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ABSTRACT 

Due to the impact of Confucianism on Taiwanese society, Taiwanese married 

women play multiple family roles including being a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and 

working woman.  Having to play multiple roles usually brings Taiwanese married women 

burdens and stress.  It is reported that Zen meditation improves people’s physical and 

mental wellbeing.  Zen meditation may be a good means for professionals to help this 

group of women to improve the quality of their lives.  No study has emerged concerning 

this subject.  It is useful to understand the phenomenon of individuals with similar 

backgrounds who practice Zen meditation in their lives.   

Based on the research interest, a descriptive phenomenological research design 

was employed.  The research question was: What is it like for Taiwanese married women 

having roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman to practice Zen 

meditation in their lives?  Open-ended unstructured phenomenological interviews were 

conducted with five participants who met the research criteria and were able to provide 

rich descriptions of their experiences.  Recorded interviews were transcribed and 

analyzed using a descriptive phenomenological method that was influenced by two 

approaches as seen in the work of Amedeo Giorgi, and Karin Dahlberg, Helena Dahlberg, 

and Maria Nyström.   

Text analysis revealed a single structure consisting of six constituents describing 

the essence of the phenomenon.  The constituents that emerged were: (1) self-

transformation and personal growth; (2) opening the heart to the mother-in-law; (3) 

improving relationship with the husband; (4) becoming a warm and respectful mother; (5) 
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increasing work efficiency and helping people at work; (6) Zen as a way of life.  The 

findings of this study suggested four factors to be noted when Zen meditation is used as a 

means to help individuals with similar backgrounds improve the quality of their lives.  In 

addition, the problems of Chinese parenting and the application of Zen to these problems 

were discussed.  Reflections on using descriptive phenomenology as research 

methodology were also discussed.  Finally, suggestions for future research in the field of 

family education were provided at the end of this research report.    
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CHAPTER 1:  

INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation is a descriptive phenomenological study guided by the following 

research question: What is it like for Taiwanese married women having roles as a 

daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman to practice Zen meditation in their 

lives?  My goal for this study was to discover the essence of the phenomenon of 

Taiwanese married women’s lived experience of Zen meditation.  The purpose of the first 

chapter is to frame the phenomenon as it was investigated in this study.  This chapter 

begins with a description of the background of the study and concludes with the research 

purpose and question.   

Background of the Study 

Chinese cultural values predispose Taiwanese married women to play multiple 

family roles in their lives and the burden from these roles tends to make their lives 

stressful (Chang, 2009; Chao, 2005; Chao & Roth, 2000; Chen, 2007; Wang, 2000; Wu, 

2006; Wu, 2008).  Historically, Taiwan was part of China and has preserved most of the 

Chinese culture and heritage.  Accordingly, Taiwanese women inherit traditional Chinese 

cultural values.  One particular value that still remains is that a married woman needs to 

devote all of her life to caring for her husband’s family (Yu, Liaw, & Barnd, 2004).  

Taiwanese married women usually need to play multiple roles in the family and 

consequently live busy lives.   

People everywhere are shaped and influenced by larger social and cultural 

contexts.  Traditional Chinese culture advocates a collective perspective where 
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individuals are not important and need to repress their own desires and needs for the good 

and harmony of the family and community (Yan & Sorenson, 2004; Yang, 1995; Yang, 

1997).  Group harmony plays a more important role than personal attitudes and 

preferences in social interactions.  The meaning of a person’s life is defined by the family 

and community; thus, personal interests should not disturb harmonious social 

relationships (Yang, 1999).  Many types of relationships in the society are hierarchical.  

This hierarchy is determined mainly by generation, age, and gender; people of the elder 

generation are more valued than those of the younger; within each generation the elder 

people have the privilege over the youngest; and the men are superior to the women (Lu, 

1990).  The position of women in traditional Chinese society and the family has been 

suppressed and ideologically justified in the traditional Chinese culture (Lu, 1991).  The 

world of a married woman is centered in her husband’s family and she is expected to 

obey the instructions of the elder in-laws and her husband.  A married woman is also 

expected to bear sons to continue her husband’s family line and to be responsible for 

managing household chores, and raising and educating the children while a married man 

is expected to provide the family income (Lee, 2001).   

Although Taiwanese society has been industrialized and urbanized, traditional 

Chinese ideologies still deeply impact Taiwanese people.  The society and many 

relationships remain hierarchical and the values of collectivity, harmony and self-

sacrifice are still esteemed by Taiwanese people.  Those raised in Western culture can 

easily miss the deep psychological influence that these ideologies bring to bear in the 

daily lives of Taiwanese married women.  Therefore, although modern Taiwanese 
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women have become economically independent and have earned a certain prestige 

through education, they are still expected to follow most traditional Chinese values and 

play conventional roles in the marriage.   

Taiwanese married women play four basic roles in their lives: that of a daughter-

in-law, wife, mother, and working woman.  The role of daughter-in-law often brings 

married women much stress due to the Chinese hierarchical family structure and the 

cultural value that a married woman should sacrifice herself for the good of her 

husband’s family (Chao & Roth, 2000; Sandel, 2004).  Harsh treatment of the daughter-

in-law by the mother-in-law is often seen in Taiwanese family life and is a cause of 

concern among family-life educators.  In this dynamic the daughter-in-law is seen as a 

threatening intruder who is attempting to control her husband (Lu, 1990; Sandel, 2004).  

If a married woman lives with her husband’s family, she needs to look after her 

husband’s family and do the household chores even though she is working outside the 

home (Sun, 2005).  If a married woman is allowed to live only with her husband and 

children, she still needs to visit the parent-in-laws frequently, give obligated money, and 

look after their lives.  These situations bring Taiwanese married women burdens and 

stress (Yang, 1995). 

As a wife, the Taiwanese married woman is strongly expected to give birth to a 

son to continue her husband’s family line, which is another factor causing stress in the 

marriage (Yang, 1999).  If a married woman cannot have a son, she may feel guilty in the 

marriage because she assumes responsibility for breaking her husband’s family line 

(Yang, 1999).  In terms of the role of mother, a Taiwanese married woman needs to take 
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charge of rearing and educating children because the Taiwanese still believe that taking 

care of the family is the major duty of the woman (Cheng, 2010).  Mothers are blamed by 

the family and society for not educating their children if their children earn low academic 

scores or misbehave in school (Chen & Luster, 2002; Cheng, 2010).  A Taiwanese 

working woman is also influenced by the characteristics of the Taiwanese labor market.  

There is less job stability for women, fewer opportunities for promotion and lower 

salaries compared to their male counterparts (Chang, 2006; Lu, 1990; Lu, 1991; Vere, 

2002; Wang, 2006).  Taiwanese married women struggle with the conflict between their 

roles as homemakers, mothers, and full-time employees (Chang, 2006). 

Having to play these multiple roles brings Taiwanese married women much stress.  

Researchers have found a high rate of depression among Taiwanese married women 

(Chang, 2009; Chao, 2005; Chen, 2007; Wang, 2000; Wu, 2006; Wu, 2008; Wu & Kuo, 

2007).  A mother’s attitude and emotions greatly affect a child’s development and 

learning achievements (Chen & Luster, 2002; Chen, 2008; Gottman & DeClaire, 1997; 

Liu, 2007).  If a mother lives with continual stress and her health is marginalized, it is 

unhelpful to the child’s development and the quality of the family life may decline 

(Chang, Lansford, Schwartz, & Farver, 2004; Chao, 2005; Chen, 2008).  The wellbeing 

of a married woman is significant to the family in Taiwan because of her multiple roles.     

Research Purpose and Question 

Among the various methods for helping people reduce stress and improve the 

quality of life, meditation practices have become greatly valued in recent years (Becker & 

Shapiro, 1981; Chiesa, 2009; York, 2007).  This study is focused on Zen meditation 



 5 

 

because it is quite prevalent in the lives of people in Taiwan.  Zen meditation was 

originated in China and Taiwanese people are familiar with this meditation approach.  

Zen meditation has been found to be a good means to help people reduce stress.  

Researchers have shown that Zen meditation improves people’s physical health and 

emotional wellbeing (Chiesa, 2009; Lu, 2009; Lopez, 2003; Newman, 1993; Wu, 1992; 

Xu, 2010).  People who practice Zen meditation experience peace, joy, and feel freer 

from anxiety and stress (Lu, 2009; Peng, 1993; Xu, 2010).   

As a family educator in Taiwan, I was interested in the experience of Taiwanese 

married women who practice Zen meditation as well as what Taiwanese married women 

have in common as they experience Zen meditation.  I was interested in the essence of 

the phenomenon－the lived experience of Taiwanese married women who practice Zen 

meditation.  Understanding the phenomenon will provide family educators with insights 

and ways to help Taiwanese married women improve their wellbeing and lives.   

The purpose of this study was to discover the essence of Taiwanese married 

women’s lived experience of Zen meditation.  The research question was: What is it like 

for Taiwanese married women having roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and 

working woman to practice Zen meditation in their lives?  
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CHAPTER 2:  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter includes a description of the background of Taiwan, the Chinese self, 

and Confucianism.  It also consists of a review of existing research regarding the role of 

married women in traditional Chinese culture and the conflict between work and family 

life for Taiwanese married women.  Finally, the chapter concludes with Zen Buddhism, 

Zen meditation, research about Zen meditation, and a summary.   

Historical Context of Taiwan 

Taiwan is a small island located off the southeast coast of mainland China; it 

presently has a population of over twenty million.  Taiwan was part of China until 

political changes in 1949 when China officially divided into two parts: the People’s 

Republic of China (China) and the Republic of China (Taiwan).  Unlike China, Taiwan is 

a representative of traditional Chinese culture because Taiwanese people have preserved 

most of the Chinese heritage without suffering from the Cultural Revolution that occurred 

in China after the communist takeover of China (Lee, 2001).  Understanding traditional 

Chinese culture and Chinese ideologies helps us comprehend why Taiwanese married 

women play multiple roles and live stressful lives.   

Chinese Self 

The Chinese concept of self can give us insight into the general Chinese 

personality and help us make sense of why Taiwanese married women are willing to play 

multiple family roles and consequently bear extra stresses.  There is a traditional Chinese 
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cultural understanding of the self and how people should manage their self in everyday 

life.  The Chinese self refers to the collective self rather than the individual self.  Lehman, 

Chiu, and Schaller (2004) wrote that the purposes of personal development such as self-

direction, pursuits of personal excellence, and realization of inner potentials are central 

elements of Western culture.  However, in Chinese culture, the purpose of personal 

development is to exceed the bounded individual self through cultivating concerns for the 

collective good (Yang, 1995).  Chinese people value group agency over individual 

agency, particularly for the family; the group agency derives from the interdependent self 

that is driven by others in relationship and interaction (Yang, 1999).  In Chinese culture, 

self-worth is constructed from a different psychological foundation whereby lower self-

esteem is compensated for by positive feelings of being a valued member in the group, 

and of being psychologically connected to group members (Yang, 1997).  Factors related 

to the feelings of group connectedness are the predictors of life satisfaction for most 

Chinese people (Yang, 1997).  In sum, the collective self has been the nature of 

Taiwanese people.  From the above description of Chinese character, it is not surprising 

that Taiwanese married women are willing to sacrifice their own desires and needs for 

harmony and the good of the family.   

Confucianism 

 Confucianism has dominated Chinese societies and impacted Chinese people for 

thousands of years.  Learning about Confucianism helps us to better understand why the 

social status of married women in Chinese culture is so low that they become suppressed 

in many conditions.   
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Confucianism was established by Confucius over 1500 years ago and is deeply 

rooted in many aspects of Chinese life.  Confucianism includes five virtues to define 

relationships among individuals.  The five virtues are kindness (ren 仁), righteousness (yi

義), propriety (li禮), wisdom (zhi智), and trustworthiness (xin信); the five basic social 

relationships are defined as father and son, ruler and ruled, husband and wife, elder 

brother and younger brother, and friend and friend (Park & Chesla, 2007).  The five 

virtues provide the foundation for guiding people’s actions especially in practicing the 

five relationships.  Among the five relationships, only the last one, friend and friend, is 

not hierarchical. The goal of Confucius and his followers was to construct a moral 

structure for society and for families through building the four types of hierarchical 

relationships in the society (Park & Chesla, 2007).  Each type of the hierarchical 

relationship is organized by the hierarchy of age, generation and gender; in relation to 

familial hierarchy, a distinction is made between the old and the young, and between men 

and women (Lee, 2001).  In each case, the latter is supposed to obey the former.  

Children should obey their parents unconditionally.  The wives should obey their 

husbands when encountering marital conflicts.  In Confucian societies, people value the 

characters of submission, loyalty, duty, conscience, harmony, consensus, reciprocity, 

trust, and sympathy in the society (Yan & Sorenson, 2004).  Individuals are expected to 

control personal desires and emotions to maintain the hierarchical relationships. 

Harmony and stability are also important values in Confucianism that provide the 

basis for the survival and prosperity of any collective entity.  Harmony is the highest 

good; without harmony, a family cannot maintain itself, a community will collapse, and a 
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society will disintegrate (Yan & Sorenson, 2004).  Therefore, personal wellbeing should 

not disrupt harmonious social relationships or harm the underlying hierarchical social 

structure, which is supposed to maintain all types of harmonious social relationships (Yan 

& Sorenson, 2004).   

Another important characteristic of Confucianism is the emphasis on the ethic of 

filial piety, which impacts Chinese people most.  Due to the fact that in Confucianism, 

the family is the prototype of all social organizations and individuals need to be 

subordinated to the family (Park & Chesla, 2007), the ethic of filial piety is reflected in 

strategies used by parents for their children’s socialization and growth (Chen & Luster, 

2002).  Under the ethic of filial piety, training and government are two important 

concepts for Chinese parenting practices (Chao, 1994; Chen & Luster, 2002).  In terms of 

training, young children are taught by their parents to follow filial piety and societal 

expectations in both social and academic development (Chao, 1994; Cheng, 2010; 

Huntsinger & Jose, 2006).  Children are trained to comply with filial piety and mothers 

adopt authoritarian parenting to help children achieve socialization and academic 

accomplishments.  In terms of government, if a child misbehaves or shows bad manners 

when outside the home, it is viewed and perceived as a consequence of poor child-rearing.  

This would bring the family shame and the mother is criticized for not parenting well and 

is consequently blamed (Chen & Luster, 2002).  Parental control and high expectations 

are based on the ethic of filial piety advocated by Confucius, which has been identified as 

one of the major family values in Chinese culture (Pearson & Rao, 2003).  The stress to 

yield to parental demands typically leaves one with little choice even when children 
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become adults.  It is the filial obligation of sons and daughters to obey the parents 

perpetually.   

In sum, rooted in Confucianism, Chinese people pursue a moral society and make 

various social relationships hierarchical.  Individuals need to repress themselves to 

maintain the harmony of the relationships.  Filial piety plays an important role in the 

relationship between parent and child and people should comply with their parents’ rules 

and fulfill their parents’ expectations even in their adult life.  Confucianism dominates 

traditional Chinese culture and Taiwanese married women inherit the legacy of 

Confucianism and bear many burdens from it.  How Confucianism shapes the role of 

married women in traditional Chinese culture and affects the lives of Taiwanese married 

women is outlined in the following sections.   

The Role of Married Women in Traditional Chinese Culture 

According to Confucianism, once a woman is married, she has become a member 

of her husband’s family and her formal tie with her original family is finished (Lu, 1990).  

This cultural phenomenon is seen through the ritual of the traditional Chinese wedding 

ceremony.  The bride’s father or brothers pour water upon the ground.  This ritual 

symbolically represents the daughter and tells everyone that she, like the water, will 

never return to her family (Lu, 1990).  The life for a married woman in traditional 

Chinese culture is embedded in her husband’s family where obedience, timidity, 

reticence, and adaptability are viewed as the main virtues for her (Yu et al., 2004).  There 

are three traditional roles in the family that Taiwanese married women need to play in 

Chinese culture.  The first, and the most important one for married women, is the role of 
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daughter-in-law.  Among the various types of in-law relationships for a married woman, 

the most problematic one is the mother-in-law and daughter-in-law relationship (Lu, 1990; 

Sandel, 2004; Yang, 1995; Yang, 1999).  As expressed earlier, according to 

Confucianism, sons and daughters need to obey the ethic of filial piety to follow their 

parents’ control and expectations at all times.  Because a married woman has become a 

member of her husband’s family and finished the formal relationship with her original 

family, she needs to treat her husband’s parents as her own parents and submit to them.  

In addition, from the viewpoint of the husband’s family, a married woman is changed 

from an outsider to an insider through marrying into the family (Sandel, 2004).  Whether 

she can be accepted by the family is greatly affected by the attitude of her mother-in-law 

because the new wife needs to comply with the teachings and training of her mother-in-

law and diligently help with household chores (Sandel, 2004).  If there is a quarrel 

between a man’s wife and his mother, the husband will most likely advise his wife to 

listen to his mother (Lee, 2001). 

Lee (2001) found that although daughters in contemporary Taiwan are not as 

much despised as in the past, essential things have not changed and many parents still 

prefer sons to daughters.  The traditional Chinese culture still permeates the woman’s 

inner life and naturally becomes part of her; family structures and social norms are deeply 

interconnected with the role of women.  Sandel (2004) interviewed 16 mothers-in-law 

and their respective daughters-in-law in Taiwan and found that conflicts primarily 

centered on the issue of daughters-in-law challenging the authority of their mothers-in-

law.  This behavior is deemed to violate the hierarchical structure of the society; mothers-
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in-law expect their daughters-in-law to respect them unconditionally even when they act 

in an unjust manner.  On the other hand, daughters-in-law express that conflicts are the 

result of unintentional acts or the faults of elders.  Moreover, Chao and Roth (2000) 

investigated the experiences of Taiwanese women caring for parents-in-law and indicated 

that the ethic of filial piety is a primary duty and lifelong commitment for Chinese people; 

Taiwanese married women accordingly feel obligated to care for their parents-in-law 

unconditionally.  Chao and Roth also pointed out that a married woman’s health needs 

are easily neglected due to sacrificing themselves to take care of the whole family.  They 

concluded that society and health professionals should make extra provision for the care 

of Taiwanese married women.   

The second role of a married woman in traditional Chinese culture is to be a 

submissive and loyal wife.  The main purpose of marriage in traditional Chinese culture 

is to give birth and continue the family line (Yang, 1995; Yang, 1999).  Having a son is 

very important to a married woman in traditional Chinese culture.  If the wife cannot bear 

a son, the mother-in-law would intervene in her son’s marriage and demand her son to 

either divorce the original wife or build a relationship with another woman outside of the 

marriage to have a son in order to continue the family line (Yang, 1995).  The sense of 

security of mothers is to shape close, loving bonds with their sons so that they will be 

assured of a secure place for themselves in their old age and obtain a powerful position in 

the family (Lu, 1990).  In addition, the division of labor between husband and wife in the 

family is clearly defined in Confucianism.  The husband takes charge of the external 

affairs of the family and the wife looks after the internal affairs.  This division of labor 
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maintains the stability and harmony of a family (Lee, 2001; Yu, et al., 2004).  According 

to Confucianism, men are expected to acquire a good education for future success and a 

good career, but women are not (Yu, et al., 2004).  The wife is responsible for managing 

the household and raising and educating the children while the husband is in charge of 

providing the family income (Yu, et al., 2004).   

Yang (1999) investigated the experiences of the marital relationship among 

infertile women in Taiwan and found that infertile women in contemporary Taiwan have 

a sense of failure, regret over the loss of children, pursue an invisible dream, and endure 

an uncertain waiting process.  In terms of marital relationship, infertile women make 

much effort to get pregnant, bear pressure together with their husbands, lack connection 

with the in-law family, bear a lot stress, face the riskiness of divorce, seek causes and 

treatments for infertility, feel ashamed, and need to seek new meanings for their marriage.  

Moreover, researchers in Taiwan found that the rate of Taiwanese married women 

experiencing depression is high because married women cannot work out the conflicts of 

power, money, unequal marital status, and the unfair division of labor in domestic affairs 

between husband and wife (Chang, 2009; Chao, 2005; Chen, 2007; Wang, 2000; Wu, 

2006; Wu, 2008).  In sum, from the research findings, it becomes evident that a married 

woman in Taiwan bears a heavy burden and lives a stressful life due to society’s and 

family’s great expectation for bearing a son and the conflicts of the above mentioned 

inequalities in the married life. 

The third role of a married woman in traditional Chinese culture is that of being a 

dutiful and caring mother.  According to Confucianism, children should obey the ethic of 
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filial piety, pursue great academic achievements, and honor their parents because parents 

are responsible for arranging a good future for their children (Chen & Luster, 2002; 

Kornadt & Trommsdorff, 2003).  The major responsibility for traditional Chinese 

mothers is to stay home to raise and educate their children (Yu et al., 2004).  From the 

perspective of Confucianism, individuals need to control personal desires and emotions to 

maintain the harmony of the hierarchical relationships in the society.  It would be a 

shame to the family and group if individuals misbehave or show bad manners outside the 

home.  Based on these cultural values, mothers feel obligated to prevent their children 

from misbehaving outside; otherwise, they would be blamed by the family and society for 

not educating their children well.  The attitudes of mothers toward their children are both 

authoritarian and caring (Chao, 1994).  Mothers are not only responsible for teaching 

their children but also need to take good care of every need of their children in daily life 

and the mother-child relationship is interdependent (Yu et al., 2004).  There is an old 

Chinese saying that the hope and life meaning of Chinese mothers are tied to their 

children’s success and achievements.  Chinese mothers are expected to sacrifice their 

own needs and desires to help their children grow and succeed (Cheng, 2010).  The belief 

is that when children have a bright future, the entire family will have a strong sense of 

accomplishment and feel honored.  Mothers, because of their impact on their children, 

can feel a sense of pride, which should be sufficient for her personal life meaning (Lee, 

2001).   

Chen and Luster (2002) found that the parenting of mothers in contemporary 

Taiwan is authoritarian in nature as a result of the Confucianism deeply-rooted in 
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Taiwanese society.  The parenting practice involves training the child and strict discipline.  

Mothers in Taiwan emphasize children’s academic achievements and would be criticized 

for not being able to teach their children if they behaved badly outside.  Chen and Luster 

also found that maternal depression is another factor that affects both authoritative and 

authoritarian parenting practices.  Depressed mothers are not in the mood to be warm and 

caring with their children and are more likely to express anger toward their children.  In 

addition, Yeh and Bedford (2004) found that in contemporary Taiwan, children do not 

exhibit filial piety as in the past but parents still demand children to comply with their 

controls and expectations.  This often creates conflicts and tension in the parent and child 

relationship.  Parents struggle with their children’s inappropriate behaviors and their 

children.  In sum, the duty of educating children for married women in contemporary 

Taiwan is heavy due to cultural and societal expectations, especially because 

contemporary children tend not to comply with their parents’ expectations.   

Conflicts between Work and Family Life for Taiwanese Married Women 

Although Taiwanese society has been greatly industrialized and urbanized, 

Confucianism still has an impact on contemporary Taiwanese people.  The structure and 

culture of the society remains male-centered.  Both generational and gender hierarchies 

continue to exist in the family.  A married woman is still expected to bear a son to 

continue her husband’s family line and devote her life to her husband’s family (Cheng, 

2010).  The family life for a married woman is busy because she is expected to take care 

of parents-in-law, raise and educate children, do the household chores, and the like 

(Chang, 2006; DeHaas, 2006; Sun, 2005; Vere, 2002). 
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In addition to the conventional responsibilities, many Taiwanese married women 

are choosing their own careers and contributing to the financial wellbeing of the family.  

The traditional Chinese value that men should be the only ones in charge of providing the 

family income is beginning to change.  Taiwanese women have the same opportunity to 

earn an education as men and usually have their own careers.  This complicates the life 

for a married woman in Taiwan as she finds herself busier than past generations when the 

bulk of a married woman’s role was to care for her family, children and in-laws (Chang, 

2006; DeHaas, 2006; Sun, 2005; Vere, 2002).   

Researchers are now focusing on the conflicts and the wellbeing of Taiwanese 

married women.  Sun (2005) found that when married women are employed and live with 

their parents-in-law, filial piety is such a deep-seated cultural value that it will undercut 

gender role transformation in the family.  Their husbands rarely do housework or 

childcare and interventions by parents-in-law restrict the decision-making power of 

married women.  On the other hand, if married women do not live with their parents-in-

law, their employment becomes more effective in reducing marital inequality but the 

absence of parents-in-law compromises the childcare.  Chang (2006) revealed that a high 

proportion of Taiwanese married women leave their jobs because of unequal status to 

men, less opportunity of promotion coupled with lower salaries, and the conflict between 

their roles as housewives, mothers, and full-time employees.  Similarly, Vere (2002) 

indicated that the probability for married women to change their jobs from blue-collar 

occupations to white-collar is high because white-collar occupations are more likely to 

provide married women with time and energy to take care of their young children.  Lu’s 
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study (1991) revealed that married women’s work patterns in terms of formal and 

informal employment are a result of the division of labor by gender in both the family 

and the labor market; wives tend to work part-time when they have small children, or 

when the family has a middle-level income.  Moreover, according to DeHaas (2006), if 

married women desire to gain personal fulfillment within the social structure, rather than 

acquiescing to or resisting the demands of parents-in-law and husbands, they are using 

techniques that bend the rules so that they are able to fulfill their needs as workers and 

yet maintain family harmony.  This rule bending is seen when women negotiate decisions 

with their husbands, rely on sympathetic mothers-in-law who themselves were working 

women, and freely ask their own mothers for childcare. 

In summary, due to the fact that Taiwanese society is rooted in Confucianism, 

Taiwanese married women are expected to play the traditional role in the family even 

when they have their own careers.  It turns out that Taiwanese married women need to 

play multiple roles in their lives, which are being a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and 

working woman.  The burdens from the roles usually bring married women much stress.  

The wellbeing of married women should be a great concern of the society and health 

professionals.   

Zen Buddhism 

In the following pages, I sketch the important concepts of Zen Buddhism and Zen 

meditation as far as they are germane to my particular research.  The literature about Zen 

Buddhism is so immense that I limited the discussion to highlight a bit of its history and 

its relevant concepts.  Zen Buddhism is one branch of Buddhism and was brought to 



 18 

 

China from India by the Buddhist monk Bodhidarma.  It was originally called Ch’an (禪).  

In Japan, it was called Zen (Chiesa, 2009).  The term Zen refers to enlightenment, a way 

of life, a way of perception, and a way of liberation (Davich, 1998; Xu, 2010).  Whereas 

Buddhism has many religious practices, Zen focuses on the goal of achieving Buddahood 

by realizing one’s true self.  Peng (1993) characterized three main teachings in Zen 

Buddhism as follows.   

1. Do not be dependent upon words and language.  This implies that absolute 

Truth or Reality cannot be realized through intellectually learning; rather, it is 

realized through direct and immediate personal experience.  Buddha himself 

advocated that absolute Truth is beyond words and concepts.  Zen Buddhists 

see Ultimate Reality as void or nothingness.  Conceptualization is insufficient 

for comprehending things as they really are, because it depends upon a 

projective and false division of reality into subject and object.  Reasoning can 

only come near to reality at its surface but intuition can break through to its 

depths.  Unless one avoids dualistic thinking, one cannot attain the Absolute 

Truth and peace.  The best way of seeing one’s self-nature is to have no 

thoughts, and the best form of being is no mind.  Having both no thoughts and 

no mind indicate no egocentric desire and no attachment.  Conversely, when 

one is ego-centered, one retains a separation from one’s self-nature and 

Ultimate Reality.  Moreover, intellectual learning tends to take the means as 

the goal.  For example, many Zen masters tell their students that the finger 
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pointing toward the moon is not the moon itself.  Words and languages are 

only means, not the goal (Peng, 1993).   

2. Direct pointing to the mind of humans.  In Chinese, the word mind “心” 

includes the concept of heart.  Mind has two meanings: the individual mind 

and the universal mind.  The individual mind is originally pure and clear.  

However, the deluded thoughts conceal it because the mind engages in 

differentiating things.  On the other hand, the universal mind includes the 

higher self and is referred to Buddha-Nature, which is beyond experiential self 

but is one’s original nature.  The universal mind is the Ultimate Reality or 

Emptiness, which is aware of itself and is not our experiential consciousness.  

Zen wisdom is not our awareness but being’s awareness of the Ultimate 

Reality or Emptiness within us (Peng, 1993).   

3. Seeing one’s own self-nature directly to achieve Buddhahood.  Seeing our 

nature is to be aware of our original nature and inherent qualities and to 

realize that our true nature is Buddha-Nature, this is Buddhahood.  When there 

are no deluded thoughts in the mind, the mind becomes clear and quiet of 

itself.  If the mind is clear, it is close to Buddha’s mind, our true nature.  Thus, 

people should seek Buddha within themselves rather than outside.  Seeing our 

self-nature or self-realization is the goal of Zen.  Zen Buddhism teaches that 

all human beings have Buddha-Nature, and everyone is endowed with 

inherent wisdom (Peng, 1993). 

In sum, Zen Buddhism is one branch of Buddhism and was brought to China from 
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India in history.  Zen is not a religion but a way of living that provides liberation from 

suffering.  Zen focuses on seeing one’s own self-nature and sees it as the way to 

eventually attain the true self.   

Zen Meditation 

Zen Buddhism advocates that enlightenment is nothing special, but that our true 

nature through meditation is a way to experience Buddhist nature and realize the true 

nature (Davich, 1998; Suzuki, 1980).  Zen cannot be attained by turning away from an 

active life to become immersed in meditation; rather it needs to be consistent with daily 

life (Suzuki, 1980).  One can apply the attitude of Zen meditation to observe all actions 

that one performs throughout the day without judging (Shapiro & Zifferblatt, 1976).  

Seeing one’s own nature means that Buddha is within one’s own mind and there is 

nothing that one can seek from outside.  To help one realize the true nature, Zen 

meditation involves two practice techniques known as concentration (止) and 

mindfulness (觀) (Xu, 2010).  According to Peng (1993), concentration helps tranquilize 

the mind; mindfulness helps obtain insight and inner wisdom.  If one only practices 

concentration, one cannot obtain inner wisdom to reach the true self; if one only practices 

mindfulness, one cannot reach tranquilization and may be trapped into discursive thought.  

Tranquilization (定) is the basis; wisdom (慧) is the function of tranquilization.  When 

concentration accords perfectly with mindfulness, this is Zen wisdom.  Therefore, both 

techniques are one essence and cannot be separated when practicing Zen meditation 

(Peng, 1993).   

In the practice of concentration, the goal is to reach tranquilization (Peng, 1993).  
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There are different ways to help people reach tranquilization.  Generally, people use 

breath counting as a means for concentration.  Breath counting helps one bring back 

awareness.  While one watches and counts each breath, one’s mind slowly calms down.  

If one’s mind is distracted by outside sounds and happenings, one simply brings one’s 

attention back to one’s breath counting without judging.  The breath counting in natural 

rhythm and without strain gives the mind a scaffolding to enter into the status of 

tranquility (Kapleau, 1980).  Through the practice of concentration, one is able to stay 

present and enter mindfulness to open the gate to Zen wisdom (Peng, 1993).   

In the practice of mindfulness, according to Peng (1993), one is aware and 

sensitive to one’s feeling by observing how thoughts and feelings ebb and flow.  Through 

the process, one obtains insight that life is like a movement, a flow of water; one can 

understand the meaning of emptiness, the impermanence of life and the meaning of no 

self.  However, the understanding is not an intellectual knowing; rather, it comes from 

inner wisdom through the practice of mindfulness.  When one realizes there is no 

constancy and permanence, one becomes detached from worldly reality.  This realization 

helps one expand one’s consciousness and experience non-duality.  One accordingly feels 

no self and emptiness with everything in the universe.  Eventually, one will see one’s true 

nature and achieve enlightenment (Peng, 1993).   

There is an important method for the practice of mindfulness to clear the mind 

and see the true nature.  Zen masters believe that enlightenment is achieved through no 

thoughts and the avoidance of dualistic thinking.  A koan (公案) is a method designed by 

Zen masters to help the pupils overcome the trap of dualistic thinking and attain the direct 
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awaking (Peng, 1993).  In other words, a koan is used to help people open their mind and 

break through the bondage of both subjectivity and objectivity.  According to Fowler 

(2005), a koan was a Chinese invention and refers to what has long been all but ignored.  

“These short, apparently paradoxical riddles, or slightly longer stories posed by the 

master, sometimes offer the pupil a choice between two possible answers, neither of 

which is acceptable at face value” (p. 125).  In Zen Buddhism, enlightenment cannot be 

achieved through intellectual learning; neither is it possible to reach the meaning of a 

koan by this means.  “The koan is employed not to develop powers of conceptualization, 

but to disrupt the sequence of logical thought and so bring about enlightenment by 

inducing an altered state of consciousness” (p. 125).  The meanings of koans will 

effortlessly be revealed through the process.  The following example illustrates how the 

ancient famous Zen master, Hui-Neng, used a koan to enlighten his disciple, Ming, by not 

offering a direct answer or an intellectual instruction.   

Once Ming asked Hui-Neng, what was Ch’an?  Hui-neng did not 

answer his question directly, instead, he replied: “Show me your 

original face, as it was before you were born.”  Having heard this 

irrelevant answer, Ming’s mind opened instantaneously, and he 

grasped spontaneously the truth behind the answer that is to see 

one’s self-nature directly (Peng, 1993). 

In conclusion, Zen is a way of living.  Meditation should be practiced not only 

while sitting but also throughout one’s daily activities, whether walking, thinking, eating, 

or talking.  The goal of Zen meditation is to clear the mind, break dualistic thinking, and 
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reach the true nature.  Zen meditation includes two practice techniques: concentration and 

mindfulness.  Concentration helps tranquilize the mind; mindfulness helps gain insight 

and wisdom.  Both techniques are one essence and cannot be separated when practicing 

Zen meditation.  In addition, the practice of a kaon without judgments and dualistic 

thinking helps one obtain freedom from the attachment to deluded thoughts and reach the 

true nature. 

Research on Zen Meditation 

Research indicates that Zen meditation improves people’s mental wellbeing and 

physical health (Chiesa, 2009; Johnson, 2011; Lopez, 2003; Lu, 2009; Newman, 1993; 

Peng, 1993; Wu, 1992; Xu, 2010).  Research concerning Zen meditation mostly has been 

focused on the electroencephalographic, neuroimaging, biological, and clinical evidence 

of the effects of Zen meditation (Chiesa, 2009).  The following are the highlights of some 

of these findings.   

The electroencephalographic research indicates that people have an increase in 

their alpha and theta activity especially related to relaxation; theta activity can be 

correlated to the degree of experience and thus it is greater in experienced practitioners 

and advanced masters (Kasamatsu, 1966; Murata, 1994).  In addition, Zen meditation 

supports neuroprotective effects and reduce the cognitive decline associated with normal 

aging (Pagnoni & Cekic, 2007).  Therapists and musicians have found that Zen 

meditation reduces stress, blood pressure, and is helpful in positively impacting a variety 

of physical and mental conditions (Chiesa, 2009).  People who practice Zen meditation 

experience peace, joy, and feel free from unhealthy attachment and anxiety (Lu, 2009; 
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Peng, 1993; Xu, 2010).  Zen meditation helps people become more compassionate and 

enhance their relationships (Brenner & Homonoff, 2004; Lopez, 2003; Peng, 1993).  

Moreover, research evidence also supports Zen meditation as a way to improve parenting 

skills and parent-child relationships (Liu, 2007).  Because seeking the true self is the 

main purpose of Zen meditation, there are improvements in self-regulation and control 

and the period of the practice of Zen meditation impacts its effectiveness (Compton & 

Becker, 1983; Shapiro & Zifferblatt, 1976).  Wu (1992) found that Zen meditation 

develops people’s self-awareness and autonomy and increased depth of the practice 

enhances effects; likewise, Brenner and Homonoff (2004) reported that Zen meditation 

promotes people’s awareness, acceptance, and responsibility. 

Summary of Chapter 2 

In this chapter, I have examined the dynamic influences of traditional Chinese 

culture and Confucianism upon the lives of Taiwanese married women.  These influences 

are deeply imprinted on the psyche of those raised in a primarily Chinese society.  

Consequently Taiwanese married women play multiple roles in the family, which result 

in added burdens and stress.  A number of researchers have suggested that it would be a 

significant value to society if professionals can help Taiwanese married women to reduce 

stress.  I have also discussed the main teachings of Zen Buddhism and the practice of Zen 

meditation.  The review of research on Zen meditation has shown that Zen meditation 

generally improves people’s health and wellbeing.    
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CHAPTER 3:  

METHODOLOGY 

 The purpose of this study was to discover the essence of Taiwanese married 

women’s lived experience of Zen meditation.  The research question was: What is it like 

for Taiwanese married women who have roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and 

working woman to practice Zen meditation in their lives?  I chose descriptive 

phenomenology to conduct this inquiry because it was the most relevant to the research 

purpose, to understand the essence of the lived experience of the participants.  This 

chapter begins with a description of the definitions of phenomenological terms, the 

philosophical traditions of phenomenology, and the philosophical method of descriptive 

phenomenology.  It also contains a description of the issues of validity in phenomenology, 

the rationale for the use of descriptive phenomenology and the methods that I used for 

my dissertation research. 

Definitions of Phenomenological Terms 

Phenomenon 

The Greek word phenomenon means that which shows itself in itself (Heidegger, 

1962).  By going to “the thing” itself, we as researchers try to stand in such a way that the 

thing can show itself to us, and thus the thing is understood as a phenomenon (Husserl, 

1970).   

Lived Experience 

“Lived experience” a term used in phenomenological research, to stress the 
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importance of individual experiences of people as conscious human beings ((Moustakas, 

1994).   

Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is defined as the totality of the lived experience that belongs to a 

single person and is made known through consciousness (Giorgi, 1997). 

Intentional Experience 

 “Intentional experiences are acts of consciousness.  I perceive a tree.  My 

intentional experience is the combination of the outward appearance of the tree and the 

tree as contained in my consciousness based on memory, image, and meaning” 

(Moustakas, 1994, p. 55). 

Natural Attitude 

According to Husserl, natural attitude “is the everyday immersion in one’s 

existence and experience in which we take for granted that the world is as we perceive it, 

and that others experience the world as we do” (Dahlberg, Dahlberg, & Nyström, p. 33, 

2008).   

Phenomenological Reduction 

Phenomenological reduction is a methodological device invented by Husserl 

(1859-1938) for helping make research findings more precise.  It refers to being attentive 

to the phenomenon and researchers setting aside, to the extent it is possible, all feelings, 

biases, expectations or preferences that might prevent them from coming to the 

phenomenon as presented by the participant’s description (Giorgi, 1997). 
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Bracketing (Epoche) 

 The Greek word for bracketing is Epoche, meaning to stay away from or 

withhold.  It is the first step of the phenomenological reduction, the act of suspending 

judgment about the natural world (Husserl, 1962).  Moustakas (1994) defined it as “a 

preparation for deriving new knowledge but also as an experience in itself, a process of 

setting aside predilections, prejudices, predispositions and allowing things, events, and 

people to enter anew into consciousness, and to look and see them again, as if for the first 

time” (p. 85).   

Free Imaginative Variation 

Free imagination means “to seek possible meanings through the utilization of 

imagination, varying the frames of reference, employing polarities and reversals, and 

approaching the phenomenon from different perspectives, different positions, roles, or 

functions” (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 97-98).   

Constituents 

 Constituents are meaning units that explain the actual essence of the phenomenon 

and elaborate the structure of the experience (Dahlberg, at al., 2008).   

Philosophical Traditions of Phenomenology 

Phenomenology seeks to understand anything that can be experienced through the 

consciousness one has of whatever is given (Giorgi, 2009).  “Phenomenology focuses on 

the appearance of things, a return to things just as they are given, removed from everyday 

routines and biases, from what we are told is true in nature and in the natural world of 
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everyday living” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 58).  There are two major approaches to 

phenomenological research.  One approach is descriptive and the other one is 

hermeneutic.  Husserl (1859-1938) and Heidegger (1889-1976) are considered to have 

the greatest impact on these two phenomenological approaches.  Husserl developed 

descriptive phenomenology and emphasized description over understanding, a reflection 

of his interest in finding the essential structure of experience (Moustakas, 1994).  Husserl 

(1970) asserted that the only way to understand a phenomenon is through the lens of 

one’s experience of the phenomenon and researchers can only investigate human 

experience from a state of pure consciousness.  He advocated that we must exclude all 

empirical interpretations and existential affirmations.  We must take what is inwardly 

experienced or otherwise inwardly intuited as pure experiences.  Our descriptions must 

be free from presuppositions.  In contrast, Heidegger was more interested in seeking 

hidden meaning in a phenomenon rather than purely describing an experience, an 

approach later referred to as hermeneutic phenomenology (Ray, 1994).  Heidegger (1962) 

argued that there is no way to divide understanding and interpretation because human 

beings are by nature interpretive beings.  He also proposed that investigation itself shows 

that the meaning of phenomenological description as method lies in interpretation.   

Similarly, modern researchers have different preferences between descriptive and 

hermeneutic phenomenology.  Giorgi and Van Manen are two important contemporary 

phenomenological theorists.  Giorgi (1997) preferred the descriptive approach because he 

advocated that “for pure phenomenology, the task is to describe the intentional objects of 

consciousness from within the perspective of the phenomenological reduction” (p. 241).  
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He viewed the hermeneutic approach as a way of explaining the phenomenon in terms of 

some given factors.  “Interpretation is not description because in order to account for a 

phenomenon it brings a perspective to the given, either from theory or for pragmatic 

reasons” (Giorgi, 1997, p. 241).  Van Manen (1997) argued that all descriptions are 

ultimately interpretations and chooses the hermeneutic approach to interpret the meanings 

of lived experience.  He believed that phenomenology is not only a description, but it is 

also an interpretive process in which the researcher makes an interpretation of the 

meaning of the lived experiences.  He encouraged researchers to use other external 

sources in the analysis and reflection on the original text.   

Phenomenological research is different from natural scientific research that aims 

to create the kind of knowledge that allows one to predict and control the topic under 

investigation (Polkinghorne, 1989).  Phenomenological research seeks understanding for 

its own sake and addresses the question what?  not why?  Polkinghorne (1989) proposed 

that phenomenological research results could increase our understanding of these 

experiences and lead to several consequences.  First, “we can appreciate and be more 

sensitive to those involved in these experiences, a particularly significant consequence for 

those in the helping professions” (p. 58).  Second, “some of the understandings originated 

from logical-mathematical theories and research can be enlarged on, deepened, and, in 

some cases, corrected” (p. 58).  Third, “social action and public policy can be amended 

so as to be more responsive to the way in which we experience various situations” (p. 58).   

In summary, the character of phenomenological research is different from that of 

traditional scientific research; within phenomenology itself, the two philosophical 
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traditions have significantly different implications for research.  Researchers need to 

figure out which phenomenological tradition works best for their particular research goal 

before doing research. 

Philosophical Method of Descriptive Phenomenology 

Giorgi (1997) indicated that there are three interlocking steps for the 

philosophical method of descriptive phenomenology: reduction, description, and the 

search for essences.  Reduction is imperative for doing phenomenological research.  

Reduction means to be attentive to the phenomenon and researchers must set aside, to the 

extent it is possible, all feelings, biases, expectations or preferences that might prevent 

them from coming to the phenomenon as presented by the participant’s description.  It is 

important for researchers to be aware of how they are in the world.  To enter into the step 

of reduction, a researcher needs to (a) bracket past knowledge in order to encounter the 

phenomenon freshly and describe it precisely as it is experienced, and (b) withhold any 

existential claims to consider what is given precisely as it is given as phenomenon, which 

means to simply contemplate the description as belonging to the participant who wrote it.  

Giorgi asserted that “no work can be considered to be phenomenological if some sense of 

the reduction is not articulated and utilized” (p. 240).   

In terms of the step of description, Giorgi (1997) claimed that “the descriptive 

step becomes a detailed concrete description of specific experiences from an everyday 

attitude from others” (p. 243).  He advocated that phenomenology is committed to 

descriptions of experiences, not explanations or analyses because for “pure” 

phenomenology, “the task is to describe the intentional objects of consciousness from 
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within the perspective of the phenomenological reduction” (p. 241).  Descriptive 

phenomenology would limit itself to what is given and a sufficiently rich description 

would include an intrinsic account of the phenomenon.  Interpretation not only adds 

nothing to knowledge but also removes the aliveness and vitality from the nature, roots, 

meanings, and essences of experience (Moustakas, 1994).   

In terms of the step of the search for essences, Husserl (1970) suggested that one 

look for that essence of the phenomenon being researched through a method that he calls 

free imaginative variation.  The task of free imagination variation is “to seek possible 

meanings through the utilization of imagination, varying the frames of reference, 

employing polarities and reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from different 

perspectives, different positions, roles, or functions” (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 97-98).  

Giorgi (1997) encouraged researchers to use their imagination to awaken possibilities in 

doing phenomenological analysis.  Using imaginative variation helps the investigator 

examine whether an identified theme is an essential constituent of the lived experience.  

During the process, an effort is made to imagine the experience without having the 

constituent.  If the experience is possible without the constituent, the constituent is not 

essential to the experience.  When the essential constituents are identified, the structure of 

the experience will be constructed and transformed into disciplinary language.  The 

essential constituents are reviewed and examined in order to develop a structure of the 

lived experience, a phenomenon.   

Giorgi (1997) claimed that the above three steps are the major criteria for judging 

descriptive phenomenological research.  These criteria are relevant to the criteria of the 
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traditional scientific research such as sampling procedures and how variation is achieved.  

If one conducts descriptive phenomenological research, one will need to articulate how 

one implements the three criteria in the study.   

Issues of Validity in Phenomenology 

The validity of phenomenological research is different from traditional scientific 

research.  The validity of the latter is based on comparisons with pre-established 

assumptions, hypotheses, and objectivity, whereas the validity of the former is based on 

the rich description of the phenomenon.  In terms of the degree of validity of 

phenomenological findings, Polkinghorne (1989) asserted that it depends on the power of 

the presentation in convincing the reader that the findings are trustworthy and accurate.  

Researchers must convince readers that the two types of inferences they have made in 

reaching their findings are powerfully supported.  One is the transformation of the raw 

data into phenomenological expressions.  The other one is the synthesis of the 

transformed meaning units into a general structural description.  The reader must be able 

to follow the descriptive processes that have led to the conclusions and to accept them as 

valid.  If the readers have experienced the phenomenon as well, the findings must 

correspond to the readers’ own experiences of the phenomenon (Polkinghorne, 1989).   

Giorgi (1988) pointed out that the researcher’s attitude of phenomenological 

reduction is important to the validity of phenomenological research.  As mentioned 

earlier, the word phenomenon in Greek means that which shows itself in itself (Heidegger, 

1962).  The researcher needs to stand in such a way that the thing can show itself to the 

researcher, and thus “the thing” is understood as a phenomenon (Husserl, 1970).  In other 
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words, the phenomenon is made known through the researcher’s consciousness.  In order 

to reach the phenomenon, the researcher must be aware of what he or she has known and 

hold back all past experiences and knowledge that might stop the researcher from 

keeping an open attitude to the phenomenon as presented by the participant’s description.  

Giorgi advised that if past knowledge is imposed upon the phenomenon, the researcher 

risks error.  Therefore, the essential criterion for judging a phenomenological study is 

whether the researcher maintains the phenomenological reduction attitude.   

Rationale for the Use of Descriptive Phenomenology 

There are two main reasons that I chose descriptive phenomenology as my 

research method.   

Meditation and Phenomenology 

Researchers suggested that phenomenology is an appropriate method for doing 

meditation research (Beal, 1993; Bowman, 1987; Brown, 2003; Kornfield, 1979; Peng, 

1993; Snyder, 2010).  Psychologists have also claimed that there is a need for 

phenomenological investigations of meditation practices (Shapiro, 2008; Tart, 1972a).  

Phenomenology provides researchers with a way to investigate the variety and patterns of 

participants’ meditation experiences and also enables participants to openly share and 

describe their experiences (Peng, 1993).  In order to investigate what people experience 

during meditation practices, traditional quantitative research using physiological 

measures of participants’ meditation experiences is not sufficient and instead it has been 

proposed that phenomenology is most applicable for research on meditation (Farthing, 

1992).  Phenomenological research may be the most helpful method by which to 
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descriptively explore people’s common experiences of meditation practices (Hood Jr, 

Hill, & Spilka, 2009).  Although the condition of each phenomenological study is 

different, the commonality of meditation experiences can be observed in each study.  

Therefore, more and more researchers support the idea that phenomenology is a good 

research methodology for investigating people’s experiences of meditation (Brown, 

2003).   

Discovery of the Essence of Phenomenon 

As discussed earlier, there are two phenomenological traditions: hermeneutic and 

descriptive phenomenology.  Phenomenological scholars have indicated that the two 

approaches both emphasize the lived experience of participants but serve different 

research goals (Lopez & Willis, 2004; Wojnar & Swanson, 2007).  The scholars made 

clear distinctions between the usages of the two approaches.  Hermeneutic 

phenomenology is focused on the holistic context of the participants’ experience and then 

finding meanings in what participants have said, and accordingly it is most useful when 

investigators aim to understand how context influences structures and sustains 

experiences.  On the other hand, descriptive phenomenologists focus on seeking 

similarities in human experiences, looking for patterns and universals, and ultimately 

aiming at finding solutions.  If investigators aim to discover universal aspects of a 

phenomenon that was never conceptualized and if the ultimate goal is to develop 

interventions then descriptive phenomenology is most useful (Lopez & Willis, 2004; 

Wojnar & Swanson, 2007).   

Based on the above distinctions, descriptive phenomenology is clearly the right 
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approach for my research method rather than hermeneutic.  Descriptive 

phenomenological approach of looking for patterns and universals with a view to finding 

solutions matches my focus and interest to develop better ways to help improve the lives 

of Taiwanese married women.   

Self-Reflection 

Self-reflection has different meanings in phenomenological traditions.  Laverty 

(2003) indicated that hermeneutic phenomenology is focused on the meanings of 

participants’ lived experience and researchers usually keep a reflective journal to help 

themselves reflect and interpret the meanings of the phenomenon being investigated.  

“The biases and assumptions of the researcher are not bracketed or set aside, but rather 

are embedded and essential to interpretive process” (p. 17).  Researchers need to 

frequently reflect their own experience and explicitly state the ways where their position 

or experience relates to the phenomenon being researched.  The research report may 

contain the researcher’s personal assumptions and the theoretical concerns from which 

interpretation has occurred.   

On the other hand, in descriptive phenomenology, self-reflection is typically part 

of the preparatory phase of research.  It refers to the writing down of the researcher’s 

self-reflections for reference in the process of text analysis (Laverty, 2003; Polkinghorne, 

1989).  The purpose of this reflection is for the researcher to bracket and set aside 

personal biases and assumptions in order to approach the phenomenon afresh without 

preconceived notions of what will be found in the investigation.  This awareness serves to 

prevent the researcher from imposing personal expectations on the study.   
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Based on the above distinctions, the work of self-reflection in this study was done 

in the preparatory phase of research in order to attain the phenomenological reduction 

throughout the study.  Therefore, I reflected and examined my personal assumptions 

before doing research.  Below are the assumptions that I have identified for this study.   

Assumptions Related to the Topic of the Study 

I was born in Taiwan and am shaped by Chinese culture and Confucian values.  

As a woman growing up there, I found that Confucianism oppresses women, and that 

women and men are not equal in many situations in the society.  My Chinese perspective 

and cultural experience make me believe that the life is not easy but rather stressful to 

Taiwanese married women.  Although research supports this perspective, I was aware of 

this presupposition when interviewing participants and doing text analysis.   

In addition, as a beginning Zen meditator, I learned the benefits of Zen meditation 

for people’s lives.  Although research also supports the fact that Zen meditation improves 

people’s wellbeing, I was aware of my experience and this supposition when doing 

phenomenological research on this topic.   

Assumptions Related to the Methodology of the Study 

Several assumptions impact the methodology consistent with descriptive 

phenomenology that was used in this study.  The assumptions are as follows. 

1. The truth, phenomenon, will reveal itself to us.   

2. No research can be done without going through the researcher’s 

intentionality and consciousness.   
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3. For “pure” phenomenon, one can only know what one experiences by 

attending to perceptions and meanings that awaken one’s conscious 

awareness. 

4. Interpretation not only adds nothing to knowledge but also removes the 

aliveness and vitality from the nature, roots, meanings, and essences of 

experience. 

5. Phenomenology is helpful to meditation research.   

6. The sense of openness is crucial in phenomenological research.   

7. The task of free imagination variation is important for looking for the 

essence of the phenomenon.   

In summary, the work of self-reflection for this study was required in the 

preparatory phase of research in order to reach and maintain phenomenological reduction 

throughout the study.  I was aware of the above identified assumptions and pre-

understandings when interviewing the participants and analyzing the text.   

Guidelines for Phenomenological Research 

The goal of phenomenological research is to discover the essence of the lived 

experience rather than research generalization or prediction; thus, there is no need for the 

representativeness of participants and random sampling of a population (Norlyk & 

Harder, 2010).  The main criterion for choosing participants is that they are able to 

function as informants to provide rich descriptions of the experience being investigated 

(Polkinghorne, 1989).  The interview is typically the method in phenomenological 

research through which data are collected about the topic and question (Moustakas, 1994).  
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By using open-ended interviews, the researcher goes to “the things themselves” and turns 

to research participants’ life world to explore a phenomenon of common interest.  The 

main interest of inquiry is not the person as informant, but the phenomenon.  The tasks of 

the researcher are to assist participants in telling their stories and to be with the informant 

and the phenomenon (Dahlberg at al., 2008).  Therefore, the phenomenological interview 

is conceived as a conversation that involves an interpersonal engagement, during which 

participants are encouraged to share with the researcher the details of their experiences.  

The focus of the interview is on the experience of the interviewee and is theme-oriented, 

not person-oriented.  The time of the interview depends on both the amount of self-

reflection that the participant feels comfortable with and the topic of study (Polkinghorne, 

1989).   

Pilot Interviews 

As preparation for research, I conducted two pilot interviews based on the 

aforementioned guidelines when I visited my family in Taiwan.  With my friends’ help, I 

was able to promptly arrange two potential participants for pilot interviews.  They were 

both Taiwanese married women having roles of daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and 

working woman and identified themselves as Zen meditators.  Unfortunately however, 

the lived experience that they provided was insufficient.  One of the participants talked 

much about Zen Buddhism and the stories between a Zen master and herself rather than 

the lived experience of Zen meditation in the four roles.  The other one provided good 

descriptions of the lived experience but I later found out that she was not a Zen meditator.  

The meditation that she practiced actually came from a new religious system in Taiwan, 
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not the Zen tradition.  Although the lived experience of the pilot interviews was 

disappointing, I gained experience using phenomenological interviewing techniques and 

tested the relevancy and clarity of the interview protocol questions.  Below are the results 

that I obtained from the pilot interviews.   

One result of the pilot interviews is that I found that the time for a complete 

phenomenological interview in this study needed to be about two hours.  As introductions 

proceeded, I could sense that the participants did not yet feel comfortable in opening to 

me and talking about their experiences.  Therefore, I spent more than forty minutes to 

introduce myself, the purpose of the interview, the background of the study, and to 

answer their questions.  After helping them feel comfortable and building mutual trust, I 

was able to do the phenomenological interview.  It was important to build the relationship 

with the participants before the interview.  The more time I spent chatting with the 

participants, the richer and more in-depth experiences that I obtained from them.  As 

Moustakas (1994) proposed, “the interviewer is responsible for creating a climate in 

which the research participant will feel comfortable and will respond honestly and 

comprehensively” (p. 114).   

 Another outcome of the pilot interviews was the modification of the interview 

protocol questions.  Because the phenomenological interview is unstructured and open-

ended, the two participants sometimes did not know what to say and how to continue 

after they finished one story.  I usually needed to invite them to describe more details by 

using probing questions.  The final version of the interview questions is presented in 

Appendix C.   
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 One significant issue that surfaced in the pilot interviews was that the participants 

were interested in the research findings, which raised the issue of whether I should send 

them the transcripts and allow them to change their descriptions if they noticed a 

discrepancy.  Many qualitative researchers have followed Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) 

criteria by asking their participants to help them evaluate the research findings and 

correct any wrong interpretations.  However, according to Giorgi (1989; 2008b), using 

participants to evaluate the findings within descriptive phenomenology contradicts the 

theory.  Giorgi (2008b) pointed out that “the participants describe their experiences from 

the perspective of the natural attitude, while the analysis is performed from the 

phenomenological perspective and from a disciplinary perspective” (p. 5).  He claimed 

that there is no reason for participants to verify or correct research findings.  Giorgi stated 

that because the research concerns a discipline, the findings should be oriented from the 

perspective of the discipline.  The focus of the research is not to make clear the 

experience of the participants for their own sake, but for the sake of the discipline.  

Norlyk and Harder (2010) also argued that the perspectives between participants and the 

researcher are not consistent and if the final work is determined by participants, there are 

no arguments for the researcher to do the analysis.  Similarly, if there is a discrepancy 

between the researcher and participants, Giorgi (1989; 2008b) asserted that philosophical 

method and attitude of descriptive phenomenology will provide the safeguards because 

the aim of the descriptive phenomenological analysis is to understand the meaning of the 

description according to what is solely given in the data.  The researcher only tries to 

describe the ambiguity as it presents itself.  Likewise, Norlyk and Harder stressed that 
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phenomenological research is different from other empirical research because 

philosophical differences would have different methodological implications for empirical 

research so that Lincoln and Guba’s criteria used by most empirical qualitative research 

cannot work for phenomenological research. 

Based on the experience of the pilot interviews and the theoretical concern, I 

provided the participants in this study with the results of text analysis, which are the 

general structure of the phenomenon and the constituent descriptions of the phenomenon, 

rather than the transcripts.   

Participant Recruitment 

I submitted the research plan to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the 

University of Minnesota and sought potential participants in Zen centers in Taipei in 

Taiwan after receiving approval.  In phenomenological inquiry, the phenomenon is with 

the informant and the researcher can only approach the phenomenon through the 

description of participants.  Thus, it is important to find participants who are able to 

provide rich descriptions of the experience being investigated.  In this study, the criterion 

for selecting participants is that participants were required to have the four roles: 

daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman when they started Zen meditation.  In 

the beginning, I thought that it would be easy to find qualified participants given that Zen 

Buddhism is popular in Taiwan.  However, it actually took me much time and energy to 

find qualified ones.  Most of women that I met in Zen centers were either single or retired.  

I found that Taiwanese married women who have the four roles are usually too busy to 

attend activities in Zen centers.  It turned out that I needed to ask the unqualified 
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participants that I had met in Zen centers to help seek qualified ones through their social 

network in Zen centers.  I finally got a number of women who were qualified for this 

study to participate my research.   

Giorgi’s (2009) proposed descriptive phenomenological method works best for a 

small number of participants.  In my original proposal I planned that five to six 

participants would be adequate for my research.  This proposed number was supported in 

the actual research results as follows: When I finished three interviews on the qualified 

participants, I found that the descriptions of the lived experience from the interviews 

appeared similar due to the fact that they were all long-time Zen practitioners.  The 

experiences that they provided looked quite the same.  Then after completing five 

interviews, I decided to stop interviewing more participants because I found the patterns 

and themes of the phenomenon had repeated themselves clearly. 

Participant Profiles 

This study included five participants who were all Taiwanese married women 

having roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman who had practiced 

Zen meditation in their lives for more than seven years.  All participants were assured of 

confidentiality.  To protect the participants’ anonymity, I have used the designations P1, 

P2, P3, P4, and P5.  The following are summary sketches of each of the five participants.   

P1 is fifty-eight years old.  She learned Zen meditation in 2000 and has practiced 

it habitually for seven years.  She has been married for thirty-one years and has a thirty-

one-year-old daughter and a twenty-nine-year-old son.  P1 and her husband immigrated 

to Canada in 1992 where they raised their family.  She and her husband own a number of 
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apartments for rental and manage a home building company.  P1 and her husband 

generally live in Canada for half of a year and in Taiwan for the other half because P1’s 

father-in-law passed away three years ago and her mother-in-law lives alone in Taipei, 

the capital city of Taiwan.  P1 and her husband take care of the mother-in-law every time 

when they return to Taiwan for half of a year.   

P2 is forty-five years old.  She learned Zen meditation in 2004 and has practiced it 

frequently for seven years.  She has been married for twenty years and has two sons, ages 

in nineteen and twenty.  Her parents-in-law do not live with them.  She is a community 

manager serving four hundred and fourteen households with one thousand and six 

hundred individuals.   

P3 is fifty-two years old.  She learned Zen meditation in 2000 and has practiced it 

regularly for eleven years.  She has been married for twenty-six years and has two 

daughters, ages twenty-four and twenty-one.  Her father-in-law passed away ten years 

ago and her mother-in-law lives by herself in the country.  P3 and her husband raised 

their family in Taipei.  The mother-in-law sometimes comes to stay with P3’s family.  P3 

is a teacher of special education in elementary school.   

P4 is fifty-five years old.  She learned Zen meditation in 1992 and has practiced it 

consistently for twenty years.  She has been married for thirty-two years and has two 

daughters, ages thirty-two and twenty-three.  Her father-in-law passed away nineteen 

years ago and her mother-in-law lives by herself in the country.  P3 and her husband 

raised their family in Taipei.  She works for a Zen publisher company. 

P5 is fifty-one years old.  She learned Zen meditation in 2000 and has practiced it 
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regularly for seven years.  She has been married for twenty-eight years and has a twenty-

seven-year-old son and a twenty-four-year-old daughter.  Her father-in-law passed away 

ten years ago and her mother-in-law lives by herself in the country.  P5 and her husband 

raised their family in Taipei.  She owns a hairdressing and beauty shop and manages ten 

professionals in the shop.   

To sum up, the five participants were all experienced in the practice of Zen 

meditation and had the four roles of daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman 

since they started to practice Zen meditation in their lives.  They all identified themselves 

as Zen practitioners in their lives.  They practiced Zen meditation when they were 

available even during walking and working.  The participants incorporated Zen into every 

aspect of their lives.   

Interview Process 

As described, before interviewing I contacted the participants and had prior 

conversations to introduce the research and myself.  After I completed the informed 

consent process and the consent form was signed, the interview began.  The interviews 

took place individually and according to the preference of the each participant.  

Interviews were unstructured and the questions were broad and open-ended.  Based on 

the experience of the pilot interviews, I took approximately two hours to help each 

participant recall their experiences and explore the topic in depth.  My task was to 

cultivate a productive dialogue with the participant that attended to the phenomenon as 

deeply and thoroughly as possible.  In other words, I made a concerted effort to direct the 

participants’ intentionality and awareness toward the phenomenon of interest (Dahlberg 
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at al., 2008).  The participants were asked questions that invited them to clarify or deepen 

the description of their experiences being investigated such as: (a) As a daughter-in-law, 

wife, mother, and working woman, please describe for me your experience of Zen 

meditation in your life. (b) What is it like for you to practice Zen meditation in your life 

in terms of being a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman? (c) What 

experience stands out in your mind? (d) Is there anything else you can share with me that 

would help me understand what it is like for you to practice Zen meditation in your life?  

The participants were encouraged to take a few moments to focus on the experience, 

moments of particular awareness and impact, and then to describe the experience fully 

(Moustakas, 1994).  These open-ended questions led to a textural description and a 

structural description of the experience, and eventually provided an understanding of the 

common experience of the participants.   

Text Development 

All the interviews were digitally audio-recorded and transcribed to create the text 

for analysis.  Given that a descriptive phenomenologist needs to reduce interpretation and 

my research participants speak Mandarin, I interviewed, transcribed, and analyzed text 

originally spoken in Mandarin, in order to purely reflect the participants’ viewpoints and 

avoid unexpected interpretation caused by the language translation from Mandarin to 

English.  After completing text analysis, I presented the research findings in English and 

proceeded to the research discussion.   

After each interview, I reflected on the interview itself and examined my attitude 

of phenomenological reduction through my own journaling.  The journaling served two 
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purposes.  First, it was a practical tool used to assess the quality of the interviews.  I 

recalled the conversations between the participant and me in each interview and made 

improvements for new interviews.  Second, the journaling was a tool for me to check if I 

had set aside the assumptions that I had identified before doing the research in order to 

approach the phenomenon afresh.  This reflection served to prevent me from imposing 

personal expectations when I interviewed the participants.   

Text Analysis 

Text analysis is the core stage of research efforts in phenomenological research.  

The researcher must integrate the examples into an accurate essential description of their 

contents and the particular structural relationships that form the elements unto a unified 

experience (Polkinghorne, 1989).  My approach to the phenomenological text analysis 

was informed by Giorgi (1997; 2009) and Dahlberg et al. (2008).  Giorgi (1997) proposed 

four basic procedures for doing text analysis: (a) reading the data through entirely to get a 

sense of the whole; (b) dividing the data into parts for meaning units; (c) organizing and 

transforming the meaning units into disciplinary language; (d) expressing the structure of 

the phenomenon.  However, Dahlberg et al. described that Giorgi’s phenomenological 

analysis method was originally designed for analyzing relatively short narratives, where 

an entire study consists of approximately ten to twenty pages.  In my study, each 

interview generated twenty to forty pages of text.  Therefore, I adapted Giorgi’s method 

based on the work of Dahlberg et al. to accommodate the length of text.  The following is 

a description of the procedures that I used in my text analysis.   

Reading the Text for a Sense of the Whole 
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Originally, I held back my foreknowledge of the phenomenon throughout the 

process and read the transcripts to get a sense of the whole.  The attitude of reduction is 

imperative throughout the phenomenological research (Giorgi, 2009).  In order to 

maintain the openness to the phenomenon under investigation, I actively examined 

personal assumptions before and during the process of research.  I also bracketed my 

revisions of the pre-understandings that may have occurred during the interviews so that I 

approached the text with the ability to see it freshly as phenomenon.  In addition, 

following Giorgi’s (1997; 2009) and Dahlberg et al.’s (2008) approach to text analysis, 

the first step in the analysis of text was a holistic reading of the text.  I read the transcripts 

for each participant several times to develop a general sense of the lived experience.  

There was no need to thematize any aspect of the description when doing the global 

reading.  The point here was to build a global sense of the phenomenon that later allowed 

me to better understand the parts.   

Breaking Text into Parts and Uncovering Meaning Units  

After I became familiar with all of the text holistically, I moved to a closer and 

detail-oriented reading of the text.  Given that most of the descriptions of the participants’ 

experiences were too lengthy to be managed holistically, I needed to divide them into 

parts, the meaning units.  At the end of analysis, the meaning units were contained within 

the description.  Giorgi (1997) stated that this step of the analysis requires an approach to 

the text from a specific disciplinary position.  The meaning of discrimination presumes 

the prior assumption of a disciplinary perspective.  For example, a researcher with a 

psychological perspective does a psychological analysis; one with sociological 
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perspective does a sociological analysis.  The meaning units do not appear in the 

descriptions by themselves but are constituted by the attitude and activity of the 

researcher.  My discipline is family education; thus, I sought meaning units from the text 

that were relevant to family education.  According to Giorgi (1997), this step is 

discovery-oriented and different from other logical-empirical research methods that adopt 

specified criteria.  In order to discover meanings from the text, no criteria and rules need 

to be adopted.  Therefore, I kept a very open attitude to let unexpected meanings emerge.  

Giorgi advocated that the phenomenological reduction attitude is important as well 

during the process and researchers need to have their professional sensitivity and 

spontaneity function in order to intuit relevant meanings.  Operationally, I went back and 

reread the description with the attitude of reduction and was sensitive to the phenomenon 

being researched.  Every time I experienced a shift of meaning during the reading of the 

description, a mark was made in the appropriate place.  I repeated the process in such a 

manner until the whole description could not be delineated with other objective meaning 

units.  The second step of analysis was then terminated.   

It should be noted that this process of establishing meaning units assists the 

researcher to manage large collections of interview transcripts for further analysis and 

helps discover possible meanings that initially appears in the text.  However, this is not 

for determining which meaning units are essential to the phenomenon being investigated 

(Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003).   

Examining and Clustering Similar Meaning Units  

Meaning units are small parts of the text and not all units in the text contributed to 
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the essential meanings of the phenomenon.  In this step, the meaning units of each 

interview were examined to determine if the unit was incidental, or not relevant to the 

phenomenon.  Dahlberg et al.’s (2008) proposed that making clusters of meaning is an 

important intermediary on the way to structure the phenomenon.  However, the clusters 

are not the outcomes of the research but rather a temporary pattern of meanings that helps 

the researcher see the constituents and structure of the phenomenon.  Following Dahlberg 

et al.’s approach, I gathered the meaning units that I found essential for the phenomenon 

in one document and attempted to cluster them.  I frequently checked the meaning units 

against the whole phenomenon and asked myself whether a given cluster could stand by 

itself or whether was a part of another cluster.  I finally established that there were 

eighteen clusters of similar meanings as shown in Appendix E. 

Expressing the Structure of the Phenomenon  

Dahlberg et al. (2008) described that when the original text has been emptied of 

all meanings and the meanings are neatly clustered, it is time to move on and the original 

text is again viewed as a whole by the researcher.  All clustered meanings now should be 

related to each other and form a pattern that describes the phenomenon.  Giorgi (2009) 

stated that the presentation of the descriptive phenomenological findings contains two 

basic parts: a general structure and the constituents of meaning units.  The researcher 

synthesizes the essential constituents and ties them together into a descriptive statement 

of the general structure of the lived experience.  Giorgi stressed that the structure of the 

phenomenon has to be mindful of the whole.  Dahlberg et al. (2008) similarly described 

that the lived experience is presented in two basic ways: a general structure for the lived 
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experience and a number of essential constituents under the structure.  The structure of 

the phenomenon is first presented as a brief description that depicts the essential 

meanings of the phenomenon in general ways.  The constituents are later presented as 

elaborations of the general structure and are stated in more specific ways.  Dahlberg et al. 

proposed that the structure be written in the present tense because it describes how the 

phenomenon is, not what the participants said about it.  The constituents are described in 

depth and the goal is to show all possible nuances that are present in the original text 

excerpts.  The context of the description or the meaning nuances is given with quotes 

from the original source in the first place (Dahlberg et al., 2008).   

The purpose of this study was to discover the essence of the phenomenon of 

Taiwanese married women who have roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and 

working woman and who practice Zen meditation in their lives.  The results were 

presented as the general structure and the constituents of the lived experience of 

Taiwanese married women who practice Zen meditation in their lives.  The process of 

determining the constituents required reflections and applying imaginative variation.  

There were eighteen clusters of essential meanings.  For each of the eighteen clusters of 

meanings, I kept asking myself what is truly essential for the phenomenon of Taiwanese 

married women’s lived experience of Zen meditation.  When I was re-reading the 

transcripts, I kept asking myself questions about the phenomenon such as: What did she 

say here?  Is this a description of the phenomenon or does it describe something 

irrelevant?  Is this description repeated in another portion of the interview?   

Additionally, the method of free imaginative variation played a significant role in 
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the process of determining the constituents (Giorgi, 1997; 2009).  The process of 

determining constituents based on disciplinary perspective and language is a time-

consuming process.  I was careful to stay along the line of family education and not be 

drawn off to other disciplines such as psychology.  In this study, many of the participants’ 

descriptions of their experiences of Zen meditation were related to psychological 

transformation as shown in Appendix E.  However, my perspective is family education, 

not psychology; my focus was to help Taiwanese married women improve their family 

and work lives.  I was aware that I was doing a family education perspective study of Zen 

meditation, not a psychological study of Zen meditation.  I spent much time and energy 

coordinating the eighteen meaning units and transforming them into the essential 

constituents grounded on the perspective and language of family education by using free 

imaginative variation.  I kept asking myself: What does it tell me?  Is it essential for the 

phenomenon based on the perspective of family education?  Can I imagine the 

participants experiencing better lives through Zen meditation without the constituent?  I 

asked these questions both to better analyze the text and to continually question my own 

pre-conceived notions.  Finally, a total six essential constituents were revealed as 

displayed in Appendix F.  Because I was not doing a psychological Zen study and needed 

to align meaning units with family education perspective, I integrated the former eight 

meaning units concerning psychological meanings into one category, which is the first 

constituent: self-transformation and personal growth.  However, it was hard to combine 

the eight meaning units under one category because this obscured the essence of the 

phenomenon.  Therefore I grouped the eight meaning units into three subsequent 
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categories under the first constituent (see Appendix F).  This step was significant because 

these three subsequent groups of meaning units were actually the important factors that 

supported the participants in improving their family relationships and work lives as will 

be discussed in Chapter 5.  After forming the first constituent, I coordinated the latter ten 

meaning units into five constituents.  This process of organizing and determining the 

constituents finally made the family education line clear. 

Similarly, the process of finalizing the constituents and the general structure was 

time-consuming and interactive.  As stressed by Dahlberg et al. (2008), 

phenomenological analysis focuses on describing the phenomenon rather than what 

individuals have said.  I synthesized the insights contained in the constituents and stepped 

back from the particulars of the constituents by focusing on the phenomenon in a very 

abstract way.  It required persistent writing and re-writing of the constituents and the 

general structure in order to best illuminate the phenomenon.   

In summary, there were four basic steps that I employed for the text analysis.  

They were (1) a global reading of the text; (2) the breaking of the text into parts; (3) 

clustering the similar parts, and (4) the searching for the essence of the phenomenon.  I 

maintained the phenomenological reduction attitude throughout the process.  The free 

imaginative variation was an important technique for me to clarify the essence of the 

phenomenon.    
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CHAPTER 4:  

EXPRESSION OF PHENOMENON 

This chapter includes the descriptions of the lived experience of Taiwanese 

married women who have multiple roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working 

woman and who practice Zen meditation in their lives.  The lived experience is expressed 

in two basic parts: the general structure and the constituents of the lived experience.  The 

structure is a brief statement that depicts the essence of the phenomenon as a whole.  The 

constituents are the elucidation of the structure of the phenomenon. 

Structure of Taiwanese Married Women’s Lived Experience of Zen Meditation 

The regular practice of Zen meditation has much impact on the lives of Taiwanese 

married women who have four roles: daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman.  

These women experience self-transformation and personal growth.  They constantly 

regulate themselves through Zen meditation and obtain its results such as a clear and 

peaceful mind, staying grounded and stable, and viewing things objectively and rationally.  

With the enhancement of these capacities, they become aware of personal temperament 

and behavioral patterns and are more willing to modify their behaviors and attitudes.  

They reduce their ego self and consider things from other people’s perspectives.  They 

begin to see the world differently and deal with conflicts and problems creatively and 

wisely.  In addition, Zen practice helps them to appreciate everyone in their lives and 

develop great compassion toward others.  They not only take responsibility for their own 

lives but also care for the people in their family and workplace.  In the role of daughter-

in-law, unlike before, these Taiwanese married women open their hearts to their mothers-
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in-law and thus build better relationships.  In the role of wife, Zen practice helps these 

Taiwanese married women reduce conflicts with their husbands and improve their marital 

relationships.  Zen practice also enables these Taiwanese married women to respect their 

sons’ and daughters’ autonomy and individuality, an attitude much different from before.  

They consequently have closer and better relationships with their sons and daughters.  

Furthermore, Zen practice promotes work efficiency and enables these Taiwanese 

married women to enjoy helping people in the work place.  Zen has been a way of life for 

these women and helps them live positively and with confidence.   

Constituents of the Lived Experience 

The analysis of the participants’ descriptions of their experiences of Zen 

meditation revealed six essential constituents as follows: (1) self-transformation and 

personal growth; (2) opening the heart to the mother-in-law; (3) improving relationship 

with the husband; (4) becoming a warm and respectful mother; (5) increasing work 

efficiency and helping people at work; (6) Zen as a way of life.  The following is a brief 

description of each constituent.  Further elaboration of each constituent continues in 

Chapter 5.   

Self-Transformation and Personal Growth 

Zen meditation practice causes these women experience self-transformation and 

personal growth.  They constantly regulate themselves due to the effects of Zen 

meditation.  Zen practice makes these Taiwanese married women relaxed and peaceful.  

Their mind becomes clear and quiet.  They are able to stay grounded and stable 

physically and emotionally.  These enhanced capacities support them in detaching from 
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negative thoughts and emotions when there are conflicts with people.  Zen practice makes 

these Taiwanese married women manage things objectively and rationally, which enables 

them to find better ways of dealing with problems.  In addition, Zen practice helps these 

Taiwanese married women realize the fact that most of their former problems were 

caused because they were ego-centered.  They are consequently no longer self-centered 

and learn to appreciate others.  Related to this, Zen practice helps these women develop 

compassion toward other people and makes them care for people around them.  They 

consider things from others’ perspectives and change previous thoughts and ways of 

thinking.  They become mindful of personal temperament and behavioral patterns and are 

willing to constantly make changes to their behaviors.  They take responsibility to deal 

with issues in their lives. 

Opening the Heart to the Mother-In-Law 

Zen meditation practice helps these Taiwanese married women improve 

relationships with their mothers-in-law.  Unlike before, they open their hearts to try to 

understand their mothers-in-law and treat their mothers-in-law as their own mothers.  Zen 

practice helps these women appreciate and have compassion for their mothers-in-law.  

Now, when there are conflicts with their mothers-in-law, they no longer attach to 

negative emotions and are able to interact well with their mothers-in-law.  The mothers-

in-law are moved by their caring attitude and likewise open their hearts to them as well. 

There is no distance between these Taiwanese married women and the mothers-in-law.  

Zen practice brings these women into good relationships with their mothers-in-law.   

Improving Relationship with the Husband 
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Similarly, Zen meditation practice helps these Taiwanese married women reduce 

conflicts with their husbands and have better and closer relationships with the husbands.  

In the past, there were patterns or conflicts existing in these married women’s 

relationships with the husbands.  Because Zen meditation practice diminishes these 

Taiwanese married women’s ego self and changes their ways of seeing the world, these 

women begin to see their husbands differently and to care for their husbands’ true needs 

and perspectives.  They become respectful and thoughtful of their husbands.  When 

conflicts do occur, these women stay calm and peaceful in managing the conflicts.  They 

find better ways to communicate with their husbands and resolve the problems.  The 

dynamics in the marital relationships gradually change and this brings positive and 

satisfying experiences for both these married women and their husbands.   

Becoming a Warm and Respectful Mother 

Zen practice transforms these Taiwanese married women’s parenting practices.  

They change from being strict and authoritarian to one who is warm and respectful.  Due 

to the fact that Zen practice diminishes the ego self and changes the ways of seeing 

problems, these Taiwanese married women examine their authority and reduce the 

controlling of their sons and daughters.  They come to appreciate their sons’ and 

daughters’ individuality and autonomy.  Zen practice also helps these women become 

aware and sensitive to their children’s’ emotions and feelings.  Their sons and daughters 

thus feel accepted and supported.  Zen practice greatly improves these Taiwanese married 

women’s relationships with their sons and daughters.   

Increasing Work Efficiency and Helping People at Work 



 57 

 

Practicing Zen meditation increases these Taiwanese married women’s work 

efficiency and makes them enjoy helping people at work.  Zen meditation practice brings 

these women a clear, peaceful mind and enables them to stay grounded physically and 

emotionally, which helps these women do things effectively.  Moreover, Zen practice 

helps these Taiwanese married women see problems objectively and appreciate other 

people’s perspectives, which supports them in finding creativity and wisdom to reduce 

conflicts with people at work.  Zen practice makes these women see everyone as equal 

and therefore they enjoy helping people.  Their warm attitude impresses people and 

contributes to good relationships in the workplace.  Thus the work experience of these 

Taiwanese married women is generally positive and pleasant.   

Zen as a Way of Life 

Zen has been integrated into the lives of these Taiwanese married women.  The 

effects of Zen meditation enable these women to see the world and life optimistically.  In 

their eyes, there is no distance or discrimination between people and themselves.  They 

live without the ego self and like to help and care for people.  They find that a positive 

energy and a positive pattern emerge in their lives; everything becomes bright and 

hopeful.  These Taiwanese married women live positively and with confidence.    



 58 

 

CHAPTER 5:  

 DISCUSSION OF CONSTITUENTS 

The purpose of this chapter is to elaborate and elucidate the constituents of the 

lived experience of Taiwanese married women having roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, 

mother, and working woman who have practiced Zen meditation in their lives.  A 

dialogue with the literature is incorporated into the discussion of the constituents.  Text 

excerpts from the interviews are presented to provide evidence for the constituents and to 

reveal the richness and depth of the lived experience.  Given that the participants were all 

long-time Zen practitioners, the phenomenon was repeated among the participants’ 

descriptions of their experiences.  I selected three examples with rich descriptions to 

illustrate the phenomenon for each constituent.  In some cases, the excerpts are quite long 

reflecting the contexts of the participants’ experiences.  The phenomenon is approached 

and seen through the contextual descriptions of the participants’ experiences. 

Constituent #1: Self-Transformation and Personal Growth 

This constituent is the foundation of the lived experience of Taiwanese married 

women having roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman who have 

practiced Zen meditation in their lives.  By practicing Zen meditation, the participants 

experienced self-transformation and personal growth.  They constantly regulated 

themselves through the effects of Zen meditation.  There are three essential meaning units 

comprising this constituent.  To illuminate the phenomenon, I divided this constituent 

into three sections for discussion based on the three subsequent groups of meaning units 

as illustrated in Appendix F.  The first section is mind-body transformation; the second is 
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living selflessly; the third is constant self-regulation.   

Mind-Body Transformation 

The participants initially experienced mind-body transformation after they 

practiced Zen meditation.  They felt relaxed and peaceful.  Their mind became clear and 

quiet so they were able to stay grounded and stable physically and emotionally.  They 

became able to not cling to negative thoughts and emotions when there were conflicts 

with people in their lives.  Zen practice made them view things objectively and rationally, 

and helped them find better ways to deal with problems.  The following text excerpts 

show the phenomenon:  

P1: Zen meditation supports me to keep a calm and peaceful 

mindset.  My mind is so clear that I rarely get emotional, which 

enables me to manage things rationally in daily life.  When I have 

conflicts with people, Zen practice brings me space and time to 

regulate myself for not reacting.  Otherwise, it would be easy for 

me to argue with people when I have different opinions or 

conflicts with people.  It helps me avoid being defensive and 

emotional to offend or hurt people.  This is really helpful to me 

when I am in relationships and it helps me get along well with 

people.   

P3: Zen meditation supports me to stay not only grounded 

physically but also balanced emotionally.  As a daughter-in-law, 
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wife, mother, and workingwoman, there are so many things in 

my life.  I am very busy but Zen practice helps me stay relaxed 

and stable physically and emotionally.  This is really good and 

helps me a lot.  Most importantly, I rarely get mad and emotional 

when I do things.  I do not attach to my emotions when people 

are angry at me or offend me.  I am able to manage conflicts with 

a relaxed and stable attitude.  I am objective and rational and 

manage things well.  People thus trust me and like to be with me.   

P2: I am a community manager and need to serve so many people 

every day.  People in the community have the thought that since I 

am being paid to help them that therefore I should fulfill their 

every need and expectation.  However, because I am the only 

person serving them, I am usually too busy to listen and meet 

their needs immediately.  The result is that they often get mad at 

me and conflicts easily occur.  In the past, I was unhappy and felt 

stressed out at work.  After practicing Zen, I become relaxed 

physically and emotionally.  I feel grounded and stable.  Zen 

completely transforms my life.  So, now, when there are conflicts 

or difficulties at work, I will practice Zen meditation to relieve 

myself.  When I become calm and relaxed, I am able to find 

wisdom to resolve the problems.  Zen meditation actually 

includes two practices: concentration and mindfulness.  Both help 
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me a lot.  I feel that concentration practice is the foundation of 

Zen meditation.  It helps me tranquilize my mind.  After I 

become calm and grounded, mindfulness meditation then helps 

me develop insight and inner wisdom.  This helps me gain 

wisdom to face the conflicts when I work.  Therefore, I am very 

much enjoying my work now and see the conflicts and challenges 

as good opportunities for me to exercise Zen meditation and 

improve myself.   

It is not surprising to see that the participants experienced the above mind-body 

transformation through Zen meditation.  The phenomenon is documented in the research 

literature.  As discussed in Chapter 2, Zen meditation brings people physical and 

emotional wellbeing (Chiesa, 2009; Johnson, 2011; Lopez, 2003; Lu, 2009; Newman, 

1993; Peng, 1993; Wu, 1992; Xu, 2010).  Zen meditation enhances people’s alpha and 

theta activities with respect to relaxation (Kasamatsu, 1966; Murata, 1994).  It likewise 

reduces stress, blood pressure, and improves physical and mental conditions (Chiesa, 

2009).  People practicing Zen not only obtain peace and joy but also liberation from 

unhealthy attachment and anxiety (Lu, 2009; Peng, 1993).  The participants’ descriptions 

of their experiences reflect the findings of the studies.   

Living Selflessly 

Following the mind-body transformation, the participants realized that they were 

ego-centered in their past relationships and that caused most of the problems in their lives.  

They were consequently no longer self-centered and learned to appreciate other people in 



 62 

 

their lives.  In addition, Zen meditation developed the participants’ capacity of feeling 

compassionate toward others and made them care for people around them.  They 

considered things from other people’s perspectives and changed previous thoughts and 

ways of thinking.  The following selected text excerpts exemplify the phenomenon:  

P4: After practicing Zen meditation, I rarely have negative 

thoughts and emotions appearing in my life because the tranquil 

mind enables me to consider things from various perspectives.  

When I am not bothered, I see things differently.  I can see 

everyone and myself objectively because my mind is so quiet.  I 

found that in the past I was so self-centered.  When my ego 

became small, I could understand other people’s perspectives and 

needs.  I began to feel sorry that I often used my own perspective 

to judge my family and make demands on them.  The tranquil 

mind helped me to correct myself. 

P1: After practicing Zen meditation, I discovered my own 

temperamental and behavioral problems.  I was intelligent and 

successful in school and work.  My schoolteachers praised me 

and when I began my career, the bosses appreciated my ability 

and trusted me very much.  I was doing excellent at work.  I had 

rarely failed in the past and this life experience shaped me into a 

strong and ego-centered person.  I developed a strong attitude that 

people should just listen to me and follow my opinions.  My 
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character was very dominant, aggressive, and controlling.  After 

practicing Zen meditation, I felt very sorry for this.  Zen practice 

helped me be aware of the problem that is that I had a strong self, 

liked to dominate people, and was very self-centered.  After 

practicing Zen meditation, I became transformed.  I started to 

appreciate everyone in my life and was able to listen to others.  

When I became no longer self-centered, it became easy for me to 

understand other people’s perspectives.  I turned to change my 

previous thoughts and ways of thinking.  I became compassionate 

and caring of people. 

P5: I was a hairdresser before.  When I began my career, I 

worked very hard.  After only a few years, I owned four 

hairdressing and beauty shops and managed more than one 

hundred professionals.  I was excellent and very good in running 

my business.  I was also very proud of myself for what I had 

achieved.  There were many intern-students working in my shops.  

After they graduated and if they were good in training, I would 

just hire them to work in my shops.  I was willing to train them 

and help them to become professional because most of them like 

me grew up in poor families and needed support.  My attitude 

toward them was very harsh and strict.  This was the only way 

that I could help them.  Moreover, I demanded of them high work 
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proficiency in order to help them make more money and manage 

the four shops.  I brought them much stress and burden.  I was 

impatient and a perfectionist.  I easily got mad at them.  My 

employees were actually afraid of me although I was helping 

them.  I knew this was not good but couldn’t stop myself.  I 

didn’t know how to improve the situation and lived unhappily 

until I practiced Zen meditation.  Zen meditation completely 

transformed me.  I became aware of my bad temperament and 

behavioral patterns.  I was so self-centered before and now I felt 

sorry for my employees.  I became compassionate toward them 

and listened to them, tried to understand their perspectives, and 

became caring of them.  Zen practice made my mind so calm and 

peaceful that I hardly got angry any more even when they 

offended me.  My personality turned gentle and different.  They 

were very touched by the change.  Zen meditation also helped me 

find better ways to support my employees and improved my 

relationships with them.   

The above examples illustrate the phenomenon that the participants reduced the 

ego self after practicing Zen meditation.  This phenomenon is echoing the research 

literature.  Living no self is highly valued in Zen Buddhism; it is an important goal of Zen 

meditation practice (Pawle, 2003; Peng, 1993).  Living no self means attaining one’s true 

nature and realizing the Buddha’s mind.  When one is ego-centered, one not only 
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separates from one’s true nature but also creates the attachment to deluded thoughts and 

sufferings in the life (Pawle, 2003; Peng, 1993).  On the other hand, when one reduces 

the ego self and realizes the true nature, one experiences peace, inner wisdom, love, and 

joy (Peng, 1993).  One also treats others with loving kindness and enhances 

interrelationships (Brenner & Homonoff, 2004; Lopez, 2003; Peng, 1993).  The 

participants similarly described that Zen meditation helped them find the issue of ego-self.  

They regretted that they were so ego-centered in their living before and realized this 

brought them most of the problems in their lives.  Zen practice not only helped the 

participants diminish the ego-self but also made them turn to appreciate others and 

develop great compassion to care for people around.  The participants stressed that living 

selflessly was significant for their self-transformation and continual growth.  This factor 

is not only the spirit of Zen teachings but also greatly supported the participants to 

improve family relationships and their work lives as will be discussed in the following 

constituents.   

Constant Self-Regulation 

When the participants realized the fact that the ego self caused many problems in 

their lives, they were willing to make changes and reflected on themselves constantly.  

Zen practice made them become aware of personal patterns and take responsibility for 

their own lives rather than expect others to change.  This phenomenon can be seen in the 

following excerpts:  

P1: Through Zen practice, I realized that I had a bad temperament 

that caused me to push people and my family.  If I didn’t practice 
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Zen meditation persistently, I would never have opportunity to 

truly know myself.  Zen is an attitude of life.  We really need to 

face ourselves.  It’s never too late for us to face self.  The spirit of 

practicing Zen meditation is to find the problems on our own.  

Zen meditation helps us first face self, know self, understand self, 

and then liberate self.  The most important step is to face self and 

then we are able to change self. 

P2: After practicing Zen, I became more responsible for my life.  

I constantly reflect on myself and change myself.  Our mind 

creates the world and our own reality.  Everybody does the same.  

We need to avoid the ego-centered and be aware of our arising 

thoughts and emotions.  Through the process, we are able to 

improve ourselves and manage things differently.  The key point 

is to avoid self-centeredness and consider things from others’ 

perspectives.  We need to unceasingly reflect on this.   

P4: Through Zen meditation, I constantly correct myself and 

avoid using my own perspective to judge things.  When I am not 

ego-centered and do things from other’s perspectives, things are 

easily resolved.  The tranquil mind enables me to truly see myself, 

examine myself, regulate myself, and then change myself.  When 

people saw my change, they changed their ways of being with me 

too.  There is a positive energy running between people and me.  
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It’s really good and important.  So, let’s always change ourselves 

first. 

The phenomenon resonates with the research literature.  It has been indicated that 

Zen meditation fosters people’s self-regulation and control (Compton & Becker, 1983; 

Shapiro & Zifferblatt, 1976).  People practicing Zen develop self-awareness, acceptance, 

and autonomy (Brenner & Homonoff , 2004; Wu, 1992).  The participants described that 

Zen meditation made them realize the issue of self-centeredness and turn to regulate 

themselves frequently.  They were mindful of personal temperament and problems and 

took responsibility for lives.  Researchers have reported the similar phenomenon in the 

practice of clinical social work.  Brenner and Homonoff (2004) found that Zen meditation 

helps social workers encourage clients to take responsibility for their own lives because 

Zen does not advocate that people withdraw from the world but rather emphasizes that 

practitioners need to regulate themselves and to connect with others and help people in 

the world.  The participants’ lived experience reflects the findings of the studies.   

Constituent Summary 

This constituent is the heart of the lived experience of Taiwanese married women 

having roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman who have practiced 

Zen meditation in their lives.  The constituent contributes to the other five constituents of 

the phenomenon in this study.  Three essential meaning units comprise this constituent: 

mind-body transformation, living selflessly, and constant self-regulation.  The 

participants first experienced mind-body transformation.  They became peaceful and 

stable physically and emotionally, which enabled them to detach from negative thoughts 
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and emotions.  Zen meditation also developed the participants’ self-awareness and made 

them acknowledge the issue of self-centeredness.  They accordingly learned to appreciate 

others and changed their ways of doing things.  They were mindful of personal 

temperament and behavioral patterns.  They took responsibility for lives and continually 

regulated themselves.  The above phenomenon is generally echoed in the research 

literature and the teachings of Zen Buddhism.  The following constituents are actually the 

results grounded on this constituent.   

Constituent #2: Opening the Heart to the Mother-In-Law 

The daughter-in-law and mother-in-law relationship is typically an issue for the 

couple in the family in Taiwanese society (Lu, 1990; Sandel, 2004; Yang, 1995; Yang, 

1999).  As discussed in Chapter 2, Confucianism greatly influences Taiwanese family life.  

People in Taiwan need to obey the ethic of filial piety to follow their parents’ control and 

expectations in the family.  A married woman should treat her husband’s parents as her 

own parents and particularly submit to the teachings of the mother-in-law (Lee, 2001; 

Sandel, 2004).  If a married woman challenges the authority of the mothers-in-law, the 

family does not accept the behavior and conflicts will emerge (Sandel, 2004).  The 

participants similarly described the phenomenon as the research has reported and shared 

how Zen meditation helped them resolve the problems in their relationships with their 

mothers-in-law.  The following excerpt illustrates P2’s experience: 

My parents-in-law are both healthy and still live.  I often had 

conflicts with them in the past because I grew up in a different 

family and my values and habits were so different from them.  
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After practicing Zen, the conflicts declined much since I changed 

myself.  For example, I was unhappy with my mother -in-law 

before because we had different opinions on how to raise my 

sons.  As a mother, I needed to discipline my sons and demanded 

that they have good academic achievements.  However, my 

parents-in-law love my sons and are too fond of them as they 

don’t have other grandchildren to love.  My parents-in-law often 

disagreed with the ways in which I disciplined my sons.  Every 

time my sons stayed with them, they bought a lot of stuff for my 

sons to eat and treated my sons with a laisser-faire attitude.  This 

caused me problems and made it difficult to teach my sons when 

they got home.  I needed to do lots of cleanings when my sons ate 

those things at home.  If I rejected, the stuff they wanted to give 

my sons, my mother-in-law was not happy and would criticize 

me to my sons next time when they got together.   

Like this episode, P2 described to me in the interview that she often had conflicts 

with her mother-in-law in her family life because of different life values and habits.  She 

complained and disliked visiting her parents-in-law due to these conflicts.  In the 

following, she described another conflict with her mother-in-law: 

Another problem with my mother-in-law was that my younger 

son was not doing well in academic achievements.  When I 

demanded that my son improve my mother-in-law often said I 
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was too harsh to my son and she allowed him to do poorly in his 

academics.  There were so many things in which we had different 

opinions and conflicts.  However, after practicing Zen, I realized 

that I took many things in such a heavy and serious way.  I got 

stuck with myself and suffered from my ego-centeredness.  I 

needed to respect other people’s perspectives and learn to see 

things objectively.  My parents-in-law are human beings too and 

they have their own life experience.  Their opinions are, of course, 

different from mine.  Everybody has their ideas and thoughts.  I 

shouldn’t insist on my own opinions so much.  I learned to 

change my thoughts and values to adjust to my parents-in-law.  

They love my sons as I do and I cherish the fact that I have the 

opportunity to become their daughter-in-law.  Maybe we will die 

tomorrow and so I should cherish the relationship with them.  I 

told myself “don’t take everything so seriously and be so self-

centered.”  Now, I treat them differently and see them just as my 

own parents from my heart.  When conflicts emerge, I become 

gentle and use various ways to communicate with them.  My 

relationship with my mother-in-law has changed from distant to 

close.  There is no distance between us now.  We are close like 

friends and I am very caring of her. 

Zen meditation practice changed P2’s defensive attitude to her mother-in-law and 
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enabled her to open her heart to treat her mother-in-law with warmth as she would to her 

own mother.  Zen practice transformed P2’s way of thinking and helped her to see her 

parents-in-law differently.   

The following excerpt describes P3’s experience.  She talked about how after 

practicing Zen meditation she did not attach to negative emotions as before when her 

mother-in-law hurt her feelings:  

In Taiwan, the daughter-in-law and mother-in-law relationship is 

typically an issue.  It’s not surprising to have conflicts with the 

mother-in-law.  But Zen master teaches me to appreciate 

everyone and everything in my life, so I appreciate my mother-in-

law too.  What’s important is that Zen meditation practice helps 

me reduce self-centeredness and develop great self-awareness.  I 

become very grounded and stable and see things clearly.  I could 

understand others and myself objectively.  This helps me correct 

myself constantly and have a good relationship with my mother-

in-law.  I treat my mother-in-law with heart and there is no 

distance between us.  For example, there was one time when my 

mother-in-law came to visit us.  My husband was having allergy 

problems and when I had prepared a special dish for my husband 

my mother-in-law immediately took it away.  How would you 

react if you were me?  Her act actually hurt my feeling because 

she was only concerned about her son and didn’t think I might 
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like to eat that dish.  However, I was aware of my emotion and 

changed my thought right away.  I became understanding of her 

act objectively.  She was just taking care of her son.  So, I was 

not bothered any more.   

Related to the change, P3 talked about how Zen transformed her personality and 

helped her improve the relationship with the mother-in-law as follows:  

Before I learned Zen meditation, I was actually not a sensitive 

and caring person by nature, so I didn’t take care of my mother-

in-law well.  My husband was actually not happy with me about 

it.  After I practiced Zen, my personality became transformed and 

I became sensitive and caring of my mother-in-law’s needs.  I 

could understand she desired us to respect and understand her, so 

I spent more time listening to her.  I was thoughtful of her and 

prepared everything she needed.  She could feel I truly loved her, 

and was not just taking responsibility to take care of her.  So, we 

became very close.  No distance between us.  She now opens her 

heart to me and wants me to visit her because she has so many 

things to talk to me about.  She trusts me very much and usually 

praises me in our big extended family.  She wants people to know 

that she has a wonderful daughter-in-law.   

Similar to P2, practicing Zen meditation helped P3 objectively understand the-
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mother-in law and changed her defensive attitude toward the mother-in-law.  Practicing 

Zen meditation transformed P3 to become a caring and sensitive person.  She opened her 

heart to the mother-in-law and thus built good relationship with the mother-in-law.   

The following text excerpt showed P4’s experience.  P4’s relationship with her 

mother-in-law was not bad before but she was actually unhappy with her mother-in-law 

because she usually repressed herself and did not want to challenge her mother-in-law.  

She similarly described the experience of how practicing Zen meditation helped her 

improve the relationship with her mother-in-law in the following: 

My relationship with my mother-in-law was OK before because I 

rarely argued with her.  We didn’t have real conflicts but it’s just 

the outside.  I was actually often unhappy in my mind.  She was 

nice but stubborn.  I couldn’t agree with what she wanted us to do 

many times but I didn’t like arguing with her because she was the 

elder and the mother-in-law.  I needed to respect her, so I never 

let her know I was unhappy with her.  After I practiced Zen, my 

ego became so small that I found that she was actually not what I 

thought.  When your self is strong, you would weigh problems 

too heavily.  When your mind is quiet and not self-centered, you 

see various dimensions of the problems and are able to 

understand other people and resolve the problems exactly.  You 

don’t get stuck.  Zen meditation transformed me and helped me 

change the way I see my mother-in-law.  I began to appreciate 
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her character and change my way of being with her.  I found she 

was a person whose heart was actually so genuine and beautiful.  

My attitude became soft and compassionate and she felt the 

change and became soft to me.  There was a positive energy 

running between us, and our relationship got better and better.  

When you treat people differently, people can actually feel it; 

then, they change their ways of being with you too.  Since then, 

my mother-in-law treats me like a good friend.  We are very close 

and she always expects me to visit her.  We have so much to talk 

about and share every time we see each other. 

Constituent Summary 

Through the above contextual descriptions of the participants’ experiences of Zen 

meditation, the phenomenon is approached and seen.  Zen meditation transformed the 

participants’ personalities and helped them build good relationships with their mothers-

in-law.  The elimination of ego self is the key factor to help the participants improve 

relationships with their mothers-in-law.  They stopped judging their mothers-in-laws 

from their own lens and saw their mothers-in-law in a different way.  Zen meditation 

practice enabled the participants to open their hearts to treat their mothers-in-law as their 

own mothers.  They tried to understand their mothers-in-law’s needs and to truly care for 

their mothers-in-law.  The participants consequently had better and closer relationships 

with their mothers-in-law.  The daughter-in-law and mother-in-law relationship was no 

longer an issue for the participants.   
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Constituent #3: Improving Relationship with the Husband 

In addition to reducing conflicts with the mothers-in-law, Zen practice similarly 

helped the participants reduce conflicts with their husbands and improve the marital 

relationship.  The participants described that before practicing Zen meditation, they often 

had conflicts with their husbands in the marital life because they used to judge their 

husbands from their own perspectives.  After practicing Zen, they avoided ego-

centeredness and changed their previous ways of thinking concerning their husbands.  

They saw things differently and tried to understand their husbands’ true needs and 

perspectives.  They became respectful and thoughtful of their husbands.  The following 

examples illustrate the phenomenon.  P1 talked about the experience:   

My personality was quite aggressive and dominant.  My 

husband’s personality was rather nice and gentle.  I usually talked 

to him loudly and impatiently.  I liked to control him and 

everything in our marital life because I thought I was good and 

smart and therefore he should just listen to me.  My daughter and 

son often complained to me, arguing: “Mom, why don’t you just 

let Pop do things in his own way?  Why do you always think his 

way is bad and never let him try his own way?”  I didn’t take my 

children’s complaints because I couldn’t agree with them.  

However, after I practiced Zen meditation, I realized I was wrong.  

I should respect my husband.  Zen helped me understand that 

everyone in the world has their own life and need to experience 
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life personally.  So, I changed my way of being with my husband 

and became gentle and started listening to him.   

Zen meditation practice helped P1 examine herself and realize that she didn’t 

respect her husband before.  The following text excerpt shows how she interacted with 

her husband after she became transformed from practicing Zen:   

Our relationship became different and opposite after I practiced 

Zen meditation.  My husband talked to me loudly and insisted on 

doing things in his own way.  He didn’t listen to me any more 

because he thought that since I was now a Zen practitioner that he 

should test me.  It’s surprising that I didn’t get angry and react 

when he tried to offend me.  This had never happened before.  

All of our friends laughed when they saw us change.  Zen 

meditation brings me space and time to regulate myself and 

makes me become calm and peaceful.  This has really helped get 

along with my husband.  For example, I often had conflicts with 

my husband when he drove.  We argued about which way was 

the fastest.  He hated the traffic lights and would choose the roads 

more distant but with fewer traffic lights.  This made me panic 

because I felt it to be so evident that his way was too far and a 

waste of time.  This same situation happened several times and he 

never took my opinion.  I couldn’t stand it and argued with him: 

“If you don’t believe me, let’s use the stopwatch to count the 
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time and calculate the miles.”  Then he got mad.  He knew I was 

practicing Zen meditation, so he deliberately spoke loudly:  

“Why do you always argue with me?  Why do you always push 

me to follow you?  I am the one driving the car.  If you insist on 

your way so much, then you go ahead and drive.”  I became quiet 

and stopped arguing.  If this had happened before, I definitely 

would have kept arguing with him and said: “Because you didn’t 

take my opinion, now you are wasting time.”  My change came 

after one such argument when my son said to me: “Mom, why 

don’t you just let Pop make the decision?  He drives the car and 

you should just let him drive.  You can simply sit there, do 

nothing, enjoy yourself, and be restful!”  My son’s words struck 

me and I changed my attitude.  Now I never make suggestions to 

my husband about how to drive.  I have totally changed.  Now, 

when I sit in someone’s car and see his wife keep arguing with 

him about how to drive, I have the feeling that his wife is really 

unlovely.  I wonder to myself:  “How can he stand his wife?”  If 

this had happened to me before, I would think that his wife is 

right and that she should keep arguing with him because her 

suggestion is better.   

It is interesting to learn that P1 changed her controlling desire and strong attitude 

toward her husband.  Their relationship seems more balanced than before.  P1 changed 
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her strong character and become gentle, which made her husband experience 

transformation too.  Her husband gained more autonomy and became stronger in the 

relationship as P1 described: 

I was really unlovely before.  My husband had tolerated me for 

so long.  Now, my husband usually speaks loudly to me and I 

actually allow it because I had done this to him for many years.  

He was very gentle and never spoke loudly to me before.  My 

transformation makes him more pleasant and comfortable.  He is 

happier with me in our marital life.   

P4’s character was actually not as strong as P1’s.  In P4’’s case, it was her 

husband who played the role to control and dominate her in the marital relationship.  

Although P4’s situation was just opposite of P1, P4 described the similar phenomenon in 

the following: 

My husband loved me but there were problems in our 

relationship.  His character was dominant and controlling in our 

relationship.  He didn’t let me go to some places or attend 

activities by myself because he thought I was simple and naïve 

and so people might hurt me.  I knew he was just trying to protect 

me and care for me, but I felt resistant because I was not weak 

and vulnerable as he thought.  I knew that I could protect myself.  

Although I didn’t argue with him, I was unhappy when he overly 
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protected me and I would avoid talking to him.  I was hurt but 

kept the pain in my mind.  At such times he couldn’t understand 

what had happened because he thought he was caring of me.  

After I practiced Zen, I learned how to communicate with my 

husband.  The tranquil mind helped me see the problem 

differently and I reflected to myself: “Why am I thinking this 

way?  I can just let him know my pain.  Communicating is 

important.  He is actually caring for me.  Why can’t I appreciate 

him?  I can view the problem positively because he loves me and 

is trying to protect me.  He doesn’t want me to get hurt.”  After 

such reflecting, I changed my thoughts and saw the thing 

differently.  Since then, I have felt better and become happy.  I 

saw how he was good to me, not how he pushed me, demanded 

of me or was bad to me. 

P4 became transformed through her clear mind in Zen meditation.  She became 

objective and positive in seeing her husband and the problem.  This much improved her 

marital life as she described in the following excerpt:  

Now, I usually see the good qualities in my husband, not the bad.  

For example, when he comes home early after work, he usually 

helps me with dinner.  In the past, I would feel unhappy with 

what he cooked because it tasted bad.  But now, I have changed 

my thought and appreciate his help.  With his help, I don’t need 
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to prepare for dinner and I am very happy about this.  No matter 

if it tastes good or not, I always praise him and say it’s delicious.  

When he sees me being happy and appreciating him then I know 

that he will do better next time.  I think that’s the positive energy 

running through us.  When you open your heart, change yourself, 

and treat people positively, people can sense it and they respond 

positively back to you.  The secret is the clear mind.  When your 

mind is clear and tranquil, you see things differently and can truly 

understand and care for people.   

The above episodes show P4’s experience of self-regulating in the marital 

relationship.  P4 shared with me in the interview that her husband was actually a long-

time Zen practitioner as well.  Her husband similarly became transformed through Zen 

practice and realized that P4 was actually not weak and vulnerable as he had thought.  

Zen meditation similarly helped P4’s husband to learn to respect P4’s autonomy and 

changed his previous way of being with P4.  He was able to allow P4 to go outside by 

herself after he got transformation through Zen meditation.  He became respectful to her 

and not controlling.  Practicing Zen meditation supported both of them in becoming open 

and able to communicate in many things.  Their marital life was much improved and the 

relationship was like that of good friends.   

Similarly, P3 described that Zen meditation helped her truly understand her 

husband’s needs.  When they had conflicts, she could stay calm and stable and this 

helped her see things objectively and clearly.  She developed greater capacity from within 
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to resolve the problems as shown in the following text excerpt: 

The marital relationship is complex and it’s common to see 

couples have conflicts in their marital life.  Before I learned Zen, 

my ego was strong and so was my husband’s.  I had my own 

opinions and he had his own too.  So, when we got together, it 

was easy to have conflicts.  My character was mild and gentle.  I 

was not good at arguing and didn’t know what to do when people 

spoke loudly to me.  When I had quarrels with my husband, he 

was so good at arguing and defending himself that I was very 

afraid of arguing with him.  After I practiced Zen meditation, I 

became different because I gained power from within.  Zen 

meditation helped me develop a kind of strength inside myself.  I 

became calm and grounded.  My mind was so stable that I was no 

longer afraid of his complaints and emotions.  I was able to listen 

to him and see him objectively.  I was able to understand that his 

criticisms and complaints were actually because he didn’t think I 

cared for him.  No wonder that every time after I tried to improve 

he would complain about other things.  After I practiced Zen, I 

found the pattern and stopped reacting to his complaints.  I was 

able to truly see him listen to him and understand his real needs.  

I realized that I was not a woman whose nature was caring and 

affectionate, so as a result my husband often felt I didn’t love him, 
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and I didn’t care for him enough.  This was the real reason as to 

why he argued and complained about many things.  Zen helped 

me catch his point.  I guess that even my husband himself didn’t 

know why he argued and complained so much.   

Zen practice helped P3 stop the negative pattern between her husband and her.  

She explained to me in the interview the reason that she was able to truly understand her 

husband and stop the pattern is that Zen meditation brought her a clear and stable mind 

and also diminished her ego.  Zen promoted her self-awareness and observation capacity.  

This is why she was able to stop clinging to her husband’s attacks and come to 

understand his real needs.  She described to me that after she broke the pattern and 

became compassionate toward her husband that he began to feel understood and happier 

in his martial life.  Their relationship became close and affectionate.  P3 was also happy 

with the transformation.   

Constituent Summary 

The above examples illuminate the phenomenon that Zen meditation helped the 

participants reduce conflicts with their husbands and thus improved the quality of their 

marital life.  Reducing the ego self and changing the previous ways of thinking regarding 

their husbands were the important factors in the improvement.  Practicing Zen meditation 

enabled the participants to see their husbands differently and find better ways to 

communicate and stay with their husbands.  The participants accordingly experienced 

great improvements in their marital relationships.   



 83 

 

Constituent #4: Becoming a Warm and Respectful Mother 

Due to Confucianism, as discussed in earlier chapters, parents in Taiwan 

generally adopt authoritarian parenting; children in Taiwan are expected to follow 

parental expectations, and pursue great academic achievements to honor parents (Cheng, 

2010; Chen & Luster, 2002).  The real situation in Taiwan today is that while children do 

not demonstrate filial piety as before, most parents still expect and demand that children 

submit to their controls and achieve good academic performance.  This conflict produces 

friction and tension between parents and children (Yeh & Bedford, 2004).  The 

phenomenon is also seen through the participants’ descriptions in this study.  Through the 

elimination of the ego self in Zen meditation practice, the participants learned to 

appreciate their sons’ and daughters’ individuality and autonomy.  They became 

respectful and supportive of their sons and daughters.  The participants accordingly had 

better and closer relationships with their sons and daughters.  P4 described the 

phenomenon in the following text excerpt:   

I was a strict mother and brought my daughters much stress 

before.  I demanded my daughters to be as good as others, 

including having good academic achievements and school 

behaviors.  I thought that if other children could do it, my 

children should be able to do it too.  As a result, I was often not 

happy with my daughters’ actions.  After practicing Zen 

meditation, I found out that I was wrong.  Zen meditation helped 

me see things objectively and realize that I was so self-centered 
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in the way I treated my daughters.  I realized that I shouldn’t 

compare my daughters with others.  The clear mind helped me 

see the fact that I had brought my daughters too much stress and 

made them feel afraid of me.  They usually thought I was going 

to blame them and put demands upon them.  My relationship with 

my daughters was negative and tense.  Zen helped me realize that 

I shouldn’t treat my daughters this way.  I reflected within;  

“Why was it that I only saw their bad and didn’t see their good?  

Why was it that I rarely appreciated my daughters and rarely 

encouraged them when they were doing good?”  I found that I 

took everything for granted and was so self-centered that I 

couldn’t respect my daughters.  Although I gave birth to them I 

needed to see them as human beings with their own thoughts and 

opinions.  The clear mind made me see my problems and to see 

how I had created a negative pattern in my parent-child 

relationships.  When I didn’t accept my daughters, my daughters 

didn’t accept me either.  So, our relationships were awful before.  

Zen practice made me see these facts and regret my behavior 

toward my daughters.  I thus changed my way of being with my 

daughters.  Our relationship has gotten better and is much closer 

now.   

P4 described in the interview that after practicing Zen, she allowed her daughters 
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to argue with her and do things in their own ways.  She learned to appreciate her 

daughters’ autonomy and individuality.  Her daughters saw the change and were willing 

to talk to her when they had problems in school.  After practicing Zen there was no 

distance between P4 and her daughters.   

The next example is P1’s experience.  She shared the similar experience as 

follows:  

My daughter always complained to me, “ Mom, why do you 

always demand us to follow you?  Why not let me learn by 

myself?  You always say that I will fail if I don’t taking your 

advice, but you need to let me fail; I need to know what is failing.  

I cannot know it unless I experience it by myself.”  My daughter 

often argued this with me, but I couldn’t agree and I couldn’t 

listen to her until I practiced Zen meditation.  Zen practice helped 

me realize that I was wrong.  I should respect my son and 

daughter because they were capable of thinking and had their 

own life experiences in studying and in working.  Through Zen 

meditation, I found that everyone has their own life, which they 

must experience by themselves.  It never works to teach people 

about life but rather they must experience it personally.   

P1 described that Zen meditation helped her know self and realize how strong her 

temper was.  She regretted that in the past she had been self-centered, too proud of herself, 

and that she had always demanded that others listen to her.  She began to change her 
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previous ways of being with her son and daughter.  The following is an example of her 

transformation on parenting:   

I didn’t like my son’s girlfriend because after they met he started 

to get home later and later.  I was not happy with this because I 

worried about his health.  I had tried my best to care for his life 

since he was little and now he was coming home late and 

sleeping only a few hours every day.  One day I complained 

about this and requested that he come home earlier to live a 

healthier life.  But the next day he got home after midnight and I 

kept waiting for him.  I did Zen meditation to wait for him until 

2:00 a.m.  In the past, I would scold him and punish him by 

making him kneel when he got home.  This was my way to 

discipline my son and daughter since childhood.  When they did 

something wrong I would make them kneel by the wall until they 

knew why they were wrong and apologized.  But that night, I 

didn’t do this to my son.  When he got home, he was shocked to 

see me waiting for him and explained that he was working late.  

My son worked for the airport security, so he was sometimes on 

call for the job.  He said he was having dinner with his girlfriend 

and got the call after dinner and then went to work after dinner.  

This was why he got home late, not because of his girlfriend.  He 

was anxious and kept explaining to me.  I told him I believed him 
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and I let him just go to sleep as soon as possible since it was very 

late.  He couldn’t believe that I didn’t get mad and was OK with 

him.  I was warm and peaceful to him.  In the past, I would 

definitely have gotten mad while I was waiting for him.  My 

usual view would be that I was right to get mad because I was 

caring for him and very concerned about him.  I would tell 

myself that he was my son and that it wasn’t right that he didn’t 

understand.  The more I thought about it, the angrier I would get.  

Zen meditation helped me realize how self-centered I was and 

how to change my way of being with him.   

 P1 described in the interview that her son and daughter were very happy after her 

transformation and encouraged her to attend more Zen meditation retreats.  They found 

that Zen meditation changed P1 from a strict and authoritarian mother to a soft and warm 

mother.  P1 realized that she was too dominant to her son and daughter before, so she 

allowed her daughter and son to argue with her after she practiced Zen.  She learned to 

respect her son’s and daughter’s autonomy and individuality.  Her son and daughter thus 

felt accepted and became more willing to ask her opinions when they needed suggestions.  

She now has better relationships with her daughter and son. 

As described earlier, P5’s character was strong before.  The following episode 

describing her experience is powerful:   

I was very dominant and authoritarian to my daughter before.  I 

treated my daughter in a negative way because her academic 
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achievements really bothered me.  So, my daughter hated me.  

Whenever I came home, she just pretended to not see me and to 

be studying.  I knew she hated me, but I didn’t know how to 

improve the situation until I attended my first Zen retreat.  After I 

got transformation and learned I was wrong to my daughter, I 

frequently apologized to her for my previous harsh attitude.  

Before I learned Zen, I was very busy managing my four 

hairdressing and beauty shops and so I had little time to help my 

daughter with her poor academic achievements.  I often got mad 

at her even after she had grown to be a high school student.  One 

day, while I was cooking dinner, she hadn’t come home by 5:30 

pm and so I called her.  When she got home, she was unhappy 

and argued with me about why her friends’ moms allowed them 

to hang out late but why I couldn’t.  I got mad and slapped her 

across her face.  I said to her, “that’s because their moms are not 

taking care of them.  You are my kid and I am responsible for 

taking care of you.  You are a young girl.  Who’s going to protect 

you once you meet bad guys?”  I was very harsh to her.  After 

attending several Zen meditation retreats, I realized I was wrong 

and felt very sorry for the way I had treated my daughter.  I only 

controlled my daughter and didn’t love her.  I regretted my 

actions so much that I decided to try some things for the healing 
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of my daughter.  I hugged my daughter and apologized to her.  I 

told her I was wrong and shouldn’t have blamed her and hit her.  

I also let her know I will love her very much.  My daughter and I 

were both crying with tears when I apologized to her.   

The above episode shows that Zen meditation transformed P5’s parenting as well.  

P5 changed herself from a dominant and authoritarian mother to a warm and open mother.  

Similar to P1’s son and daughter, P5’s son and daughter were very happy about P5’s 

transformation as P5 described in the following:   

I fully changed myself when my son and daughter were in the age 

of senior high school.  They felt happy and proud of my 

transformation.  They were so excited and decided to share with 

their classmates in schools.  They told their classmates that I was 

like a Buddha and no longer blame them for anything.  They even 

encouraged their friends to talk with me when they got problems 

in schools or in the family.  My relationships with my son and 

daughter are like friends now.  We are close and have many 

things to share.   

Constituent Summary 

The above episodes describe the typical problems of Chinese parenting and 

illustrate the phenomenon that Zen meditation transformed the participants from being 

demanding and strict to warm and respectful.  The participants described that they 
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adopted authoritarian parenting practice before and often had conflicts with sons and 

daughters.  After practicing Zen meditation, they examined their controlling attitudes 

toward their sons and daughters.  They saw the problems of Chinese authoritarian 

parenting and regretted their actions and attitudes.  The participants realized that they 

were self-centered in their former parenting roles and they began to appreciate their sons’ 

and daughters’ individuality and autonomy.  They changed and became warm and 

supportive of their sons and daughters.  The participants had better and closer 

relationships with their sons and daughters after practicing Zen. 

Constituent #5: Increasing Work Efficiency and Helping People at Work 

The experience of mind-body transformation described in the first constituent 

resulted in the participants increased work efficiency.  Zen practice brought them clear 

and peaceful mind and this enabled them to stay calm and stable at work.  The 

participants considered things rationally and objectively so they did things efficiently.  In 

addition, the participants were willing to understand other people’s perspectives and liked 

to help people at work.  These positive changes aided them in building good relationships 

with people in the workplace and also reduced conflicts and problems at work.  When 

there were conflicts, Zen practice enabled them to find creativity and wisdom to deal with 

the problems.  P1 described her experience:  

My husband and I have a number of apartments for rental and 

manage a home building company in Canada.  Zen meditation 

enables me to see things clearly and promotes my work 

efficiency.  I need to trade houses or business stocks at my work.  
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In the past the market fluctuations caused me to be impatient and 

anxious.  After practicing Zen, I become calm and not affected by 

the market volatility.  I am more confident and do better at 

trading stocks and funds.  Another effect of Zen practice is that I 

learned to appreciate others.  As I said, I was very proud of 

myself and often demanded that others to listen to me.  I was self-

centered and took everything for granted.  Zen practice has 

reduced my ego self more and more.  When I see no self, I see 

everyone in my life.  I began to appreciate others’ strengths and 

to learn from others.  I easily regulate myself and improve myself.  

Now I better understand other people’s perspectives, which helps 

me to manage things at work.  For example, I rent apartments out 

to people and renters sometimes are not able to pay the rent.  In 

the past, I would think the renters were not responsible and 

requested them to move out when they had owed me two to three 

rents.  After practicing Zen, I saw the problem differently and 

considered things “in the renters’ shoes.”  Some of them were 

famers and when the weather was bad, it was hard for them to 

make enough money to pay the rent.  After understanding their 

difficulties, I felt bad about pushing them to pay the rent.  I even 

considered whether or not they were afraid of seeing me because 

they might think I would push them to pay the rent.  So, I would 
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tell them, “Don’t feel pressured.  I know you’ll try your best to 

pay me the rent when you have money.”  The results were that 

they usually paid part of the rent to me.  I would let them work 

out the solutions and owe me rents for up to 1 or 2 years.  If they 

ended owing me too much then I would then talk to them about 

moving.  They usually moved out and signed documents 

promising to pay when they got money.  They actually never did 

return the money but they were willing to come back to help me 

with farming or with remodeling the apartments.  Friends of mine 

who rent apartments usually pushed people to pay the rent or 

move out.  In many cases when these renters moved out they 

often came back to damage the apartments.  This never happened 

to me, which actually saved me a lot of money and problems.   

Zen meditation not only increased P1’s work confidence but made her do better at 

trading stocks and funds.  Moreover, Zen meditation practice developed P1’s great 

compassion for people and she decided to help the poor renters as much as she could.  

This kindhearted act helped her avoid the problems that happened to her friends.  The 

following text excerpt is P4’s experience:   

I was not happy at work before because my manager often hurt 

my feelings when she talked to me.  Her attitude was very direct 

because our workplace culture is like a hierarchy.  It was not 

helpful for me to argue with her.  One day, after practicing Zen, I 
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came up with the thought, “Why I am so resistant to my manager?  

Why do I react to her attitude?”  I became aware of my emotions 

and the way they made me look at my boss.  After 

acknowledging this, I changed my reaction and told myself that I 

didn’t need to care about her bad attitude.  Zen practice enabled 

me to see her objectively.  I told myself to just do what she 

wanted me to do.  It’s only about the work.  Her attitude was 

nothing to me.  When I was able to think in this way, I became 

very happy.  After then, every time when my manager talked to 

me, I only saw what she wanted me to do for work.  I had no 

feelings and emotions about her attitude any more.  Following 

this transformation, I kept regulating myself including the ways 

of being with people at the workplace.  I found myself doing 

things effectively and efficiently because I was no longer 

attached to negative thoughts and emotions.  I became happy all 

the time and shared this strategy with my colleague.  It also 

became useful to my colleague and helped her resolve some 

problems at work.   

P4 kept describing that Zen meditation helped her build good relationships with 

people at workplace: 

Zen practice has transformed my personality.  I constantly reflect 

on myself and regulate myself.  The clear and tranquil mind helps 



 94 

 

me see people and things objectively.  This not only promotes my 

work efficiency but also brings me happiness at work as well.  

When you do not attach to emotions or problems, you are 

peaceful and joyful, and you are willing to change yourself.  

When people see you change, they change themselves too.  Now, 

in the workplace there is a positive energy circulating between 

people and me.   

In P4’s experience, Zen practice developed her wisdom in resolving the unhappy 

conflict with the manager.  She not only greatly promoted work efficiency but also 

helped people in her workplace.  Zen practice brought P4 positive and joyful work 

experience.   

The following text excerpt shows P5’s experience.  As described, P5 was very 

harsh to her employees before.  After the transformation through Zen meditation, P5 

frequently regulated herself and changed her strict attitude to the employees.  These 

changes are seen in the following:   

Zen meditation helped me realize that my mind creates the world 

and the reality.  So, I told myself I should change myself first to 

be able to help my employees and others.  I knew I was too harsh 

to my employees before and thus needed to change my previous 

way of managing them.  Zen transformed me and has brought me 

so much happiness.  Now, I don’t care about how much money 

my shop makes for me, I care about how to help people live 
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happier lives as I do.  In the past, my temper was bad and I often 

fought with people.  But now, I rarely lose my temper.  It has 

been three months since I lost my temper.  Isn’t it amazing?  

Such a thing was impossible to me before.  Zen meditation brings 

me a stable and peaceful mind.  I have become very 

compassionate and loving to people.  I love to listen to and care 

for people.  The outcome is that I now manage my shop by first 

listening to my employees, comforting them, and then 

communicating with them softly and patiently.  Given that my 

mind is very clear, I usually gain wisdom and find creativity to 

revolve problems for my employees.  My transformation not only 

touched my employees but also promoted their work efficiency 

because they felt warm and supported.  In addition, when I served 

my clients in the shop, they became very happy with me.  My 

attitude caused them to be satisfied and comfortable as I made up 

their hair.  Complaints from my clients were much fewer than 

before. 

Similar to the transformation in relationships with the daughter and son, P5 

treated her employees extremely differently after practicing Zen meditation.  P5 told me 

in the interview that her clients and employees were impressed by her change.  They were 

very moved by P5’s change due to the fact that formerly P5’s character was very harsh 

and strong.  Practicing Zen meditation fundamentally changed P5’s personality and life.  
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She described to me that she now pays less and less time and attention to demanding that 

her employees make more money.  Her new way is to just to listen to and care for her 

employees.  Interestingly, when P5 did not focus on making money and instead paid 

more attention to caring for her employees, she actually made more money.  Her 

transformation not only increased the employees’ work efficacy but also brought warmth 

and happiness to the workplace.  Most importantly, she changed herself from a bad 

tempered person to a positive and happy person in her everyday work life.  Zen practice 

brought her a loving and joyful life.   

The above examples illuminate the phenomenon that Zen meditation increased the 

participants’ work efficiency and made them enjoy helping people at work.  The 

phenomenon is also supported in research literature.  As discussed, practicing Zen 

meditation develops people’s inner peace and joy, and makes people feel free from 

unhealthy attachment and anxiety (Lu, 2009; Peng, 1993).  The participants similarly 

described that they obtained clear and quiet mind through Zen practice; this supported 

them to stay calm and peaceful and to be able to promote work efficiency.  Moreover, 

because Zen meditation develops people’s compassion toward others (Brenner & 

Homonoff, 2004; Lopez, 2003; Peng, 1993), the participants considered things from other 

people’s perspectives and were willing to help the people around them.  This promoted 

good relationships in the workplace.  When there were conflicts or problems with people 

at work, the participants were capable of finding better ways to creativity deal with the 

challenges.  Brenner and Homonoff (2004) actually reported a similar phenomenon in the 

practice of social work.  They stated that Zen practice develops social workers’ 
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compassion, confidence, and creativity to help clients and manage problems of life and 

work.  The participants’ lived experienced reflects the research literature.   

Constituent Summary 

This constituent illustrates the phenomenon that the effects of mind-body 

transformation in Zen meditation helped the participants promote their work efficiency.  

Practicing Zen meditation also developed the participants’ compassion toward people and 

made them enjoy helping people at work.  The participants generally had positive and 

pleasant work experience.   

Constituent #6: Zen as a Way of Life  

This constituent depicts a picture of the participants’ lives.  As discussed, Zen 

refers to enlightenment, a way of life, perception, and liberation (Davich, 1998; Xu, 

2010).  Zen cannot be achieved by only practicing meditation; rather, it should be 

consistent with an active everyday life (Suzuki, 1980).  The participants commonly 

described that Zen had become their way of living.  The following text excerpts illustrate 

the phenomenon:  

P4: Zen has become fully rooted in my life.  I keep a peaceful 

and stable mind.  My life quality is very good and I live 

pleasantly.  I would like to help more people to live better lives 

like me.  I think we can change the world by changing ourselves 

first.   
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P2: Zen meditation makes me care for people and see everything 

beautiful and bright.  I view troubles and problems as emptiness.  

I don’t distinguish people and things and become wise.  There is 

no distance between people and me.  I treat my sons and the 

children of the community as the same.  I stay in the present and 

cherish everything and everyone in my life.  I feel more and more 

relaxed physically and spiritually.  I am loving and confident of 

myself.  I live positively and meaningfully.  Zen has transformed 

my life and become fully integrated into my life.  I got great 

benefits from Zen meditation and would like to share it with 

people and help people live better lives. 

P5: After I practice Zen meditation, I am highly aware of myself 

and become much sympathetic of others.  I am full of love and 

usually think of ways to help others.  I rarely get angry now and 

am very happy every day.  Zen is a way of my life.  My mind is 

clear and quiet.  I usually think positively and see the world 

brightly.  The life of a Taiwanese married woman is very busy 

and Zen meditation can be very helpful.  The mind needs to be 

watched and awakened.  Our mind creates the world and the 

reality.  If the mind becomes unclear and not peaceful then there 

will be a lot of sufferings and problems in one’s life. 

Constituent Summary 
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Keeping Zen as a way of life is the essence of Zen meditation practice.  The 

participants described that Zen meditation practice made them view life optimistically 

and positively.  In their eyes, there was no distance and discrimination between people 

and themselves.  They felt compassionate and liked to help people live better lives as they 

did.  They lived positively and with confidence.  Zen practice had been integrated into 

their everyday lives.   

Summary of Chapter 5 

In this chapter, I presented rich text descriptions to explicate the six constituents 

of the lived experience of Taiwanese married women having roles as a daughter-in-law, 

wife, mother, and working woman, and who have practiced Zen meditation in their lives.  

The constituents were the outcomes of text analysis based on the perspective and 

language of family education.  The phenomenon illuminated in this chapter sheds light on 

the way for professionals in Taiwan to help individuals with similar backgrounds 

improve their wellbeing and their family lives.    
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CHAPTER 6:  

REFLECTIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

This chapter has four purposes.  The first is to reflect on what has been learned 

about the lived experience of Taiwanese married women having roles as a daughter-in-

law, wife, mother, and working woman who have practiced Zen meditation in their lives.  

These findings provide suggestions for family educators in Taiwan to employ Zen 

meditation as a means to help individuals with similar backgrounds.  The second is to 

reflect on the problems of Chinese parenting and the advantages of bringing Zen to 

Chinese parenting.  The third is to reflect on using descriptive phenomenology as the 

research methodology in this study.  The final is to reflect on future research for the field 

of family education. 

Using Zen Meditation to Help Taiwanese Married Women 

This study was concerned with the wellbeing of Taiwanese married women who 

have roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman.  The purpose was to 

understand the phenomenon of Taiwanese married women having the four roles who 

have practiced Zen meditation in their lives.  The findings show that Zen meditation 

improves these women’s wellbeing and family life.  The participants of this study 

experienced self-transformation and personal growth through Zen meditation.  They 

developed better and closer relationships with their mothers-in-law, husbands, and sons 

and daughters in the family.  Moreover, Zen meditation enhanced the participants’ work 

efficiency by bringing them into positive work experiences through building good 

relationships in the workplace.  Also, Zen has been a way of life for the participants.  
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They lived positively and with confidence after practicing Zen meditation.   

As researchers have reported the benefits of Zen meditation, this study similarly 

shows that Zen meditation improves people’s physical and emotional wellbeing.  

Additionally, this study has implications for the way that family educators in Taiwan can 

implement Zen meditation to help Taiwanese married women improve their wellbeing 

and lives.  According to the findings of this study, several factors need to be noted when 

Zen meditation is used as a means to help Taiwanese married women with multiple 

family roles.   

The results of this study indicate that self-transformation and personal growth are 

the foundations of the lived experience of Taiwanese married women having roles as a 

daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman who have practiced Zen meditation 

in their lives.  The experience of self-transformation and personal growth in Zen 

meditation supported the participants in developing better and closer relationships with 

mothers-in-law, husbands, and sons and daughters in the family.  It also helped the 

participants promote work efficiency and obtain positive experiences in the workplace.  

The participants’ lived experience points out that self-transformation and personal growth 

involves three factors: mind-body transformation, living selflessly, and constant self-

regulation.  These three factors are the groundwork contributing to their transformation 

and growth.  The participants also stressed that bringing Zen into their everyday lives is 

the heart of Zen meditation practice.  The attitude of keeping Zen as a way of life enabled 

them to live better lives physically, emotionally, and spiritually, which is an important 

factor as well.  Thus, there are a total of four factors that should be noted when 
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professionals in Taiwan use Zen meditation as a means to help individuals with similar 

backgrounds improve their lives.  The following discussion explicates the necessity of the 

four factors in the exercise of Zen meditation.   

Mind-Body Transformation 

The participants in the interviews all stressed the contributions of mind-body 

transformation to their lives.  The transformation is the foundation of Zen meditation 

practice.  Mind-body transformation involves gaining a clear and peaceful mind, being 

grounded physically and emotionally, viewing things objectively and rationally, and 

developing high self-awareness.  These capacities supported the participants in 

eliminating the ego-self and taking full responsibility for their lives.  Their particular 

experiences seem to indicate that one can only realize Zen solidly by way of mind-body 

transformation as P1 shared in the following text excerpt:  

 Zen is not about sitting there.  We must apply Buddhist 

teachings to reflect on ourselves both in meditation and daily life.  

We need to face ourselves, know ourselves, and realize no self.  

However, our personal temperament and patterns are too strong 

and prevent us from achieving them.  Therefore, sitting 

meditation is very important for us in the path.  It transforms our 

mind and body.  When our mind and body become clear, quiet, 

and stable, we are aware of our inner selves.  We become very 

sensitive of our arising thoughts and emotions.  This is the way to 

face the self.  And, when we find we actually create our own 
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reality, we change ourselves.  This is the way to know the self.  

And, when we practice more and more, we realize no self and see 

the Buddhist wisdom.   

Mind-body transformation is the essential factor to support the participants for 

continual growth in Zen meditation.  The other factors are developed on the base of 

mind-body transformation; thus, it should be the first emphasized step when Zen 

meditation is used to help Taiwanese married women to improve their lives.   

Living Selflessly 

In addition to mind-body transformation, the participants stressed the importance 

of living selflessly and viewed it as the critical path to transform oneself to become a 

better person as P3 described in the following:   

The transformation of my personality happened automatically 

and I was even not aware of it because most of the time I forget 

myself.  I kind of live a no-self life.  My attention is usually on 

others.  I am compassionate of people and love to help people.  I 

think this is the way to apply Buddha’s teachings.  When we are 

getting no self, we become joyful and love to help people.  Our 

ego becomes smaller and smaller.  Practicing Zen meditation 

makes us experience the transformation and realize the Buddha’s 

wisdom.  Everyone can do it. 

Living no self is the core teaching of Zen Buddhism (Pawle, 2003; Peng, 1993).  
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Pawle (2003) explicated that in the psychology of Zen, the ego self is not a real and 

healthy self but a false and attached self.  The ego self is operated by the thinking mind 

and the thinking mind separates one from others and creates problems in one’s life.  The 

ego self is a psychological activity and makes the mind cling to thoughts and emotions.  

Ego attachments manifest sufferings and this is why one has conflicts with others in the 

life.  Pawle clarified that living no self does not contradict the development of a healthy 

ego as valued in Western psychology; rather, living no self contributes to the birth of a 

healthy ego.  When one’s ego self is strong, one often adheres to negative thoughts and 

emotions.  For example, the ego self of people who have mental problems or who commit 

suicide is actually very strong because their mind intensely attaches to unhealthy thoughts 

and emotions.  This is why these people are mentally ill and suffer.  Pawle pointed out 

that ego attachment is a function of a false personal sense of self that limits the ability of 

mind to function optimally.  On the other hand, the concept of no self means emptiness 

and freedom from unhealthy thoughts and emotions.  In Zen Buddhism, no self is humans’ 

true nature and one needs to seek the true nature and eliminate ego attachments to be able 

to heal from sufferings.  Pawle further described that the true nature refers to the death of 

ego attachments, which is living no self and the goal of Zen meditation practice.  When 

one lives no self, one liberates oneself from attachments and becomes a healthy being.  

However, Pawle stated that it is hard for one to achieve no self because the ego nature 

operates with attachments.  He described that only through meditation practice can one 

can realize no self.  Hence, Pawle suggested that living no self is the fundamental 

solution to resolve humans’ problems and it is noteworthy for Western psychology to 
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emphasize the work of no self. 

In this study, the participants were all long-time Zen practitioners and viewed 

living selflessly as the necessary path to attain the Buddhist mind and wisdom.  Much as 

Pawle (2003) indicated the problems of the ego self, the participants also described that 

when their ego self was strong, they would judge people from their own perspectives and 

that this ego-centered thinking often created conflicts and unhappiness in their family 

relationships and at the workplace.  Zen meditation practice helped the participants 

realize the serious issue of ego self and made them deeply regret reacting to people with 

strong ego self in the past.  As Peng (1993) indicated in Zen meditation practice, when 

one is aware that one creates ones’ own reality, then there is a possibility for one to 

change and the transformation does not come from outside or from others.  Likewise, the 

participants recognized the truth of the ego self and became no longer self-centered.  

They cultivated great compassion toward others and considered things from others’ 

perspectives.  This transformation obviously brought them much closer to good family 

relationships and improved their work lives.  The participants’ lived experience illustrates 

that living selflessly was highly beneficial to the improvement of their lives.  Therefore, 

living selflessly should be emphasized as an important factor when Zen meditation is 

used to help Taiwanese married women. 

Constant Self-Regulation  

Constant self-regulation is an important factor as well when people practice Zen 

meditation to improve their lives.  Practicing Zen meditation enlightened the participants 

to find the problems of ego self and the truth that their mind created the world and their 
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own realities.  The participants thus became mindful of personal patterns and constantly 

reflected on themselves.  They took responsibility to deal with issues in their lives.  As 

discussed in Chapter 5, the participants often had conflicts with their mothers-in-law, 

husbands, sons and daughters, and people at the workplace.  The conflicts usually 

brought unhappiness and negative emotions into their lives.  In addition to reducing the 

ego-self, the participants stressed the worth of constant self-regulation.  This factor 

enabled the participants to be able to make changes within themselves, and consequently, 

improve family relationships and work lives.  P3 described the contribution of this factor 

in the following: 

Zen meditation increased my self-awareness and helped me 

regulate myself automatically and continually.  Zen practice 

eliminated my ego-self and brought me great capacity for self-

regulation.  When I speak something inappropriate or wrong, my 

mind would let me know and let me immediately correct it.  Thus, 

I usually gain wisdom to deal with things and find better ways to 

speak to people.  I become more confident of myself and knew 

how to get along better with people.   

Zen practice helped P3 build a greater capacity for self-regulation and brought her 

self-confidence, which resulted in improved relationships.  As the case of P3 illustrates, 

the capacity for self-regulation is increased and assists one in resolving problems and 

living a better life.  It should be emphasized as a factor when Zen meditation is used to 

help Taiwanese married women to improve their lives. 
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Keeping Zen as a Way of Life 

Keeping Zen as a way of life is a necessary factor when people practice Zen 

meditation to improve their lives.  As discussed in Chapter 5, the participants stressed 

keeping Zen as a way of living their lives.  To them, Zen should be practiced not only 

while sitting but also throughout one’s daily activities, whether walking, thinking, eating, 

or talking.  They had fully incorporated Zen into their lives.  This is the essence of 

practicing Zen meditation and the reason that the women were able to live positively and 

with confidence.  Therefore, this attitude should be valued and maintained when Zen 

meditation is used as a means to help this group of women in Taiwan. 

In summary, in this section I discussed what has been learned about the lived 

experience of Taiwanese married women having roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, 

and working woman who have practiced Zen meditation in their lives.  The phenomenon 

description illustrates that Zen practice brings much impact on the lives of Taiwanese 

married women, and depicts four factors for individuals with similar backgrounds who 

are interested in practicing Zen meditation to improve their wellbeing, and for 

professionals in Taiwan who will use Zen meditation as a means to help individuals with 

similar issues improve their lives.  The four factors are mind-body transformation, living 

selflessly, constant self-regulation, and keeping Zen as a way of life.  The factors are 

interrelated and important for people to apply Zen meditation as a means to improve their 

lives. 

Bringing Zen to Chinese Parenting 

Parenting is important for family life and the wellbeing of children should be a 
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great concern for society and professionals who work with families.  In Chapter 5, the 

description of the fourth constituent reveals the problems with Chinese parenting and 

illustrates how the participants changed their authoritarian parenting after practicing Zen 

meditation.  Although the aim of this study was not to improve the problems of Chinese 

parenting, the participants’ lived experience implies that the problems of Chinese 

parenting should be a primary concern of family education professionals in Taiwan.   

Researchers have revealed several problems regarding Chinese parenting.  Nelson 

et al. (2006) found that Chinese parents employ authoritative and authoritarian parenting 

such as physical coercion, overprotection, and encouragement of modesty, in order to 

help their children interact socially.  It is common that parents intrusively correct their 

children’s behaviors and use shame and withdrawal of love to interact with their children.  

However, rather than helping their children, parents may actually make the problem 

worse by not providing children with opportunities to self regulate and to learn the skills 

of managing social anxieties.  These consequences may actually contradict the goal of the 

parents.  Similarly, other researchers have reported that Chinese authoritarian parenting 

reinforces children’s emotional and behavioral problems such as social withdrawal, 

aggression, and uncooperative behaviors in peer interactions (Chang, Schwartz, Dodge, 

& McBride-Chang, 2003; Chen, Dong, & Zhou, 1997; Chen, Wu, Chen, Wang, & Cen, 

2001; Porter et al., 2005; Zhou, Eisenberg, Reiser, & Wang, 2004).   

Another problem regarding Chinese parenting is the lack of emotional coaching.  

Emotion regulation is imperative for child development but Chinese people have learned 

to suppress their emotions due to Confucian teachings, which may become a barrier when 
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Chinese parents coach their own children’s emotions.  Research indicates that emotional 

regulation facilitates adaptive functioning like normative social, cognitive, and language 

development as well as the ability to manage everyday living tasks and environmental 

changes (Graziano, Reavis, Keane, & Calkins, 2007).  Gottman and DeClaire (1997) also 

suggested that training children to process negative emotions constructively is vital for 

children’s mental health.  The family context shapes the abilities of children’s emotional 

regulation and parents form children’s skills of emotional regulation through parent-child 

interactions or by coaching and modeling (Chang et al., 2003).  Nevertheless, Kornadt 

and Trommsdorff (2003) indicated that because harmony is highly valued in Confucian 

societies, the expression of positive emotions is rewarded, but the expression of negative 

emotions such as sadness and anger is discouraged.  Chinese people view emotional 

expression during interpersonal interactions as socially inappropriate and highly 

expressive individuals are seen as poorly self-regulated and socially immature (Chen et 

al., 2001).  Therefore, Chinese parents are less responsive and affectionate to their 

children; the feelings and emotions of children are not valued but ignored (Chen et al., 

1998; Chen et al., 2001; Lin & Fu, 1990; Nelson et al., 2006; Porter et al., 2005; Wu et al., 

2002).  Nelson et al. (2006) further pointed out that helping children’s psychological 

development is not the goal of Chinese parents.  These studies clearly show that Chinese 

parents do not value emotional regulation and emotional coaching for child development.   

In this study, the participants’ lived experience supports the findings of the above 

studies.  The participants mostly adopted authoritarian parenting before they practiced 

Zen meditation.  They expected their sons and daughters to follow their expectations; 
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their parenting attitudes were controlling and strict so their sons and daughters often had 

conflicts with them.  However, Zen meditation transformed the participants’ personality 

and let the participants become aware of and sensitive to their sons’ and daughters’ 

emotions and feelings.  This enabled them to realize how their sons and daughters might 

suffer from their previous authoritarian parenting practice.  As P5 talked to me in the 

interview, she regretted that her strict parenting had deeply harmed her daughter’s inner 

being because it is not easy for her to heal her daughter in her later life.  Although it has 

been ten years since P5 changed her parenting, she still can sense that her daughter has 

fear every time when she tries to hug her daughter, who is now 27 years old.  As a mother, 

she has observed that many Taiwanese parents actually harm their children just as she did.  

P5 described that the phenomenon is quite common in many Taiwanese families.  She 

was concerned about the issue and advocated that Taiwanese parents should try Zen 

meditation to improve themselves and to stop hurting their children. 

Likewise, as a family educator who was raised in Taiwanese society, I know how 

difficult it would be to help the parents see the problems of Chinese parenting and help 

them to change their authoritarian parenting.  The root of the problem is about Chinese 

culture and the way of living and thinking as described by Chen and Luster (2002).  They 

stated that Taiwanese mothers adopt authoritarian parenting as a result of the 

Confucianism ingrained in Taiwanese society.  However, this study also shed light on a 

way to remedy this issue.  Liu (2007) reported that Zen meditation is a way to improve 

parenting skills and parent-child relationships.  The results of this study similarly 

illustrate that Zen meditation is useful to help parents improve parenting practice and 
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their relationships with their children.  It was exciting to see the phenomenon that after 

practicing Zen meditation all of the participants changed their authoritarian parenting and 

became warm and supportive mothers.  Due to the elimination of the ego self, the 

participants were able to examine their authority and reduce the controlling of their sons 

and daughters.  Practicing Zen meditation developed in the participants’ great sympathy 

and compassion toward people; they consequently felt regretful of being harsh to their 

sons and daughters.  They turned to support and listen to their sons and daughters’ true 

needs.  They became respectful of their sons’ and daughters’ individuality and autonomy.  

The participants’ relationships with their sons and daughters were much improved after 

practicing Zen meditation.   

In sum, children are the hope of a nation and the wellbeing of children should be a 

great concern of the society and families.  The problems of Chinese parenting should be 

examined and emphasized by Taiwanese society and families.  The participants’ lived 

experience brings light and useful solutions to this issue. 

Descriptive Phenomenology as Research Methodology 

In this section, I reflect on using descriptive phenomenology as the research 

methodology in this study.  The first part of discussion is to reflect on the process of 

doing descriptive phenomenology.  The second is to reflect on seeing the phenomenon.   

Doing Descriptive Phenomenology 

As a family education practitioner in Taiwan, I was concerned about the 

wellbeing of Taiwanese married women because they often play multiple family roles 

and the burden from those roles usually makes their lives busy and stressful.  Given that 
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researchers have reported that Zen meditation improves people’s physical health and 

emotional wellbeing, I was seeking to learn about the lived experience of individuals with 

similar backgrounds who practice Zen meditation in their lives and to discover what they 

have in common as they experience Zen meditation.  My goal through this study was to 

find useful or better ways to help this group of women.  As discussed, the purpose of 

using descriptive phenomenology is to seek similarities and patterns in human 

experiences and this is useful in finding solutions or interventions (Lopez & Willis, 2004; 

Wojnar & Swanson, 2007).  Therefore, I developed this study and chose descriptive 

phenomenology as my research methodology. 

As discussed, three steps are required for doing descriptive phenomenology: 

reduction, description, and the search for essences (Giorgi, 1997).  The attitude of 

reduction is most important and embedded into every step in this study from the 

beginning to last.  Reduction refers to attentively approaching the phenomenon; 

researchers must set aside as much as possible to avoid imposing preferences or 

assumptions on the phenomenon as described by the participant.  To achieve it, I was 

very mindful of how I was in the world.  In the preparation for the study, I reflected on 

my past knowledge and possible assumptions to help myself keep the attitude of 

reduction throughout the study.  I did the work of reduction in every step in the study.  It 

was like a key for me to open the door to approach the phenomenon and helped me 

mindfully enter into the life world of the participants.  Without reduction, I could not 

have been able to approach the phenomenon afresh and obtain the phenomenon as it was 

given to me originally.  Therefore, I did self-reflection work and documented all possible 
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assumptions before the research.  Likewise, I did reduction every time when I 

interviewed a participant.  The attitude of reduction helped me keep the openness to fully 

listen to the participants and help the participants describe their experiences to me during 

the interviews.  After each interview, I reflected on the interview itself and examined my 

attitude of reduction through my own journaling.  The journaling was a tool for me to 

check if I had set aside the assumptions that I had identified before doing the research in 

order to approach the phenomenon afresh.  This reflection served to prevent me from 

imposing personal expectations when I interviewed the participants.  After transcribing 

the text, I did reduction again when I read the text in order to get a sense of the whole.  I 

needed to approach the text every time with the ability to see it freshly as phenomenon.  

In the process of analyzing the text, I did reduction to help myself maintain a very open 

attitude to let any possible meaning units emerge in the text.  When I experienced a shift 

of meaning during the reading of the description, I identified it as a new meaning unit.  

The process of text analysis was like that.  I repeatedly approached the phenomenon and 

every time I needed to be mindful to encounter the phenomenon as it was given to me at 

first.  After text analysis, I began the work of expressing the general structure of the 

phenomenon and each constituent of the meaning units.  This work required reduction as 

well.  To finalize the constituents and the general structure required persistent writing and 

re-writing.  Again, the writing process was as follows:  I approached the phenomenon 

frequently and I needed to practice reduction as much as possible to help myself best 

present the phenomenon as it was reported to me from the participants’ descriptions.  

Similarly, when I was writing the chapters of the dissertation, discussing the phenomenon 
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with literature, and making suggestions, I also conducted reduction.  The attitude of 

reduction helped me every time to see the phenomenon with a sense of whole, not from 

my own perspective or preferences.  It helped me withhold any existential claims to 

consider and describe what was given precisely as it was given as phenomenon.   

In sum, without reduction, this study could not be accomplished.  Reduction 

played an important role throughout this descriptive phenomenological study.   

Seeing the Phenomenon 

As a researcher, it was exciting to see the phenomenon emerge by itself and 

present itself to me.  From the beginning to the last, I was approaching the phenomenon 

and meanwhile I needed to be always aware of myself approaching it.  I was seeking the 

knowledge and the knowledge appeared to me by itself after investigating.  It was like 

there was a precious and beautiful stone in the forest that no one had yet found.  The 

stone had been lying there forever waiting to be discovered.  One day, I stopped by this 

forest and caught a faraway glimpse of this special stone.  I tried to approach it with my 

curiosity.  In the beginning, I had no idea about what it was exactly and was just curious 

about it.  When I crossed many trees and came close to the stone, the stone became 

shining and showed itself to me.  I was close to the stone and found it very bright and 

gorgeous.  I was very happy to find the stone and the stone was as happy as I was because 

no one had acknowledged it before.  

Although Zen meditation has been known to be useful to people’s physical and 

mental wellbeing, few studies were concerned about using Zen meditation to improve 

people’s lives.  After learning the participants’ lived experience, I saw the light on how to 
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implement Zen meditation to assist people to live better lives.  The participants’ lived 

experience indicates that there are four factors contributing to the transformation and 

improvement of the participants’ lives.  The four factors have now emerged as mind-body 

transformation, living selflessly, constant self-regulation, and keeping Zen as a way of 

life.  Although the literature of Zen meditation has illustrated the value of living no self, 

seeking one’s true nature, avoiding dualistic thinking, and no attachment, the knowledge 

is quite abstract and theoretical.  For those who are interested to practice Zen meditation 

in their daily lives or who are professionals interested in using Zen meditation to help 

people live better lives, the knowledge is not practical.  In reading the participants’ lived 

experience and seeing the phenomenon, I was able to know in what ways Zen meditation 

can help people live better lives and why it works.  I saw that Zen meditation developed 

the participants’ inner power and capacities to improve their lives and also supported the 

participants to wisely manage conflicts and problems at work and in the family life.  For 

me, as a family educator in Taiwan, seeing the phenomenon is meaningful.  There has 

been an issue in Taiwanese society that more and more women feel hesitant to marry 

because Taiwanese married women need to play multiple family roles and their lives 

become very busy and burdened.  Furthermore, it is hard to revolve this issue because 

Confucianism privileges men in Taiwanese society.  It is actually not the simple family-

life issue; it is a much larger societal and structural issue.  Although contemporary 

Taiwanese men have learned to appreciate and respect women to some extent through 

education and the influence of Western culture, the Confucian values and impact have 

been imprinted in people’s psyche and everyday life.  Culture both shapes and constrains 
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people’s thoughts and lives.  As a practical and theoretical family education professional, 

I have been thinking about how to help children and Taiwanese married women live 

better lives in spite of the fact that Confucianism suppresses women and children in 

educational system and in family life.  Seeing the participants’ lived experience inspired 

me and provided me with insights for improving the psychological impact of Confucian 

values on Taiwanese family relationships and parenting practices.  It is difficult to change 

the larger cultural and societal structure, but it can be worked inwardly to help individual 

married women and children in Taiwan develop inner wisdom and capacities to improve 

their wellbeing and lives. 

I learned Zen meditation in my graduate minor program in Integrative Therapies 

and Healing Practices at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities.  I am still a beginner 

in Zen meditation.  I have learned the knowledge of Zen but have not yet reached the 

experience of self-transformation as the participants had revealed in this study.  Thus, 

seeing the phenomenon impressed me.  The participants’ lived experience echoes with 

the teachings of Zen Buddhism and shows me the picture of Zen in a concrete way.  In 

conducting this study, I aimed to provide suggestions for professionals in Taiwan to help 

Taiwanese married women.  The participants’ lived experience suggests that four factors 

should be noted when Zen meditation is used to help individuals with similar 

backgrounds.  When the four factors are realized, people will likely experience similar 

phenomenon as the participants did in this study.  All of the phenomena were positive 

and, thus, it is likely that their lives will be improved in many ways. 

Future Research for the Field of Family Education 
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As research indicates that Zen meditation helps improve people’s wellbeing, this 

study similarly shows the phenomenon that Zen meditation improves Taiwanese married 

women’s family relationships and work efficiency.  Chiesa (2009) reported that most 

research concerning Zen meditation focuses on the electroencephalographic, 

neuroimaging, and biological evidence of the effects of Zen meditation.  There is another 

trend in Zen research, which is happening in the field of psychology and clinical practices.  

Several studies have been identified in the attempt to enrich the theories of psychology 

(Chan, 2008; Pawle, 2003; Tseng, 2011; Zhu, 2010) or to help professionals improve 

clinical practices (Brenner & Homonoff, 2004; Liu, 2009; Lopez, 2003).  Comparatively, 

few studies have been developed in the field of family education concerning the influence 

of Zen meditation on family relationships and work life.  Conducting this study has 

begun that journey.  The constituents of the phenomenon revealed in this study indicate 

that Zen meditation is highly beneficial to parenting, family relationships, marriage, and 

work life.  Hence, it is notable for family education professionals to further explore how 

to incorporate Zen training to parenting practice, marital life, family relationships, and 

the workplace by conducting more empirical research.  Although this study has shed light 

on the topic, much work is necessary in order to find more concrete and operational ways 

for applying Zen to family life and workplace.  In the future, it would also be worthwhile 

to develop a Zen parenting program and Zen family education program to systematically 

help people improve their family lives.  To reach the goals, more empirical research 

concerning Zen meditation and family relationships and work life is highly suggested.   

In addition, the population of this phenomenological study was targeted for 
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Taiwanese married women with multiple family roles, however different populations 

have different family life issues.  The wellbeing and lives of children, adolescents, 

married couples, parents, and aging people are of great concerns in the field of family 

education.  It is worth conducting more phenomenological studies with respect to 

different populations’ experience of different family issues.  As Polkinghorne (1989) 

proposed, the findings of phenomenological research help professionals appreciate and 

become more sensitive to those people who are experiencing stress and anxieties so they 

can improve social action and public policy to be more responsive.  The findings of this 

study suggest four practical factors contributing to the practice of Zen meditation for 

professionals to help Taiwanese married women improve lives.  Likewise, it will be 

useful in the field of family education to develop more phenomenological studies in 

relation to different family issues.  Learning people’s lived experience will provide 

insights or ways for professionals to better assist individuals with similar issues to 

improve their family lives.  Thus, it is highly suggested to design more phenomenological 

studies to enrich the body of knowledge and applied theories in the field of family 

education.  
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APPENDIX A: Consent Form 

Taiwanese Married Women’s Lived Experience of Zen Meditation 

You are invited to participate in a research study investigating the experience of Zen 
meditation.  You were selected because you are a Taiwanese married woman having roles 
as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman who has practiced Zen 
meditation in your life.  Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before 
agreeing to be in the study. 

This study is being conducted by Hsin-Ru Kang, who is a doctoral student at the College 
of Education and Human Development, Curriculum & Instruction Department in the 
Family, Youth, and Community Track at the University of Minnesota.  This study is 
primarily for partial fulfillment of the requirements for a PhD Degree. 

Background Information: 

The purpose of this study is to explore Taiwanese married women’s lived experience of 
Zen meditation.  The research question is: What is it like for Taiwanese married women 
having roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman to practice Zen 
meditation in their lives?  The findings of the research will provide family-life educators 
in Taiwan with insights and ways to help Taiwanese married women improve their lives.  
A total of up to 12 Taiwanese married women who practice Zen meditation are 
anticipated to participate in this study. 

Procedures: 

If you decide to participate, I will interview you for approximately two hours.  You will 
be asked questions such as: “As a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working woman, 
what is it like for you to practice Zen meditation in your life?”  or “Please describe for me 
your experience of Zen meditation in your life in terms of being a daughter-in-law, wife, 
mother, and working woman.”  No personal or sensitive information will be sought in 
this study.  The interview will be recorded, with your permission, and a written transcript 
will be made of the interview.  The written transcript will not contain names or any other 
information that can be traced back to you.  The recording and transcript will be 
identified by a numerical code.  Portions of the transcript will be used in the summary of 
this research along with sections of the transcripts from other participants.  This will be 
done in such a way as to insure your anonymity. 
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Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 

The study has minimal risk.  This risk will be minimized by the interview process in 
which you may disclose as much or as little as you like about your experiences.  
Confidentiality will also be maintained at all times; no information will be included in the 
research report that could identify you personally.   

The benefits to participation are that the interview may provide an opportunity for 
reflection and greater self-awareness, which may lead to personal growth and 
development.  Ultimately, I hope information from this study will provide family-life 
educators in Taiwan with insights and ways to help Taiwanese married women improve 
their lives.   

Confidentiality: 

The published report of this study will have no information that would identify you as a 
participant.  The audio recordings will be heard only by me and my advisor.  The 
transcripts will have no identifying information on them that will link them back to you.  
Research records will be kept in a locked file in my home; only my advisor will have 
access to the records. 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

You have the ultimate right to deny participating in this study or to withdraw from this 
study after you have agreed to participate at any time of your choice during the study.  
You also have the right not to answer questions posed to you by the researcher.  Your 
decision whether or not to participate will not affect your current or future relations with 
the University of Minnesota.  If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any 
time without affecting those relationships. 

Contacts and Questions: 

You may ask any questions at any time.  If you have a question at a later time, please feel 
free to contact Hsin-Ru Kang at 0970-990-103 or email at kangx181@umn.edu.  If you 
would like to talk to someone other than the researcher, please feel free to contact her 
advisor/professor, Dr. Yvonne Gentzler at 612- 625-6624 or Room 235 B Peik Hall, 159 
Pillsbury Drive SE, Minneapolis, MN 55455. 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this study and would like to talk to 
someone other than the researcher(s), you are encouraged to contact the Research 
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Subjects’ Advocate Line, D528 Mayo, 420 Delaware St.  Southeast, Minneapolis, 
Minnesota 55455; telephone (612) 625-1650.   

You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records. 

Statement of Consent: 

I have read the above information.  I have asked questions and have received answers.  I 
consent to participate in the study. 

 

Signature: 

______________________________________                 Date________________ 

Participant 

 

Signature: 

______________________________________                 Date________________ 

Researcher 
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APPENDIX B: Chinese Consent Form 

中文同意書	 

台灣已婚婦女的禪修生活經驗	 

您被邀請參加一項研究調查禪修生活的經驗。您被選中是因為您是台灣已婚女性，

同時扮演兒媳婦，妻子，母親和職業婦女等多重家庭角色，並且有在日常生活中實

踐禪坐。在我們進行正式的訪談之前，請您仔細閱讀這份同意書，並且詢問任何問

題。	 

這項研究將由康馨如進行，她目前是一位博士生，就讀於美國明尼蘇達大學的教育

人類發展學院，課程與教學系的家庭青年和社區研究所，這項研究將會是她的博士

學位論文。 	 

研究背景：  	 

本研究的目的是探討台灣已婚婦女的禪修生活經驗。研究問題是「對同時扮演兒媳

婦，妻子，母親和職業婦女等多種家庭角色的台灣已婚婦女而言，禪修生活像是什

麼呢？」研究結果將會提供台灣家庭生活教育工作者參考資料進而幫助台灣已婚婦

女改善他們的生活。最多會有 12位台灣已婚婦女參與這項研究。 	 

研究步驟：  	 

如果您同意參加這項研究，我將訪談您約兩個小時。您將會被詢問類似這樣的問題：

對你而言禪修生活像是什麼呢？或者可以和我分享禪坐在您生活當中的經驗嗎？在

您的同意之下，訪談內容將會被錄音和謄寫成逐字稿，如獲批准，並書面成績單將

於採訪。錄音內容和逐字稿將不會暴露出您的姓名或個人資訊，會以數字代碼作為

替代。部分訪談內容將會作為這項研究的結果報告，但一切將會以匿名的方式呈

現。 	 

參與研究的可能風險和好處：  	 

參與這項研究的可能風險很低。在訪談過程之中，您可以自行決定透露個人經驗的

多寡。研究過程和報告會是保密與匿名的。 	 

參與這項研究的可能好處是訪談的過程可能會提供您一個反思和成長的機會。另外，

這項研究將可以提供台灣家庭教育工作者一些參考和方法去幫助台灣已婚婦女改善

生活品質。 	 

保密性：  	 
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這項研究報告將不會透露出任何有關您個人的資訊。錄音內容將只有我和指導教授

會聽到。研究記錄將被保存在我家裡的一個上鎖的抽屜，只有我的指導教會有機會

接觸。 	 

自願性質的研究：  	 

你擁有最終的決定權決定參與這項研究或者退出。在訪談的過程中，你也有權不回

答研究者提出來的問題，或者決定退出這項研究。你決定是否參與研究將不會影響

你目前或未來與明尼蘇達大學的關係。 	 

聯絡方法：  	 

任何時候，您都可以自由的詢問任何問題。訪談結束之後，如果您有問題請隨時聯

絡康馨如，電話號碼是 0970-990-103，或者發電子郵件至 kangx181@umn.edu。如

果你想和康馨如以外的其他研究人員交談，可以聯繫她的指導教授 Dr.	 Yvonne	 

Gentzler，電話號碼是 612-625-6624，地址是 Room	 235	 B	 Peik	 Hall,	 159	 Pillsbury	 

Drive	 SE,	 Minneapolis,	 MN	 55455。 	 

另外，如果您有任何關於這項研究的問題或者疑慮，並想與康馨如和她指導教授以

外的其他研究者交談，建議您聯繫明尼蘇達大學的研究中心，地址是 D528	 Mayo,	 

420	 Delaware	 St.	 	 Southeast,	 Minneapolis,	 Minnesota	 55455，電話號碼是（612）	 625-

1650。 	 

您將會得到這一份同意書作為您保存的記錄。 	 

聲明同意:	 

我已經閱讀了上述信息。我問的問題並獲得解答。我同意參加這項研究。 	 

簽名： 	 
______________________________________	 日期________________ 	 
參與者 	 
	 

調查人員簽名或者個人取得的同意： 	 
______________________________________	 日期________________ 	 
訪問者 
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APPENDIX C: Interview Questions 

1. What is it like for you having roles as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and working 

woman to practice Zen meditation in your life?  

2. Having the four roles, think about a time when you experience Zen meditation in 

your life.   

3. What experience stands out in your mind?  

4. What stories can you tell me?  

5. Can you give me more description about that experience?   

6. What do you mean by that? Would you describe more details?  

7. How did that make you feel?  

8. What happened in your mind when that happened?  

9. Can you describe what happened in that experience? 

10. How did that come about? 

11. Is there anything else you can share with me that would help me understand what it 

is like to practice Zen meditation in your life as a daughter-in-law, wife, mother, and 

working woman? 
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APPENDIX D: Chinese Interview Questions 

中文訪談問題	 

1. 身為兒媳婦、妻子、母親和職業婦女等多重家庭角色的你，可以和我分享禪修

在生活中帶給你的一些經驗嗎?	 

2. 就做為一位兒媳婦、妻子、母親和職業婦女等多重家庭角色的你來說，禪修生

活像是什麼呢？	 

3. 什麼樣的經驗讓您印象深刻呢?	 

4. 還有哪些故事是關於其它角色，您可以和我分享的呢？	 

5. 關於那個經驗可以再多描述一些嗎？	 

6. 您剛才提到的事是指什麼呢？可以再多說一些細節嗎？	 

7. 那個經驗讓您感到如何呢？	 

8. 當那發生時，您想到什麼呢？	 

9. 您可以描述在那個經驗中發生了什麼嗎？	 

10. 那是如何發生的？	 

11. 還有其它事件是您可以和我分享以幫助我了解就做為一位兒媳婦、妻子、母親

和職業婦女等多重家庭角色而言，禪修生活像是什麼呢？
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APPENDIX E: Meaning Units 

(Clusters of Similar Meanings) 

01. Having clear and peaceful mind 

02. Becoming grounded and stable  

03. Managing things objectively and rationally 

04. No longer self-centered  

05. Changing previous thoughts and ways of thinking  

06. Developing compassion and caring for others 

07. Growing self-awareness  

08. Reflecting on self consistently  

09. Treating the mother-in-law with heart 

10. Building good relationship with the mother-in-law 

11. Reducing conflicts with the husband  

12. Having better and closer relationship with the husband  

13. Respecting sons’ and daughters’ autonomy and individuality  

14. Having better and closer relationships with sons and daughters 

15. Increasing work efficiency  

16. Helping people at work 

17. Integrating Zen to daily life 

18. Living positively and with confidence  
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APPENDIX F: Determining Constituents from Meaning Units 

(Derived from Appendix E) 

1. Self-transformation and personal growth 
• Mind-body transformation 

01. Having clear and peaceful mind 
02. Becoming grounded and stable  
03. Managing things objectively and rationally 

• Living selflessly 
04. No longer self-centered 
05. Changing previous thoughts and ways of thinking  
06. Developing compassion and caring for others 

• Constant self-regulation  
07. Growing self-awareness 
08. Reflecting on self consistently  

2. Opening the heart to the mother-in-law 
09. Treating the mother-in-law with heart 
10. Building good relationship with the mother-in-law 

3. Improving relationship with the husband 
11. Reducing conflicts with the husband  
12. Having better and closer relationship with the husband 

4. Becoming a warm and respectful mother 
13. Respecting sons’ and daughters’ autonomy and individuality  
14. Having better and closer relationships with sons and daughters 

5. Increasing work efficiency and helping people at workplace 
15. Increasing work efficiency  
16. Helping people at workplace 

6. Zen as the way of life 
17. Integrating Zen to daily life 
18. Living positively and with confidence   


