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Abstract

Helping professionals have long recognized the underuse of mainstream services by immi-
grants of Chinese origin. Although popular belief suggests that they experience few problems
for which they would tend to seek help outside of the family, little empirical evidence exists to
either support or negate this assumption. This exploratory descriptive study examines the
nature and frequency of problems and help-seeking preferences of a random sample of 60 men
and women of Chinese origin. Results confirm that the family was the preferred first choice of
help for most psychological and interpersonal problems, friends being a frequent second
choice of female respondents. No overall significant differences are found between males and
females when choices for help were examined. These findings are discussed in terms of policy
and practice implications, and the need for further research.

Résumé

La sous-utilisation des services sociaux généraux par les Chinois est un fait reconnu depuis
longtemps par les assistants sociaux. Méme si la croyance populaire veut que les Chinois
éprouvent peu de problémes qui les poussent a chercher de I'aide en dehors de la famille, on
posséde peu de preuves empiriques pour étayer ou infirmer cette assertion. Cette étude
exploratoire porte sur la nature et la fréquence des problémes et des préférences en matiére
d’aide d’un échantillon randomisé de 60 hommes et femmes chinois. Les résultats confirment
que la famille est la source d’assistance favorite pour la plupart des problémes d’ordre
psychologique et interpersonnel, les amis constituant le plus souvent un deuxiéme choix pour
les répondantes de sexe féminin. Ces conclusions sont ensuite discutées au niveau de leurs
conséquences pratiques et du besoin d’entreprendre des recherches plus approfondies.

Helping professionals have often noted that Chinese populations resid-
ing in North America seldom make use of mainstream mental health
resources and social service agencies (Christensen, 1986; Sue & Sue,
1983). A “mainstream’” agency refers to a tax-supported service estab-
lished to serve the needs of the general population. Popular stereotypes
have generally offered positive interpretations for the underuse of
mainstream services by people of Chinese origin. For example, it has
been suggested that service underuse is due to strong family ties and a
sense of community among Chinese people, which sustains those in need
of help. Also, ideal Chinese personality types are presented as exhibiting
few overt mental health problems and are described as stoic, passive,
and unemotional. In fact, North Americans of Chinese ancestry are
often considered to be a “‘model minority”, having successfully over-
come hardships and gained acceptance, without exhibiting psychosocial
breakdown or confrontative tactics (Ho, 1981).

Although numerous observers from the dominant cultures (ie.,
English and French Canadians) have interpreted the underuse of
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mental health services and social agencies as a sign that Chinese people
do not need them, this assumption has been questioned recently by
several Asian writers (Kitano & Matsushima, 1981; New, Kong-ming,
& Watson, 1983; Yamamoto, 1981). Many now suggest that mainstream
service underuse may be related to cultural and perceptual factors
affecting people of Chinese origin. To date, however, there is no body of
literature in Canada exploring Chinese immigrants’ perceptions of
problem areas, and how they choose to cope with these problems. In
order to explore these questions, a descriptive exploratory study was
conducted involving Chinese immigrants in Montreal.

The mental health literature suggests that culturally determined
attitudes toward psychological disturbance influences the behavioural
expressions and recorded rates of psychological problems. Since most
Asian cultures view the mentally ill with fear, shame, and ridicule,
families are reluctant to seek mental health services, except in cases of
severe distress with which they cannot cope (Yamamoto, 1981). More-
over, research suggests that the expression of certain psychological
disorders seems to be culture specific, resulting in inaccurate assessment
and diagnosis of Asian populations by Western-trained clinicians (Yap,
1951). Yet other psychological disturbances such as depression, as
understood in the West, seem to occur only rarely in Asian cultures
(Marsella, 1978). However, studies of psychological disturbance have
often been hampered by variations in terminology and differences in
symptom manifestations across cultures. Several authors note that
among populations of Asian origin, psychological problems are often
expressed in symptoms involving hypertension, insomnia, psychosomatic
complaints, interpersonal problems, and generational conflicts (Marsella,
1979; Sue & Sue, 1983) Yamamoto, 1981).

Immigrants of Chinese origin do not necessarily have extended
families with whom to relate. When present, however, the extended
family structure appears to establish relationship patterns that mitigate
against some hardships (Leung and Christensen, 1985), including lone-
liness and the loss of family members (Tseng & Hsu, 1969). Further-
more, when adhered to, religious traditions involving ancestor worship
seem to reduce grief, as relationships to loved ones are not believed to
end through death (Yamamoto, Okonogi, Iwasaki, & Yoshimura,
1969).

Although it has long been noted that cultures vary in terms of stress
inducers (Leighton & Hughes, 1961), there is no reliable body of
literature comparing stress inducers in countries of origin of Chinese
immigrants, with those perceived upon immigrating in Canada. How-
ever, both historical and current accounts suggest that immigrant
adaptation, Canadian immigration procedures, and the experience of
racial discrimination may be sources of stress for immigrants of Chinese

ancestry (Chan, 1980; Lai, 1971, Li, 1983).
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The individual’s perception or personal definition of a situation, while
never truly divorced from culture, is extremely important (Tseng,
1979). Within any cultural group, a range in definitions of apparently
similar situations may be found, and responses to problems vary,
according to the individual’s personal range of acceptable behaviours
(Christensen, 1985). Furthermore, once those in the individual’s imme-
diate environment define his or her behaviour as deviating from the
culturally acceptable norm, their responses and efforts to deal with the
situation will affect the individual’s self-perception (Draguns, 1979).
Problem definitions and preferred solutions are also related to the
degree of integration and assimilation into the dominant culture, which
is closely related to whether the individual is a recent immigrant, or
Canadian-born (Allodi, 1978). Intergenerational differences pose special
problems for Chinese immigrants and their more westernized Canadian-
born children, whose perception of problems and preferred resolutions
may differ considerably from those of their parents (Li, 1983).

The underuse of mainstream agencies by Chinese immigrants as a
function of their lack of knowledge of existing services, and the culture-
bound nature of the services offered, has been considered elsewhere
(Christensen, 1985). The major purpose of this paper is to examine
problem perception and preferred modes of resolution among Chinese
immigrants. More specifically, the following questions were addressed:
1) What is the nature and frequency of the problems perceived by
Chinese immigrants residing in Montreal? 2) Who, or what, is the
preferred source of help when Chinese immigrants are faced with a
particular problem? Answers to these questions were sought to aid
policy makers and practitioners in their efforts to understand the current
underuse of mainstream services by people of Chinese origin.

Method

A random sample, stratified by sex, was drawn from names listed in the
City of Montreal telephone directory. Potential respondents were con-
tacted by telephone by two Chinese research assistants who explained
that the aim of the study was to improve understanding of the problems
and service needs of the Chinese community. Confidentiality and
anonymity in the reporting of the data were emphasized. Six persons
contacted refused to participate, stating that they did not wish to discuss
their problems with others.

At a prearranged time, respondents were interviewed in their homes
by trained Chinese interviewers, fluent in Mandarin and Cantonese, as
well as English. Most younger respondents completed the questionnaire
without assistance, but many of the elderly required help. To guard
against potential bias due to sex, a male with an M.Ed. in counselling
conducted all inteviews with the males in the sample; and a female, with
an M.S.W. degree, interviewed all female respondents.
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All participants had to meet the criteria of being permanent residents
of Canada, living here for one year or more, but having been born in a
country other than Canada. The 60 respondents selected (30 male, 30
female) had resided in Canada from 1 to 35 years, with a mean of 9 years.
Participants ranged in age from 18-80 years, with 12 persons in each of
four age-group categories: 18-26 years; 27-31 years 32-46 years and 47-
55 years and over. The mean age was 40 for males as well as females.
Eighteen respondents were single, 35 were married, and 7 were widowed.
Fifty-eight respondents reported their ethnic group to be Chinese; of
these, 39 were born in mainland China, 12 in Hong Kong, 1 in Taiwan,
and 6 in Vietnam. The others were from Singapore and Malaysia.

The participants lived in many areas of Montreal (only 8 resided in
Chinatown), but more than half (52%) reported that there were many
Chinese people in their neighbourhoods. Twenty-two of the 60 respon-
dents were homeowners, and the majority were satisfied with their living
situation. Most respondents (95%) had no members of their extended
family living in their homes.

On the whole, the sample represented a well-educated group, with 45
of the 60 respondents having completed high school or post secondary
education. However, income and occupational levels were generally
low to moderate (the most frequent income range reported was from
$10-14,000). Approximately one-third of the respondents was in each of
three categories: Christian; Ancestor Worship; no religious affiliation.

The Instrument

Following extensive discussions with Chinese social workers and coun-
sellors employed by both ethnic and mainstream agencies, an instrument
was designed to collect data pertaining to the area under investigation.
The three-part questionnaire was piloted using Chinese men and women
(3 of each six), revised accordingly, and translated into Chinese charac-
ters by a person familiar with counselling terminology. A subsequent re-
translation (into English from Chinese) indicated that the questions
were understood as intended.

The Problems and Preferences Questionnaire consisted of 43 items in
two separate categories: personal or psychological problems (23 items);
and interpersonal/interactional problems (20 items). On a Likert-like 5
point scale (1 = never; 5 = very often), respondents were asked to indicate
the degree to which they had experienced each problem; and who they
would go to, from a list which included: Friend; Immediate Family
Members; Other Family Members; Doctor; Chinese Worker in a Chinese
agency; Clergy; Non-Chinese social worker (or other helper) in a
mainstream agency; No one; Other. If “other” was the chosen response,
respondents were asked: “Who would you go to?”’; “What would you
do?”. The latter question was phrased thus in keeping with the literature
suggesting that an alternative other than seeking a specific helper might
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be considered (i.e., a person might choose to do something or to do
nothing). Responses were indicated in terms of first, second, and third
choices.

As an adjunct to the major research questions, the researcher was
interested in how Chinese immigrants generally find support and assis-
tance. A simple Support Network Questionnaire was designed for this
purpose asking respondents whether they belonged to a religious organi-
zation or Chinese Association; whether they had relatives and friends in
Montreal; and whether they knew of the existence of ethnic and
mainstream service agencies. In addition, they were asked whether they
had ever requested help from any of these sources. All data was
summarized in percentages.

Findings

Responses to the Support Network Questionnaire indicated that the
overwhelming majority of the respondents had relatives (97%) and
friends (93%) living in Montreal; and that relatives were the most
common source of help (83%), followed by close friends (78%). Notably,
the respondents indicated that all friends that had been sought for help
were Chinese. Fifteen percent of the respondents belonged to a Chinese
voluntary association or club, but less than half (6%) had asked for help
from this network. Eighty-seven percent of the participants knew of
Chinese community services, but only 48% had actually used this source
of help. The least common source of help was the mainstream social
service system (3%), despite the fact that more than a quarter of the
respondents (27%) knew of these services.

Problems perceived. The first major area addressed by the Problems and
Preferences Questionnaire related to personal and psychological prob-
lems perceived by the respondents, and their perceived frequency (see
Table 1). An examination of high, medium, and low percentage clusters
in selected problem areas reveals noteworthy patterns. An overwhelm-
ingly large number of respondents indicated never experiencing prob-
lems relating to alcohol/drugs (97%); not wanting to go on living (87%);
or the feeling of ““going crazy’ (83%). Making decisions was moderately
perceived to be a problem by 50% of the respondents; 53% seldom
experienced worry about the future; 57% seldom perceived problems
controlling feelings; 48% never perceived problems in the area of sleeping/
bad dreams, and the same number seldom perceived problems related
to their race or ethnicity. Although the lowest overall percentage scores
were found in the “‘very often’ response category, for the problem areas
“feeling homesick” (37%), and ‘“‘worry about relatives back home”
(28%), “‘very often” had the highest percentage scores.

Table 2 presents the frequency distribution of selected problems
perceived in the interpersonal/interactional area. The highest percen-
tages were found in the “never’ category, as follows: problem about sex
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(85%); problem with authority figures (80%); and problem with mar-
riage/love relationships (72%). Fifty percent of the respondents seldom
perceived problems trusting others, and 50% moderately perceived
problems accepting the values of other. It is noteworthy that 45% of
those sampled experienced language problems (French/English) very
often.

TABLE 1

Frequency Distribution for Selected Personal and
Psychological Problem Areas

(N = 60)

Problem Area % Never % Seldom % Moderate % Often % Very Often
Making decisions 8.3 33.3 50.0 6.7 1.7
Worry about

future 11.7 53.3 21.7 5.0 8.3
Controlling feelings* 15.0 56.7 23.3 1.7 1.7
Feeling powerless 36.7 21.7 28.3 8.3 5.0
Loneliness 25.0 21.7 31.7 15.0 6.7
Alcohol/Drugs 96.7 3.3 0.0 0.0 0.0
Don’t want to go

on living 86.7 13.3 0.0 0.0 0.0
Problems related to

my race/ethnicity 31.7 48.3 16.7 3:3 0.0
Problem sleeping/

bad dreams 48.3 23.3 20.0 5.0 3.3
Feeling of

‘“‘going crazy’ ¥ 83.3 10.0 5.0 0.0 0.0
Feeling tired/

dizzy /weak 33.3 23.3 23.3 16.7 3.3
Feeling worthless/

useless 45.0 28.3 18.3 6.7 1.7
Feeling homesick 15.0 13.3 16.7 18.3 36.7
Worry about

relatives back home 23.3 18.3 18.3 11.7 28.3

* one case missing (no response)

Help preferred. The second major area under investigation was the
preferred sources of help, or preferred behaviour, when a particular
problem arose. The results of the responses to the Helper Preference
Questionnaire indicated that the majority (60% or more) of the respon-
dents would choose a member of the immediate family as the preferred
helper for most problems, whether of a personal/psychological or
interpersonal/interactional nature. “‘Other family members” and
“Friend” were seldom the first choice for the preferred source of help.
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Surprisingly, “Chinese worker in an ethnic agency’” was chosen as a
source of help consistently by only one respondent. The largest number
of respondents (23%) viewed this source of help as first choice only in the
case of a problem relating to language (i.e., English/French) followed
by problems relating to house rental or purchase (8%). A non-Chinese
helper in a mainstream agency was virtually never chosen. Last, there
were several problems for which a majority (60% or more) of those
sampled would choose to go to no one, including: problems relating to
authority, police, sex, alcohol/drugs, and feeling of going crazy.
Because both males and females chose family as the first choice for
help, the data was examined to determine if overall significant sex
differences appeared in the respondent’s second or third choices, using
Chi Square procedures. Although “Friend” was the second choice of

TABLE 2

Frequency Distribution for Selected
Interpersonal/ Interactional Problem Areas Percewed

(N = 60)

Problem Area % Never % Seldom % Moderate % Often % Very Ofien
Marriage/love

relationships 71.7 15.0 10.0 0.0 3.3
Problems with

children/siblings 31.7 10.0 43.3 15.0 0.0
Problem about sex* 85.0 8.3 5.0 0.0 0.0
Parent/In-law

problem 51.7 16.7 23.3 8.3 0.0
Not accepted by

others 38.3 38.3 18.3 5.0 0.0
Feeling discriminated

against 15.0 31.7 31.7 18.3 3.3
Don’t know where to

turn for help 13.3 41.7 30.0 13.3 1.7
Trusting others 21.7 50.0 23.3 5.0 0.0
Difficulty accepting

values of others 13.3 23.3 50.0 13.3 0.0
Not belonging 10.0 23.3 15.0 26.7 25.0
Problem with

authority figures 80.0 10.0 8.3 1.7 0.0
Language (French/

English) problem 8.3 10.0 16.7 20.0 45.0
Problem concerning

immigration/regulations 23.3 11.7 25.0 25.0 15.0
Feel people want me

to forget my culture 35.0 30.0 30.0 1.7 3.3

* One case was missing (no response).
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many females and males generally chose “Other Family” member,
neither second nor third choice differences in male and female help-
seeking behaviours were found to be significant.

Daiscussion

In the interpersonal/interactional area, it was noteworthy that a high
numbers of respondents indicated that they never experience certain
problems that often lead majority group (British and French) Cana-
dians to seek professional help from various agencies (e.g., problems
with marriage/love relationships, sex and authority figures). However,
cultural taboos with regard to certain types of problems may have
distorted the nature of the problem areas reported. It is important to
note that some of the problems perceived ‘“‘moderately” to ‘“‘very often”
by approximately half of the respondents seem to be related to the
minority group status occupied by people of Chinese origin in Canadian
soclety (e.g., feeling discriminated against; difficulty accepting values of
others; feeling of not belonging; French/English language difficulties;
and problems with immigration regulations). Mainstream agencies and
current theoretical models do not appear to attend sufficiently to
problems that relate to the minority status experience of Chinese
residents.

The results of this study are in keeping with the previous literature
noting that the Chinese family offers its members their major source of
support, even when other sources are available and known (e.g.,
Chinese community services). An examination of gender differences
indicated that males are more reluctant than females to use sources
outside of the family when help is needed.

The majority of the participants perceived themselves to be in control
of their feelings; some chose to go to no one for help with potentially
serious problems. However, the study is limited in that no attempt was
made to examine the reasons for some of the patterns that emerged. For
example, the literature suggests that Chinese cultural values and atti-
tudes (e.g., feelings of shame and guilt, and fear of ridicule or rejection),
rather than stoic traits, may explain the low rate of help-seeking outside
of the family circle.

The findings also tend to confirm the common observation that most
Chinese people associate social services with concrete, practical help
(e.g., housing), rather than psychosocial help. Seeking the services of a
helper, even in a Chinese agency, for assistance with family, marital, or
sexual problems would appear to be most unlikely for these respondents.

The fact that ““a non-Chinese helper in a mainstream agency’ was
never chosen as a possible source of help, was of particular interest
because it indicated clearly that even those who knew of mainstream
agencies did not view them as an attractive source of help.



Chinese Immigrants 197

Implications for Policy, Practice, and Research

The findings reported above are subject to the limitations of self-report
studies. Nonetheless, they clearly suggest a need to question the assump-
tion that Chinese immigrants are a problem-free group, needing only
those kinds of help that the family can provide.

The findings indicating that Chinese immigrants do not view main-
stream agencies as a source of help is probably due to a combination of
factors, relating to both psychosocial variables (i.e., the nature of the
problems perceived) and sociocultural variables (i.e., the structure of
services and the nature of the help offered). Since most Chinese people
seem to turn to ethnic agencies, which may not have the full range of
resources available, it seems important that policy makers and admini-
strators form and maintain close links to these agencies. At the same
time, however, mainstream agencies and professional educational insti-
tutions should move to incorporate the life experiences, problem percep-
tions, and service needs of Chinese populations into ongoing programs.
Likewise, it seems important to ensure that information about available
services be made widely available in Chinese communities. Helping
models and theories must also be adapted and developed to incorporate
all available information pertaining to Chinese values, extended family
life, and expectations of the helping process. Although it is desirable to
train more Chinese helpers, it is equally, if not more important, to train
all helping professionals to work effectively in our multicultural societal
context.

It must be recognized that the Chinese community is not monolithic
but represents a number of culturally distinct sub-groups, including, for
example, “old stock” Chinese Canadian families, more recent immi-
grants from Hong Kong and Taiwan, and refugees from countries such as
Vietnam. Moreover, like all immigrants, Chinese individuals become
bicultural to varying degrees, once in Canada. Most maintain aspects of
their Chinese cultural backgrounds while incorporating aspects of the
Canadian value system and life-style. Helpers in mainstream agencies
must, therefore, guard against expecting all Chinese people to be recent
immigrants unfamiliar with the Canadian way of life. Knowledge of,
and respect for, differences among the Chinese populations is a pre-
requisite for a helper to be effective.

Language may pose a particular problem, not only for recent immi-
grants but also for many of the elderly Chinese who were recruited
around the turn of the century to fill low-paying, menial jobs (e.g., on
the railroad and in the service industry), which required little use of
English or French. Clearly, language may present an insurmountable
barrier, unless helpers familiar with Chinese dialects are available in
mainstream agencies to help those in need.

As an exploratory investigation, intended to suggest areas in need of
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further examination, this study had certain limitations. It involved a
limited sample in one Canadian city, and cannot be generalized to all
Chinese immigrants. A similar study involving larger numbers, and
representative of the various ethnic groups among Chinese immigrants
is needed. Chinese people have come from many backgrounds over a
period of more than 100 years; and many of the newest immigrants have
suffered extreme trauma and deprivation (e.g., the “boat people”). A
future study should examine whether problems perceived and help-
seeking behaviours differ, according to time of arrival and country of
origin. It is also conceiveable that differences could be found according
to the Canadian region or province in which Chinese people settled at a
particular time. The literature suggests that the experience varied
considerably depending on whether settlement was on the East or West
coast, in an English or French-speaking area, and in the pre-World War
II era or at a later time (Chan, 1980; New and Watson, 1983).

Although sex differences in the preferred sources of help were not
found to be statistically significant for male and female respondents,
future research should seek to further examine this question. More study
is needed to determine whether differences in the family roles tradition-
ally occupied by males and females of Chinese origin affect help-seeking
preferences.

This study appears to be the first of its kind in Canada, and represents
an attempt to begin to document the types of problems perceived by
Chinese immigrants, and to gain insight as to how they prefer to deal
with these problems. The results reported here are intended to increase
our understanding of the complexity of the task at hand.
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