
R E S U L T S   O F   E X T E R N A L   P R E S S U R E S

- "systemic invisibility"
- silence
- state level "organized forgetting"

A S I A N   A M E R I C A N   P O P U L A T I O N

- largest growing racial/ethnic group
- larger portions of AA reported exposure
to political/organized violence and war-
related events than other racial/ethnic groups

I N T E R N A L   P R E S S U R E S
(community, families, self)

- familial obligation / filial piety
- resilience
- denial
- silence
- internalized model minority

C A T E G O R I E S :

The findings from the grounded theory analyses revealed four major interrelated categories

that clarify how Asian Americans understand trauma and resilience in their lives.

R E S U L T S

P A R T I C I P A N T S

31 interviewees were scheduled and provided informed consent

C U R R E N T  K N O W L E D G E  A B O U T  T R A U M A  A M O N G  A S I A N  A M E R I C A N S

R E S U L T S   O F   I N T E R N A L   P R E S S U R E S

- depressive / dissociative reactions
- denial

E X T E R N A L   P R E S S U R E S
(society)

- model minority myth
- lowest research funding (0.17% of NIH budget)
- lack of AA history in school curriculum -
experiences are often invisible
- lack of public awareness of historical trauma
- mis & underdiagnosis of mental health
disorders due to limited research + training
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Interview transcripts from
31 participants were coded

with NVivo 14 using
grounded theory

A X I A L  C O D I N G

Axial coding focuses on the
relationships between concepts

found in the open coding process.
Categories were clustered and
refined to get a more nuanced
view of trauma and resilience.

S E L E C T I V E  C O D I N G

Process of choosing the core category
and relating it with other categories
and themes from axial coding. Used

to develop connections among theo-
retical constructs of intergenerational

trauma experiences and resilience
among AA adults and families. 

R E S E A R C H  Q U E S T I O N

How do Asian Americans define trauma and resilience
in their lives, and what is the impact on their

experience of intergenerational trauma?

P R O B L E M

Misdiagnosis and underdiagnosis of mental health disorders among
Asian Americans (AA) continue to be a problem.  Due to limited

research and training, mental health professionals are often
unaware of factors that impact functioning for this population.
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D A T A  C O L L E C T I O N  &  A N A L Y S I S

N A R R A T I V E  T H E O R Y

Allows participants to define
and discuss their life experiences

on their own terms

G R O U N D E D  T H E O R Y

Systematic method to build
theory by analyzing patterns
in people’s words, actions,

and experiences

Q U A L I T A T I V E
D A T A  C O L L E C T I O N

U N D E R S T A N D I N G
O F  R E S I L I E N C E

S T R A T E G I E S
F O R  H E A L I N G

P E R C E I V E D  I M P A C T  O F
T R A U M A T I C  E V E N T S

P E R C E I V E D  I M P A C T  O F
T R A U M A T I C  E V E N T S

U N I Q U E  T Y P E S
O F  T R A U M A

U N D E R S T A N D I N G
O F  R E S I L I E N C E

S T R A T E G I E S
F O R  H E A L I N G

U N I Q U E  T Y P E S
O F  T R A U M A

T H E M E S  W I T H I N  E A C H  C A T E G O R Y :

P A R E N T A L  D I S C O R D  +
D O M E S T I C  V I O L E N C E

P O V E R T Y

I M M I G R A T I O N  S T R E S S  +
P O L I T I C A L  T R A U M A

Participants reported significant parental discord and instances of
domestic violence within their household.

E M O T I O N A L  +
P S Y C H O L O G I C A L

A B U S E  O R  N E G L E C T

Many participants described their parents and families as controlling,
harmful, and dysfunctional. Some indicated that their caregivers were
not nurturning or present in their lives, so they had to care for them-
selves growing up. A few labeled their experiences as "abuse, 
abandonement, neglect, emotional deprivation" and "emotional and 
psychologcal abuse". 

Poverty (ie financial, housing, food security, general sense of loss) is
often seen as an environmental risk factor for many disorders. They
expressed a belief that the impact of poverty was long-lasting, even
though their grandparents or parents did not label these as traumatic.

Many participants described refugee trauma among their parents'
and grandparents' generation. Most participants believed that their
family members came of age or were deeply impacted by these
types of historical events, but they rarely discussed their experiences.

"...intergenerational trauma of fleeing communism, experiencing war,
and escaping the motherland by boat is a lot to unpack and isn't
often discussed." (2nd generation, Vietnamese)

I M P O R T A N C E  O F
A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T

To be able to process their stressful or traumatic experiences, people
needed to recognize that something happened, rather than avoid 
the situation. 

This was another point of difference across generations, as partici-
pants believed that previous generations generally pushed past or 
avoided their experiences. Without acknowledgment, it seemed 
many events and emotions were left unprocessed.

S E N S E  O F
P E R S E V E R A N C E

Through acknowledgment, self-reflection, and discussion with family, 
friends, or therapists, people could persevere through challenging 
and painful circumstances. 

Integration of emotions did not necessarily occur for previous gener-
ations, which may have led to some relational challenges within 
families.

I D E A L I Z A T I O N  O F
R E S I L I E N C E

Some participants viewed the use of "resilience" as a backhanded 
compliment to silence them and any negative thoughts or feelings
they may have about their experiences. 

I M P O R T A N C E  O F  T H E R A P Y

O N G O I N G
S E L F - D I S C O V E R Y

+  R E F L E C T I O N

"Healing is being able to achieve one's fullest potential in spite of 
their challenges and traumatic experiences." (1.5 generation, Chinese)

F I N D I N G  C O M M U N I T Y

Participants repeatedly mentioned the significance of finding com-
munity and the detriment of feeling alone. Talking to others provided
new perspectives that led to further self-reflection and exploration,
as well as providing a sense of normalization.

D I S C O N N E C T I O N  +  L A C K
O F  M U T U A L  U N D E R S T A N D

Most commonly, participants reported that it was difficult to com-
municate with their parents or grandparents about their experiences.
Due to differing life circumstances, they felt previous generations
could not understand their problems or stressors and they were 
often chastised or ridiculed for expressing any sort of mental health-
related difficulties. 

Families did not seem to know how to express their care to one
another.

S E N S E  O F  O B L I G A T I O N

Due to the hardships that their grandparents and parents have been
through, participants ended up feeling guilty for not being more 
grateful for their privilege. 

"Perpetual imposter syndrome and feeling a need to prove some-
thing to my parents. The feeling of guilt has permeated my life in a 
way that I think is common with children of immigrants." (2nd 
generation, Vietnamese)

C U L T U R E  O F  S I L E N C E

Mental health topics were rarely discussed in most participants' 
families, especially as it relates to trauma. This culture of silence was 
often passed down from the previous generation, and participants 
expressed that they would also downplay their own stressors and/or
traumas. There was a sense that things could be worse, or others 
have experiences worse, so it would not be appropriate to complain 
about "minor" things.

D E S I R E  F O R
M O R E  D I A G L O G U E

Participants wanted to change the intergenerational cycles of inter-
action that have been passed down from previous generations. Many
felt like they could have these types of conversations with some of 
their siblings or cousins, and would like to speak to their parents or 
grandparents about these topics as well. 

H I S T O R I C A L  +  N A T I O N A L  E V E N T S
(WWII, Cultural Revolution, the Khmer Rouge regime, etc.)

D I S C U S S I O N

L A C K  O F  T I M E  +  O P P O R T U N I T Y  T O  P R O C E S S  E X P E R I E N C E S

C U L T U R E  O F  S I L E N C E  B E C O M E S  A  S O U R C E  O F  R E S I L I E N C E  T O  S U R V I V E  +  M O V E  F O R W A R D

Created disconnection, obligation, and a lack of mutual understanding within families -
This culture of silence may impact whether someone even identified their experience as traumatic.

With a lack of acknowledgement...these individuals have survived and persevered but do not always thrive.

I M M I G R A N T  /  R E F U G E E  S T R E S S O R S

P O L I T I C A L  T R A U M A S

P O V E R T Y

I N T E R P E R S O N A L  D I F F I C U L T I E S

marital disorder + domestic violence 
challenges connecting with children

emotional + psychological abuse + neglect toward children
unrealistic expectations / sense of obligation instilled upon children

impacted sense of resilience + methods of coping and healing

H I G H  D E S I R E  F O R  D I A G L O G U E  +  H E A L I N G  F R O M  A D U L T  C H I L D R E N ' S  G E N E R A T I O N
(Instead of perpetuating the culture of silence, adult children expressed desires to redefine what it means to be resilient
and have emotionally open dialogues with parents and grandparents, about their lived expriences, to heal old wounds.)

Trauma treatment should focus on family narratives, familial interaction patterns,
and communication strategies to promote a sense of support, belonging, and healing.

T A R G E T  O F  T R E A T M E N T

C O M M U N I T Y  B U I L D I N G
Many participants stressed the impor-

tance of community, such as family, friends,
and therapy as part of their healing journey.

Clinicians need to move beyond a framework
that focuses on the individual and utilize

models that focus on cultural and
community-based healing.

C O M M U N I C A T I O N
S T R A T E G I E S

- To give clients context to develop
coherent understanding of their current

behaviors and/or emotions
- To improve and increase diaglogue

across generations 
- To reclaim their narrative and find

ways to promote a sense of
support and belonging

C L I N I C A L  A W A R E N E S S  O F
U N I Q U E  T R A U M A S

Adapting a culturally specific understanding
of history and related traumas.

C L I N I C A L  A W A R E N E S S
O F  R E S I L I E N C E

- Consistent with the multidimentional
model of resilience, there are generational
differences in definitions and experiences
of resilience, and there has been a shift in
how resilience and healing are viewed. 

- Adapting a culturally sensitive
conceptualization of resilience
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