consequences of the current financial 
crisis weaken the economies of the European 
Union and threaten the social protections that 
made them the envy of the developed world.

Eventually, those conditions will envelop 
the entire work force. For the time being, 
though, they are most evident in the lives of 
the least powerful: new entrants to the labor 
market, immigrants, and low-skilled work-
ers. The generation emerging from college 
in the first decade of the twenty-first century 

has been struggling to find a foothold in a 
rapidly changing economy while housing 
prices—foreclosure epidemics notwithstand-
ing—are making it hard for them to achieve 
residential independence.

They fall back into the family home because, 
unless they are willing to significantly lower 
their standard of living, they have no other 
way to manage the life to which they have 
become accustomed. Moreover, if they aspire 
to a professional occupation, it is going to 
take time and a lot of money to acquire the 
necessary educational credentials. Shelter-
ing inside an accordion family leaves more 
money to pay toward those degrees.

So what’s the big deal? In earlier eras, people 
lived at home until they married. Is there 
anything new here? Yes and no. For several 
decades now, middle-class people in the 
United States, at least, expected to see their 
children live independently for a number 
of years before they married, and parents 
expected to have empty nests once their kids 
passed the magical mark of 18.

That formation was so widespread that it 
became a national norm; it was made pos-
sible by a rental housing market and patterns 
of cohabitation (romantic, roommates) that 
made independence affordable. And for 
many, it still is. Yet increasingly the forces 
of labor-market erosion and rising housing 
and educational costs have combined to put 
independence out of reach.

Societal norms matter for how parents view 
these new family formations. In Japan, where 

parents expect discipline and order, this new 
trajectory is disturbing and tends to be de-
fined as personal failure. Italian families, by 
contrast, report that they enjoy having their 
grown children live with them, however vex-
ing it may be for their government. Spanish 
parents and their adult children are angry at 
their government for facilitating lousy labor 
contracts that have damaged the children’s 
prospects, but they know that it can be a joy 
to be near the younger generation.

In America, we deploy a familiar cultural ar-
senal in crafting meaning: the work ethic and 
the hope of upward mobility. If Joe lives at 
home because it will help him get somewhere 
in the long run, that’s fine. If he’s hiding in the 
basement playing video games, it’s not fine. 
The accordion family has to be in the service 
of larger goals or it smacks of deviance.

All of these adaptations are responses to 
central structural forces beyond our control. 
Global competition is taking us into un-
charted waters, reshaping the life course in 
ways that would have been scarcely visible 
only 30 years ago. It’s a brave new world, and 
the accordion family is absorbing the blows 
as best it can.          n
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Global families in Europe
by Giovanna Gianesini, Ph.D., Interdisciplinary Center for Family Studies (CIRF), University of Padova, Italy; marriage and family coun-
selor, Ethica Counseling Center; ESFR Newsletter co-editor, drgianesini@yahoo.com  

During the last decades of the twentieth cen-
tury and the first decade of the twenty-first 
century, the family has changed not only its 
form and content but also its significance to 
the wider society and economy. In all times, 
families and households have changed ac-
cording to economic and social conditions, 
but since the fall of 2008, the changing soci-
ety and labor market and the economic crisis 
have profoundly influenced the course of 
family life and reform processes around the 
world. In Europe, the pressures of globaliza-
tion, the European Monetary Unit, the need 
for institutional reforms, the issue of federal-
ism, and the discrepancy between the north 
and the south have created tensions over 
problems of poverty, housing, education, 
social exclusion and expansion, integra-

responsibilities can no longer be ignored in 
the workplace (Henneck, 2003). In recent 
years, Italy, with a current population of 60.6 
million, a population growth estimated at 
0.04%, mostly due to immigration, and the 
fifth-highest population density in Europe 
(about 200 persons per square kilometer, 
unevenly distributed by region), underwent 
a deep social and demographic change that 
weakened family’s functions and increased 
its vulnerabilities. The Mediterranean model 
of family consists of a moral engagement to 
support all members of the family and reci-
procity between parents and children. This 
intergenerational pact represents a precious 
family tool, especially when resources are 
restricted (Micheli, 2005), but increases pres-
sure on families, and particularly women, 

causing unconscious 
suffering and grief 
often in the form 
of chronic illness, 
depression, unex-
plained fear, anger, 
addictions, and 
relationship failures. 
Especially in Italy, 
where the subsidiary 
principle and its 
familistic policies are 
central, used to preserve social diversity, and 
at the same time embraced and criticized, 
female employment, regarded as a private 
matter, is still low and depends on care 
responsibilities rather than job opportunities 
and individual qualifications. Work–family 
policy deficits are especially visible in the 
provision of child care and dependent elder 
care services, leave facilities, and child and 
cash benefits. Social protection benefits to 
support children and families and institution-
al support are weak (an investment of 1.4% 
of Italian GDP compared to a 2.3% invest-
ment in other EU countries); thus fertility 
and female employment rates are the lowest 
in Western countries (Riva, 2012). Women’s 
welfare derives from family dependency and 
family responsibilities; consequently, a de-
familization of welfare obligation is urgently 
needed for female independence, as are ef-
ficient programs promoting family empower-
ment and the family’s capability to keep on 
generating social capital (Rossi, 2012). Only 
the EU recommendations have been able to 
change Italy’s legal regulations and its policy 
measures addressing family relations and 
responsibilities. Still, in a period of renego-
tiation, restructuring, and changes in welfare 
policies all over Europe, Italy’s unfair and 
illegitimate social model is cutting social 
expenditures, social services, and welfare 
benefits, and is unable to combine compa-
nies’ request for flexibility with families’ 
work–family reconciliation needs and to rec-
ognize mutual interests (Gianesini, in press). 
The EU public-policy awareness of the 
multidimensional and interdependent nature 
of social exclusion is pushing Italy toward 

In Europe, the pressures of globalization, the European Monetary Unit, 
the need for institutional reforms, the issue of federalism, 

and the discrepancy between the north and the south have created 
tensions over problems of poverty, housing, education, social exclusion 

and expansion, integration of immigrants, and unequal patterns 
of income distribution and job development.
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tion of immigrants, and unequal patterns of 
income distribution and job development. In 
this rapidly changing scenario, a multitude 
of new challenges are emerging and affect-
ing families and individual life. The welfare 
state in many European countries is calling 
for a social debate on both social policy 
orientations and policy culture and for inter-
ventions in support of children and families 
that account for this new, complex reality. 

The development of welfare policies is often 
affected by national and local interpretation 
of social and economic events rather than by 
the real demands of real families. Policy ori-
entations intertwine with different styles of 
perceiving family, social benefits, and social 
support and cohesion (Fargion, 2012). The 
family, as an institution and as an ideology, 
is all about relations between people and 
between genders, organized in very different 
ways. Marriage can no longer be the main 
mechanism by which income is distributed 
to women and children; consequently, family 

overloaded with caring responsibilities, when 
social public assistance is lacking. Italian 
families are characterized by very strong, ex-
cessive, and unhealthy family ties, extended 
families with grandparents primarily caring 
for their grandchildren, physical proximity 
between family of origin and family of 
choice (same city, same block, often same 
house), and economic dependency persist-
ing until adulthood. Cutting the cord, setting 
boundaries, and establishing appropriate 
domains become difficult, and in this period 
of economic turmoil almost impossible. 
As a consequence, parenting, gender roles, 
and relationships between generations are 
confused, confounding, and infuriating, as is 
especially evident in clinical practice. Men, 
in particular, seem to be mostly affected by 
an excessive maternal protectiveness, intru-
siveness, and disrespect; they lack maturity, 
manhood, and parenting skills. Unhealthy 
family patterns and behaviors seem to repeat 
through the generations (Gianesini, 2012), 

global families continued on page F5
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a more comprehensive array of universal 
benefits and services to families, otherwise 
low and inefficient (Morgan, 2006) despite 
a rhetoric defending the family that includes 
any kind of kinship along intergenerational 
lines (Riva, 2012). Contemporary changes in 
family life have made men’s and women’s 
roles more alike; the current recession will 
further affect relationships between men 
and women. Personal relationships between 
couples and especially married couples will 
have to withstand the pressures of this new 
economic reality on a daily basis (Gianesini, 
2010). Since 2009, all EU countries have 
registered an increase in unemployment and 
a gradual decrease of gender differences due 
to male unemployment, which for the first 
time outnumbers female unemployment. 
As a result, the financial contributions of 
husbands and wives have begun to converge. 
This trend towards a greater sharing of 
economic roles may improve the quality of 
marital relationships by increasing equity in 
marriage and the level of financial resources 
available to the family, or may worsen the 
quality of marital relationships by challeng-
ing conventional power relations based on 
the male “breadwinner” prerogative. In many 
European countries, the gender convergence 
so far has been mostly one-sided, with 
women partially assimilated into a virtu-
ally unchanged male model of employment 
(Perrons, 2009) that promotes segregation 
and contributes to working disadvantages 
for women rather than creating a symmetri-
cal and reciprocal respect for equality and 
diversity. Europe appears to be persistently 
heterogeneous in terms of age of leaving the 
parental home, employment status of young 
adults, unmarried cohabitation and marriage, 
gender equality, transition to adulthood, and 
fertility, reflecting country-specific contexts 
as well as family and social policies. 

Fortunately, recent literature and research 
have indicated some potentially fruitful 
indicators (European Commission, 2011a). 
The first annual review of Employment and 
Social Developments in Europe (European 
Commission, 2012b) proposed that a mix of 
employment and social policies is neces-
sary to ensure a long-term recovery from the 
current economic crisis that has aggravated 
Europe’s structural weaknesses in terms 
of income inequality and disappearance of 
medium-paid jobs. Raising participation in 

employment, better social spending, and 
fairer taxation of top incomes and wealth 
can help mitigate inequalities. The review 
stresses that social exclusion from the 
labor market prevails for the elderly, single 
parents, and low–work-intensity households, 
the so-called working poor. The improve-
ment of the efficiency, effectiveness, and eq-
uity of the welfare system in Europe can be 
achieved by a greater coordination among 
social policy actors, greater transparency 
in financing the welfare state, and concrete 
proposals and initiatives. Improving the 
employability of older workers and encour-
aging active aging are essential for reach-
ing the EU employment target rate of 75% 
by 2020. Active-aging policies are needed 
to discourage early retirement, stimulate 

lifelong learning, adapt working conditions 
to the needs of older workers, and provide 
care for the elderly (European Commission, 
2012a). The review and its policy recom-
mendations belong within the framework of 
the Europe 2020 strategy, the EU’s growth 
strategy to be reached by 2020 for a sustain-
able and inclusive economy that reinforces 
the priorities of high levels of employment, 
productivity, and social cohesion (European 
Commission, 2011a). 

The sixth European Society on Family Rela-
tions (ESFR; www.ESFR.org) conference, 
“Families in Changing Europe: Challenges, 
Conflicts and Intervention“ (http://www.
congrex.no/esfr2012/), held in Norway 
in September 2012, explored the implica-
tions of contemporary social, cultural, and 
economic changes, and the challenges these 
raise for family relations, family practices, 
and family policy in Europe. Many of these 
changes have profound implications for 
the institution of the family, the internal 
dynamics of family relations, and for policy 
intervention. Demographic changes, along 
with the current economic crisis and in-

creased migration, raise new questions about 
relatedness and the balance between family 
obligations and those of the welfare state. 
New forms of gender relations, new repro-
ductive technologies, and a larger variety 
of family formations challenge traditional 
views about what a family is and should be. 
Different family norms and practices due to 
greater ethnic and cultural variation give rise 
to legal problems as well as negotiations of 
values and belonging. These changes have 
led to new research interests concerning 
family practices, family policy, related-
ness, family crisis, and intervention that the 
European Society on Family Relations and 
its annual conference seek to approach from 
a wide range of thematic domains in psy-
chology, sociology, anthropology, political 
science, legal studies, and history. 
The ESFR is a multidisciplinary, nonprofit 
organization of European family research-
ers that aims to promote excellence in the 
scientific study of family contextual rela-
tions. Founded in Nijmegen, The Neth-
erlands, in late 2002, ESFR encourages 
cooperation between family scientists from 
European countries and provides a forum 
for the international exchange of scientific 
knowledge concerning the family, including 
the interface between research and policy on 
the local, national, and international levels 
and a platform for disseminating to indi-
vidual families, corporations, and govern-
ment agencies expert knowledge on family 
relations. Membership is open to family 
practitioners and researchers, research insti-
tutes, and university departments within or 
outside Europe. The governing body of the 
ESFR reflects the geographic, linguistic, and 
disciplinary differences characteristic of the 
society. Since 2002, the ESFR conference 
has taken place in The Netherlands (2002), 
Switzerland (2004), Germany (2006), Finland 
(2008), Italy (2010), and Norway (2012). The 
society’s official journal, Family Science, 
is published four times per year by the 
Routledge, Taylor, and Francis Group and 
welcomes original research as well as theo-
retical, methodological, and review papers 
addressing issues pertinent to the family and 
reflecting a diverse array of methodologies. 
Research syntheses on key topics about the 
family across various countries are included 
in order to expand cross-national understand-
ing, collaboration, and applications. The 
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Not nervous, but naïvely uncertain, I watched 
the two youths approach as I sat on a rock 
outcropping at the Mediterranean’s edge, 
taking in a glorious sunset on this first visit 
to the Gaza Strip. It was 1995, just a year 
or so after the end of the first intifada, and I 
had come to extend the survey we had been 
conducting on adolescents and their fami-
lies in the other territories. The interviews a 
few weeks previously with four Palestinian 
adolescents in East Jerusalem prepped me 
somewhat for this encounter with youth in 
Gaza, but not completely: Gaza is different. 

The Gaza Strip then—and now—is a mys-
tery to most because of its isolated status 
geographically (and now politically). The 
5-mile-wide, 25-mile-long enclave—bor-

Serendipitous scholarship 
and the discovery of Palestinians
by Brian K. Barber, Ph.D., director, Center for the Study of Youth and Political Conflict, University of Tennessee, bkbarber@gmail.com

journal is currently planning a special issue 
on Qualitative Methods in Family Research 
and welcomes submissions on any aspect of 
qualitative research on the family. Submis-
sions to Family Science should be made us-
ing ScholarOne’s Manuscript Central (http://
mc.manuscriptcentral.com/rfsc). 

Finally, for up-to-date and comparative data 
on family policies across greater Europe, 
policymakers, practitioners, and researchers 
can access the Council of Europe (http://
www.coe.int) family policy database, which 
contains important quantitative data as well 
as qualitative information on all relevant 
sectors of family policy. It covers 40 of the 
Council of Europe’s 47 member states, in-
cluding all members of the European Union 
(http://www.coe.int/t/dg3/familypolicy/data-
base/default_en.asp).           n
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dered on the west by the Mediterranean 
Sea, and, since 1967, on the north and east 
by Israel and the south by Egypt—has had 
limited contact with the other two areas in 
which most Palestinians live: the West Bank 
and East Jerusalem. Palestinians total now 
approximately 4.5 million in those three ter-
ritories. (Hundreds of thousands of refugees 
also live in Jordan, Syria, Lebanon, and 
elsewhere.) That contact has diminished sys-
tematically over time, with access between 
Gaza and the other territories constrained 
severely just after the 1987 outbreak of the 
first intifada. This separation was cemented 
in 2006 with the Israeli-imposed embargo 
of the Strip (backed firmly by the Euro-
pean Union and the United States) after the 
electoral victory of Hamas and its military 

takeover of the Strip 
the following year. In 
short, Gaza remains 
ever more complicat-
ed and mysterious. 

The youths’ seaside 
stroll took a clear 
direction toward the 
outcropping until they 
faced me where I sat. 
At the time I knew no 
Arabic, so we relied on their rudimentary 
English and had what was a most refresh-
ing “conversation.” In the end, it was their 
gentleness, modesty, and innocent curiosity 
that made our meeting both enriching and 

Brian Barber
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an answer that would at last satisfy me: “I’m 
happy when I run; I love to run.” (I thought: 
“Finally! At last he is talking about him-
self!”) He continued, “But every time I run, 
the soldiers want to arrest me.”

Tareq’s response rightfully unsettled me 
and taught two essential lessons. First, they 
had been answering my question all along. 
It was I, not they, who had misunderstood. 
Happiness for them as individuals was 
in fact defined foremost by the quality of 
their political context. Lesson: Self and 
identity can be very expansive and inclu-
sive. Second, when forced (by me) to focus 
unnaturally on themselves apart from that 
context, Tareq was in the end unable to do 
that, as the context forced itself on each such 
self-indulgent moment. Lesson: Millions of 
people live in circumstances where political 
constraints on movement, expression, and 
autonomy are sweeping and crippling.

In other words, I realized how little I under-
stood about people’s cognitions and living 
conditions, and it became clear that no vol-
ume of well-conducted research by a team 
so foreign to this context as we were could 

During the ensuing years, when I lived for 
long periods of time in Gaza with families 
in or near refugee camps, I learned continual 
lessons as I progressively grew to understand 
the remarkable and utterly stressful lives of 
these people. One basic lesson was the need 
to challenge prevailing theories about human 
functioning amidst such taxing adversity. 
While never trained in trauma psychology, I 
seemed to have carried with me the expecta-
tion that these youths who had experienced 
six years of frequent and often intense 
political violence would be noticeably marred 
psychologically. (Using survey data collected 
during that immersion period, Chapter 9 of 
Adolescents and War chronicles the histori-
cally unprecedented rates of Palestinian youth 
experience with political conflict: up to 90% 
for young men and 50% for young women.) 
Far from living in that dismal state, Gazan 
youth seemed vibrant, cohesive, and future-
focused; they were respectful, deferent, and 
would only reluctantly talk about the pain 
they had endured. Above all they, along with 
their parents, were committed to being Pales-
tinian—ethnically, and, so they hungered and 
demanded, eventually also nationally. 

serendipitous continued from page F6

inspiring. The safety and warm embrace I 
felt at that moment with these two adoles-
cents, as the sun sank into the grand Medi-
terranean and darkness fell on the decrepit 
towns and refugee camps beside it, was an 
authentic introduction to their people as a 
whole, and forecast the transforming experi-
ences I would have thereafter on frequent 
visits, often of long duration. 

Those experiences in the occupied Palestin-
ian territories (oPt, to use United Nations 
vernacular) were instrumental both profes-
sionally and personally in shaping the past 
two decades. In short, the experience has 
been a continuing challenge to learn the 
fundamentals of understanding: how to 
listen, inquire, validate, and interpret the 
lived experiences of people. Many of these 
academic lessons are recorded in various 
chapters of the book, Adolescents and War: 
How Youth Deal with Political Violence 
(Oxford University Press, 2009), to which I 
will refer periodically throughout this essay.

The first lesson was the most profound and 
jarring. It occurred during an interview with 
four adolescents in a dingy hotel lobby in 
East Jerusalem, some weeks prior to the first 
Gaza visit. Despite the fact that our research 
team from Brigham Young University was 
well into the survey of 7,000 refugee fami-
lies with adolescents in the West Bank and 
East Jerusalem, this was the first moment 
I had taken to talk at length and personally 
with Palestinian youths. Having already 
completed such interviews with hundreds of 
adolescents across the globe, I was overcon-
fidently expecting a standard, if interesting, 
dialogue. It was not to be—as was evident in 
their responses to one of the opening ques-
tions: “Please tell me when you are most 
happy.” Privately, I began to think them 
strange as I had to resort to multiple probes 
before they finally understood the ostensibly 
simple question. 

They kept offering examples like, “When the 
peace process is going well,” or, “When Abu 
Ammar’s health is good” (referring to the re-
cently appointed leader of the newly formed 
Palestinian Authority, Yasser Arafat). With 
some disguised exasperation I pushed ahead: 
“No, I mean you! When are you happy?”

Finally one of the adolescents jumped 
forward in his chair, excited to have found 

During the ensuing years, when I lived for long periods of time in Gaza 
with families in or near refugee camps, I learned continual lessons as 

I progressively grew to understand the remarkable and utterly stressful 
lives of these people. One basic lesson was the need to challenge 

prevailing theories about human functioning amidst such taxing adversity.

make up for that ignorance. As described 
more fully in Chapter 12 of Adolescents 
and War, that became a crucial moment of 
professional decision making, in which I 
realized that sustained immersion would be 
required if ever I were to be able to speak 
credibly about Palestinians. 

The decision to so engage was ironic, be-
cause of all the team members, I had been the 
most reluctant. To be frank, while I was cer-
tainly aware from the constant news reports 
during the first intifada (1987–1993) of the 
famed youth challenging military tanks with 
their stones, I did not care about the region 
or its issues. I had never known a Palestinian 
and had only a few Jewish friends. I didn’t 
even know where Gaza was and would have 
laughed at the suggestion that it would soon 
feel like a second, cherished home. 

Unwilling yet to accept that surprising over-
all finding of competent functioning after 
sustained and extreme exposure to adversity, 
I did a parallel study of Bosnian youth, 
replicating (apart from the immersion) the 
interview and survey methods employed in 
Gaza. There in Bosnia was the trauma. De-
spite the passage of five years since the end 
of their besiegement at the hands of Serbian 
forces and their backers, the youths from Sa-
rajevo exhibited troubling emotions: anger, 
bitterness, depression, anxiety, betrayal, and 
apathy. Long deliberation on these radically 
different narratives has led to the clarifi-
cation that while adversity is potentially 
traumatic, it is not automatically so.
Reinforcing the salience of the political 
context mentioned above, these two groups 

serendipitous continued on page F8
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distinguished themselves by the degree 
of explanatory meaning with which they 
defined their respective conflicts: rich mean-
ing for the Gazans (i.e., perceived salience, 
value, legitimacy, and urgency of the conflict 
to achieve basic human rights, dignity, and 
self-determination) and a frightening absence 
of any explanatory filters for the Bosnians—
even to the point of not knowing that the war 
was coming or why, who the enemy was, 
and what the purpose of the conflict was. 
(See Chapter 12 for an elaboration; also, 
for findings of multivariate models testing 
associations between conflict involvement 
and psychosocial wellbeing for Bosnians 
[Chapter 8] and Palestinians [Chapter 9]). 

By then, an overarching lesson was becom-
ing clear; it has shaped the work ever since: 
namely, that context matters—really mat-
ters, essentially, vitally, and consequentially. 
That, in direct contrast to understanding 
context as conditions to be controlled for 
(i.e., partialed out) in models designed to 
understand human behavior as we often do, 
context (in the case of the Palestinians, the 
political context) can, rather, be the core of 
consciousness and motivation.

Over the years I have continually visited 
and regularly interviewed youths as they’ve 
transitioned to adulthood, monitoring, in 
particular, how they adapt to the systematic 
deterioration of the conditions they fought 
to change; the Center for the Study of Youth 
and Political Conflict was created (http://
csypc.utk.edu) and the Adolescents and War 
volume published. But the opportunity to 
thoroughly and systematically employ these 
grounding lessons in new research came 
in 2009 via an invitation from the Jacobs 
Foundation of Zurich, Switzerland. The 
ambitious proposal was accepted and our 
team—including numerous key informants 

from the region, as well as Center associate 
faculty Clea McNeely and doctoral candi-
date Carolyn Spellings—is midway through 
a multiphased project to build on these les-
sons by deriving concepts and measures of 
how life is experienced by this remarkable 
people, with the added advantage of doing 
so as a unique long-term follow-up of the 
cohort of youth from the intifada that that I 
had come to know over the years. 

Consistent with those grounding lessons, the 
initial phase of the project—during which 
scores of Palestinians were interviewed 
about how they conceive of well-being and 
quality of life—has revealed the command-
ing role of the political context. Thus, apart 
from common references to economics, 
employment, education, and family when 
describing peers who were doing relatively 
well and less well, hundreds of times the 
participants described aspects of their politi-
cal situation under occupation as ultimately 
determining their day-to-day well-being, 
such as sundry constraints on movement and 
expression, injury, experiences of humiliation 
and abuse, and pervasive concern for safety. 

As a further testament to the command-
ing power of the political in the lives of 
Palestinians—in this case revealing the 
cumulative psychological impact of decades 
of constraint—those interviews have also 
revealed a type of psychological suffering 
not commonly measured: one characterized 
by feelings that “our spirits and morale are 
broken,” that “ambitions and hope for the 
future have been destroyed,” and that one is 
“emotionally and psychologically exhaust-
ed.” (Continuing reports on the progress 
of the work of the project can be found at 
http://csypc.utk.edu.) 

Via the current project and potential exten-
sions of it, this unexpected and transforming 
journey with Palestinians will continue. It 
has not been easy to devise and conduct the 
demanding methodologies needed to ap-
preciate the real experiences of Palestinians 
or to become aware of the raw difficulty and 
harshness of those experiences. But like all 
work among struggling populations, it also 
brings a profound respect for the capacity of 
individuals and groups to cohere and to be 
resourceful and longsuffering in seeking a 
dignified life.            n

Related Readings
Barber, B. K. (2001). Political violence, social 

integration, and youth functioning: Palestinian 
youth from the Intifada. Journal of Commu-
nity Psychology, 29, 259–280.

Barber, B. K. (2008). Contrasting portraits of 
war: Youths’ varied experiences with political 
violence in Bosnia and Palestine. Interna-
tional Journal of Behavioral Development, 32, 
298–309.

Barber, B. K. (Ed.). (2009). Adolescents and war: 
How youth deal with political violence. New 
York: Oxford University Press.

Barber, B. K. (2009). Making sense and no sense 
of war: Issues of identity and meaning in 
adolescents’ experience with political conflict. 
In B. K. Barber (Ed.), Adolescents and war: 
How youth deal with political violence (pp. 
281–311). New York: Oxford University 
Press.

Barber, B. K. (2010). The shifting complex of 
identity: Issues of individual and contextual 
change informing the narrative identities of 
conflict youth: Commentary on Hammack. 
Human Development, 53, 202–207.

Barber, B. K., & Olsen, J. A. (2009). Positive and 
negative psychosocial functioning after politi-
cal conflict: Examining adolescents of the first 
Palestinian Intifada. In B. K. Barber (Ed.), 
Adolescents and war: How youth deal with 
political violence (pp. 207–237). New York: 
Oxford University Press.

Barber, B. K., McNeely, C., & Spellings, C. 
(2012). Role of political factors in wellbeing 
and quality of life during long-term con-
straints and conflict: an initial study. Lancet, 
advance online publication, http://www.thel-
ancet.com/health-in-the-occupiedpalestinian-
territory-2012

Fronk, C., Huntington, R. L., & Chadwick, B. 
A. (1999). Expectations for traditional family 
roles: Palestinian adolescents in the West 
Bank and Gaza. Sex Roles, 41, 705 – 735.

Huntington, R., Fronk, C., & Chadwick, B. A. 
(2001). Family roles of contemporary Pales-
tine women. Journal of Comparative Family 
Studies, 32, 1–19.

McCouch, R. J. (2009). The effects of wartime 
violence on young Bosnians’ postwar behav-
iors: Policy contours for the reconstruction 
period. In B. K. Barber (Ed.), Adolescents and 
war: How youth deal with political violence 
(pp. 177–204). New York: Oxford University 
Press.

Spellings, C. R., Barber, B. K., & Olsen, J. A. 
(2012). Political activism of Palestinian youth: 
Exploring individual, parental, and ecological 
factors. Journal of Marriage and Family, 74, 
1084–1100.

serendipitous continued from page F7

Gaza City



family focus // spring 2013 F9

Family Focus on... Global Families

Stepfamily relationships, custody, 
and children’s well-being in Europe
by Sarah Botterman, research fellow, Family and Population Studies, Centre for Leuven, Belgium, Sarah.Botterman@soc.kuleuven.be

Divorce is a hot topic in Europe. Divorce 
rates are rising and most people are affected 
by divorce in some way, but scholars believe 
that not all divorce questions have been 
answered thoroughly and that continuing 
efforts should be made to better comprehend 
the consequences of divorce. Belgium has 
two noteworthy projects relating to the study 
of divorce.  First, in the Divorce in Flanders 
(DiF) project, four universities (University 
of Antwerp, University of Leuven, Uni-
versity of Ghent, and Free University of 
Brussels) have undertaken a joint venture 
to discover the causes and consequences of 
divorce. More than 14,000 respondents were 
surveyed in 2009–2010, including not only 
the two (ex-)partners, but also their chil-
dren, new partners, and parents. The second 
project, the Leuven Adolescents and Family 

divorce. Both parents gain custody rights and 
become co-parents. Co-parenthood is mush-
rooming in Europe and consequently, step-
parents are increasingly becoming part-time 
or co-stepparents. The question is whether 
the image of an evil stepmother and, to a 
lesser extent, the image of an evil stepfather 
are influenced by this evolution.
Co-parenthood challenges our dichotomous 
thinking about residential versus nonresi-
dential parenthood. Especially in Europe, 
co-custody has become the social and legal 
norm. Belgium presents an ideal test case to 
consider the consequences of this evolution. 
It has the highest divorce rate in Europe 
and very progressive custody legislation. 
In Belgium, about 60 out of 100 mar-
riages end in divorce. More than one fifth 
of children experience a parental divorce 

partner. Yet, co-cus-
tody creates part-time 
residential relation-
ships with every 
parent and stepparent. 
How this affects the 
quality of relationships 
with each of the adults 
remains unclear.

Some scholars argue 
that good relationships 
following a divorce are predominantly based 
on biological ties. Children keep a good rela-
tionship with their parents and not with their 
stepparents, because they don’t have a ge-
netic connection with the latter, and custody 
does not influence these relationships. Other 
scholars argue that good relationships are pre-
dominantly based on residential ties. Children 
keep a good relationship with their residential 
parent and stepparent. Daily interaction cre-
ates good relationships, while relationships 
with nonresidential parents and stepparents 
deteriorate. Belgian data show that custody 
affects the relationships with all parental 
figures. Co-custody therefore could create 
interaction and better relationships with all 
parental figures. Belgian data show that this 
is the case when examining father figures: co-
custody more often generates good relation-
ships with both father and stepfather. 

Some scholars talk about an overall loss of 
relationships. A divorce may harm every 
relationship. Children have especially 
strained relationships with stepparents and 
nonresidential parents. Co-custody will not 
hinder this deterioration of relationships. 
Nevertheless, the Belgian data contradict 
this argument. The majority of children keep 
a good relationship with both parents and 
stepparents. On the contrary, some scholars 
talk about an accumulation of relationships. 
Children accumulate relationships and 
form additional relationships with step-
parents, especially in co-custody, which 
facilitates contact with all parental figures. 
This seems to be the case in Belgium, as 

Biological ties do not guarantee a good child–parent relationship. There is 
strong evidence for the importance of sharing residences with both parents 

and stepparents for maintaining and generating good relationships.

Sarah Botterman

before they turn 18 and afterwards usually 
reside in stepfamilies. Co-custody is the 
first option investigated by a judge when 
parents disagree on custody and can even 
be imposed against the will of parents. As a 
result, more than one fourth of children live 
in two households after a parental divorce. 
The quality of both child–parent and child–
stepparent relationships therefore becomes 
increasingly important to investigate.

Custody and child–parent/stepparent 
relationships
After a divorce, child–parent relationships 
change considerably and relations with new 
parental figures appear when stepfamilies 
are formed. Children generally have a closer 
bond with their parents than with their step-
parents. But the more time children spend 
with parents and stepparents, the better these 
relationships become. Consequently, sole 
custody implies a better relationship with 
the residential parent and his or her new 
partner and a diluted relationship with the 
nonresidential parent and his or her new 

Study (LAFS), was launched by the Family 
and Population Studies research group of 
the University of Leuven in 2008. An annual 
survey was conducted in middle schools and 
high schools to study the family structure 
of children and adolescents. Several papers 
have been written using the data from these 
two projects. More information can be found 
at www.divorceinflanders.be and www.soc.
kuleuven.be/lago. In this article, I will use 
both data sets and focus on children with di-
vorced parents. The emphasis is on teenagers 
and children, who are in an unstable phase in 
their lives and are most influenced by chang-
ing family configurations.
Formerly, children of divorce continued to 
reside with their mothers and saw their fa-
thers only sporadically. Mothers gained sole 
custody and stepfathers became more visible, 
whereas fathers received visitation rights and 
stepmothers didn’t come into the picture. 
Nowadays, an increasing number of chil-
dren reside part-time with their mothers and 
part-time with their fathers after a parental stepfamily relationships continued on page F10
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relationships are in general good, especially 
in co-custody. Co-custody, aimed at main-
taining good relations between children and 
their biological parents, seems to have the 
additional consequence of the formation of 
good relationships between children and 
their stepparents.
Furthermore, the relationship between par-
ents, and between parents and stepparents, 
should be considered. Conflict dilutes the 
relationships with the parental figures who 
are involved and strengthens the relation-
ship with the parental figures who are not. 
In other words, a conflict between biological 
parents that endures after divorce is associ-
ated with a better relationship between the 
child and the stepparent(s). A conflict be-
tween a parent and his or her new partner is 
associated with a better relationship between 
the child and the other parent. Additionally, 
a good child–mother relationship is crucial 
for a good child–stepfather relationship and 
a good child–father relationship is crucial 
for a good child–stepmother relationship.

Custody, child–parent/stepparent rela-
tionships, and child well-being
Another question is whether all these 
relationships after a parental divorce and 
the custody arrangements influence the 
well-being of children. Several well-being 
outcomes for children can be considered 
using the Belgian data: study involvement, 
sense of mastery (children’s self-perceived 
capacity to control events), feelings of 
anxiety, and feelings of depression and life 
satisfaction (children’s perceived happiness 
and contentment). When studying these 
child outcomes, it is necessary to control 
for the following characteristics that may 
influence the relationship between custody, 
child–parent/stepparent relationships, and 
child well-being: age, gender, educational 
level of parents, duration since divorce and 
remarriage to the stepparent, and parental 
and parent–stepparent conflict.

Whereas custody influences the child–par-
ent and child–stepparent relationships, it has 
no direct effect on children’s well-being. 
Children’s well-being is not related to their 
custody arrangement. But it is remarkable 
how well the relationships with parent and 
stepparent explain children’s well-being. 
Children who have a good relationship 

with both parent and stepparent have higher 
levels of well-being than children who 
have a good relationship with only one or 
with neither parental figure. Children who 
have a good relationship with both parental 
figures are more confident about their own 
capabilities, have a higher sense of mastery, 
are more involved in school, and feel less 
depressed and anxious. Also, their satisfac-
tion about life in general is higher. In other 
words, not only child–parent relationships 
matter, but also child–stepparent relation-
ships are associated with children’s well-
being. Both stepmothers and stepfathers 
influence children’s well-being.

Looking into detail, the child–stepfather 
relationship seems more strongly related to 
children’s well-being than the child–father 
relationship. Conversely, the child–step-
mother relationship seems less strongly re-
lated to children’s well-being than the child–
mother relationship. Hence, it seems likely 
that fathers are still more easily replaced by 
stepfathers than mothers by stepmothers.

The challenged dichotomy between resi-
dential and nonresidential parenthood 
Results of the Belgian data show that shar-
ing a residence is an important factor for 
having a good relationship with all parental 
figures after a parental divorce. Children in 
co-custody usually have a good relationship 
with both parents and stepparents. Biologi-
cal ties do not guarantee a good child–parent 
relationship. There is strong evidence for the 
importance of sharing residences with both 
parents and stepparents for maintaining and 
generating good relationships. 

The dichotomy between residential and non-
residential parenthood seems to be too strict. 
Co-custody generates part-time residential 
parents and part-time residential stepparents 
who more often have good relationships with 
children. Part-time residence seems to be as 
beneficial as full-time residence, as children 

in co-custody usually accumulate good 
relationships with all parental figures. The 
legal preference for co-custody is aimed at 
maintaining good relationships with both bi-
ological parents. An additional consequence 
seems to be the formation of good relation-
ships with stepparents. Because co-custody 
is becoming more prevalent, while sole-
mother custody is losing popularity, espe-
cially the relationship with stepmother seems 
to thrive. Sole-mother custody implied that 
children often had a poorer relationship with 
their nonresidential stepmother, partially 
because of the absence of a good relationship 
with their nonresidential biological father. 
The existing stereotypes of stepmothers are 
likely to diminish as the group of part-time 
residential stepmothers grows compared to 
the group of nonresidential stepmothers.

Relationships with all parental figures matter 
for children’s well-being. The child–step-
parent relationship matters for children’s 
well-being, next only to the child–parent 
relationship. Because it is more likely that 
children will have a good relationship with 
both parents and stepparents in co-custody, 
custody may have an indirect influence on 
children’s well-being. Future research on 
this possible indirect effect is necessary. 
The increasing number of children within 
co-custody consequently implies that an 
increasing number of children may benefit 
from good relationships with stepparents, in 
addition to good relationships with both par-
ents. There are no direct effects of custody 
on children’s well-being.

There are some limitations to this study. 
First, in using cross-sectional data, solid 
conclusions on the direction of the effects 
cannot be made. Second, because of data 
limitations, gender differences in the impor-
tance of the relationships with parents and 
stepparents cannot be investigated. The re-
sults demonstrate the importance for further 
research on family arrangements involving 

part-time residential relationships. 
Adding part-time stepparenthood 
to the research agenda may pro-
vide new insights on differences 
between stepmothers and stepfa-
thers. Finally, our findings stress 
the importance of more attention to 
heterogeneity in family structures 
and processes.          n
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Thoughts on learning abroad
by Catherine Solheim, Ph.D., associate professor, University of Minnesota, Department of 
Family Social Science, csolheim@umn.edu

Culture is so important to the construction 
of the idea and experience of family. Often 
we teach about the cultures of others, yet we 
fail to examine ourselves as cultural beings. 

Teaching about family in a cultural context 
different from one’s own allows that process 
to begin. Thailand is my preferred classroom 
environment because I have learned a lot 
about Thai culture over the years, speak the 
language fairly fluently, and have a wonder-
ful network of colleagues, friends, and fam-
ily on whom I depend to facilitate students’ 
learning. When I take students to Thailand, 
I want them to be moved to a place of dis-
comfort; to observe difference and explore 
how that difference has been shaped by his-
tory, climate, geography, religion, language, 
economic and political systems, and world-
view; to urge them to be deeply reflective 
about who they are and how they have been 

Catherine Solheim

unless the cultural context in which they ex-
ist is understood. I cannot fully understand 
my own family unless the cultural context 
in which I exist is understood. Each informs 
the other. As family scientists, it is critical 
that we recognize these premises as we work 
with and study families who are increas-
ingly culturally diverse. Learning abroad 
is one way that family science students can 
develop a beginning level of awareness 
and practice intercultural interaction skills 
needed to successfully negotiate cultural 
differences. The opportunity to be immersed 
in a culture very different from one’s own 
provides a dynamic context in which to 
explore both ourselves and another. 

For example, Ken, an undergraduate family 
science student, more vividly identifies how 
his Catholic–Italian upbringing has shaped 
his way of interacting with the world as 

well as the 
meanings he 
attaches to 
family after he 
learns about 
Buddhism 
and sees the 
patience and 
gentleness of 
Thais amidst 

the chaos of Bangkok. After experiencing 
Thailand’s Southeast Asian culture, Mindy 
begins to more fully integrate the Korean 
heritage she inherited from her mother along 
with the European American heritage of her 
father. Jessica, a doctoral student in couple 
and family therapy, after listening to Bud-
dhist monks describe refugee resettlement 
processes in Wat Tham Krabok, begins more 
clearly to understand her client, a refugee 
from Laos, who suffers from depression as 
he struggles to adjust to an American way of 
life. Her questions and suggestions can be 
more culturally nuanced after her experience 
in Thailand. 

One of the main reasons I’m so drawn to 
offer learning-abroad experiences to stu-
dents is that I learned about the importance 
and influence of culture experientially and 
want students to have a similar immersion 

experience. My first 
foray beyond the 
midwestern United 
States occurred when, 
as a college student, 
I spent 2 months 
with a host family in 
Norway, living on a 
potato farm just north 
of Oslo. Some things 
were quite familiar 
because I had grown 
up across the street from my first-generation 
Norwegian immigrant grandfather and our 
family retained some of the traditional foods 
and holiday traditions, much like many Min-
nesota families whose immigration stories 
span just a few generations. But of course 
there were differences—language, ways of 
interacting, and so on. I began to understand 
myself and my grandfather a bit more deeply. 
This experience piqued my interest, so after 
graduation and with a year of teaching under 
my belt, I decided it was time to see the 
world. Fully expecting to go back to Norway 
to delve deeper into my heritage, I was of-
fered a position similar to a post in the Peace 
Corps with the Thai Ministry of Agriculture, 
working with rural youth and homemakers. 

Thailand was about as far away as you could 
get from Minnesota and Norway. Everything 
was so different: rice and spicy curry versus 
potatoes and hot dish; rain and heat versus 
snow and cold; mai pen rai versus uff da. 
Learning seemed to come primarily from 
bumping into things I didn’t understand or 
things that bothered me—in the beginning 
an everyday occurrence. I was forced to 
think about things differently and try to un-
derstand them as they existed in the context 
in which I was currently living. Thailand 
and her people have been important teachers 
in my 30+-year journey toward understand-
ing ideas of family globally.

The learning one can achieve when abroad 
is different than what can be realized in the 
classroom. If we are part of the majority 
culture, we are rarely required to understand 
ourselves as cultural beings whose world-

Learning abroad is one way that family science students
can develop a beginning level of awareness and practice 

intercultural interaction skills needed to successfully negotiate 
cultural differences. The opportunity to be immersed in a 

culture very different from one’s own provides a dynamic context 
in which to explore both ourselves and another.

molded by their own environments—history, 
climate, economic system, geography, reli-
gion, language, political system, worldview; 
to observe differences and ask questions 
about why others do things the way they 
do and why we do things the way we do; to 
question resource equity globally; to under-
stand how U.S. and personal consumption 
choices impact the world. Ultimately, my 
desire is to bring students to a place where 
they can hold assumptions and judgments 
at bay until they gain enough information 
to approach a glimmer of understanding 
of another. This is a lot to ask in a 3-week 
course. But I am continually surprised by 
the transformations that occur. 

A learning-abroad environment uniquely 
facilitates the understanding of two core, in-
terdependent premises for students of family 
science: Families cannot be fully understood learninig abroads continued on page F28
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National Council on Family Relations

Journal Editor Position
Call for nominations and applications for the position of

Editor of Journal of Family Theory & Review

The National Council on Family Relations (NCFR) is
seeking nominations and applications for the position of 
Editor of the Journal of Family Theory & Review (JFTR). The 
term of the current editor, Robert M. Milardo (University of 
Maine) will be completed with the publication of the
December 2014 issue.

The four-year term of the new editor will begin with the 
publication of the March 2015 issue. However, editorial 
responsibilities will begin to transfer to the new editor
beginning January 2014.  The JFTR Search Committee 
anticipates making the selection of the new editor at the 
annual NCFR conference in November 2013 in San Antonio, Texas.

A detailed description of the editor’s responsibilities may be obtained from: 
Search Committee for Editor of the Journal of Family Theory & Review, National 
Council on Family Relations, 1201 West River Parkway, Suite 200, Minneapolis, 
MN, USA, 55454.  Phone 1-888-781-9331; FAX 763-781-9348; email jeannes-
trand@ncfr.org

Nominations and applications including a letter of application and a curriculum 
vitae should be sent to National Council on Family Relations, 1201 West River 
Parkway, Suite 200, Minneapolis, MN, USA, 55454 or electronically to
jeannestrand@ncfr.org. The JFTR Search Committee will review application
materials beginning September 1, 2013. Nominees and applicants must be 
members of the National Council on Family Relations.
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Impact of parents’ migration 
on Moldavian youths’ perception of family
by Valentina Bodrug-Lungu, Ph.D., associate professor, Moldovan State University, and 
Erin Kostina-Ritchey, M.A., M.Ed., CFLE, Texas Tech University, erin.ritchey@ttu.edu 

Impact of migration on family 
as a social institution
Migration is an important phenomenon that 
directly and indirectly influences both the 
socioeconomic and demographic develop-
ment sectors of each country. In the case of 
the Eastern European Republic of Moldova, 
family structures and belief systems are di-
rectly affected. According to current official 
government statistics from the Ministry of 
Labor, Social Protection, and Family (2011), 
despite the global economic crisis there is 
increased migration from Moldova to other 
countries. As recent as 2010, statistics show 
the total number of citizens working abroad 
or seeking employment abroad was 311,000, 
or roughly 27% of the total economically 
active population of the country.

Discussion concerning migration should 
take into consideration multiple aspects of 
the practice. This would include the catalyst 
and outcomes of migration as they relate to 
economic, political, cultural, and social as-
pects of family life. The impact of labor mi-
gration is controversial. On one hand, some 
researchers mention the important impact of 
remittances from Moldovan workers abroad 
on the Moldovan economy and goods 
consumption for remaining family members 
at home. The Ministry of Economy (2009) 
found that remittances have a direct influ-
ence on household welfare; in 2009 the 
absolute poverty rate was reduced by 11.7% 
due to remittances. This has lead researchers 
and economists to outline new approaches 
to migration research in Moldova, viewing 
migration as a factor of development and 
likening migrants to foreign investors. 

Past research has shown that when regions or 
towns undergo a mass migration of employ-
able adults, migration can create challenges 
in caring for the most vulnerable members 
of society, i.e., minors and the elderly. In 
the case of Moldova, the migration of adult 
populations has created a disturbance in care 
systems, as traditionally both nuclear and ex-
tended family members shared responsibility 

for the care of minors and the elderly. While 
the financial assistance provided by employ-
ment abroad is welcomed by families, the 
high migration rates have reduced the number 
of adults left to care for vulnerable popula-
tions. Thus the impact of migration on indi-
viduals and the family as an institution must 
be determined not only by financial gain but 
also by the negative aspects touching each 
nuclear and extended family member. 

On one hand, demographic and social 
consequences of migration are alarming. 
A reduced adult population and reported 
increases in the instability of families who 
have members working abroad, along with 
an increasing aging population, have been 
challenging. Multiple researchers have 
found that migration has an impact on emo-
tional states and family life. These factors 
have, in turn, been found to affect directly 
the physical and mental health of all family 
members and the development of personal-
ity in children. Migration of mothers and 
fathers has been linked to several signifi-
cant negative impacts on children, includ-
ing emotional and psychological abuse. In 
youth, parental migration has been linked to 
school dropout, juvenile delinquency, and 
the use of alcohol and controlled substances.

While family challenges are evident, the 
first author has found a number of positive 
aspects of parental migration reported by 
youth associated with them. The most obvi-
ous advantages are economic and include 
not only the support provided by parental 
funds from abroad but the ability of families 
to accumulate financial resources in order 
to improve both the current and long-term 
financial situation of entire families. Youth 
also emphasized in their reports that social 
and economic tensions within the country 
were lower with the increased migration 
rates. This was especially important when 
linked to the relatively high unemployment 
and underemployment rates in Moldova. 
Other positive aspects associated with adult 
migration include expansion of the family’s 

shared life experi-
ences and familial 
broadening of  
cultural horizons.

Family values 
in youth
To explore the 
perceived effects of 
migration in general 
and parent migration 
specifically, the first 
author conducted 
research with youth 
who had parents 
who worked abroad 
and also with youth 
who did not cur-
rently have a parent 
working abroad. The 
importance of fam-
ily was mentioned 
by respondents from two perspectives, as 
a social institution (the influence of fam-
ily- and community-level social prestige) 
and personal value (giving them affection 
and security). Young people with parents 
physically present mentioned the family 
as a social institution at a rate of 60% and 
family as a personal value at a rate of 80%. 
In comparison, youth who had parent(s) 
working abroad had significantly different 
scores (30% and 40%, respectively). The 
first group of young people indicated that 
the family provides more confidence and 
support socially, if necessary, even inter-
vening on their behalf. Additionally, they 
felt that their parents love them and protect 
them, even in situations in which there was 
an intergenerational contradiction of values. 
Youth from the group whose parent(s) were 
abroad emphasized that the family provides 
safety and security in the form of mate-
rial support. This material support in turn 
allowed youth to solve many problems with 
limited parental presence required. Whether 
parents were present or abroad, family was 
ranked as the most important value by the 

Erin Kostina-Ritchey
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majority of youth. This indicates youth 
that who had parents in country reported a 
higher ranking of importance when ques-
tioned about the importance of family 
values, health, love, and faith. Those with 
parent(s) abroad ranked general welfare di-
rectly behind family. While there was some 
difference in the rankings between female 
and male participants, overall the findings 
suggest the need to consider the role that pa-
rental migration has had not only on values 
but on the source of values in children and 
youth in contemporary Moldavian families. 

Family challenges
 Not surprisingly, youth differ in identifying 
types of family problems based on whether 
they had parent(s) with whom they lived 
or parent(s) who were living abroad. Those 
who had parents in country reported the 
following family issues: financial resources 
for normal living, enough money to cover 
their personal needs and wants (computer, 
mobile phone, modern clothing), insufficient 
time to communicate with parents (based 
on limited parental contact due to concerns 
with acquiring additional financial resources 
and completion of household tasks), and the 
family’s inability to provide a secure future 
for the youth (e.g., an apartment). Youth 
with parents working abroad alternatively 
specified the following problems: lack of 
ability to communicate with parents (sporad-
ic, occasional), financial resources to cover 
youth’s needs and wants (current expendi-
ture rate), insufficient support from relatives 
(difficult relationships or living on their 
own), and challenges associated with caring 
for brothers and sisters left home in care 
of the youth whose parent(s) were abroad 
(family care). As with past research, the 
responses of Moldovan youth with parents 
abroad seem to suggest a direct relationship 
between domestic violence and migration, 
as they reported more permissive attitudes 
towards the practice of domestic violence. 

Respondents’ answers indicate significant 
differences in family concerns. It is of 
special interest to note the fact that the first 
group (parents physically present) specified 
material problems as family priorities and 
concerns. This group also noted the negative 
impact that migration has on health, love 
between partners, and religion. The second 
group’s focus was on relationship problems 

when family members migrate. Despite 
financial support, youth with parents abroad 
recognized the insufficiency of resources 
for current family expenditures, yet empha-
sized the positive aspects associated with 
increased family resources. The majority of 
youth who had no close relatives (i.e., parent, 
aunt, uncle, sibling, cousin) working abroad 
and those who had migrant family members 
reported a broader cultural belief that the 
lack of family proximity affects family unity 
and the psychoemotional development of 
children. This concern about child develop-
ment was particularly strong with regard to 
affection, understanding, and guidance from 
family members if migration had occurred in 
the family unit. Practically all respondents, 
from both groups, claim that a child needs a 
mother and father to grow up to be happy.

A social divide on the view of migrant fami-
lies continues to develop. Despite financial 

gains, most young people with physically 
present parents considered those who mi-
grate to have abandoned their families and 
also view such adults as irresponsible. But 
young people with migrant parents indi-
cated that their budget was provided mostly 
by those who had left to work abroad. The 
paradox of the situation for some migrant 
families is that some respondents recognized 
that despite parental employment abroad, the 
family did not really have enough money to 
cover current expenses. Youth with parent(s) 
abroad generally had a perception of low pa-
rental influence. Youth frequently indicated a 
belief in family disintegration, reducing rela-
tions with parents (especially when abroad), 
and increasing antisocial behavior (e.g., use 
of alcohol and drugs). Some youth indicated 
a feeling of delayed psychosexual develop-
ment based on a perceived lack of direct 
support through relevant sex education. This 
lack of parental guidance led to self-reported 
risk-taking in decisions regarding the onset 
of sexual relations. When compared to 

young men, young women reported higher 
levels of living with feelings of loneli-
ness and emotional abandonment. Female 
respondents in both groups were more likely 
than male respondents to support more tradi-
tional family values.

Migration patterns affect dissolution and 
family formation 
The results show that marriage is a very 
important value for respondents, with 83% 
of respondents with nonmigrant parents in 
favor of a marriage that “cannot be un-
done” compared to just 60% of respondents 
with migrant parents. In case of problems 
between partners, divorce was seen as the 
best solution for 73% of young people with 
migrant parents, but a substantially lower 
percentage of young people in families 
with nonmigrant parents, 50%, agreed that 
divorce is the solution to marital problems. 
Both groups of respondents were similar in 

believing that when 
divorce occurs, it is 
better for children 
to remain with the 
mother. Sexual 
relations outside 
of marriage were 
perceived as infidel-
ity by most youth 

with parents physically present. Youth with 
parents working abroad had mixed results 
and were more liberal concerning the issue 
of marital infidelity.

 Meanwhile, 80% of respondents with tradi-
tional parent-headed households and 50% of 
respondents with migrant parents consider 
marriage an important societal institution in 
modern times. Nevertheless, there is a more 
permissive attitude towards childbearing 
outside marriage among youth with migrant 
parents (63%) compared to those in parent-
headed households (50%). The migration 
phenomenon favors cohabitation between 
young people. There are differences in 
views on cohabitation between youth with 
parents present and youth whose parents are 
working abroad. For those whose parents 
are in country, cohabitation is built on a 
relational–emotional foundation. For those 
whose parents are abroad, cohabitation is 
seen as a symbiosis of relational–affective 
and negative perceptions.

Multiple researchers have found that migration
has an impact on emotional states and family life. 

These factors have, in turn, been found to affect directly 
the physical and mental health of all family members 

and the development of personality in children.

parents’ migration continued on page F15



family focus // spring 2013 F15

Family Focus on... Global Families

parents’ migration continued from page F14

Effects of migration on families 
 Research confirms the existence of a “tra-
ditional family crisis” due to the impact of 
migration. Significant negative impacts on 
socioeconomic roles and functions of the 
family can be seen in Moldova. The chang-
ing relationship between children and youth 
and their parents produces social discomfort 
in the broader society, including a perception 
of crisis for some values and traditions. The 
trend would suggest that rather than a total 
disappearance of values and traditions, the 
sector of society including migrant parents 
has instead transitioned traditional values 
and traditions into other forms of expression. 

 One new form of family expression is the 
“family at a distance.” Families with at least 
one member abroad were generally more 
optimistic concerning their financial future. 
But this family type did not come without a 
distinctive set of concerns, such as difficul-
ties in the socialization of family members 

and maintenance of emotional stability and 
intergenerational solidarity. While factors 
external to the family (e.g., friends, media) 
are a concern for most parents, they are of 
special concern to parents who are unable to 
monitor their children or lack a relationship 
with their children due to migration. 

The evolution of the family in Moldova has 
changed in part due to the global process of 
modernization. However, changes in the Mol-
dovan family system cannot be seen inde-
pendent of the numerous distinctive features 
of Moldova, such as its historical, geographi-
cal, economic, and cultural conditions. Con-
temporary family life has been affected by 
the advantages and consequences of migra-
tion. An expanded knowledge of the nature, 
trends, and limits of the changes in society 
can provide us with necessary insights into 
how society as a whole, families, and indi-
viduals will react to socioeconomic pressures 
and the phenomenon of migration.       n

China’s one-child policy: 
Impressions of a Fulbrighter
by Karen Seccombe, MSW, Ph.D., School of Community Health, Portland State University, 
Portland, OR 97201, seccombe@pdx.edu

Karen Secombe

Few Americans can imagine a level of 
government intrusiveness into our fertility 
decisions that most Chinese take for grant-
ed—telling you how many children you can 
have and when you can have them. But this 
has been the law in the People’s Republic 
of China since 1979. As a Fulbright Scholar 
to China in 2011–2012, I was able to take a 
closer look at this policy in action. 

China recognized 50 years ago that its popu-
lation was growing rapidly and that soon the 
people might be unable to feed and house 
themselves. Following the Cultural Revo-
lution of the 1960s, when tens of millions 
faced starvation and near death, the Commu-
nist Party was eager to avoid another famine. 
During the 1970s the government encour-
aged people to voluntarily reduce their fam-
ily size. When those measures were deemed 
insufficient, the Party implemented a radical 
family planning policy in 1979, known in the 
West as the “one-child policy.” This policy 

consists of three main objectives: (a) delayed 
marriage and delayed childbearing, (b) fewer 
and healthier births, and (c) one child per 
couple. At the time, Party officials assumed 
that the policy would be in effect for two to 
three generations. 

By 1980 a mass public effort took hold, 
touting the benefits of the family planning 
policy. Billboards and neon signs (some of 
the first in China) publicized the advantages 
of having only one child. Family planning 
workers were in the workplace, in schools, 
and in neighborhoods urging young couples 
to heed the call of their country, checking 
on their use of birth control, insisting that 
women have monthly ultrasounds to catch 
any pregnancies early on, and urging them to 
have abortions if their contraceptives failed. 
Now, more than 30 years later, the program 
continues, although there are always rumors 
in the West that the Chinese government may 
soften or eliminate the policy altogether.

Couples in China 
are strongly 
discouraged from 
having more than 
one child. Ide-
ally, pregnancy is 
prevented in the 
first place, so birth 
control methods, 
including steriliza-
tion, are free and 
readily available. 
Families can be rewarded with extra salary, 
larger houses, or better jobs if they follow 
the government’s policy, particularly if they 
agree to sterilization. 

If an accidental pregnancy occurs, women 
are strongly pressured to have an abortion. 
China Daily, a state-controlled English-
language newspaper, recently divulged that 
there were 13 million abortions in 2005. 
This is in contrast to 20 million live births 
during that same period. It is estimated that 
the number of abortions has now declined 
to about 6 million annually. Stories abound 
of forced abortions as late as the eighth or 
ninth month of pregnancy. 

If a family insists on carrying a second child 
to term, they are slapped with a large fine, 
otherwise known as the “social maintenance 
fee.” The amount of the fine varies across 
China. A typical husband and wife living 
in Shanghai could pay 110,000 yuan, or 
$17,000, for a second child, at least three 
times the average post-tax annual income 
in that city. The fine increases with income, 
and the super-rich may be fined more than 
a million yuan, or about $160,000. In rural 
areas the fine is lower, perhaps 40,000 yuan 
or about $6,000, which again is many times 
the average annual income of rural residents. 
Overall, the government has collected at 
least 2 trillion yuan (roughly $314 billion) in 
these fees since 1980. Failure to pay the fine 
carries serious repercussions. The second 
child, known as a “black” child, cannot get a 

one-child policy continued on page F16
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household registration and therefore will be 
denied basic rights, such as education. 

I met two such second children during my 
time as a Fulbright Scholar. One second 
child, a girl from a rural area, said that her 
parents paid the hefty fine to keep her. Her 
extended family rallied around her parents 
and gave money to them. The other, a boy, 
told me that he had to pretend publically 
that he did not know his parents. Instead, 
he was raised by his grandmother, who told 
authorities that she found him as a baby and 
volunteered to care for him.

Yet, despite its rigidness, the one-child 
policy is full of loopholes that allow certain 
people to have a second child legally. For 
example, the policy does not apply to ethnic 
minorities. Also, couples living in rural areas 
are allowed to have a second child if their 
first is a girl and the two children are spaced 
about four years apart. The government also 
decrees that if a husband and wife are both 
single children—that is, their parents have 
followed the law of the land—they are al-
lowed a second child. Other conditions allow 
a second child if the first child has a serious 
medical condition or if the first pregnancy 
results in twins or other multiple births. Other 
rules seem arbitrary. For example, in Shang-
hai, if either the husband or wife works in the 
fishing industry and has been going out to sea 
for five years, the couple may have a second 
child without facing punishment. With these 
exemptions, the one-child policy does not 
apply to a significant number of people. 
Nevertheless, for those to whom the policy 
does apply, at least 85% follow it. I spoke 
with many young women and men in China, 
and although a few told me that it would be 
“nice” to have two children, all told me that 
they would have only one child. They cited 
the country’s overpopulation and the expense 
of raising two children, but first and foremost 
they cited their responsibility to abide by the 
government’s rules, which they believe are in 
their best interest. “It’s good for us,” they told 
me. Others were more explicit: “My govern-
ment tells me it is good.”

What are the consequences of this unique 
and contentious policy? The primary result 
is a significantly reduced population. The 
one-child policy may be responsible for 
reducing China’s population by up to 400 
million people—more people than live in 

the entire United States. China’s popula-
tion, while feeling extremely crowded at 1.3 
billion people, may have been 1.7 billion 
without the one-child policy. This reduction 
has contributed to a startling economic boom 
never before witnessed in the world. My first 
visit to China in 1990 was like going back 
in time, prior to the Industrial Revolution. 
Instead of cars I saw a sea of bicycles and 
ox-drawn carts. Today’s China is a very dif-
ferent country, especially in urban areas. The 
Olympics showcased this new China, and the 

family planning policy surely has contributed 
to its economic growth. However, this suc-
cess also has unplanned consequences that 
China is just beginning to grapple with.

First, China suffers from a severe shortage 
of young women and girls. After the one-
child policy was implemented, many fami-
lies clung to their traditional preferences for 
male children, who will presumably carry on 
the family name and take care of the parents 
in old age. Due to gender-selective abortion, 
female abandonment, and female infan-
ticide, the gender ratio in China is highly 
skewed, with a recent Chinese census find-
ing 32 million more boys than girls under 
age 20. In a natural state there are 105 boys 
for every 100 girls, but in parts of China the 
ratio is as high as 130 or even 150 boys per 
100 girls. This means that many Chinese 
men will be competing with one another to 
marry. Men find themselves having to bid 
for women. This contributes to China’s high 
savings rate, because parents now have to 
sock away money to secure a bride for their 
son. Moreover, a shortage of women will 
affect the culture in many other ways. Mara 
Hvistendahl, author of Unnatural Selection: 
Choosing Boys over Girls and the Conse-
quences of a World Full of Men, a Pulitzer 
Prize finalist, claims that “societies in which 
men substantially outnumber women are not 
nice places to live. Often they are unstable. 
Sometimes they are violent.” China is 
already experiencing increased trafficking 

in brides, mail-order brides imported from 
poverty-stricken countries, and prostitution. 
However, quite surprisingly to me, many of 
my college students knew little or nothing 
about this sex imbalance. They were famil-
iar with the cultural preference for males, 
and most knew that Chinese girls were being 
adopted by families in other countries, but 
they did not understand the cultural factors 
that would allow them to connect these two 
important issues. These students were highly 
intelligent and attended one of China’s top 

universities, but they had simply never been 
told this dark side of the one-child policy. 
And apparently, they had never asked.

A second unintended consequence of the 
one-child policy is that lowered fertility 
rates will soon lead to a decline in the size of 
the labor force that fuels China’s economic 
boom. Currently, the mandatory retirement 
age is 55 years for women and 60 years for 
men. Over the past several decades, China’s 
political and social legitimacy has been 
linked with fast economic growth powered 
by a seemingly inexhaustible supply of 
young (i.e., cheap) labor. Migrants from 
rural areas flood the urban areas looking for 
work. But the proportion of Chinese aged 14 
and under has fallen to less than 17%, well 
below the 23% counted in a recent census. 
As the population of young people contin-
ues to decline, the era of inexpensive young 
Chinese labor may be drawing to a close. 
This has substantial economic consequences 
both nationally and globally. 

Third, the population of China is aging 
rapidly. Today, only about 8% of Chinese 
are age 65 or older, but within the next few 
decades that number will grow fourfold. 
Not only are fewer people being born, but 
life expectancy in China has increased from 
the 40s to the 70s in only two generations. 
Yet, China lacks the government support for 
the elderly that is available in industrialized 

Because most Chinese citizens do not have siblings, each child will likely 
have to care for two parents and four grandparents, nicknamed the 

“4-2-1 problem.” This puts an enormous pressure on young people to 
get the best education, so that they can get the best job, so that they 

can take the best care of their parents and aging grandparents.

one-child policy continued on page F17



family focus // spring 2013 F17

Family Focus on... Global Families

nations like the United States. There is no 
Social Security or Medicare and few busi-
nesses offer retirement pensions. Instead, 
China relies on younger family members 
to take care of older family members. This 
system worked well when families aver-
aged five or six children. But today, young 
adults face a substantial new burden of 
care. Because most Chinese citizens do not 
have siblings, each child will likely have to 
care for two parents and four grandparents, 
nicknamed the “4-2-1 problem.” This puts 
an enormous pressure on young people to 
get the best education, so that they can get 
the best job, so that they can take the best 
care of their parents and aging grandparents. 
My conversations with students revealed 
the strain and anxiety they felt from this 
responsibility. “It’s so hard”; “It is all on 
me”; “I must do well”; “It’s my job to take 
care of them”; I was told. Yet, once again, 
I had the impression that I was the first to 
speak of these issues publicly. I have a new-
found appreciation for sociologist C. Wright 
Mills—what people see as personal troubles 
are indeed often social problems. 

A final unplanned consequence of the 
one-child policy is what has been called 

the “little emperor” syndrome. Many 
psychologists suggest that single Chinese 
children are spoiled and overindulged by 
their parents and grandparents. I see their 
point. Everywhere I went—the parks, the 
stores, the streets—I saw extended families 
doting on their one child. However, unlike 
the psychologists, I wondered whether this 
doting might be a good thing—wouldn’t it 
be beneficial for children to have the im-
mediate love and security of their extended 
family? Yet, many psychologists believe that 
Chinese children are not properly socialized 
because they have no brothers or sisters. 
These claims (and mine) are anecdotal and 
unsupported by research. Nonetheless, it is 
interesting to think about the consequences 
of raising so many single children in a com-
munist society with a collective emphasis. 
I wonder if their two worldviews—what 
is good for me versus what is good for my 
country—are bound to collide someday.   n    
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A nation without children: 
A discussion of fertility decline in Japan
by Shawn L. Christiansen, associate professor, Family Life and Human Development, Southern Utah University, christiansen@suu.edu

As you walk through Tokyo you see a world 
inhabited by adults and ominously devoid of 
children. The birthrate in Tokyo is currently 
1.09 per woman. In Tama, a city of about 
200,000 outside Tokyo, six of its elementary 
schools have been closed, with three more 
scheduled to be shut down. As one resident 
of Tama City explained, “Back then, you 
always knew when school was out because 
the kids made so much noise. Now you see 
only elderly people walking the streets.” 
When visiting Japan, you may feel as if you 
are in a Japanese postapocalyptic anime 
movie, where a human-caused disaster has 
rendered the population unable to reproduce. 
The truth is much less sinister in its explana-
tion of fertility decline, but just as dire in the 
consequences for a nation without children.

Japan currently faces a population crisis 
fueled by a low birthrate and an aging 
population. Japan has one of the lowest birth 
rates in the world (1.21 births per woman) 
and one of the longest life expectancies (82 
years). The rate of population decline is 
accelerating despite government incentives 
such as financial allowances for having chil-
dren. It is estimated that the Japanese popu-
lation will decline from around 127 million 
today to 95 million by 2050. This drop of 
32 million people is equivalent to the Tokyo 
metropolitan area vanishing in the next 35 
years, or the populations of both New York 
and Pennsylvania becoming extinct. 

These predictions are so extreme that they 
seem more science fiction than reality. A 
self-perpetuating cycle of low birthrates 
translates into fewer childbearing women 
and a continued decline in population. If 
current fertility rates continue, it is estimated 
that the population of Japan will be only 44.5 
million in 2105. Thus, in a little less than 100 
years, Japan will lose about two thirds of its 
population. It is hard to imagine even an in-
fectious disease epidemic having such a huge 
impact on the size of the Japanese popula-
tion over such a short time. The future of the 
Japanese economy and culture are at stake. 

Reasons for fertility decline
Most research shows that fertility decline 
is a marriage problem. Most of the impact 
on fertility has been the increasing age 
of marriage and the overall decrease in 
marriage rates. The increase in marriage 
age shortens the prime fertility period for 
women and lowers the overall fertility rate. 
Between 1930 and 1990, women who were 
25–29 years of age had the highest fertility 
rates. Today, most Japanese women are not 
married between those years. Second, when 
Japanese couples marry, most decide to have 
children. There is a polarization into a group 
of childless women and a group of women 
with more than two children. It is not declin-
ing marital fertility, but rather the growing 
tendency to delay or forego marriage that 
has caused fertility decline in Japan. 

The later age of marriage accounts for more 
than half of the fertility decline in Japan. 
The average marriage age for women is 
28.8; it is 30.5 for men. Despite the in-
creased number of women postponing mar-
riage, the percentage of women who desire 
marriage has changed little, with more than 
90% of women expecting to marry. One 
key predictor of women wanting to marry 
younger was having a father who helped 
around the house. When women have posi-
tive views of men as fathers, their desire for 
early marriage increases. 

Nevertheless, Japanese men often receive 
mixed messages about their gender role 
expectations. On the one hand, govern-
ment media campaigns and family policies 
encourage men to be active in child rearing. 
These messages are contradicted by a work 
culture that expects total devotion. Similarly, 
women do not seem to want the empty mar-
riages of their parents, where men devoted 
their lives to their companies in exchange for 
a paycheck and women spent their lives de-
voted to child rearing. Modern women want 
men who will share household and child care 
demands. Unfortunately, young men have 
often been raised by absent fathers and dot-
ing mothers and have not been socialized to 

be the kind of hus-
bands and fathers 
young women de-
sire. Furthermore, 
women desire men 
who are highly 
educated and will 
be good providers. 
And yet, for men 
to be good provid-
ers their loyalty 
and time must be 
to their companies and not to their wives and 
children. Japanese societal attitudes have 
set up men and women in a game where 
everyone loses. For example, men can take 
paternal leave, but few do. Even when there 
are policies that support men and families, 
the work culture is generally not supportive. 
A man who takes paternal leave is often seen 
as disloyal and uncommitted. 
Negative cultural attitudes towards involved 
fathering are also reflected in divorce policy. 
Japanese divorce law was built on the 
“tender years doctrine,” which assumes that 
women are superior parents and that young 
children need their mothers. This belief sys-
tem is codified in gender roles that rigidly 
segregate men and women. Ironically, the 
cultural expectation that men follow a strict 
warrior work culture that inhibits leisure and 
family time penalizes them if they divorce. 
This bias in Japanese law becomes a self-
fulfilling prophecy as barriers between work 
and family limit men’s involvement and 
then they are punished at divorce for not 
being involved. 
Japanese women are increasingly becom-
ing highly educated. Higher education puts 
women in a bind: if they want to advance 
in a career they must choose between work 
and parenthood, since corporate attitudes 
often do not support working mothers. Only 
when cultural attitudes change to allow men 
and women equality at work and home will 
women not have to choose between work 
and family. As Japanese women become 

Shawn Christiansen
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more educated, they find themselves in 
a smaller marriage pool. Most Japanese 
women desire to marry a man who is highly 
educated and has a high income. Mar-
riage rates mirror education rates, with the 
highest-educated men being the most likely 
to marry and less educated men showing the 
greatest declines in marriage. College atten-
dance rates for men have gone down while 
attendance rates for women have gone up, 
so it is more difficult for women to find an 
economically “attractive” spouse. Research 
reflects a marriage squeeze, where unedu-
cated men and highly educated women have 
the most difficult time marrying. 

The traditional Japanese family was built 
on Confucian beliefs of filial piety. These 
beliefs fostered an obligation to marry, to 
care for elderly parents, and to maintain the 
paternal lineage through having children. 
Inherent in Confucian philosophy is the 
idea that a strong nation is built on strong 
families. This belief drove family life and 
the economy from the 1960s through the 
1980s. Today it appears the Japanese are 
less Confucian and more consumeristic. In 
Tokyo, the cultural practice most observed is 
shopping, with consumer products and fash-
ion being the primary objects of veneration. 

Changing cultural and familial values are 
most evident in young adults. The term “par-
asite singles” represents young unmarried 
individuals who remain at home and take 
advantage of free housing and food. The 
money they save is not put away for future 
marriage and children but is used for travel 
and shopping. This “new single” concept 
reflects a carefree and spendthrift lifestyle 
where the focus is on enjoying life without 
the pressure to marry. Single adults living at 
home may also fulfill relationship needs in 
the family where mothers are happy to have 
their unmarried children at home to fill the 
void left by absent working husbands. 

The economic rise of Japan after World 
War II was built on a work force focused on 
rebuilding their nation. The loyalty system 
of lifetime employment was one reason 
for the dramatic economic growth of Japan 
from the 1950s through the 1980s. Japanese 
family life was built on a large middle class 
that had a breadwinner father and a mother 
who managed the household. Although there 
were weaknesses in a system where work 

became family for the father, his family had 
economic security through consistent life-
long income. Unfortunately, fathers spent a 
majority of their time building the corporate 
empire of Japan and little time building re-
lationships in the home. Despite the limita-
tions of the rigid gender roles of this period, 
the security of income and employment 
gave men and women confidence to marry.

Japanese marriage has traditionally been 
built on arranged marriages. Marriage was 
about joining two households rather than 
two lovers. The proportion of arranged mar-
riages dropped dramatically between 1955 
and 1998 from 63% to 7%. The decline 
in arranged marriages mirrors the end of 
universal marriage in Japan. The chang-

Furthermore, many Japanese women only 
see the burden of raising children and little 
of the joy. The share of women with chil-
dren who reported that they derive pleasure 
from child rearing has dropped to only 9%, 
compared to 40%–70% in other countries.

Not only does the high stakes educational 
system stress mothers, it can also negatively 
impact children. For example, it is estimated 
that there are currently 500,000 to one mil-
lion youth who have given up on life and 
shut themselves away largely because they 
could not navigate the social and academic 
stresses of the educational system. This phe-
nomena is so common it has its own name, 
hikikomori, which refers to withdrawing 
from society and rarely or never venturing 
outside their bedrooms. Another youth and 
young adult phenomenon is the otaku. Otaku 
are described as men whose lives revolve 
around hobbies such as insect collecting, an-
ime, and manga. The synonyms most com-
monly used in English for otaku are “nerd” 
and “geek.” Otaku are thought to prefer the 
virtual world and their hobbies to real-life 
relationships. They are often described as 
having limited interpersonal confidence and 
lacking the skills and economic status to at-
tract a marriage partner. 

Implications
Japan faces a demographic catastrophe. The 
rapid decline in fertility is matched by a 
dramatic increase in average life expectancy. 
With fewer workers and the increase in the 
elderly population, there will be fewer taxes 
to pay for the dramatically increasing costs 
of retirement and healthcare. The primary 
solutions to these problems are to increase 
tax rates and decrease benefits. These solu-
tions are not only unpopular but will lead to 
further stagnation of the economy.
It is interesting that Japan has only discussed 
the economic consequences of decreased 
fertility and increased longevity. So far a 
meaningful discussion of the human, social, 
and cultural capital lost through decreased 
fertility has not been discussed. What does 
a society and culture lose when there are 
fewer children? What happens to a culture 
when fewer people have the opportunity to 
care for children? What is lost when you do 
not hear the laughter of children or wit-
ness the curiosity of a child discovering the 

Japan has one of the lowest birth 
rates in the world (1.21 births 

per woman) and one of the longest 
life expectancies (82 years).

ing mate-selection process also created a 
paradox. Young single adults who live in 
a culture that now favors love marriages 
were raised in a society without a model for 
dating and courting. Not meeting a suitable 
partner was the number one reason Japanese 
men and women gave for not being married. 
In the past, parents, relatives, or match-
makers fulfilled the role of finding a mate. 
Today many aspects of arranged marriage 
have become less formal but help in finding 
a spouse is still valued. Between 1970 and 
1996, the percentage of couples introduced 
by friends and coworkers went from 13% 
to 28%. Without formal matchmakers or 
informal social introductions, young adults 
are left to their own dating skills, which they 
may not have developed. 

The traditional role of Japanese women has 
been to ensure their children’s future success 
by encouraging them to excel in school. The 
best way to guarantee this is by the child 
passing the entrance exams to college with a 
high score. This model for moving children 
through the school system and into employ-
ment has been called “examination hell.” The 
focus on test scores puts great strain on moth-
ers. The number one reason Japanese women 
selected for not having children was that it 
cost too much to raise and educate a child. nation without children continued on page F20



Family Focus on... Global Families

family focus // spring 2013F20

nation without children 
continued from page F19

world? Who will invent the next technology 
that will drive the economy? What social 
structures are lost when educational, recre-
ational, and religious practices that are built 
around children diminish? What becomes 
of Japanese culture when there are fewer 
children to pass on the culture? 

Japan has implemented several policies 
aimed at increasing fertility through the years 
and yet fertility continues to decline. Japan 
has it backwards; policies do not change 
behavior, personally held values and convic-
tions change behavior. In Japan, there has 
been lip service to policies but not meaning-
ful discussion and advocacy for real change 
in work and family life. Behavior change is 
related to what is valued. Until Japan values 
children, marriage, and supporting family 
life, the population will continue to decrease 
until Japan is a nation without children.    n
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When our second daughter was born last 
year, my mother came from Ukraine and 
stayed with us for five months. During the 
visit, her help with child care and housework 
was indispensable and we all enjoyed family 
time. After a few months’ break, my mother-
in-law arrived from Romania and spent 
three summer months with us, sharing our 
life and building special memories with her 
two granddaughters. We currently have my 
mother visiting with us again. Future visits 
by my father and father-in-law are currently 
being discussed. My nonimmigrant and non–
Eastern European friends and colleagues 
express amazement at such family connec-
tions and wonder how I manage to endure 
such extended visits. After all, we all know 
that fish and guests start to smell after two 
days. My answer to their questions is simple: 
This is just what we do. In this article I will 
highlight Eastern European (EE) immigrants 
in the United States and share how they main-
tain intergenerational relationships across the 
ocean, based on my research with this group. 

Olena Nesteruk

Intergenerational relationships in 
transnational Eastern European families
by Olena Nesteruk, Ph.D., associate professor, Family and Child Studies, Montclair State University, nesteruko@mail.montclair.edu

Advancements in communication, afford-
able transportation, and globalization dis-
tinguish modern immigrants from those of 
centuries past, when immigration involved 
the probability that an emigrating person 
would never see her loved ones again. To-
day, increasing numbers of individuals and 
families around the globe are engaged in 
migration to enhance their welfare, forming 
and maintaining family relationships across 
vast geographic and cultural distances with 
the aid of technology. Transnational families 
deal with life-cycle changes over great geo-
graphical distances. EE immigrants in the 
United States are part of the phenomenon of 
transnational families—families that reside 
and maintain significant contact in two or 
more countries, but retain a sense of belong-
ing and a feeling of collective welfare.

Unlike earlier waves of European immi-
grants at the turn of the twentieth century, 
comprising mostly peasants, contemporary 
EE immigrants are generally educated, 
young professionals from urban areas. 

Many of them came 
to the United States 
on job-sponsored 
visas, as postdoctoral 
researchers, or as 
graduate students 
who later secured 
employment with 
American companies. 
After the collapse of 
the Soviet Union in 
1989, EE immigrants 
made up the largest proportion of European-
born immigrants in the United States, with 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Poland, Russia, 
and Ukraine being on the top-10 list of 
immigrant-sending countries. In 2010, im-
migrants from Eastern Europe comprised 
44% of European immigrants. The EE region 
includes Albania, Belarus, Bosnia and Her-
zegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Estonia, Hungary, Kosovo, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Macedonia, Moldova, Montenegro, Poland, 
Romania, Russia, Serbia, Slovakia, Slove-
nia, Ukraine, and former Yugoslavia. Each 
of these countries has its unique culture, 
languages, and traditions and it is important 
to acknowledge this heterogeneity. 

At the same time, these former Communist 
Bloc countries share an experience of living 
under the communist political framework, 
which impacted individual and family life. 
As evidenced by the emerging literature on 
EE families and contemporary immigrants 
from this region, they share a lot of similari-
ties with respect to family life, parenting 
practices, and cultural values. In particular, 
Eastern Europeans place high value on 
extended family connections and intergen-
erational interdependence. The concept of 
the nuclear family, popular in the descrip-
tion of American family structure, does not 
pertain to the Eastern European family in 
the same sense. Eastern Europeans define 
their family as including not only immedi-
ate but also extended family members, such 
as parents, siblings, grandparents, cousins, 
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uncles, aunts, and other relatives. Unity and 
cooperation among family members and 
across generations were and continue to be 
vital for family survival. Under the com-
munist regime, many young couples shared 
a household with their parents, especially 
in the first years of marriage, because to be 
eligible to receive an apartment from the 
state, one had to be married with children. 
In Eastern Europe, a cultural practice of 
parents supporting their adult children for 
as long as needed (not only until they turn 
18) is counterbalanced by a strong tradition 
of families taking care of their aging family 
members. Socioeconomic conditions, insuf-
ficient supports for families with children 
and seniors, and cultural practices all help 
explain the strong mutual reliance among 
generations in EE nations. 

For EE immigrants in the United States, 
this cohesive intergenerational alliance 
in which they were reared continues to 
be important. In particular, many EE 
families with young children living in 
the United States invite grandparents 
to visit for extended periods (usually 
up to 6 months at a time due to visi-
tor visa restrictions). EE grandparents 
take part in the day-to-day child rear-
ing, prepare traditional meals, help 
adult children balance work and family, 
and stay actively involved in the lives of 
their children and grandchildren. Often EE 
grandparents take turns visiting their children 
and grandchildren in the United States, not 
only to provide instrumental help with child 
care and household chores, but also to spend 
family time together. EE immigrants often 
cite social and child-rearing support from the 
grandparents as the most important resource 
in immigration. Some EE parents send their 
children to Eastern Europe for summers with 
their grandparents; other families spend their 
vacations in Eastern Europe visiting family.

These transnational families actively use 
technology to stay in touch. Frequent e-
mails, phone calls, and face time via Skype 
all help them to stay connected and share 
special moments. Unfortunately, it is dif-
ficult to maintain the heritage language in 
the second generation to facilitate commu-
nication between grandparents who do not 
know English and grandchildren who are 
often losing their heritage language. In many 

cases, grandchildren increasingly answer in 
English, which has a profoundly sad impact 
on parents and grandparents. Over time, lack 
of ability to communicate fluently disrupts 
the grandchild–grandparent relationship.

Intergenerational transnational households 
have other challenges. As adult children 
acculturate to the U.S. mainstream, their 
parenting practices change and they may 
find themselves in disagreement with grand-
parents with respect to child rearing. Parent-
ing practices that worked in Eastern Europe 
under communism may not be relevant to 
modern-day American society. Immigrant 
parents have to balance the help they are 
receiving from grandparents with their new 
lifestyle and attitudes. Some participants 
in my study shared that at times they felt 
ambivalent about what they perceive as 
overprotection on the part of grandparents 

(tendency to overfeed, bundle up, and in-
dulge grandchildren). The boundaries in the 
family may also become blurry and the ten-
sion may grow when the grandparents inter-
fere in their adult children’s marriages with 
comments or well-meaning advice. Cultural 
values of respecting elders may be harder 
to maintain in the context of immigration, 
where adult children know more and have 
more authority than grandparents. 

When EE grandparents stay in the United 
States for extended periods of time, they too 
face many challenges. These older adults 
find themselves in a position of complete 
dependence on their adult children: they do 
not speak English, do not drive, and have 
no friends or any social connections outside 
their children’s family. In many cases, they 
become prisoners in the suburbs, isolated 
from the life they know, living in the shad-
ows of their children’s marriages and aging 
out of place. They have to follow the pace 
of life dictated by their adult children’s work 
schedules and their grandchildren’s school 

and after-school activities. And there are 
practical considerations, such as aging par-
ents’ immigration status, lack of health insur-
ance, chronic health issues, and difficulties 
traveling. The whole structure of life in the 
United States is foreign to these EE grand-
parents and it is unlike the visiting culture in 
Eastern Europe, where neighbors and friends 
can stop by unannounced for a cup of tea and 
lift the mood through leisurely conversation. 

It must be acknowledged that EE grandpar-
ents make a lot of sacrifices by coming to the 
United States to spend time with their chil-
dren and grandchildren. And the questions 
that many first-generation EE immigrants are 
asking themselves are: Will I be able to do 
my part and take care of my aging parents 
across the ocean when they need me? How 
will I be able to continue this tradition of 
intergenerational family care transnationally? 

As the grandparents are beginning to build 
relationships with their grandchildren, 
in some families changed circumstances 
prevent them from continued visits. Grand-
parents may have to deal with their health 
problems and remain in Eastern Europe, 
unable to travel. They may also need to help 
their other children with child care. Their 
own aging parents may require end-of-life 
care. Thus, EwE immigrant families living 
in the United States tend to lose physi-
cal contact and support from grandparents 
as time progresses. Although advances in 
communication and travel may help slow 
traditional losses of immigration, the collec-
tivistic way of life is not always achievable 
for transnational families. Acculturation to 
the United States, loss of heritage language, 
distances between continents, and family 
life-cycle changes make it challenging to 
maintain rich and meaningful relationships 
between grandparents and grandchildren. 

Whether studying transnational families or providing them with services,
 it is essential to consider their lives as lived in multiple geographic locations, in 

the United States and in Eastern Europe, and to be aware of the frequent 
exchange of lengthy visits from the grandparents. Viewed through a cultural 

lens, such active involvement of the grandparents is not a sign of enmeshment 
or dysfunction, but rather a normative cultural family practice.

intergenerational relationships
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The new dimensions of South Korean 
families: Changes and diversity
by Miai Sung, associate professor, Department of Home Economics, Korea National Open University, and Soyoung Lee,   
assistant professor, Department of Family and Child Studies, Montclair State University, leeso@mail.montclair.edu

Whether studying transnational families or 
providing them with services, it is essential 
to consider their lives as lived in multiple 
geographic locations, in the United States 
and in Eastern Europe, and to be aware of the 
frequent exchange of lengthy visits from the 
grandparents. Viewed through a cultural lens, 
such active involvement of the grandparents is 
not a sign of enmeshment or dysfunction, but 
rather a normative cultural family practice. 

Eastern European immigrants are commonly 
locked into the overgeneralized White 
racial group and thus are presumed to have 
weak intergenerational ties and insignifi-
cant extended-family relationships. East-
ern Europe`s hidden ethnicity masks their 
familial and cultural values and practices. 
Nevertheless, in their definitions of and their 
actions towards extended family, EE fami-
lies display an emphasis on strong intergen-
erational ties and interdependence and thus 
are more similar to other highly familial im-

intergenerational relationships continued from page F21

migrant groups and U.S. minority families. 
Ethnicity matters to European Americans, 
especially to those with recent immigrant 
backgrounds. Future studies should look 
at the intergenerational relationships in 
second- and third-generation immigrants to 
understand the extent to which this cultural 
strength dissipates over time. 

In their classic study of American grand-
parenthood, Andrew Cherlin and Frank 
Furstenberg (1986) state that the three most 
important factors influencing the frequency 
of grandparent–grandchild contact are 
“distance, distance, and distance.” Applied to 
EE families, that distance can be manifold: 
geographic distance, linguistic distance, and 
cultural distance are major challenges to the 
maintenance of intergenerational relation-
ships among transnational EE families. These 
families are fighting to preserve close ties 
across generations, across languages, across 
cultures, and ultimately, across the ocean. n

Historically, South Korean families have 
embraced a strong ideology of familism. 
Under the influence of Confucianism from 
the mid-seventeenth century, families have 
been the center of Koreans’ personal and 
social lives and have been the primary sup-
port structure for their members, especially 
for children and the elderly. One of the key 
ideals of familism is that family relationships 
are hierarchically structured based on gender 
and age. This collectivistic family ideology 
has also prioritized family goals, loyalty 
to the family, and not losing the family’s 
chaemyoun (saving face). During industri-
alization, this strong ideology of familism 
in South Korea played an important role in 
establishing families as a safety net for their 
members and thus required a very limited 
amount of governmental support for families. 
But in the post-industrial age, families began 
to deal with high demands of rapid economic 
growth and modernization in the country. 

Soyoung LeeMiai Sung

These changes have led to serious challenges 
for Korean families and family relationships.
Changes in the Korean family had slowly 
emerged, but since the Asian Financial Crisis 
in 1997, South Koreans have experienced 
more dramatic changes in family charac-
teristics, especially marriage and family 
structures. As a result, the South Korean 
government has been actively involved in 
building safe environments for families by 
promoting marriage, moderating divorce, 
and encouraging childbearing through vari-
ous family policies. In this report, we briefly 
review the recent changes in marriage and 
family policies in South Korea. 
Traditional meaning of marriage
In South Korea, marriage is recognized as 
a major rite of passage to adulthood. South 
Koreans have maintained a strong norm 
that men and women must get married to be 
socially acknowledged as adults. Therefore, 
unmarried people are considered under age. 

Nevertheless, despite the importance given 
to the wedding, maintaining marital stability 
after the wedding has been far more impor-
tant than improving the quality of the mari-
tal relationship in South Korean families. 
A common blessing to newlyweds is, “Live 
(together) until your black hair turns white 
as the root of a leek.” This blessing is a wish 
for nondisruptive couple relationships until 
death. Therefore, until the beginning of the 
twentieth century, the majority of marriages 
ended only with the death of one spouse.
As in other family-oriented cultures, 
marriage and marital stability have been 
strongly encouraged in South Korea because 
they were the only legitimate way to have 
children. Having many children was consid-
ered the most important blessing in tradi-
tional South Korean families. Children were 
a great source of labor to protect the family 
property in a traditional agricultural society, 
as well as a guaranteed support system for 
aging parents after their retirement. In ad-
dition, due to a strong patrilineal system in 
South Korea, having sons was very impor-
tant. In general, the first son and his wife 
lived with the husband’s aging parents and 
took care of them and then inherited most 
the family property. 
Decreasing and delayed marriage
After the 1997 Asian Financial Crisis, the 
crude marriage rate (the number of mar-
riages per 1,000 persons) decreased from 9.2 
in 1970 to 7.6 in 1999 and to 6.2 in 2009. 
This decline was partly because many young 
people delayed marriage due to considerable 
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tion. But due to the significantly unbalanced 
male–female ratio, the increasing number of 
delayed first marriages, and women’s low 
desire to marry rural farmers, South Korean 
men living in rural areas have had extreme 
difficulty finding suitable wives. Thus, in the 
early 1990s, the Korean government initiated 
a program to facilitate transnational marriages 
between single South Korean men in rural ar-
eas and Chosun-jok (Korean Chinese) wom-
en. Since then, the transnational marriage rate 
increased from 1% of total marriages in 1990 
to 5% in 2002, to 13.5% in 2005. But due to 
the strong cultural prejudice originating from 
Korea’s long history of being a homogeneous 
nation, some foreign wives have experienced 
considerable social discrimination, family 
violence, and conflicts with their husbands 
and mothers-in law, in particular. 

difficulty in finding jobs after graduation. 
In addition, the educational level of South 
Korean women rapidly increased. Many of 
these highly educated women gave priority 
to career development after graduation and 
delayed marriage. Some women deliberately 
chose not to marry due to the gender inequal-
ity embedded in marriage-related family 
relationships in South Korea. In 2011, the 
average age of first marriage in South Korea 
was 31.9 for men and 29.1 for women. 
In addition, the economic strain on house-
holds and the high unemployment rate 
among male breadwinners after the econom-
ic crisis led to divorce, despite strong social 
pressure against it. The crude divorce rate 
(the number of divorces per 1,000 persons) 
increased from 1.7 in 1996 to 2.7 in 1999, to 
3.4 in 2003, and to 2.5 in 2006. 

Low fertility rate and wealth as a 
family goal
Due to a strong stigmatization of child-
birth outside of marriage, the delayed 
marriage trend has resulted in a de-
crease in the fertility rate. In addition, 
25–34-year-olds often avoid having 
children due to the increase in women’s 
participation in economic activities and the 
heavy financial strain of child rearing. The 
overall fertility rate decreased significantly 
from 2.83 children per woman in 1980 to 
1.41 in 1999, and to 1.08 in 2005, which 
was the lowest in the world. 

After the financial crisis and the resulting 
changes in family structure, South Koreans 
experienced serious social and familial chal-
lenges. Some of these challenges included 
a lack of governmental or public support 
systems to assist families with child rearing 
and elderly care. Korea also lost potential 
human capital to care for aging parents due 
to the low fertility rate. As a result, achiev-
ing wealth and financial success has become 
one of the main family goals in South Korea 
in order to create a new safety net to support 
families. Traditionally, South Koreans have 
looked down upon the pursuit of wealth and 
materialism, but in modern, capitalist South 
Korean society, being wealthy is now seen 
as a positive way to protect families. 

Increasing numbers of multicultural 
families
For thousands of years, South Korea was 
known as a racially homogeneous country and 
maintained a strong ideology of one ethnic na-

new dimensions continued from page F22 ily Support Centers and Multicultural Family 
Support Centers, which are the core family 
policy delivery centers based on the newly 
enacted family policies. As a result, the most 
recent marital rate in 2011 went up to 6.6 
per thousand (a 6.2% increase since 2009) 
and the most recent divorce rate went down 
to 2.3 per thousand (an 8.2% decline since 
2006). The multicultural family rate and 
the fertility rate have also increased since 
2006, when the major family policies were 
established.

Conclusion
South Korean families have experienced 
extreme changes in marriage since the 1997 
Asian Economic Crisis. Grounded in a 
strong family-oriented ideology, the Korean 
government has been actively engaged in 
supporting families in order to build healthy 
families. The recent advancement of family 

“For thousands of years, South Korea was known as a racially homogeneous 
country and maintained a strong ideology of one ethnic nation. But due to 

the significantly unbalanced male–female ratio, the increasing number of delayed 
first marriages, and women’s low desire to marry rural farmers, South Korean 
men living in rural areas have had extreme difficulty finding suitable wives.”

Governmental involvement   
and family policies
To deal with the recent changes in marriage 
and family structures, the South Korean 
government has been actively engaged in 
supporting families. In particular, under the 
supervision of the Ministry of Gender Equal-
ity and Family, various family policies have 
been established, such as the Framework Act 
on Healthy Families (2005), the Multicultural 
Family Support Act (2008), the Act on Equal 
Employment and Support for Work–Family 
Balance (2007), the Act on the Promotion 
of the Creation of a Family-Friendly Social 
Environment (2007), the Framework Act on 
Aging Society and Population (2005), the 
Single-Parent Family Support Act (2012), 
and the Act on the Prevention of Domestic 
Violence and Protection of Victims (1997). 
These family policies have focused on pro-
moting social responsibility for family well-
being, enhancing the strength of the family, 
and implementing prevention strategies. 

In addition, the Korean government now 
provides general support for all types of 
families and encourages a family-friendly 
social environment. It also strives to support 
multicultural families through Healthy Fam-

policies has resulted in the intended posi-
tive changes in marriage and other family 
relationships in South Korea. Nevertheless, 
despite these drastic changes in South Korean 
families, very limited information about cur-
rent South Korean families exists. We hope 
that this report will stimulate interest in fur-
ther research on modern South Korean fami-
lies and on symbiotic relationships between 
families and the government in South Korea 
through implementation of various family 
policies. For more detailed information about 
current South Korean families and family 
policies, see the following publications:
Sung, M., Chin, M, Lee, J., & Lee, S. (2013). 

Ethnic variations in factors contributing 
to the life satisfaction of migrant wives in 
South Korea. Family Relations, 62, 226-240. 
doi:10.1111/j.1741-3729.2012.00753.x.

Chin, M., Lee, J., Lee, S., Sohn, S., & Sung, 
M. (2012). Family policy in South Korea: 
Development, current status, and challenges. 
Journal of Child and Family Studies, 21(2), 
53-64. doi:10.1007/s10826-011-9480-1

Chin, M., Lee, J., Lee, S., Sohn, S., & Sung, M. 
(under review). Family policy in South Korea: 
Development, implementation, and evalu-
ation. In M. Robila (Ed.), Family policies 
across the globe.        n
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Stephan Wilson

How international work enriched my 
personal and professional lives and increased 
my understanding of global families
by Stephan M. Wilson, dean, College of Human Sciences and Regents Professor of Human Development and Family Science, 
Oklahoma State University, stephan.m.wilson@okstate.edu 

Having grown up mostly in the rural Mid-
west in the 1960s, my experiences with 
people from other countries was limited. I 
did not travel to another country until early 
adulthood and I had little exposure to in-
ternational ideas, lifestyles, or experiences. 
Nevertheless, I grew up in a family that en-
couraged openness and active exploration of 
cultures and subcultures and other ways of 
organizing personal and family living. After 
completing a bachelor’s degree with double 
majors in biology and philosophy (close to 
a third in music), I applied to the U.S. Peace 
Corps and eventually accepted an assign-
ment in Kenya. Typically for an American, 
I was not sure where in Africa Kenya was 
and had even less knowledge of its culture, 
history, economy, etc. 

A second influence on my emerging interest 
in global families was shaped by experi-
ences in Kenya (1976–1978). I was a science 
teacher at two bush high schools. Later, as 
the headmaster, I learned from three-gener-
ation families struggling with school fees. I 
encountered many realities that were not a 
part of my own experience—elders decided 
who and when young adults would marry; 
about half of children survived only until 
their fifth birthdays; conservative/traditional 
marriage involved multiple wives; extended 
family made more demands from and had 
responsibility for all family members; greater 
deference was paid to deceased relatives. 
These experiences shaped my thinking about 
how families elsewhere might organize 
themselves in ways different from my own 
experiences. 

During Peace Corps training, I met another 
science teacher, Kathleen. Excitement and 
anxiety about the new, interesting, and 
unknown shaped many intense young-
adult experiences. The romantic setting of 
Mombasa, a tropical coast city more than a 
thousand years old, and the ease and interests 

of young adulthood contributed to a growing 
love relationship. Kathleen was posted to a 
school in Kitui, a semiarid and desperately 
poor province. My posting came 6 weeks 
later to Gede, which is about 100 kilometers 
north of Mombasa and also near the Indian 
Ocean. Thus, the third influence on my views 
about global families was more personal. 
After a year of living and working in Kenya, 
Kathleen and I married. We continued to live 
and work in Kitui for another year. Before 
I moved to her school, she lived about 400 
kilometers away, a 14-hour one-way ride on a 
country bus. Traveling involved a bus usually 
overloaded with people and perhaps other 
people’s children sitting on your lap; myriad 
possessions were loaded inside and on top of 
the bus—clothes, wares for market, chickens, 
water containers, charcoal, etc. The trips 
involved plenty of bumps, dust, sometimes 
having to push the bus, and lots of opportuni-
ties to meet and interact with others. Because 
I moved to “the woman’s home,” several of 
my new Kitui friends and colleagues awarded 
me the teasing appellation of Mr. Kathy. 

Our shared Kenyan experiences shaped 
our individual and married lives as well as 
my subsequent career. It was our hope to 
one day return to work in Kenya or another 
developing country. I returned to Kenya 
as a Fulbright Senior Scholar at Kenyatta 
University (KU) (2000–2001) with Kathleen 
and our three children—Joy, 6, Amelia 7, 
and Amos, 15. My goal was to contribute to 
the development of Kenyan family science. 
The fourth influence on my view of global 
families was through Amos, Amelia, and 
Joy. They went to Kenyan schools near the 
university, but our social and emotional 
home was a rural Kitui community, Muthale, 
where Kathleen and I had been married. 

At Muthale we connected with many old 
and new friends and our family found its 
Kenyan home. I saw much through my 

“father eyes”; our 
children’s experiences 
clarified some of my 
perceptions from 
a quarter-century 
earlier when Kathleen 
and I had lived in a 
mud house without 
water or electricity 
and physically much 
closer to more typical 
neighbors. When the 
Wilson children met others who did not 
share a language, jumping ropes, playing 
ball, dancing, and other toys and games 
often closed the gap. It was more difficult 
for our 15-year-old son to find a comfortable 
place to fit in socially; he did make friends 
who facilitated his photography on “birding 
safaris.” All members of the family grew 
socially and spiritually. This was an amazing 
experience for us as a family and as indi-
viduals. Our Kenyan experiences as a family 
means as much to me as the professional 
development it provided me; these have 
shaped our individual lives and the lives of 
our children, as well as our marriage. 

Before we left the United States, our children 
expected to live “in the Animal Planet” in 
Kenya. But their experiences often were 
tearful, frustrating, and uncomfortable. Being 
physically different, speaking with an unfa-
miliar (and often received as a funny) Ameri-
can accent, having so little understanding of 
the conventional ways that other children did 
things, and just being new all presented large 
challenges. The children lived in a home 
without TV or radio, libraries or public parks, 
video or computer games, bicycles, and other 
familiar aspects of their U.S. material cul-
ture. Kathleen and I lived in a world without 
washers and dryers, microwaves, dishwash-
ers, etc. We all slept under mosquito nets, 
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lived with water and electricity rationing, 
made frequent trips to the market since the 
refrigerator-freezer was not trustworthy due 
to electricity outages, and dealt with nonpo-
table water, unsafe transportation, and a high 
crime rate. While this was familiar to us 
from Kathleen’s and my previous residence, 
running a household with three children and 
two professional parents was a challenge. 
Eventually our family made adjustments 
and even our most finicky eater began to 
identify favorite local foods and came home 
from school one day proudly declaring that 
she had eaten a termites. (During swarming 
season, children capture the flying insects 
and remove the wings, and enjoy them 
fried—they are sweet.) Of course, our older 
daughter insisted that our younger daughter 
had not actually eaten the insects but merely 
touched one to her tongue.

Several of my KU colleagues held gradu-
ate degrees from U.S. universities (Lucy 
Ngige—Michigan State University; Olive 

led to a new area of scholarship, research, 
publication, and teaching, and a new hunger 
to learn and to live and travel more in other 
countries. In fact, my own scholarship began 
to shape a fifth influence on my thinking 
about global families. Without intending 
to do so, one of my major areas of scholar-
ship has become culture and families (in 
particular, family influences on adolescent 
social competence around the world). Since 
living in Kenya, I have been to 10 countries; 
I have published 20 empirical articles or 
book chapters in this area and another 13 
on subcultural aspects of families as well as 
co-edited two books on global families. And 
my interests and experiences have broad-
ened further. I have even had the opportuni-
ty to write in areas outside my professional 
life (e.g., a book chapter, Swahili for native 
English language choral singers. In D. R. 
Karna (Ed.). (2012). The use of the Interna-
tional Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) in the choral 
rehearsal. Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press).

her colleagues at Centro de Investigaciones y 
Estudios Superiores en Antropología Social 
on a research project on adolescent social 
competence that expands on work concerning 
more than a dozen other countries. Early next 
year I will spend 10 days in Ethiopia explor-
ing joint programs with universities there in 
collaboration with Oklahoma State Univer-
sity. Next May I will lead a third group of 
undergraduate students to study in Kenya.
I am writing this essay to encourage other 
members of NCFR to carefully consider 
global families both from a professional and 
a personal perspective. There are many ways 
that visiting, living, and working in other 
nations can increase understanding of one’s 
own culture and inform insights of family 
scientists about global families. Professional 
growth as a scholar, teacher, and practitio-
ner are immense. Personal growth is even 
greater. Families around the globe want the 
same things for their children—to live a 
good or better life than the parents and to be 
safe, healthy, comfortable, and happy. Fam-
ily is more than who we love; family is also 
a way of organizing our intimate lives with 
particular others across their and our lives. 
I appeal to NCFR members who are faculty 
to carefully consider how to help their stu-
dents prepare to be global citizens. Increas-
ingly, we live in an international context. 
We trade with China, Indonesia, Mexico, 
and India even as we shop at WalMart. Our 
currency and economy are tied to other 
nations, as we learned in the meltdown of 
2008. If there is disease anywhere in the 
world (think influenza, AIDS, or West Nile 
virus), it is everywhere in the world. The 
free flow of scientific and artistic ideas, pop 
culture, exchange of best practices, influence 
of business and commerce, and pressures 
of urbanization, technology, and increased 
education demands on families all testify to 
the challenges that our students face as they 
prepare themselves to be productive global 
citizens, including common pressures on 
families. Families everywhere in the world 
are the front line for adjustments by societ-
ies to these various universal experiences.
Interest in global families motivated my 
travel and living in other countries. Increas-
ing knowledge about global families led 
me to do even more reading, interact with 

I am writing this essay to encourage other members of NCFR to carefully 
consider global families both from a professional and a personal 

perspective. There are many ways that visiting, living, and working in other 
nations can increase understanding of one’s own culture and inform 

insights of family scientists about global families.

Mugenda and Jane Rose Njue—Iowa State 
University; Alice Ondigi—University of 
Minnesota). They made my family feel 
welcome, comfortable, and wanted. In week 
six, there was a student strike at KU that 
shut down the university; all undergraduates 
were sent home for the term. After that, I 
held postgraduate classes in our home. On 
the bright side, I had more time to carry out 
research both on my own and with col-
leagues from KU. 

After we returned to the United States, my 
interest in global families grew based on the 
experiences of the first four influences. This 

I have been honored to work with many 
U.S. NCFR members who are interested in 
culture and families, including Gary Peter-
son, Chuck Hennon, Suzanne Steinmetz, 
Jeff Larson, Nilufer Medora, Kevin Bush, 
Pat McKenry, Larry Ganong, Steve Ga-
vazzi, Jean Bauer, Elise Radina, and others. 
Similarly, I have worked with international 
faculty, professionals, and former graduate 
students. My professional and personal net-
works have been enriched through research 
and publishing with colleagues such as 
Rosario Esteinou (Mexico), Wenzhen Li and 
Baomei Zhou (China), and Dorothy Rombo, 
Lucy Ngige, and Alice Ondigi (Kenya). 

My work as scholar, teacher, family prac-
titioner, and administrator has taken me to 
Africa (Kenya, Ethiopia, Rwanda, Ghana), as 
well as to Asia (China, Hong Kong, Macau), 
and other countries (Scotland, Mexico). In 
fact, as I pen this essay, I have just returned 
from Mexico where Gary Peterson and I 
were working with Rosario Esteinou and international work continued on page F26
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To advance family studies, we need to train 
the future generation of family scholars and 
practitioners to work within the international 
context of the modern world. This future 
generation of family professionals must not 
only have content knowledge, but must also 
be sensitive to how families develop and 
function in the myriad cultures and contexts 
that exist worldwide. The advancement of 
family studies requires global competence—
the ability to see cultural differences as 
opportunities for constructive communica-
tion and learning, to be knowledgeable about 
the world past and present, to understand the 
interconnectedness of world issues, and to 
address global challenges critically (Hunter, 
White & Godbey, 2006; Reimers, 2009). 
Currently, the most common way to develop 
global competence is through experiential 
learning abroad, but this requires financial 
means that put these experiences out of reach 

for most students. Nevertheless, global com-
petence is needed by all family profession-
als. To address this problem, the University 
of Nebraska–Lincoln, in collaboration with 
other universities in Australia, India, China, 
and Greece, have developed the Global Con-
sortium for the International Family Stud-
ies (GCIFS), whose mission is to advance 
family studies worldwide through education, 
research, and international engagement. 
Background
The seed of the idea that has grown into the 
GCIFS was planted during an International 
Family Strengths conference cohosted by 
Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences 
Sociology Institute and the University 
of Nebraska–Lincoln (UNL) in China in 
May 2002. The meeting comprised family 
scholars from all over the world. It became 
apparent that countries would benefit by 
having local professionals specialized in 

serving and studying families. But few 
countries recognize family studies as a 
discipline, let alone have training programs 
emphasizing family studies. As conversation 
ensued, someone wondered aloud if it would 
be possible for universities around the 
world to partner in delivering a high-quality 
graduate program in family studies so that 
students could be taught simultaneously by 
both local and foreign scholars. Ten years 
later, a memorandum of understanding was 
signed by UNL in the United States, the Tata 
Institute for Social Sciences (TISS) in India, 
and the University of Newcastle (UofN) in 
Australia, creating the GCIFS and launch-
ing the first-ever graduate program in family 
studies jointly administered by multiple 
universities around the world. 
Exploration
We understood from the beginning that 
financial barriers prevent large numbers of 
students from coming to the United States to 
attend graduate programs in family studies. 
Philosophically, we have concerns with this 
model, anyway. There is something about this 
“you come to us” approach that feels contra-
dictory to an emphasis on cultural sensitivity 
and does not build local capacity among ex-
isting family scholars in country. We explored 
many traditional solutions, including student 
and faculty exchange and study abroad, but 
none of these seemed to offer systemic, 
internationally oriented training that would 
advance family studies around the world in
the way we had envisioned. But UNL has 
expertise in distance higher education with ex-
perience in offering interinstitutional graduate 
programs in areas related to family studies 
through the Great Plain Inter-Institutional 
Distance Education Alliance (Great Plain 
IDEA). Building on this expertise and the 
model of the Great Plain IDEA, the GCIFS 

people from and in international settings, 
and expand my network with other scholars 
to conduct research and begin to write with 
indigenous family scholars. Comfort and 
relationships motivated me further to share 
via teaching, research, scholarship, publica-
tion, and finally organizing and leading an 
undergraduate study abroad program. 
For the last couple of years I have organized 
and led an intensive 4-week course in Kenya 
for students from all majors in our College 
of Human Sciences. My students take a 
4-month preparatory course before spending 
a month in Kenya and complete a follow-
up set of reflective assignments during the 
semester after they return. The trip includes 
home visits, lectures, many field trips, 
service-learning projects, a little language 
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training, interaction with Kenyan university 
students, daily debriefing sessions, reflective 
journals, photo and print journalism, presen-
tations, and an exposition when they return. 
This is a rigorous and challenging course. 
Currently, only about 2% of U.S. students do 
an international study abroad course; of that 
group far less than 5% do it in a developing 
country. This experience stretches students 
and consolidates much of what they think 
they know about families; it also challenges 
what they think they know about themselves. 
The professional and personal growth is as-
tonishing. I urge you to explore and carefully 
think about how you can internationalize 
your own life and contribute to international-
izing the professional and personal lives of 
your students, colleagues, and programs.  n

Launching the first ever 
international graduate program in family 
studies jointly administered by multiple 
universities around the world 
by Yan Ruth Xia, rxia2@unl.edu; Rich Bischoff, John DeFrain, Marjorie Kostelnik, and Cody Hollist, 
on behalf of the working team of the Global Consortium for International Family Studies

launching continued on page F27
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was conceived. The GCIFS program has 
since evolved into a very different model 
that fits the different educational systems, 
economic conditions, and cultural contexts 
of the GCIFS partner countries.
GCIFS and formal program development
It took a while for the seed of the idea that 
was planted in 2002 to germinate. In 2008, 
an interested but unorganized group of fac-
ulty and administrators from six universities 
around the world met at UNL to explore the 
possibility of partnering to deliver a master’s 
degree program in international family stud-
ies. We called ourselves the Global Consor-
tium for Education in International Family 
Studies (GCEIFS). There was sufficient 
interest in pursuing the idea that a second 
meeting was held in at UNL in June 2009. 
The partners agreed that they would build 
their consortium on the following principles 
(similar to foundational principles of the 
Great Plains IDEA): 
l Consortium partners will behave as equals.
l Participating institutions will share lead-

ership of the consortium.
l The consortium partners will respect and 

accommodate institutional and national 
differences.

l Programs will maintain an international 
focus through cross-international col-
laboration in program and course design, 
graduate competencies, course content, 
and assessment tasks. 

l Student experience of program adminis-
tration will be simple and seamless.

l Courses undertaken by students in any of 
the family studies programs offered by 
participating institutions will be recog-
nized by all participating institutions.

l Programs will be underpinned by a sound 
literature base and will be designed for 
professional relevancy.

l Programs offered by the consortium and 
the effectiveness of the consortium will 
be rigorously evaluated.

l Each institution will calculate the amount 
per course and course weighting so that the 
total program cost and program weighting 
is equivalent across all institutions.

Consortium members quickly realized 
that in order to build institutional support, 
future meetings would need to be held in the 
countries and on the campuses of partnering 
universities. In 2009, the GCIEFS meeting 
was on the campus of Aristotle University, 

Thessaloniki, Greece. At this meeting the 
partners developed a detailed proposal for 
formal recognition of the consortium by par-
ticipating institutions and other stakeholders. 
The proposal outlined the program structure, 
graduate attributes and competencies, and 
course descriptions for the prescribed or 
core courses. A draft memorandum of under-
standing had been developed to be consid-
ered by administrators at the six universities.

The idea for the consortium and the gradu-
ate program came from the faculty; conse-
quently, the focus of conversation was on 
training and education. Listening in on the 
early conversations, one would have heard 
talk about teaching and students, collabora-
tion among faculty, and the importance of a 
focus on families around the world. Ideas for 
courses and curricula and student experien-
tial learning were proposed. The conversa-
tion included things like finances, operations, 
and administrative support. Questions were 
raised such as: How will we pay for this? 
Who will get credit? How will we admit and 
manage students? How will students take 
courses from one university and get credit 
at another? What will be the impact of the 
graduate program on the operations of each 
university? The challenge for the faculty was 

even something as simple as what to call an 
educational unit became a stumbling block 
to be overcome. UNL uses credit hours 
while University of Newcastle uses units to 
document the student workload for a class, 
and credit and unit were not synonymous. 
Also, we learned that we could no longer 
refer to a fall, spring, or summer semester or 
term, because these seasons differ by hemi-
sphere. So, what is considered winter in the 
Northern Hemisphere is considered summer 
in the Southern Hemisphere. Particularly 
complicated was determining the start and 
end dates of classes, given different holiday 
schedules and customs in each country. 
We agreed that the language of instruction 
would be English. But imagine the scene as 
we sat in a room trying to reconcile Ameri-
can spoken and written English with that of 
Australian, Indian English, Chinese English, 
and Greek English! We also needed to de-
velop financial models that would allow the 
program to be supported at each university, 
a difficult task to accomplish given income 
disparities, differing access to higher educa-
tion, and different tuition structures. 

We realized that it takes time to develop a 
multinational program. Additional meetings 
were held at UNL (2009), TISS in Mumbai, 

India (2010), South 
China Normal 
University in 
Guangzhou, China 
(2011), and the 
University of New-
castle in Newcastle, 
Australia (2012). 
During the 2012 
meeting, a board of 

directors met for the first time to finalize the 
details of the consortium, while the faculty 
met to finalize the details of the curriculum. 
Until this time, the GCIEFS and the gradu-
ate program were seen as indistinguishable. 
However, with a board of directors in place 
and with an eye toward the potential of the 
consortium to support multinational research 
and scholar and student exchange, the name 
of the consortium was changed to the Global 
Consortium for International Family Studies 
(GCIFS). The GCIFS, then, became an orga-
nization to support multi-university collabo-
rations in delivering educational program-
ming in family studies and related disciplines, 
family research, and international exchange 
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 … the University of Nebraska–Lincoln, in collaboration 
with other universities in Australia, India, China, and 
Greece, have developed the Global Consortium for 

the International Family Studies (GCIFS), whose mission 
is to advance family studies worldwide through 

education, research, and international engagement.

not to get so caught up in these conversations 
that they would lose their focus on the teach-
ing mission of the consortium—that which 
brought them together in the first place and 
that which would be the impact of this effort. 

Fortunately, there were visionary adminis-
trators at each university who were willing 
to believe in the potential of an idea. These 
administrators worked to overcome barri-
ers to collaboration. This freed the faculty 
to continue to focus on curriculum and the 
student experience without getting bogged 
down in the details of making it work. But 
everyone soon realized that working across 
borders, time zones, and hemispheres would 
require exploring and compromising on edu-
cational customs and practices. For example, launching continued on page F28
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and engagement opportunities. With this ex-
panded purpose and with the administrative, 
operational, financial, and curriculum details 
worked out, the memorandum of understand-
ing received final signatures during a signing 
ceremony at TISS in Mumbai, India, on 
January 14, 2013, formalizing the GCIFS 
with each of the participating universities. 
The consortium members will meet on the 
East China Normal University campus in 
Shanghai, China, in May 2013. With good 
will and compromise, the details have been 
resolved and the master’s degree program in 
International Family Studies is prepared to 
matriculate its first cohort of students begin-
ning September 2013. 

The program will provide specialist intercul-
tural and international education in family 
studies at the master’s degree level, with a 
plan to develop a professional doctorate in 
family studies. The master’s program will 
consist of seven 16-week core courses that 
will be offered by GCIFS faculty at par-
ticipating universities. Directed electives 

and other program courses will be offered 
through the matriculating university. The 
core courses have been developed collabora-
tively by consortium members; each course 
will be offered regularly by two universities 
on a rotating basis. The GCIFS will produce 
an annual schedule of course availability and 
institution of offer. Students will take classes 
together with students of other institutions 
and from professors of other institutions in 
different countries. Students in this program 
will hear and experience different perspec-
tives on a daily basis through the course con-
tents as well as interactions and communica-
tions with fellow students and professors. 

Gain global citizenry
When we first talked about developing an 
International Family Studies program, we 
only thought of teaching and sharing Ameri-
can family studies. Through the process, we 
have come to realize that to be successful 
we must develop scholarship and education-
al opportunities that emphasize international 
family studies. American scholars learn as 

much as they can share. Throughout the pro-
cess we have moved step by step to further 
global citizenry, when we can start to under-
stand each other’s English accent, Australian 
English, Chinese English, Greek English, 
Indian English, and American English. We 
have learned each other’s differences with 
respect, but not without clashes of ideas and 
perspectives. We have formed close profes-
sional ties as well as personal friendships. 
The trust formed among the GCIFS partners 
allows us to challenge each other without 
being offended. Looking back, we have 
come to conclusion that a few key factors 
have made this dream program true: vision, 
creativity, commitment, devoted faculty, and 
strong support from administrators.        n
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view is so deeply ingrained that it’s difficult 
to see when we’re in our familiar spaces. 
It is also difficult to identify the cultural 
influences on our personal experiences of 
family. Persons who are not of the majority 
culture have some advantage in being able 
to notice cultural differences because the 
contrast between one’s personal experience 
and that of most others is readily apparent. 
Learning abroad for these students adds to 
and can actually affirm their experiences of 
being another. 

Sitting in our familiar cultural milieu, we 
may find it somewhat easy to identify 
differences in people who are from other 
places, who look different than we do, who 
speak a language different from ours, or eat 
foods that are not familiar to us. When we 
study global families, we read literature that 
reinforces some of those generalizations, 
providing us with statistics about religion, 
education, economy, and family structure. 
Although this approach is useful, it can 
also lead us to assume that people from a 
culture different from our own are homo-
geneous. That monodimensional perspec-
tive is extremely limiting. During our time 
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in Thailand, I ask students to use a human 
ecological lens to consider how multiple di-
mensions of Thai culture influence families. 
Simultaneously, I ask them to consider how 
the same dimensions of U.S. culture have 
influenced their own experience of family. 

Dr. Shelley Smith (2001) writes about trans-
formational learning in an essay about inter-
nationalizing on-campus courses. She quotes 
Jack Mezirow (1991), who describes this 
type of learning as bringing us to “an acute 
awareness of one’s own beliefs and feelings, 
a critique of one’s assumptions, an assess-
ment of alternative perspectives, a decision to 
negate an old perspective in favor of a new 
one, an ability to take action based on the 
new one, and a desire to fit the new perspec-
tive into the context of one’s life.” I would 
say this is what can happen to students who 
experience learning abroad and the faculty 
who lead them; no one is the same after the 
experience. Even after leading four student 
groups to Thailand over the past 6 years, I 
am transformed in new ways each time.

For example, I am writing this from Chiang 
Mai, while on a 2-week visit to northern 

Thailand with our college’s web designer 
and a colleague who teaches in the hu-
manities and is interested in water resource 
issues. Together we are creating a digital 
book about the impact of globalization on 
families who live along the Mekong River. 
My colleague and I are also establishing and 
securing contacts and locations for a new 
learning-abroad course. She has helped me 
integrate digital stories as a vital learning 
tool for student reflection and communica-
tion. In their stories, students share what 
they have learned about some aspect of 
family life in Thailand, but perhaps more 
important, they describe how they see the 
world and families differently because of 
their learning-abroad experience. Their new 
and different perspectives animate, and 
my experience and connections expand. 
Family scientists understand how systems 
work—a change in one part of the system 
causes changes in other parts. Much like the 
wonderfully organic flow of life in Thailand, 
the transformation of these future family sci-
ence professionals that starts with a learning 
abroad experience continues; it carries on 
and ripples out.           n


