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WHY 'MIDDLE GENERATION' HMONG? _____ _ 

The Hmong are one of many diverse cultures 
within the metropolitan area of Minnesota. They 
are a people who have been a big part of the 
community dynamics in recent years. However, 
there is still much for each culture to learn about 
the other. 

This study focuses on middle generation Hmong 
because of their unique position and challenge 
in the process of adjusting to U.S. culture. While 
middle generation Hmong were born and raised 
in Laos, their children were born and/or raised 
here in the United States. Furthermore, the 
middle generation's position in the family 
demands that they support both their children 
and the elders who, due to language and age 
limitations, many times cannot work outside the 
home. Clearly, as they juggle the complicated 
laws and structures of the educational, legal, and 
social service systems of this country, they are 
serving as the true mediators of their families' 
well-being. As they constantly acquire new 
knowledge and experience, they must balance 
familiar tradition with what they are told is the 
"American way of life" and they must adjust 
roles, behaviors, and norms accordingly. 

The sample for this study is middle generation 
Hmong husbands and wives. The data were 
collected from September to December 1990 
in Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota. Families 

Minnesota Report 23D-1993 

were identified through contacts with the 
following five organizations: Hmong American 
Partnership, Lao Family Community of 
Minnesota, Women's Association of Hmong 
and Lao, the Asian Assembly of God, and the 
Southeast Asian Refugee Project. 

Of the 30 families in the study, only two resided 
in Minneapolis. The sample is, therefore, similar 
to the distribution of Hmong in the Twin Cities 
where most live in St. Paul (Attorney General's 
Working Group on the Hmong Community's 
Access to Government Services, 1991 ). It 
includes members of nearly all of the clans in 
the area. 

The meaning of "middle generation" in Hmong 
culture is not necessarily synonymous with 
"mid·life" as it is considered in mainstream 
American culture. According to Hmong tradition, 
a person is considered adult as soon as he or 
she is married; that usually occurs in Laos 
around the age of 15 (Sakulnamarka, 1992). 
Hmong adults enter the "middle generation" 
shortly after having their first child. They become 
"elders" after the arrival of the first grandchild. 

In the United States, Hmong marriage is usually 
postponed until after graduation from high 
school. The age range of the middle generation 
in this study is 17 to 47 years. 

1 
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HOW THE STUDY WAS CONDUCTED ______ _ 

Both the construction of the final interview 
instrument and the interviews themselves were 
conducted by two researchers, one fluent in Lao 
and the other a native Hmong fluent in Hmong 
and English. The language used in the interview 
was determined by the respondent. 

The interview schedule was translated from 
English to both Lao and Hmong, and then back 
to English by separate translators to assure that 
the wording was understood by the Hmong 
participants in a consistent way. To assure that it 
was understandable and relevant to the Hmong, 
the interview instrument was piloted at several 
stages in its development. 

THE SAMPLE 

Sixty subjects, 30 husbands and 30 wives, took 
part in this study. At least 50 percent had lived 
in the United States for nine or more years; the 
range was one to 14 years. On average, wives 
had been here one year less than their husbands. 

The Hmong of the Twin Cities often live with 

extended family under the same roof. The 
average as well as most common household size 
in this sample, which ranged from two to 13, 
was seven members. Very few households, only 
3 percent, consisted of husband and wife only. 

Since Hmong husbands are considered to be 
the household heads in this patriarchal culture, 
and since women upon marriage become part 
of their husband's family, questions about 
household composition were asked only of 
husbands. All relatives were identified in terms 
of their relationship to the head of household. 

The majority of the sample (57 percent) were 
households composed of a husband, wife, and 
one or more children. Thirteen percent were 
couple, children, and primary relatives (primary 
relatives are parents or siblings of the head); and 
27 percent were couple, children, primary and 
secondary relatives (secondary relatives are the 
next generation above primary relatives). 

The average age of husband~ in the study was 
32 years, with an age range of 22 years to 47 
years. Women in the study averaged 28 years, 
with a range of 1 7 to 45 years. 

EMPLOYMENT ____________________________ __ 

The majority of cases were couples who worked 
different total hours, the husband almost always 

working more. In one-third of the cases, both 
husband and wife were employed in full-time 
jobs. In 25 percent of the cases, neither husband 
nor wife was working for pay. 

Although many participants were engaged in 
one or more informal economic activities (such 
as selling handiwork), neither these nor activities 
of household production (such as child care or 
gardening) were counted among total paid 
employment hours for this study despite their 
economic worth to the families. 

Seventy-three percent of the husbands and 53 
percent of the wives were employed. Of the 
working husbands, 90 percent worked full-time, 
and 1 0 percent worked part-time. Of the 
employed women, 69 percent worked full-time, 
and 31 percent worked part-time. On a scale of 
1 ("not satisfied at all") to 7 ("very satisfied"), 
husbands showed the widest range of 
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satisfaction levels. While nearly 90 percent said 
they were at least somewhat satisfied with their 
work, there were still a few husbands who said 
they were either not satisfied at all or had 
ambivalent feelings ("mixed") about their work 
(figure 1 ). Wives, on the other hand, indicated 
little dissatisfaction towards their employment. 

The concerns about work mentioned mostly by 

husbands were: low payment, poor working 
environment (characterized by discrimination, 
heavy work, and/or health risks), lack of 
insurance, and general unhappiness with the 
job type. Nonetheless, positive things were also 
mentioned which included: the advantages of 
a job for helping family and others, a good 
working environment, or a job location dose to 
the home. 

Figure 1. Satisfaction with paid employment, expressed by middle generation Hmong. 

Husbands 

F 

A= not satisfied at all (3.3%) 
No responses: dissatisfied 
No responses: somewhat dissatisfied. 
D = mixed (3.3%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (26.7%) 
F = satisfied (26.7%) 
G= very satisfied (t3.3%) 
H = not employed (26.7%) 

Wives 

0 

No responses: not satisfied at all 
No responses: dissatisfied 
No responses: somewhat dissatisfied 
D = mixed (3.3%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (23.3%) 
F = satisfied (10%) 
G = very satisfied (16.7%) 
H = not employed (46.7%) 

F 

EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCES ________ _ 

For most Hmong who have resettled in the 
United States, a patchwork of mostly informal 
and some formal education in a variety of 
systems make up their educational experiences. 
Their education has been highly fragmented in 
most cases because of their history of fleeing 
their homelands and immigrating to another 
country. 

Figure 2 indicates the vast differences in the 
educational opportunities which Hmong 
husbands and wives have had. Fewer women 
than men received education in Laos. 
Furthermore, the percentage of women 
compared to men who received all of their 
education in the United States is striking: 40 
percent more women than men in this sample 
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have been educated solely in the United States. 
These differences would suggest that the 
experience of education in the United States has 
different meaning and significance for Hmong 
women than it has for Hmong men. For most 
Hmong in this sample, education has consisted 
of classes in English as a Second Language (ESL). 
Informal education of many other types
including anything from vocational training to 
shopping skills, from sewing to basic law - has 
helped many of these people to make the 
transition to U.S. culture. 

The participants of the study were asked how 
satisfied they were with the extent that their 
education prepared them for life in the United 
States. Hmong wives had a higher level of 

3 
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Figure 2. Educational experiences of the middle generation Hmong. 

Husbands 

c 
A = Laos only (13%) 
B = Laos and in the U.S. (83%} 
C = U.S. only (3%) 

satisfaction with education than their husbands 
(figure 3). In fact, none of the wives' responses 
fell within any category of dissatisfied. Twenty· 
three percent of the men, however, responded 
in the dissatisfied range. 

The perceived obstacles to education which 
seemed to account for a great deal of the 
dissatisfaction among participants in this study 
included: their age, the differences between the 
U.S. educational system and the one to which 

Wives 

c 

A = Laos only (3%} 
B = Laos and in the U.S. (43%) 
C = U.S. only (43%) 
D = no education (1 0%) 

B 

they were accustomed, having married young, 
language and learning difficulties, family 
responsibilities, and a lack of resources including 
proper educational counseling. For the men, age 
and lack of resources accounted for most of the 
dissatisfaction; while women most often were 
dissatisfied due to family responsibilities such as 
housework, childcare, and other family earning. 

The positive aspects mentioned about education 
were: how advantageous education can be in 

Figure 3. Satisfaction with education as preparation for life in the U.S. 

Husbands 

E 

A= not satisfied at all (3.3%) 
B = dissatisfied (1 0%) 
C = somewhat dissatisfied (10%} 
D = mixed (10%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (30%) 
F = satisfied (30%} 
G= very satisfied (6.7%} 

D 

Wives 

H D 

F 

No responses: not satisfied at all 
No responses: dissatisfied 
No responses: somewhat dissatisfied 
D =mixed (16.7%} 
E = somewhat satisfied (20%} 
F = satisfied (13.3%} 
G = very satisfied (40%} 
H = no education at all in U.S. (10%} 

E 
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helping to get a job, how education has allowed 
them to help others, to improve their language 
skills, to learn new things about the United 
States, and how education has helped to 
improve their prospects for the future and life 
in general. From among these responses, the 
emphases varied between men and women. 
Men most often spoke of education's advantage 
for employment, while women expressed the 
significance of improving their language skills 
and learning new things about the U.S. 

A few of the participants in this study received 
a formal educational degree including a high 
school diploma, a vocational degree, or a higher 
education degree. Most respondents spoke of 
this type of education as necessary for proof of 
their skill and competence. One man who had 
attended a technical college for nine months 
said, "I have knowledge and experience already 
in U.S.A., I just need prove (prooD, a diploma or 
a degree to show others that I do have a skill." 

Middle Generation Hmong Couples and Dally life Concerns 

NEIGHBORHOODS IN WHICH THEY liVE ____ _ 

DISTANCE TO DAILY LIFE ACTIVITIES 

One section of the survey asked participants 
to list how far it took to travel to each of the 
following aspects of their daily lives: work, the 
nearest close relative, the nearest close friend, 
church, park, the doctor, the shaman, the 
drugstore, American grocery store, Oriental 

Table 1. Average distances of middle 
generation Hmong to aspects of daily life. 

Daily life 
aspect 

Distance 
In minutes 

work .......................................................................................... 19.2 
mall ............................................................................................ 16.7 
shaman ................................................................................. 15.9 
park ......................................................................................... 13.5 
church .................................................................................... 13.3 
doctor ..................................................................................... 13.1 
closest friend ................................................................ 10.3 
closest relative ........................................................... 10.1 
American grocery store ...................................... 8.6 
Oriental grocery store ........................................... 8.1 
drug store ............................................................................. 7.9 
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grocery store, and the mall. Table 1 indicates 
average distances to each of these aspects of 
daily life. 

Most of the people and places which Twin 
Cities' Hmong use to fulfill a variety of daily 
needs are relatively close. The three greatest 
distances appear to be to the mall (which is 
not frequented), to the shaman, and to work. 
Close friends and relatives are within 10 minutes 
driving time, and more public settings like 
churches and parks are slightly farther than that. 
Sources for food and drugs are the closest to 
where they live. 

The responses indicate that middle generation 
Hmong husbands and wives are at different 
points in transition from more traditional to 
Western ways. For example, in Laos, the shaman 
is often visited for both spiritual and medical 
reasons, but this is not always the case in the 
U.S. When asked how far away in minutes the 
shaman was, one woman responded simply, 
"We are Catholic," which clearly revealed that in 
her estimation the shaman was not necessary for 
spiritual guidance and healing. In another case, 
the husband said that the question about the 
shaman did not apply, while his wife knew the 
location of more than one shaman in the area. 

5 
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COMPOSITION OF THE 
NEIGHBORHOODS 

Both husbands and wives in this study were 
asked about the ethnic composition of their 
neighborhood. Specifically, they were asked 
about their immediate neighborhood, defined as 
not farther than two blocks around their home. 
They were given the opportunity to list as many 
kinds of people as they wished, and many listed 
quite a diversity. 

The most frequently mentioned ethnic groups 
were whites or Americans, then Hmong, then 
African~Americans. It is interesting to note that 
the wives interviewed rarely identified "other 
Asians" as living in the neighborhood, while their 
husbands quite frequently did, nearly as often as 
they specifically mentioned Hmong residents. 
The two groups mentioned the least were 
Hispanics and Native Americans. 

FEELINGS ABOUT NEIGHBORHOOD 
SAFETY 

In many cases, the perceived ethnic make-up 
of a neighborhood was linked to the feelings 
of safety or lack of safety that Hmong residents 
perceived. This is clear in statements such as 
the following, given by a Hmong man as to why 
he felt safe: "Well, this neighborhood is pretty 
quiet and mostly it's white and it's an old 
neighborhood .... " Another woman felt similar 
safety because her neighborhood was filled with 
people like herself: " ... I'm an Asian, and there 
are lots of Asians living here." Another said, 
"Because there are a lot of Hmong here. It's 
kind of cozy around the corner here." 

The perceived homogeneity might be that of 
ethnicity or social class, or even lifestyles as 
one man pointed out: "Yes, this neighborhood 
compare( d) to others is safer .... Because 
people living around here are usually at the 
same age, working class people, and we have 
quite young children. We are matured enough 
not to do bad things." 

The value of hard work seems to be important to 
the Hmong and often influences their judgment 
of the values and attitudes and, hence, the safety 
of those around them. More than one person 
made a comment like the following: "Everyone 
seems to mind their own business. They don't 
fool around. Everybody is busy." 

The reasons people do not feel safe in their 
own neighborhoods are often opposite to the 
reasons they might feel safe. For example, the 
presence of people of many different races 
arouses fear in some of these Hmong residents. 
For others, it is just the sheer density of the 
population. One woman said, "I don't really feel 
safe living around here because there are too 
many kinds of people, too many cultures." 
Another woman said that she was only a little 
scared, but," . .. oh, it's nothing. It's just that 
there are not many of us and that just makes 
me scared." 

Overall, 90 percent of the men said they felt 
safe in their neighborhoods, and approximately 
67 percent of the women did. One reason for 
this difference in feelings of safety is that men, in 
general, have roles that involve more integration 
with the larger society and, therefore, are not as 
fearful of what might seem strange or different 
to their wives. 

Most Hmong people acknowledge that there 
are occasional"problems" or "trouble" in the 
neighborhood, such as burglary. However, if 
they feel that nothing bad has yet happened to 
them, they generally feel the neighborhood is 
for the most part safe. 

One man quite eloquently summarized this 
personal impact aspect of neighborhood safety. 
He said, "Safe? There are different kinds of safe, 
you see. In a city, it doesn't always mean that it 
is safe to go outside of a house; like two or three 
blocks from here, there have been troubles. For 
me, safe is like go to work and then return 
home, that's safe." 

Another very interesting statement, from a 
woman, speaks of the importance of acceptance 
as well as how the process of feeling safe comes 
after time. 

"It's like when the first years that we came and 
lived here the neighbors do not understand why 
we came and live here. They think that you just 
want to come and live in their country so you 
just come because we were able to buy house 
and nice car. Some of the neighbors here are 
very poor and you have more than they do. 
They threw eggs at our windows, breaks our 
car and houses' windows. Therefore1 for three 
years we try to be friends with them, then they 
understand since then, we didn't do anything. 
Now they know why we are here, because of 
political reason alone. And also working very 
hard." 

Minnesota Agricultural Experiment Station 
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SERVICES EXCHANGED AMONG HMONG 
COMMUNITY MEMBERS __________ _ 

Participants in this study were asked about the 
help they receive from organizations and from 
members within the Hmong community. In 
addition, they were asked about the kinds of 
help they themselves provide to other members 
of the Hmong community. 

ORGANIZATIONAL HELP 

There was a vast difference between the number 
of men and the number of women in this study 
who said they have received help from formal 
organizations. Two-thirds of the men said they 
had received such help compared to less than 
one-fourth of the Hmong women. The types 
of organizations listed as providing assistance 
were: the church, the lao Family of Minnesota, 
welfare, and assistance from other government 
programs such as AFDC and the International 
Institute of Minnesota. 

The types of help received by Hmong from 
these organizations varied, but for the most 
part could be collapsed into four categories: 
monetary, essentials, transitional assistance, and 
other. Monetary assistance included money, 
award money, money equivalents {such as 
housing vouchers or food stamps), and welfare. 
Essentials included assistance in the form of 
food, clothing, housing, electricity, or furniture. 
Transitional help covered assistance with school, 
employment, transportation, translation, legal 
assistance. Finally, the category of other is for 
things such as durable goods (e.g., appliances), 
counseling, and general unspecified help. The 
distribution of the types of help of all mentioned 
can be seen in Table 2. 

The type of assistance mentioned most 
frequently by both husbands and wives was 
monetary. Clearly, the husbands in this sample 
mentioned multiple forms of organizational 
help much more often than did their wives as 
a group. In fact, only two of the seven women 
mentioned having received more than one type 
of assistance, as compared to 12 of the 20 men 
who did. The types of help mentioned together 
most often by women were monetary and 
"other" types of help. For men, the types of 
help mentioned together most often were help 
with monetary matters and with essentials. In 
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addition, Hmong husbands were the only ones 
to mention having received transitional help 
from formal organizations. 

Table 2. Organizational help received by 
middle generation Hmong. 

Husbands 
(N = 20) 

Number of 
Times 
Received 

Type of 
Help 

Wives 
(N=7) 

Number of 
Times 

Received 

15 ..................................... monetary ..................................... 4 
11 ................................... essentials ................................... 3 
9 ....•............................. transitional .................................. 0 
4 ........................................... other ............................................ 3 

39 ............................................. total .......................................... 10 

HELP FROM WITHIN THE HMONG 
COMMUNITY 

For a transplanted culture such as the Hmong 
community, an intercommunity exchange of 
help and resources is often essential. Based on 
the importance of the clan structure in Laos, it 
was expected that the clan would continue to 
be a vital link in everyday life. Participants were 
asked what they exchange and with whom they 
exchange within the Hmong community. The 
study also addressed the question of whether 
there were trends based on gender for these 
types of help due to the strong gender role 
division in their lives in laos. 

The types of help were grouped into the six 
major categories of household, physical labor, 
transitional support, basic needs, clan 
involvement, and personal. 

household included tasks such as cooking, 
cleaning, shopping, and child care; 

physical labor included things such as moving 
furniture, painting, construction and repairs; 

transitional support included anything from 

7 
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helping to fill out necessary forms or helping 
to find employment to teaching English; 

basic needs included the provision of food, 
shelter, clothing, transportation, money, or 
other essentials; 

clan involvement included activities such as 
involvement in social or organizational events 
and activities within the Hmong community; 

personal help meant help with individual 
matters of relationships, moral guidance, and 
other advice-giving. 

Respondents had a chance to Jist up to five of 
the most recent types of help they had either 
given to or received from clan members. The 

activities mentioned by Hmong men and women 
varied, as did the number of times that giving 
and receiving help was acknowledged. Men, on 
average, mentioned giving help to relatives three 
times. Women, on the other hand, mentioned 
giving and receiving help a bit Jess than men. 
Most often they recalled two instances of giving 
help, and only listed one instance of receiving 
help. 

Hmong men and women give and receive help 
within their community in different ways. While 
they seem to give help with basic needs and 
physical labor in the same relative amounts, 
men provide much more transitional help and 
women, household help. Men also give more 

Figure 4. Types of help given and received by middle generation Hmong. 

8 

Types of Help Given by Husbands 

D 

A= household (6%) 
B = physical labor (6%) 
C = transitional support (26%) 
D = basic needs (40%) 
E = clan involvement (15%) 
F = personal (7%) 

Types of Help Received by Husbands 

D 

A= household (10%) 
B = physical labor (8%) 
C = transitional support (8%) 
D = basic needs (48%) 
E = clan involvement (8%) 
F = personal (17%) 

c 

Types of Help Given by Wives 

F 

A= household (21%) 
B = physical labor (6%) 
C = transitional support (14%) 
D= basic needs (41%) 
E = clan involvement (6%) 
F = personal (11%) 

Types of Help Received by Wives 

D 

A= household (22%) 
B = physical labor (8%) 
C = transitional support (8%) 
D = basic needs (39%) 
E = clan involvement (8%) 
F = personal (14%) 
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help with clan activities, whereas, women help 
more often with personal matters. 

The relative amounts of transitional help, 
physical labor, and clan-related help that Hmong 
men and women receive is approximately equal. 
Women receive more help with household 
things than do men, whereas men receive more 
help with basic needs and personal matters than 
do women. (Figure 4) 

"Survival" is of primary importance in the 
Hmong community, and this task is one that the 
entire community takes on together. The Hmong 
community seems to be committed to helping 
all of its members function at a basic level, 
without undue hardship or suffering borne alone. 
This primary objective and its direct benefits are 
shared by women and men alike in the 
community. 

The data in Tables 3 and 4 indicate that most 

help is given to and received from groups of 
mixed gender. Male respondents tend not to 
give any type of help solely to female relatives. 
Rather, they tend to help these women only 
when they are part of mixed gender groups. 
Female respondents te·nd to give most of their 
help to groups of relatives not identified by 
gender. In general, they do not give help 
specifically to men, except physical labor. As for 
helping other women solely, only in household 
maintenance and basic needs is help given 
specifically to female relatives, and then only 
in low percentages. The types of help received 
by respondents from either male or female 
relatives looks a bit different than the distribution 
of helps given, but it still follows the same trend 
of being from groups of relatives not identified 
by their gender. 

Middle generation Hmong are quite satisfied 
with the way help is given and received in their 
community. Among husbands, 90 percent were 

Table 3. Gender distribution of help given by middle generation Hmong husbands, wives. 

Husbands' Help Given To: 

Men Women 
Mixed 

Gender Type of Help 

Wives' Help Given To: 

Mixed 
Men Women Gender 

- ............•............ - ..................... 100% ............................ household ................................. - ....................... 15% ............ - ... 85% 
25% ...................... - ....................... 75% ........................ physical labor ......................... 25% ....................... - ............... _,_ 75% 
5% ......................... - ....................... 95% ............................. transitional ................................ - .......................... - .................... 100% 
17% ....................... - ....................... 83% ............................ basic needs ............................. 4% ..................... 11% ................... 85% 
- .......................... - ..................... 100% ..................................... clan ........................................... - .......................... - .................. 100% 

20% ....................... - ....................... 80% ................................. personal .................................... - .......................... - ..................... 100% 

Table 4. Gender distribution of help received by middle generation Hmong husbands, wives. 

Husbands' Help Received From: 

Men Women 
Mixed 

Gender Type of Help 

Wives' Help Received From: 

Mixed 
Men Women Gender 

- ....................... 17% ................... 83% .............................. household ............................... 8% ..................... 23% ................... 69% 
60% ....................... - ....................... 40% ........................ physical labor ......................... 20% ....................... - ...................... 80% 
- .......................... - ..................... 100% ........................... transitional ............................ .40% ....................... - ...................... 60% 

17% ....................... - ....................... 83% ............................ basic needs ............................. 4% ....................... 4% ................ _ .. 92% 
- .......................... - ..................... 100% ..................................... clan ........................................... - .......................... - ..................... 100% 

40% .................... 10% ................... 50% ................................. personal ................................. 25% ....................... - ...................... 75% 
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satisfied with the help they give, and 93 percent 
with the help they receive. Only one man was 
"not at all satisfied" with help, and that was with 
help that he receives. Wives were even more 
satisfied with the help exchanged than husbands. 
Ninety-seven percent of the wives were satisfied 
with the help they give and 1 00 percent with the 
help they receive. 

CHANGING DEFINITION OF CLAN 
AND COMMUNITY 

Helping other clan members is an essential 
part of relationships within the Hmong culture. 
It is particularly interesting to note that, while 
questions asked respondents to talk about types 
of help given to and received specifically from 
clan members, some respondents made 
references to people traditionally thought to be 
outside the clan. Some of these people included 
sponsors, friends, or other refugees. 

When asked earlier in the interview if their 
definition of clan had changed since they moved 
to the United States, respondents gave answers 
in some cases which indeed showed that their 
definition had expanded. One husband in the 
discussion with the interviewer about the 
meaning of clan and relatives said, " ... my 
definition for Kuti (clan) is a group of people 
living in the same area and helping each other 
out in hard times." 

Many people affirmed that nothing has changed 
as to who is technically still included in the clan, 
as indicated by the words of the following 
woman: "The Hmong people do not change 
their relatives and no matter where we are or 
what country we are in we still love each other 
like before and there's no change." While there 
is certainly not an agreed upon, formal change 
among the Hmong in the U.S., as to who is 
considered part of the clan, there is a widely 
recognized correspondence between the 
perceived closeness of individuals within the 
community and their feelings and practices of 
interdependence. 

HEALTH AND MEDICAL PRACTICES ______ _ 

10 

Health held broad meaning for the participants 
which included physical, mental and spiritual 
aspects of well-being. Illness was thought of as 
the condition when one cannot do even the 
simplest of things such as eating, drinking, or 
getting out of bed. A person is considered truly 
sick only when he or she cannot perform any 
responsibilities and social tasks. 

As a result, the proportion of respondents who 
claimed to be sick at the time of the interview 
was low. Only 20 percent of the husbands 
and 13 percent of the wives said they had a 

particular sickness. Approximately 75 percent 
of each group were satisfied with their health 
(figure 5). More of the women than the men felt 
dissatisfied with their health. 

.' 
The study tried to assess what medrca\ or healing 
practices this group feels more comfortable with 
and whether or not they even like to see an 
American doctor. The reason for this part of 
the investigation was to determine, given the 
difference between traditional southeast Asian 
healing practices and Western medical systems 
and the fact that this generation is in transition, 
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Figure 5. Satisfaction with personal state of health among middle generation Hmong. 

Husbands 

8 

F 

D 

E 

No responses: not satisfied at all 
B = dissatisfied (3.3%) 
No responses: somewhat dissatisfied 
D = mixed (6.7%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (16.6%) 
F = satisfied (36.7%) 
G = very satisfied (36.7%) 

were middle generation Hmong integrating ideas 
from both cultures? 

When asked who they would see when sick, 
wives gave a broader set of responses than did 
husbands. While 63 percent of wives said they 
would see a medical doctor, 17 percent said 
they would see both a doctor and a shaman, 
13 percent said they would go to church to pray 
first and then see a doctor, and one woman said 
she would only see a shaman. Sixty percent of 
husbands, however, said they would go to see 
a medical doctor, and 40 percent said they 
would see both the doctor and the shaman. 

The participants in this study gave some 
revealing answers as to why, at times, a Hmong 
person would like to see both a doctor and a 
shaman. One husband summarized: "For the 
Hmong people, if you are spiritually sick, then 
you go to see the shaman, and if you are 
physically sick then you go to see the doctor 
for medication." 

Another Hmong said, "If I have sickness, I would 
like to see both, the doctor and the shaman, 
because according to our beliefs, we do have 
spirit. For example, if you do have an accident, 
it could be because of your unfortunate spirit. 
Another example, if you give your word to a 
spirit (sivin) and then you break it, the result of 
punishment would haunt you because you didn't 
keep your word. The point is the shamans help 
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G 

Wives 

No responses: not satisfied at all 
B = dissatisfied (3.3%) 
No responses: somewhat dissatisfied 
D = mixed (10%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (10%) 
F = satisfied (33.4%) 
G = very satisfied (43.3%) 

you in a psychological way, not physically." 

These same men, although admitting they would 
like to see both a Western medical doctor and 
shaman, still make it clear that seeing the doctor 
is not always necessary or desirable. One man 
plainly told the interviewer, "If I am sick then I go 
to see the medicine doctor. If you are not sick, 
there is no need to see the medicine doctor." 
Furthermore, he explains why he wouldn't go for 
something like a physical, "Because you cannot 
speak or read and write English even if you go 
it will not do you much good." 

Another Hmong man said, "No, I don't like to 
see a medicine doctor unless I'm sick. The main 
reason is that, from what I understand, the 
doctor like to give medicine to you just to test 
it out. The second thing is that there is a lot of 
sickness within the clinic." 

The results of this study showed that 63 percent 
of the men and 73 percent of the women said 
they actually like going to the medical doctor. 
A variety of reasons are given by Hmong for 
liking a medical doctor, or for choosing one 
over seeing a shaman. One individual said it 
was, " ... because they, medical doctors, know 
what they are doing. They are dependable, they 
have insurance, and everything covers you." 
Another Hmong said, 11 l'm not so sure, but I 
think medicine doctor would be better because 
they know more about human body." 
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Another said, "Because the doctors are more 
knowledgeable of the health and are more able 
to care for your children, and they know how to 

give medicine where the shaman only deal with 
the spiritual health. But the doctor are concern 
with your physical health so to me, that's better." 

FAMILY LIFE _______________ _ 

12 

COUPLE DECISION MAKING PATTERNS 

Because the general belief is that gender roles 
are very strong within the Hmong culture, the 
study participants were asked who was involved 
in discussions about ten family decisions and 
who made the final decision. The focus in how 

the responses are described is whether it was 
done by a specific gender, done jointly as a 
couple, the couple plus other immediate family 
members or whether clan leaders were involved. 

For the middle generation Hmong, who are in 
transitiol) between cultures, the point in question 
was the dynamics within the couple itself and 
the influences of the clan upon the couple unit. 

Table 5 addresses who is involved in discussions 
about the decision (decision process). Table 6 
addresses who makes the final decision (decision 
outcome). A more detailed investigation of 
these data can be obtained in another source 
(Danes, 1993). 

Clearly, both husbands and wives perceive the 
decision about how many children to have as a 
joint couple decision (Table 5). More than half 
of the husbands and wives also perceive the 
immunization of children as a joint decision. 
Both genders, however, indicate that this is a 
decision where wives are the major sole decision 
maker. The education of children seems to be 
a decision where other family members are 
included in the discussion if it is not addressed 
jointly, which it most often is. Few wives 
perceive themselves, solely, as being involved 
in discussions about this decision and most of 
the husbands agree with this perception. 

Whether teens will be permitted to live outside 
the home is a decision with which husbands 
perceive themselves, their spouses, and other 
clan members being involved. Fewer wives 
perceive their husbands taking leadership in this 
decision discussion than husbands perceive of 
themselves. 

More husbands perceive discussions about the 
marriage of children as couple discussions than 
their wives do. Husbands also think they make 
this decision solely without discussion with 
others more often than their wives say they 
do. On the other hand, wives believe that other 
immediate family members and clan leaders are 
more involved in discussions about the marriage 
of children. 

Clan members and other family members are 
seen as being quite involved in discussions 
about family sickness and family conflict by both 
husbands and wives. However, in about one~ 
fourth of the couples it is the husband alone 
who is involved in deciding matters of family 
conflict. Discussions about where the family 
will live most often include both husband and 
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wife or other family members, but sometimes 
the husband does not include others in this 
discussion. 

When husbands and wives were asked about 
who makes the final decision, there are some 
clear patterns that emerge where husbands 
and wives have similar perceptions (Table 6). 
The decision about how many children to have 
is primarily a joint decision although some see 
either the husband or wife making the decision. 
Hmong wives perceive themselves most likely 
(approximately one·fourth) making the final 
decision regarding immunization of the children 
and household expenses, although many 
couples make those decisions jointly. The clan 
seems to be most involved with decisions that 

have changed drastically as adaptation to the 
new culture: marriage of children, family 
sickness, obtaining a job, and family conflict. 

Each individual spouse perceives that he or 
she makes the final decision about the education 
of the children more than the other spouse 
perceives they do. There is quite a difference in 
how husbands and wives decide about teens 
living outside the home. The clan is seen as still 
having some input into where the family lives 
although twice as many husbands as wives 
perceive the clan making the final decision. 

This study indicates that there is much more joint 
decision making occurring in Hmong families 
than might have been expected from much of 

Table 5. Perceived involvement In discussions about family decisions (the decision 
process, In percentages, expressed as who middle generation Hmong husbands and wives 
believe Is Involved In discussions about each family decision type). 

According to Husbands ................................................................................................................................................................................................ 

Decision on ... Who is involved in decision discussion ... 1 

Self Spouse Joint Couple Plus ' Clan 

(1) Number of children 10.0 3.3 83.3 - 3.3 
(2) Immunization of children 16.7 13.3 56.7 6.7 6.7 
(3) Education of children 16.7 3.3 56.7 20.0 3.3 
(4) Teens living outside home 27.6 6.9 27.6 24.1 13.8 
(5) Marriage of children 17.2 3.4 44.8 24.1 10.3 
(6) Family sickness 20.0 3.3 23.3 30.0 23.3 
(7) Family conflict 24.1 6.9 17.2 3.4 48.3 
(8) Obtaining a job 20.1 - 43.3 6.7 30.0 
(9) Where family lives 16.7 - 53.3 26.7 3.3 

(10) Household expenses 20.7 13.8 55.2 10.3 -
According to Wives ............................................................................................................................................................................................................... 

Decision on ... Who is involved in decision discussion ... 1 

Self Spouse Joint Couple Plus ' Clan 

(1) Number of children 3.7 3.7 92.6 - -
(2) Immunization of children 13.8 10.3 55.2 6.9 13.8 
(3) Education of children - 10.0 70.0 16.7 3.3 
(4) Teens living outside home 10.0 6.7 40.0 40.0 3.3 
(5) Marriage of children 10.7 10.7 25.0 32.1 21.4 
(6) Family sickness 13.3 10.0 33.3 40.0 3.3 
(7) Family conflict 3.6 28.6 10.7 25.0 32.1 
(8) Obtaining a job 3.4 - 72.4 17.2 6.9 
(9) Where family lives 6.9 10.3 69.0 6.9 6.9 

(10) Household expenses 26.7 10.0 60.0 3.3 -

1 Numbers in each horizontal row = 100%. z Couple plus means other immediate family members. 
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Table 6. Final decision making for family decisions {the decision outcome, In percentages, 
expressed as who middle generation Hmong husbands and wives believe makes the final 
decision for each family decision type). 

According to Husbands .............. ... ........................................................................................................................................................................... 

Decision on •.. Who makes the final decision ..• ' 

Self Spouse Joint Couple Plus 2 Clan 

(1) Number of children 16.7 10.0 70.0 - 3.3 
(2) Immunization of children 34.5 17.2 44.8 - 3.4 
(3) Education of children 43.3 6.7 36.7 - 13.3 
(4) Teens living outside home 40.0 6.7 16.7 13.3 23.3 
(5) Marriage of children 17.2 3.4 24.1 - 55.2 
(6) Family sickness 36.7 6.7 20.0 6.7 30.0 
(7) Family conflict 10.7 7.1 14.3 35.7 32.1 
(8) Obtaining a job 33.3 - 36.7 - 30.0 
(9) Where family lives 36.7 - 43.3 - 20.0 

(10) Household expenses 27.6 20.7 48.3 - 3.4 

According to Wives . .......................... . ............................................................................................................................................................................... 

Decision on •.. Who makes the final decision .•• ' 

Self Spouse Joint Couple Plus 2 Clan 

(1) Number of children 14.8 11.1 74.1 - -
(2) Immunization of children 24.1 13.8 44.8 3.4 13.8 
(3) Education of children 16.7 33.3 36.7 6.7 6.7 
(4) Teens living outside home 16.7 16.7 40.0 3.3 23.3 
(5) Marriage of children 3.6 17.9 32.1 10.7 35.7 
(6) Family sickness 10.0 20.0 43.3 3.3 23.3 
(7) Family conflict 3.7 33.3 7.4 11.1 44.4 
(B) Obtaining a job 13.8 20.7 37.9 - 27.6 
(9) Where family lives 10.3 13.8 62.1 3.4 10.3 

(10) Household expenses 26.7 16.7 53.3 - 3.3 

1 Numbers in each horizontal row = 100%. 2 Couple plus means other immediate family members. 

the anecdotal information that is available on 
the subject. One might conclude that these 
middle generation Hmong husbands and wives 
are becoming more like U.S. couples. However, 
care must be taken in making this conclusion. 

What actually occurs in regard to decision 
making within families and what is portrayed 
to the outside world may be two different things 
entirely. Also, the high level of joint decision 
making may be due partly to living arrangements 
in this new land rather than a major breaking 
of Hmong tradition. Furthermore, it is important 
to note that clan members are still involved in 
certain kinds of family decisions particularly 
those that deal with family strife and where 
major discrepancies exist between Hmong 
tradition and U.S. culture. 

MARRIAGE SATISFACTION 

About 90 percent of husbands reported some 
level of satisfaction with their marriage; however, 
6.3 percent indicated they were dissatisfied with 
their marriage (figure 6). None of the wives 
indicated that they were dissatisfied with their 
marriage, although 1 0 percent had ambivalent 
feelings. 

Generally, the types of comments expressed 
by respondents that contributed to satisfaction 
were having no arguments, experiencing 
understanding and love, and having children; 
whereas, dissatisfaction elicited comments about 
disagreements and lack of confidence in the 
marriage. Here is how one husband explained 
his answer of satisfaction, "I think we pretty 
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Figure 6. Satisfaction with marriage among middle generation Hmong. 

Husbands 

A 

A = not satisfied at all (3.3%) 
No responses: dissatisfied 
C = somewhat dissatisfied (3.3%) 
No responses: mixed 
E = somewhat satisfied (1 0%) 
F = satisfied (43.3%) 
G = very satisfied ( 40%) 

much agree on certain things; even when we 
argue, we still end up with certain things. Most 
of the time we know that when we disagree, we 
know the limits for both of us. We know how far 
we could go and how much we could change 
each other. So we try to make the best of it. So, 
we are pretty happy most of the time." 

FAMILY LIFE SATISFACTION 

This question included the relationship of the 
participants with parents, brothers and sisters, 
and children. About 67 percent of husbands 
reported some level of satisfaction with their 
family life; 16.7 percent indicated that they 
were dissatisfied (figure 7). In fact, 10 percent 
reported not being satisfied at all. The Hmong 
wives reported higher levels of satisfaction with 
their family life; 93.4 percent indicated some 
level of satisfaction. Only 6.6 percent of them 
reported having mixed feelings or feelings of 
dissatisfaction about family life. 

Items contributing to feelings of satisfaction 
were good children and spouses, reunification 
of family members, good relationships among 
family members, and good health; whereas, 
conflict with relatives and disobedient children 
contributed toward feelings of dissatisfaction 
about family life. Specific comments indicated 
that the wiyes' satisfaction is quite closely tied 
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Wives 

No responses: not satisfied at all 
No responses: dissatisfied 
No responses: somewhat dissatisfied 
D = mixed (1 0%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (3.3%) 
F = satisfied (23.3%) 
G = very satisfied (63.3%) 

F 
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Figure 7. Satisfaction with family life among middle generation Hmong. 

Husbands 

E 

A= not satisfied at all (10%) 
No responses: dissatisfied 
C = somewhat dissatisfied (6.7%) 
D = mixed (16.7%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (30%) 
F = satisfied (26.6%) 
G = very satisfied (1 0%) 

D 

to their children; they feel less burdened when 
their children are grown and on their own. 

Hmong husbands particularly want the whole 
family (or clan) to live together and to have 
good relationships. One husband stated, "I am 
very satisfied because we can do what we want, 
all the family members are here regardless with 

G 

Wives 

C D 

No responses: not satisfied at all 
No responses: dissatisfied 
C = somewhat dissatisfied (3.3%) 
D = mixed (3.3%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (6.7%) 
F = satisifed (16.7%) 
G = very satisfied (70%) 

the money. We never have big problems. We 
always stick together. We have a very warm, 
harmonious family." 

On the other hand, Hmong husbands and wives 
are unhappy when they have problems or 
conflicts with relatives, or if they feel they have 
lost control over their children as indicated by 

Figure B. Satisfaction with life as a whole among middle generation Hmong. 

Husbands 

E 

A = not satisfied at all ( 1 0%) 
No responses: dissatisfied 
C = somewhat dissatisfied (6.7%) 
D = mixed (16.7%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (30%) 
F = satisfied (26.6%) 
G = very satisfied (1 0%) 

D 

Wives 

C D 

No responses: not satisfied at all 
No responses: dissatisfied 
C = somewhat dissatisfied (3.3%) 
D = mixed (3.3%) 
E = somewhat satisfied (6.7%) 
F = satisifed (16.7%) 
G = very satisfied (70%) 
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this parent, "I am not very satisfied with my 
family life because my children have not been 
obedient. They might be too Americanized." 

There were often comments from parents like 
the latter one. 

OVERALL LIFE SATISFACTION ________ _ 

The middle generation Hmong were asked to 
report their satisfaction with life in the United 
States. Males are less often satisfied than are 
females. About 67 percent of husbands reported 
some level of satisfaction with their lives, 16.7 
percent reported being ambivalent, 6.7 percent 
somewhat dissatisfied and 1 0 percent reported 
not being satisfied at all (figure 8). Only 6.6 
percent of the wives reported mixed feelings 
or feelings of dissatisfaction; the remainder 
reported some level of satisfaction with life in 
the United States. 

When the respondents were asked why they 
rated their satisfaction as they did, the positive 
comments by men emphasized freedom and the 
opportunity to preserve their culture. Women 
primarily emphasized good relationships with 
children, spouses, and family and clan members. 
Those things about their lives that have 
contributed to dissatisfaction included lack 
of job skills, low income, cultural conflicts, 
generational conflicts, language problems, loss 
of family members and property in laos, and 
experiencing discrimination. 

SUMMARY ____________________________ ___ 

This study focused on middle generation Hmong 
couples because of their unique position and 
challenge in the process of adjusting to U.S. 
culture. It is hoped that readers of this report will 
obtain some ideas about what facilitates and/or 
stands in the way of their adjustment. It is an 
assumption of this report that "adjustment" does 
not necessarily mean acceptance of all elements 
of mainstream, U.S., urban culture. Throughout 
the report, it is evident that preservation of 
culture is critical to the Hmong community as 
community members see it. 

The Hmong in this study are a hard working 
people. A high percentage of women and men 
work full-time, and as many as one-third of the 
couples have both husband and wife working 
full-time. Although most Hmong are satisfied 
with the opportunity to work, those aspects of 
work which bring them concern and of which 
educators and service providers should be 
particularly aware, include working 
environments that include discrimination or 
health risks combined with inadequate 
insurance. It is important to middle generation 
Hmong that their job be relatively close to home 
and allow them the opportunity to provide for 
both immediate and extended family. 
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Service providers need to be sensitive to the 
array of new opportunities which education 
opens to Hmong women, most of whom were 
not educated in their country of origin. While the 
experience of formal or informal education 
might make them feel quite anxious at first, they 
are highly satisfied with how their training has 
helped them make the transition to U.S. culture. 

Men, on the other hand, are not so satisfied with 
their education as preparation for the U.S. way 
of life. Educators might focus on the elements 
identified in this study as obstacles and use this 
information to help determine what needs to be 
overcome to make education more accessible, 
effective, and enjoyable to the Hmong 
community. 

The Twin Cities Hmong live in neighborhoods of 
Minneapolis and St. Paul, Minnesota, where 
services and social networks are relatively close. 
Every effort should be made to expand and/or 
integrate new services into the existing structures 
to facilitate accessibility. It would increase the 
effectiveness of programs and services if service 
providers and educators capitalized on the 
already established spirit and network of 
informal intra-community assistance that the 
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Hmong have. Many details as to who does 
what for whom within the Hmong community 
have been outlined in this study, but additional 
insights into this system of interdependence 
are still needed. Service providers need only 
approach community members themselves for 
more of this information and involve them from 
the start in establishing or expanding community 
services. 

Decision making patterns within these middle 
generation Hmong couples vary. Some couples 
appear to be quite similar to those described in 
anecdotal accounts about life in laos. Yet others 
have much more involvement of both genders in 
decision making. Who is involved also depends 
upon the type of decision. Adapting to a new 
culture may not be the major factor in changes 
in decision making patterns. Living arrangements 
in this new land may also be contributing factors, 
as well; members of the same clan do not 

always live together. Despite this change, 
however, clan members are still involved in 
decisions that deal with family strife and where 
major discrepancies exist between Hmong 
tradition and U.S. culture. 

Satisfaction with marriage is very often based 
on the amount of conflict experienced within 
the couple. The main source of satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with family life for wives is their 
children, and for husbands, it is having the whole 
clan living together and experiencing good 
relationships. These last issues are critical in how 
middle generation Hmong couples feel about 
their overall life. 

This study has addressed several, but not all, 
issues about the middle generation Hmong. 
There are many unanswered questions yet to 
be addressed. 
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