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Distance and Duty:

Rod &
Eugenia
Lawrence

Rod is a former
Friends
International
Cluster Leader.
His wife,
Eugenia, is from
China and they
have spent many
years living
there, where he
worked teaching
in universities.

I think people in UK would expect you to
become a good person, or become what
you like to be. But Chinese parents
would like you to be success [sic] and
rich. That’s the most different thing
between them. (Chinese Masters
student)

In international student ministry, we
know that students from collectivist
cultures (see endnote) are not here
simply as individuals but as part of
families. In this article, we will be
exploring how this works out for the
present generation of Chinese students.
How does their Confucian heritage
interact with the impact of the one-
child policy under which they were
born, and with the rapid economic and
technological changes experienced
during their lifetime? What different
types of students should we be aware
of, and how can the issues they face
become opportunities for the Gospel
and effective discipleship?

Family Expectations in a Collectivist
Culture

Obedience to parents is deeply rooted
for Chinese students; filial piety being
central to Confucian morality (explored
in an earlier Insight by Peter Teagle.)!
However, combined with rapid social

Family Expectations and the Mainland Chinese Student

change this is a source of stress.

In her book One Child published in

2016, Mei Fong includes evidence on
the psychological consequences of
China’s one child policy. A 2005 study of
letters from only children showed a
preoccupation with living under
pressure, excessive parental love, and
loneliness. One wrote “Our generation of
only-children is very self-conscious. For
historical reasons, we must shoulder all
of our parents’ goals and their ever-
bigger dreams. Compared to previous
generations, we don’t have our
independent future, but rather, re-walk
the path our parents didn'’t finish; we live
for it and struggle for it.” 2

A study of Mainland Chinese students
who had chosen to study in Hong Kong
found that for most students (65%), the
decision on choice of country,
programme / university was made by
the parents. Ninety-eight percent of
students expressed dissatisfaction with
aspects of the decision-making process
and-or with the outcome. For some
students in this study, (15%), there was
the added stress that the future security
of their families hinged on their
achievements and that the cost of
funding their study was an ongoing issue
for the family.3

1. Teagle, Peter “Jesus the Perfect Filial Son”, Insight Autumn 2008

2. Mei Fong (2016) One Child. London: Oneworld

3. Bodycott, P and Lai, A “The Influence and Implications of Chinese Culture in the Decision to Undertake Cross-
border Higher Education”, originally published in The Journal of Studies in International Education . Edited
version of the article at http://www.universityworldnews.com/article.php?story=20120731122209685
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In a time of increasing graduate unemployment the
stress gets worse. As one of our Reach Volunteers,
now in Shanghai, put it;

Frequently the main motivation of sending one’s child
abroad to study in the eyes of the parents is to acquire
a high status, secure job. However, hundreds of
thousands of families have the same dream. When
supply is this abundant and the market so competitive,
the benefit of a foreign education is not as great as
perhaps the parents assumed it was going to be. Yet
for many, settling for a job with less status is
unthinkable; who can bear to see their parents lose
face when their relations learn that all the money and
emotional sacrifice that the parents invested was
merely to get their child a job in a retail shop?*

This tension might affect their academic
performance. Researching reasons why in the UK in
2013 only 42% of Chinese students gained a first or
2.1 degree compared with 52% of overseas students
and 68% of all students, Crawford and Wang
suggested it could partly be because many young
people enrol in higher education due to pressure
from family or the jobs market rather than their own
motivation.>

The Cultural Bubble

Communication technology is making it more likely
that students will live in a “cultural bubble.” An
online survey by Lynette Teagle in June 2011, with
121 responses from 40 nationalities, found 20%
were in contact with home at least once daily.®
Thoughts and actions are oriented to the cultural
perspectives and personal expectations of their
parents. There are cases where students almost live
in their home country’s time zone, skyping and
enjoying social media and internet at night, and
sleeping much of the day. If, in their accommodation,
conversation, cooking and cleaning are also shared
with common cultural assumptions, it can indeed be
a bubble.

Social media impacts local interaction, even in the
Chinese church: “Now when we organize an event, we
will advertise it on social media and often within
seconds there will be ‘like’ clicks and comments; but
the actual turnout of the event is often disappointing,
highly disproportionate to the attention drawn to the

4. E-mail from Ian Forbes

post. More disappointingly, even those attending the
event often will fiddle with their mobile phones,
taking selfies/photos etc., rather than paying
attention to the message being shared; making a
good conversation is often difficult. After the event,
posts, comments and photos flood on social media,
especially from those who hardly seemed to be
engaged in the event.””

Martin Boyle’s research in the UK in 2008 showed
that many Chinese students were “marginal
sojourners” in that they ghettoise and fail to
integrate with British and other international
students. He commended the University of Kent
International Foundation Programme where
students are required to join a union club or
society and to ‘take an active part’ in it; and to
prepare a written report and a formal
presentation, both of which count towards their
final grade. Increased social interaction created “a
virtuous circle of socialisation, acculturation and
language acquisition”. 8

Exposure to British Culture is Getting Briefer
Students now travel more in vacations, usually
with their compatriots, and increasingly also
adding a trip with visiting parents. Richer students
are now more likely to travel back home for a
short visit during their course. For Masters
students, especially, this can leave little time for
serious immersion in the host culture.

...70% of students’ family members visit
them during their study in the UK...

Mei Si, a Chinese student at the University of
Brighton, says in a guest blog for a travel agency:
June - July, and December - January are the hot
seasons for Chinese parents to visit their children’s
graduation ceremonies. They normally stay from a
few days to two months.?

According to emergingcomms.com: With over 70%
of students’ family members visiting them during
their study in the UK, there is the additional

5. Quoted in https://www.theguardian.com/education/2014 /apr/15/chinese-students-in-uk-poor-results

6. Teagle, Lynette “Virtually Going Home” Insight Winter 2011
7. Chinese Church worker, Southampton

8. Boyle, Martin Sojourner Adjustment among Chinese Students in UK Universities. In: Focus on the East Asian Learner, 11/7/08 - 13/7/08, Ports-

mouth. (Unpublished) https://kar.kent.ac.uk/8359/

9. http://www.chinatraveloutbound.com/an-insight-into-the-travel-of-chinese-students-living-in-the-uk/
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opportunity to sell to incoming Chinese tourists, with
students planning shopping itineraries on behalf of
their families.1?

Different Types of Students

. Bought Identities

Some students are here because they have failed to
get to a good university in China. As the system is so
competitive, the parents of a less academic student
may buy them an easier route to qualification by
paying for study overseas, with the challenge for the
student being initially reduced to the ability to pass
an English proficiency test. However, they have the
ongoing challenge not only of keeping up with work
aimed at students who are using their native
language, but also of how they cope with their own
self-image. They may still perceive themselves as
failures and may imagine that other people are
looking down on them. They may carry guilt that
their parents are having to pay so much because of
their failure. They may work hard, but can easily
become frustrated under pressure. This can lead to
constantly trying to catch up with work, often with
inefficient or inappropriate study methods, short
cuts of various levels of plagiarism, focus on last-
minute cramming for exams or dropping everything
to meet assignment deadlines, with an overall effect
of significant withdrawal from social activities or
reliance on a small group of ethnically similar
friends, missing out on the opportunities to explore
the culture of their host country, or even to be
improving the language skills on which their success
depends. Living on this “bought identity” can lead to
psychological conflicts and sometimes depression.
For June, this is what led to her becoming a
Christian.

June was an only child. Her parents worked hard to
send her to an expensive boarding school; though she
knew her parents expected her to do well at school, as
an outgoing, fun seeking young girl she was not
motivated enough to study hard; her final exam
results were very disappointing. Seeing that she had
little prospect of advancing in the Chinese education
system, her parents scrambled together funds to send
her to the UK to do a BA degree. June was so worried
that her former classmates would laugh at her ‘buying
an escape route abroad’, she did not tell anyone when
she left the country. In the UK June worked extremely
hard out of shame and guilt, but her low self-esteem
and fear of failure haunted her. ‘I seemed to have gone
through a complete personality change: I used to be
bubbly and active, but became subdued and quiet,
having depressing thoughts all the time.’ It was not
until she went to a COCM New Year camp that she felt
she was released from her depressive moods. ‘The

message taught was that God takes you on just as
you are. For the first time, I felt accepted, | shared
my heart out.” June is now a Christian actively
involved in church.

However, for Rob, the depression has continued,
despite his involvement in the activities of his
local Chinese church and receiving care and
counselling.

Rob’s parents were divorced when he was a small
child. His childhood was chaotic, living in different
homes of relatives and grandparents. His parents
were generous in supporting him financially, but
emotionally distant. After university graduation in
China, to enhance his career competency his parents
paid for him to do a Master’s degree in England.
Rob had always suffered from bouts of depression,
and living abroad, stress of study and meeting new
people etc. set it off more often. He was involved in
the activities of local churches and had become a
Christian; at times he was open to receiving care
and counselling, but whenever his depression took
hold of him, he retreated to his hideout. He has
appealed to delay his graduation on grounds of
depression a couple of times, and is still not sure
what the future holds for him.

Hard work and guilt are not the only reaction for
this kind of student. For some, because money has
got them here, they think money will continue to
solve all their problems. They have learned that
they don’t have to care about study and their
parents are rich enough to buy their future for
them anyway. These students may live a full social
life of shopping, eating out and travel; possibly
able to afford participation in whatever Friends
International and others offer, but more likely
enjoying life with similar compatriots. Guilt may
finally hit them when they fail, or if the money
runs out, but perhaps their parents will be happy
enough to be able to boast that their child has
studied abroad.

These students may join our activities either as
some of the hardest to reach as they just seek the
fun and the photos, or as potentially open to more
as they realise the futility of such a superficial life.

o Cross-Cultural Explorers

A second category of students are themselves very
keen to go abroad, and have worked hard and
persuaded parents and relatives to fund them to
enable them to take this opportunity. They arrive
full of enthusiasm and curiosity. They must satisfy
both their own ambitions and those of their
sponsoring relatives, showing that they have used

10. http://emergingcomms.com/engage-chinese-students-in-the-uk-with-your-brand/
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their money well by achieving success. Some of
these become very involved in café and other
Friends International activities, and in a context of
warm hospitality and open discussion, can start to
question their previous education in the light of
the Bible. From this type of student have come
some of our Reach Volunteers - willing to seek
further support from family back home as well as
from contacts here for another year abroad even
though it involves no further qualification or
monetary reward. It has been encouraging to see
even non-Christian families in China responding to
this enthusiasm.

Cararegarded herself as a Christian before arriving
in the UK; she used to follow her mum to her local
church, which was crowded but full of mostly old
people. ‘My study was busy and [ worked hard; when
I got stressed my mum would pray for me, and 1
would feel better. That’s all.” But her church
experience in the UK was a real eye-opener for her.
She soon realized the Christian faith meant much
more than she had been used to. She was excited by
many young Christians eagerly exploring faith; she
enjoyed taking part in Friends International
activities. She was baptised in the Chinese church
and went on to become a Reach Volunteer.

Also, some older students have already worked in
China; their parents may not be rich, so they pay
for themselves, and are likely to be highly
motivated in both study and cultural exploration.

. Searching Scholars

Visiting scholars are financially independent, but
as well as still having parents to consider, probably
also have a spouse and a child. They often have
both time for, and interest in, discussing life and
ideas with British friends, appreciate hospitality
and a friendly environment for meeting others. We
have found that our iExplore group with meal and
Bible discussion is recommended by visiting
scholars from one year to the next. If spouse and
child visit, perhaps even stay long enough to go to
school, they are likely to make even more local
contacts and there is the potential for them all
exploring faith together. However, they might be
under greater political constraint through their
work positions and probably Communist Party
membership.

Larry chats everyday with his family who keep him
informed about home life. Although anxious for
them, he accepts he can’t help with everything at a
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distance. He is applying for a visa for his 4 year old
son to come in the summer, and hopes that his father,
mother, sister, father-in-law and mother-in-law will
come too for a trip. “I have peace to think here.  want
to find out what it really means to follow Jesus.”

Harry appreciates the international contacts here,
and the politeness of local people. He was especially
moved by those who cook freely for iExplore. “I've
learned that it need not be all just fame and gain. My
eyes have been opened in the UK. [ want to read the
whole Bible now.”

Changes Back Home

Apart from the normal culture shocks, any crises at
home will have a strong impact on student life here.
Especially due to the one child policy, most students
who come here leave behind an “empty nest”.
Couples who already may have had fairly separate
emotional lives due to the demands of work and
state are perhaps more prone to a marriage crisis
when the focus of their one offspring in their home
is gone. This can be a source of great anxiety for the
student here.

Hugh is the only child of respectable academics. In
the second year of his study in the UK during one
Skype call he had a shocking confidence from his
mother that she had found out his father was having
an affair. His mother wanted him on her side,
increasingly depending on him for emotional support.
On the other hand, his father did not want to talk
about it. Hugh found a lot of comfort from church
support and counselling. He was able to introduce
some Christian links back home to his mum. His mum
became a Christian in the end. The marriage is on the
mend.

[llness and bereavement are also sorely felt at a
distance. These crises have opened doors for
conversation and prayer.

Responding to Students as Family Members
Here are a few suggestions:

. Listen! - so that we are aware of specific
needs.
. Value the few in-depth relationships, even if

so many others seem to go untouched. A
solidly changed family could have massive

impact.

. The ‘identity’ issue that many students face is
a great opportunity to open up the Gospel.

. Disciple in a way that helps returnees to be

willing to engage with family expectations in a
Christ-centred, loving way.
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. Model alternative ways of family interaction:
hosting, church volunteers helping as whole
families.

. Help students through family crises.

. Run workshops on anxiety, depression,

coping with loneliness, work pressures, time
management, boy-girl relationships,
marriage and parenting.

. Link with the student’s families where
possible - when they come to visit - meet
and welcome to activities, refer to them in
conversation and prayer.

. In Bible discussion groups, encourage time to
think, build community through meals and
free conversation time, and arrange 1-1
meetings.

Ben, one of our iExplore students wrote: I can feel
your sincere care and help. As you know the
relationship between people in China is indifferent
recently. As a result, I felt at home each time [ went
to Friends International, and can’t wait to join you
each time. Inviting students to your home is very
kind and we can know how local British live and feel
the love from you.

Another, Clare, wrote: Every Wednesday night, I felt
come back home and talk free [sic]. I learnt how to
share my life with my parents from the talk we did
every Wednesday night after dinner. That really
helps me to express my feelings to my parents in an
appreciate [sic] way as well as gradually my parents
and I can talk like old friends.

There are many broken families in China and
around the world, and some unhealthy bonds
which may yet need to be broken. But let us help to
rebuild families, saying, with Jesus, to those He has
released, “Go home to your family and tell them
how much the Lord has done for you” (Mark 5:19).

Endnote on collectivist cultures:

Collectivism refers to a political, economic, or
cultural system that values groups or communities
over individuals. Collectivism is often understood in
contrast to individualism, which privileges the
individual interests over the group. Collectivist
cultures focus on shame and seek to avoid it. If
someone in the group deviates from the cultural
norm, they are considered to be weak or to have bad
character. Any type of conflict or saying "no" lessens
the harmony of the group, so saying "no" or any sort
of conflict is heavily avoided. In collectivist countries,
being a part of the collective group gives a promise
of safety and a source of identity as long as the
person remains loyal to that group.
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