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THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / July 2001Kim et al. / ASIAN CULTURAL VALUESAsian Cultural Values
and the Counseling Process:

Current Knowledge and Directions
for Future Research

Bryan S. K. Kim
University of Maryland, College Park

Donald R. Atkinson
Dawn Umemoto

University of California, Santa Barbara

Based on values common to most Asian cultures, a set of propositions on the relationship
between Asian cultural values and the counseling process is presented in the context of a
current theory of acculturation/enculturation. Recommendations for future research
relating Asian cultural values to the counseling process are offered in an attempt to stim-
ulate more empirical attention in this area.

The application of psychology to people who hold collectivistic values
can be questioned because how psychology is applied is largely a product of
individualistic cultures. According to Hofstede (1991), individualism and
collectivism can be conceptualized as bipolar opposites on a continuum of
how people associate with others.

Individualism pertains to societies in which the ties between individuals are
loose: everyone is expected to look after himself or herself and his or her imme-
diate family. . . . Collectivism as its opposite pertains to societies in which peo-
ple from birth onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive ingroups, which
throughout people’s lifetime continue to protect them in exchange for unques-
tioning loyalty. (p. 51)

Leong, Wagner, and Tata (1995) have suggested that the collectivistic values
traditionally held by Asian Americans, particularly recent immigrants, are
often in conflict with the individualistic values inherent in counseling and
psychotherapy. As such, to the extent that an Asian American client’s cultural
values are in conflict with the values inherent in counseling, it can be
assumed that the counseling process will be impeded. However, almost no
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attention has been given to the possibility that some Asian cultural values
may actually enhance the counseling process. For example, the Asian cul-
tural value of respect for someone in a position of authority may actually con-
tribute positively to Asian American perceptions of counselor credibility.
Similarly, the value placed on educational achievement in Asian cultures
may contribute to Asian American willingness to seek out academic
counseling.

According to Leong (1986), “Our knowledge concerning counseling and
psychotherapy with Asian-Americans will not be significantly enhanced
until we are able to identify those elements that contribute to effective coun-
seling interventions with Asian Americans” (p. 202). Although much has
been speculated and written about Asian cultural values and how they might
affect counseling process and outcome, very few studies have actually exam-
ined this relationship (Chin, 1998; Uba, 1994). The purpose of this article is
fourfold: (a) to highlight an Asian cultural values dimension within a multi-
linear and multidimensional model of acculturation/enculturation, (b) to
suggest a set of illustrative tentative propositions on the relationships
between Asian cultural values and the counseling process based on values
common to most Asian cultures, (c) to suggest that some Asian cultural val-
ues may increase the effectiveness of the counseling process, and (d) to offer
recommendations for future research that tests these and other similar propo-
sitions. In this article, we use the term linear (e.g., multilinear) to refer to
acculturation continua such as levels of involvement in culture of origin and
dominant culture, and we use the term dimension (e.g., multidimensional) to
refer to the factors comprising acculturation, such as values, behavior,
knowledge, and identity. Also, although the process of adaptation from one
culture to another is most often described by the term acculturation, we use
the term acculturation/enculturation to point out that the process of adapta-
tion includes retaining selected aspects of one’s indigenous culture.

We begin by providing a brief review of the literature on Asian cultural
values and describing 14 Asian value domains that were empirically identi-
fied in a study by Kim, Atkinson, and Yang (1999). This is followed by a
description of a multilinear and multidimensional theory of acculturation/
enculturation and its relationship to Asian cultural values. We then develop a
number of tentative propositions about the relationship between Asian cul-
tural values and the counseling process. Finally, we offer recommendations
for future research on the relationship between cultural values and the coun-
seling process. It should be noted that although our purpose is to shed light on
the relationship between selected cultural values and the counseling process
with Asian Americans, when referring to the values associated with this pop-
ulation, we identify them as Asian values to give recognition to their indige-
nous source.
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ASIAN CULTURAL VALUES

In the discussion of Asian cultural values that follows, it is not our inten-
tion to ignore cultural differences within Asian ethnic groups but rather to
draw attention to important Asian cultural values and to examine how they
might be related to the counseling process with Asian American clients. To
the extent that these values are not reflective of the values of a particular
Asian culture or Asian American client, the propositions that we draw from
this discussion may not be applicable to that culture or client. Similarly, it is
not our intention to suggest that all Asian Americans adhere to these values
equally. As Asian immigrants and their progeny disenculturate or, more spe-
cifically, as they lose their Asian cultural values, these values will play a
decreasing role in determining their attitudes and behavior. We begin with a
brief review of the literature on Asian cultural values, with a focus on how
these values may influence the lives of Asian Americans.

Many writers have described the various aspects of Asian cultural values
and their effects on Asian Americans. According to M. K. Ho (1987) and
D. Sue and Sue (1993), the roles of family members in Asian American fami-
lies can be highly interdependent, rigidly defined, and strictly adhered to, as
dictated by traditional Asian cultural values. The family structure may be
arranged so that these roles do not interfere with each other, thus minimizing
any possible role conflicts between family members (D. W. Sue, 1981;
D. Sue & Sue, 1993). The father traditionally is the head of the household in
many Asian American families (Fernandez, 1988; M. K. Ho, 1987; D. W. Sue,
1981; Uba, 1994). The mother traditionally is recognized as the nurturant care-
taker of both her husband and children (M. K. Ho, 1987; Uba, 1994). D. W.
Sue (1981) noted that the son’s primary allegiance is to the family into which
he is born; being a good husband or father is secondary to his duty as a son.
Sue also noted that the traditional role of the daughters is to perform domestic
duties and to be subservient to the males in the family.

According to Fernandez (1988), Kitano and Matsushima (1981), and
Tomita (1994), an Asian American’s self-worth and self-identity are strongly
tied to his or her family’s achievements, as dictated by traditional Asian cul-
tural values. When an individual member of an Asian American family
achieves success, it usually reflects positively on the entire family (D. Sue &
Sue, 1993). Conversely, when an Asian American fails at a task or engages in
inappropriate social behavior, the entire family often shares in the same
embarrassment and loss of face (D. W. Sue, 1981). One of the major responsi-
bilities of all family members is to avoid bringing shame and loss of face to
the family (M. K. Ho, 1987; Kaneshige, 1973; D. W. Sue, 1981; Tinloy,
1978). The fear of losing face can be a powerful motivating force for an Asian

572 THE COUNSELING PSYCHOLOGIST / July 2001

 © 2001 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


American to conform to the family’s expectations (M. K. Ho, 1987) and often
may be used to suppress deviation from family norms.

Allegiance to parents, or filial piety, is strongly valued in traditional Asian
cultures (Chen, 1982; D. Y. Ho, 1996; Morrow, 1989; Murakawa, 1986;
D. Sue & Sue, 1993; Tinloy, 1978; Uba, 1994). According to Chen (1982),
filial piety is characterized by respect, honor, fidelity, devotion, dutifulness,
and sacrifice on the part of children for their parents. Filial piety demands
unquestioning obedience to parents as well as concern for and understanding
of their needs and wishes, with the intention of comforting them (Murakawa,
1986). In addition to respect for parents, D. W. Sue (1981) noted that ances-
tors and elders are viewed with great reverence and respect.

In addition to respecting parents and elders, Asian Americans who adhere
strongly to Asian cultural values tend to defer to authority figures for decision
making and problem resolution (Kitano & Matsushima, 1981; Leong, 1992;
D. Sue & Sue, 1993; D. W. Sue, 1981; Tinloy, 1978). Kitano and Matsushima
(1981) noted that Asian Americans often turn to authority figures in the com-
munity for assistance with problems. This deference to authority apparently
is based on the cultural expectation that persons in authority have special
expertise or knowledge in their field rather than on a blind obedience to
authority per se.

Among Asian Americans who adhere strongly to Asian cultural values,
self-effacement, modesty, discretion, and humility are highly valued
(Kaneshige, 1973; Leong, 1992; Murakawa, 1986; Tung, 1985; Uba, 1994;
West, 1983). Asian Americans are discouraged from appearing bumptious by
talking about their accomplishments or expressing their opinions and are
encouraged to be humble and modest. They may not want to seem boastful or
self-centered because this also could be seen as reflecting negatively on the
family (D. Sue & Sue, 1993).

The Confucian value of interpersonal harmony can play a significant role
in Asian Americans’ communication style and interpersonal behavior. Fol-
lowing Confucius’s teachings, Asian Americans may aspire to be patient,
gentle, well-mannered, and cooperative. They also may attempt to blend in
with the group rather than distinguish themselves through either good or bad
behavior (Uba, 1994).

According to Murakawa (1986) and Uba (1994), the Asian American val-
ues of personal restraint and reservation underlie much of Asian American
expressive behavior. When interacting with others, Asian Americans may
tend to be accommodating, conciliatory, and receptive rather than confronta-
tional (Uba, 1994; Tamura & Lau, 1992). They can typically refrain from
being verbal and may prefer a passive communication style (Kitano &
Matsushima, 1981; Murakawa, 1986). Uba (1994) asserted that Asian Amer-
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icans tend to refrain from openly challenging others’ perspectives to main-
tain interpersonal harmony. On the other hand, Asian Americans often use
nonverbal communication processes, including gestures and facial expres-
sions, to convey feelings nonverbally during both conversation and silence
(Kaneshige, 1973; Kitano & Matsushima, 1981).

Traditional Asian culture encourages the suppression of emotional con-
flicts and discourages the full expression of emotions (Uba, 1994). Thus,
many Asian Americans are taught to have self-control and to exercise
restraint when experiencing potentially disruptive emotions (Kaneshige,
1973; Leong, 1992; Murakawa, 1986; Tinloy, 1978; Tung, 1985; Uba, 1994).
According to Uba (1994), these cultural values force many Asian Americans
to be reticent in their interpersonal communication style.

Despite the relatively large number of articles that have been published
describing Asian cultural values and their possible effects on the behaviors of
Asian Americans, few studies have attempted to empirically support the
presence of these cultural values among Asian Americans (Uba, 1994). A
study by Kim et al. (1999) represents one attempt to empirically identify
Asian cultural values and delineate more closely the various dimensions of
Asian cultural values as perceived by Asian Americans in the United States.

As described in their article, Kim et al. (1999) identified the dimensions of
Asian cultural values by using a three-stage research process: (a) a review of
the literature on Asian cultural values, (b) a nationwide survey of Asian
American psychologists, and (c) three focus-group discussions with Asian
American participants. The literature review covered journal articles, books,
book chapters, and dissertations on Asian cultural values; this review
accessed the body of literature that is summarized above. For the survey of
psychologists, 103 Asian American members of American Psychological
Association (APA) Division 45 were identified by their surnames from the
membership directory and sent a questionnaire packet. Twenty-eight Asian
American psychologists and their associates returned the response form,
resulting in additional value statements that were collated and categorized
under the Asian value dimensions generated from the literature review. Two
1-hour focus discussion groups, composed of doctoral Asian American stu-
dents in psychology, were used to generate additional Asian cultural value
dimensions and statements describing each dimension; the participants in the
groups were 1 Asian Indian American, 3 Chinese Americans, and 5 Korean
Americans. The third focus discussion group, composed of 3 psychology
doctoral Asian American students, determined the accuracy of the pair-
ings between the value dimensions and their corresponding statements
and identified additional dimensions that had not been identified during the
previous step; the participants were 1 Burmese American, 1 Chinese Ameri-
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can, and 1 Korean American. These procedures generated a total of 14 value
dimensions with 202 items (for more details, see Kim et al., 1999).

Before describing the 14 value dimensions, the following caveat should be
highlighted. Although we termed the 14 dimensions as Asian cultural values
because we reviewed the extant literature on Asian values, including those
from East, South, and Southeast Asian cultures, most of the doctoral students
participating in the focus groups were Chinese Americans and Korean Amer-
icans; we did not request ethnicity information from the participating mem-
bers of APA. Therefore, it is possible that the value dimensions reflect mainly
East Asian cultures and little of the South or Southeast Asian cultures. There-
fore, as mentioned earlier, the reader is cautioned not to project these cultural
values to all Asian Americans, as each Asian American will have varying
degrees of exposure to these values.

The following brief description of Asian values is organized according to
the 14 value domains derived by Kim et al. (1999). The specific value state-
ments identified by Kim et al. are used to describe each domain.

Ability to Resolve Psychological Problems

Each individual should be able to resolve psychological problems on his
or her own. One should use one’s inner resources and willpower to resolve
psychological problems. Psychological problems are best dealt with, and
mental health best maintained, by moderating one’s emotions and behavior,
controlling morbid thoughts, and seeking inner peace. One should overcome
distress by oneself; asking others for psychological help is a sign of weakness.

Avoidance of Family Shame

Family reputation is a primary social concern. The worst thing an individ-
ual can do is to disgrace her or his family’s reputation. The failure of any indi-
vidual family member reflects negatively on the family as a whole. Breaking
family traditions and norms, defaulting on duties and obligations to the fam-
ily, manifesting mental health problems, and failing to achieve academically
and occupationally are ways that individuals can disgrace their families.

Collectivism

Individuals should feel a strong sense of attachment to the group to which
they belong, and they should think about the welfare of the group before their
own welfare. Group interests and goals should be promoted over individual
interests and goals. Similarly, an individual’s obligations and duties to the
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group are more important than individual rights. One should be interdepen-
dent with other members of the group; working on a task with others is better
than working on it by oneself. Spending time with one’s group is preferable
to spending time alone.

Conformity to Family and Social Norms and Expectations

Conforming to familial and societal norms is important; one should not
deviate from these norms. It is important to follow and conform to the expec-
tations that one’s family and the society have for one. Individuals should not
make waves and should avoid disrupting the status quo.

Deference to Authority Figures

Authority figures are deserving of respect. Individuals with higher educa-
tion should receive greater respect than those with less education. One should
be less verbal and listen more in the presence of authority figures because one
can learn from them. Individuals should not question a person in a position of
authority and never refer to an authority figure by first name. Authority fig-
ures are in a position to evaluate an individual, never the other way around.

Educational and Occupational Achievement

Educational and occupational achievement should be an individual’s top
priorities. Success in life is defined in terms of one’s academic and career
accomplishments. Working hard is the way an individual can become aca-
demically and occupationally successful. Therefore, hard work and persever-
ance in school and on the job are virtues. Complete devotion to one’s studies
will pay off later and will make one’s parents proud.

Filial Piety

Children are expected to manifest unquestioning obedience to their par-
ents. Children should never talk back to their parents, go against their par-
ents’ wishes, or question the authority of their parents. Parental love is usu-
ally not openly expressed but should be implicitly understood. Adult children
are expected to take care of their aging parents, especially when the parents
are unable to take care of themselves. Children should not place their parents
in retirement or nursing homes.
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Importance of Family

Individual family members feel a strong sense of obligation to the family
as a whole and a commitment to maintaining family well-being. Interdepen-
dence and mutual trust are important family values. Honor and duty to one’s
family are very important, more important than one’s own fame and power;
personal accomplishment is interpreted as family achievement. In fact, indi-
vidual family members are expected to make sacrifices for the family. Indi-
vidual members are also expected to follow the role expectations set by their
families as a whole.

Maintenance of Interpersonal Harmony

In a disagreement, one should overlook differences in an effort to maintain
harmony. One should always try to be accommodating and conciliatory and
never directly confrontational. Nonverbal communication plays an important
part in maintaining interpersonal harmony. An individual should never
express his or her feelings at the expense of maintaining harmony. One
should not say things that may offend another person or that would cause the
other person to lose face. In fact, one should always provide a dignified way
for the other person to save face.

Placing Other’s Needs Ahead of One’s Own

An individual should consider the needs of others before considering his
or her own. One should anticipate and be aware of the needs of others and not
inconvenience them. Overasserting one’s own needs is a sign of immaturity.
An individual should look out for other people’s feelings and observe his or
her behavior to prevent others from feeling uncomfortable.

Reciprocity

An individual should repay another person’s favor, that is, repay those
people who have helped or provided assistance to the individual. Thus, when
one receives a gift, that person should reciprocate with a gift of equal or
greater value. Reciprocity works both ways, and when an individual does
favors for others, he or she should accept favors in return. In this vein, friends
should take turns paying for each other. There is a direct relationship between
how well one treats others and how well one is treated.
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Respect for Elders and Ancestors

Ancestors and elders should be viewed with reverence and respect; chil-
dren should honor their elders and ancestors. Elders have more wisdom and
deserve more respect than young people. Young people should avoid bring-
ing displeasure to their elders. Young people should never confront their
elders, talk back to them, or go directly against their wishes.

Self-Control and Restraint

One should exercise restraint when experiencing strong emotions. It is
better to hold your pain, suffering, and anger inside than to express them. Nei-
ther strong positive emotions nor strong negative emotions should be
expressed. Instead, one should remain reserved and tranquil. The ability to
control emotions is a sign of strength.

Self-Effacement

It is important to minimize or depreciate one’s own achievements. One
should be humble, modest, and not boastful. It is inappropriate to draw atten-
tion to oneself. In fact, individuals should be discouraged from talking about
their accomplishments. Individuals should avoid thinking that they are better
than others. Instead, accomplishments should be attributed to the support
they have received from others.

The 14 value dimensions identified by Kim et al. (1999) represent a sup-
port for and an expansion of the literature on Asian cultural values. In review-
ing these values, it is important to note that these dimensions are related to
each other. A common thread among the dimensions is Confucianism, a phi-
losophy that promotes the values of interpersonal harmony, knowledge and
acceptance of one’s place in society and in the family, obedience, and orienta-
tion toward the group (Uba, 1994). In addition to this conceptual interrela-
tionship between the value dimensions, Kim, Yang, Atkinson, Wolfe, and
Hong (in press) demonstrated empirically, through the use of confirmatory
factor analysis and factorial invariance analysis of structural equation model-
ing, that many of these value dimensions serve as good statistical indicators
of an overarching Asian cultural values construct. This finding provides fur-
ther evidence for the interrelatedness of the dimensions of Asian cultural val-
ues and suggests that a person’s adherence to some of the Asian cultural value
dimensions can be indicative of that person’s adherence to other Asian cul-
tural value dimensions, albeit to different degrees (for more details, see Kim
et al., in press). In sum, the delineation of the various dimensions of Asian
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cultural values helps to provide a more comprehensive and in-depth
operationalization of Asian cultural values.

CULTURAL VALUES AND
ACCULTURATION/ENCULTURATION

In presenting the dimensions of Asian cultural values, we indicated that
the relationship between Asian cultural values and their influences on Asian
Americans are moderated by the levels of their adherence to these indigenous
values, or enculturation; more formally, enculturation can be defined as the
process of retaining the cultural norms of one’s indigenous culture. Similarly,
acculturation, the degree to which a person adheres to the cultural norms of
the dominant society, also can have significant moderating influences on
Asian Americans. Current theory of acculturation/enculturation posits a
bilinear model that incorporates two continua, one continuum representing a
person’s enculturation in one’s indigenous culture and another representing a
person’s acculturation to the dominant culture (Berry, 1990, 1994). Within
this two-continua structure, various construct dimensions of acculturation/
enculturation have been conceptualized, leading to a multidimensional model
of acculturation/enculturation. In particular, cultural values and behaviors have
long been considered important dimensions of acculturation/enculturation.
Szapocznik, Scopetta, Kurtines, and Aranalde (1978), for example, have noted
that “there are at least two distinct dimensions of acculturation—a dimension
of behavioral acculturation, and a dimension of value acculturation” (p. 115).
However, acculturation/enculturation instruments for Asian Americans (and
other ethnic groups) until recently have predominantly focused on the behav-
ioral dimension of acculturation/enculturation (Kim & Abreu, 2001). There-
fore, researchers who have examined the counseling process with Asian
American participants have relied almost exclusively on measures of behav-
ioral acculturation/enculturation to infer the presence or absence of ancestral
cultural values.

There are problems with using behavioral measures of acculturation/
enculturation to assess the degree of adherence to indigenous cultural values.
As Phinney (1996) noted, “Acculturation scales that measure behavioral in-
dicators of cultural retention or involvement but do not assess the cultural val-
ues and norms per se cannot show direct links between culture and outcomes”
(p. 921). Kim et al. (1999) provided some empirical evidence that values and
behavioral dimensions represent two distinct processes of acculturation/
enculturation. These authors found that the changes in cultural values among
the first three generations of Asian Americans occurred at a slower rate
than the changes in their cultural behaviors. Specifically, they found that
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there was a significant difference between the scores of three generations of
Asian Americans on a behavioral measure of acculturation/enculturation
but no corresponding difference between the scores on a values measure of
acculturation/enculturation. In sum, these findings suggest that it is impor-
tant to examine the cultural value dimension of acculturation/enculturation
separately from the behavioral dimension. This is not to say, however, that
behavior is an unimportant dimension of acculturation/enculturation.

In addition to value and behavioral dimensions, Kim and Abreu (2001),
after an extensive survey of acculturation/enculturation instruments, have
proposed cultural identity and cultural knowledge as two additional dimen-
sions of acculturation/enculturation. They defined cultural identity as a per-
son’s attitudes toward one’s cultural identification (e.g., one’s preferred
name is in Vietnamese), attitudes toward indigenous and dominant groups
(e.g., feelings of shame toward the indigenous culture and pride toward the
dominant group), and level of comfort toward people of indigenous and dom-
inant groups. Cultural knowledge was defined as culturally specific informa-
tion such as names of historical leaders and historical significance of cultural
activities. To obtain a more comprehensive portrait of the overall adaptation
process for ethnic minorities, all four dimensions of acculturation/
enculturation (values, behavior, identity, and knowledge) need to be exam-
ined. Notwithstanding the importance of all four dimensions of acculturation/
enculturation, a greater emphasis has been placed on the cultural value
dimension in this article because a primary purpose of this article is to draw
attention to the relationship between Asian cultural values enculturation and
the counseling process for Asian American clients.

Some of the currently available acculturation/enculturation instruments
for Asian Americans (and other ethnic groups) also can be criticized for
reflecting a unilinear measurement model of acculturation/enculturation.
That is, the enculturation aspect has been measured as a polar opposite of
acculturation; rather, the two should be considered orthogonal continua,
which is posited by the current acculturation/enculturation theory (Kim &
Abreu, 2001). According to Cuellar, Arnold, and Maldonado (1995),

Acculturation, linearly defined, is represented as a function of movement in
one direction along the continuum with corresponding reduction along the
other direction of the continuum. That is, as one increases their orientation in
one culture there is a corresponding reduction in the other. The major criticism
of this linear model is that the two poles are not independently measured; as
one consequence, it does not yield measures for those biculturals who score
high or low in both cultures. In particular, types of biculturals containing vari-
ous characteristics of both cultures cannot be identified. . . . The linear model is
thus based on faulty assumptions about acculturation, namely, that there has to
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be corresponding reduction in one of two cultures for a person to acculturate.
(pp. 276-277)

Therefore, it is important to conceptualize the acculturation/enculturation
processes as occurring along at least two distinct continua.

Although Berry’s (1990, 1994) bilinear theory of acculturation/enculturation
provides an important description of the cultural adaptation process, there
has been some movement toward expanding the theory to include a multilin-
ear measurement model (Kim & Abreu, 2001). The multilinear model in-
cludes not only the two continua, one continuum representing the indigenous
culture and another representing the dominant culture, but also additional
continua to reflect various settings and other cultures. According to Ramirez
(1984), acculturation/enculturation involves changes in

different life-domains of the different cultures with which the person interacts.
For example, at the same time, a person may be developing in the familial
domain of one culture, the educational domain of another, and the work domain
of still another. (p. 92)

The inclusion of these additional continua could lead to a more contex-
tualized explanation of acculturation/enculturation and a better explanation
of the complexities of the adaptation processes experienced by ethnic minori-
ties in general and Asian Americans in particular.

In sum, this article’s focus on Asian cultural values is based on the
multilinear and multidimensional theory of acculturation/enculturation. The
variable of interest (adherence to Asian cultural values) represents the cul-
tural value dimension of the enculturation continuum. In discussing the rela-
tionship between Asian cultural values enculturation and the counseling pro-
cess, it also is hoped that this article will promote future research on other
aspects of the acculturation/enculturation theory.

ILLUSTRATIVE PROPOSITIONS RELATING
ASIAN CULTURAL VALUES ENCULTURATION

TO COUNSELING PROCESS VARIABLES

The propositions that follow are based on the Asian cultural value domains
identified by Kim et al. (1999) and two assumptions that were discussed in
the introduction. These assumptions are as follows: (a) The counseling pro-
cess will be impeded when the client’s cultural values conflict with cultural
values inherent in counseling, and (b) the counseling process will be en-
hanced when the client’s cultural values are congruent with values inherent in

Kim et al. / ASIAN CULTURAL VALUES 581

 © 2001 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


counseling. The propositions are speculative and presented as exemplars of
the type of hypotheses that merit empirical examination. Given the current
lack of empirical knowledge on the relationship between Asian cultural val-
ues enculturation and the counseling process, we present the propositions
with the goal of stimulating more research in this area. We hope that an
expansion of empirical knowledge in this area eventually will lead to a more
comprehensive theory on the relationship between Asian cultural values
enculturation and the counseling process. Nonetheless, we cite theoretical
and/or research publications from the counseling literature that have a bear-
ing on the propositions whenever possible, although, as suggested earlier, no
studies have directly assessed the role of Asian cultural values on the coun-
seling process.

Although the following propositions focus on the variable of client adher-
ence to Asian cultural values, we wish to acknowledge that service delivery
variables (e.g., service availability, counselor bilingualism) also play an
important role in shaping counseling processes involving Asian American
clients. Obviously, whether Asian Americans initiate or effectively utilize
counseling is not just a function of their cultural and ethnic background; it is,
to a major degree, a function of the type of services offered by psychological
service providers (Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1998). Examination of the rela-
tionship between Asian cultural values and the counseling process, however,
necessitates a focus on Asian American clients’ attitudes and behaviors that
manifest themselves in anticipation of, or during, a counseling experience.

Also, we would like to highlight that the relationship between Asian cul-
tural values and the counseling process is just one aspect of a more complex
relationship between a variety of client variables and the counseling process,
with client variables including (among other things) personal and environ-
mental factors, dimensions of enculturation, and dimensions of acculturation
(see Figure 1 for an illustration of this relationship). As such, enculturation to
Asian cultural values can vary with a number of other client variables. How-
ever, we have purposely excluded these additional client variables in structur-
ing our propositions because there are too many interactions between these
variables and an almost total lack of data to predict the resultant interaction
effects. Nonetheless, to begin to stimulate research at this point, we present a
few illustrative propositions based on one part of the model, namely, that por-
tion focusing on Asian cultural values enculturation. The reader, however,
should keep the contextual model in mind when reviewing the propositions.

To organize our propositions, we used the categories of counseling pro-
cess variables described by Heppner, Kivlighan, and Wampold (1999).
According to Heppner et al., “Process research focuses on either a participant
(counselor or client), the relationship, or some combination thereof. Indeed,
some of the most common activities examined in process research are thera-
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pist techniques, client behaviors, and the therapeutic interaction” (p. 406).
Drawing on Hill’s (1992) earlier schema, Heppner et al. identified eight cate-
gories of counseling process variables used to measure therapist techniques,
client behaviors, and therapeutic interactions. The eight categories of coun-
seling process identified by Heppner et al. are ancillary behaviors, verbal
behaviors, covert behaviors, content, strategies, interpersonal manner, thera-
peutic relationship, and quality. They discussed these categories at two levels
of analysis, a micro (statement-by-statement) and a global (or macro) level.
Because we were interested in specifying the role that a client’s adherence
to Asian cultural values plays on her or his behavior in counseling, we were
primarily interested in Heppner et al.’s categories of counseling process
variables as they apply to client behavior. Also, we dropped the verbal
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behavior category from the current discussion because Heppner et al. indi-
cated that “client verbal behavior has received little research attention”
(p. 422) at the micro level, and they provide no examples of it at the global
level. Furthermore, to limit the scope of propositions generated by our
endeavor, we focused exclusively on the global (as opposed to micro) level of
measurement.

Briefly, ancillary behaviors are the nonverbal behaviors displayed by cli-
ents. At the global level, these nonverbal behaviors are often assessed as evi-
dence of emotional arousal. Covert behaviors refers to the thoughts, feelings,
and perceptions experienced by the client. At the global level, research has
focused on the client’s intentions, such as what the person hopes to gain from
a session. Content refers to the topic or subject of counseling, in our case, the
topic or subject introduced by the client. At a global level, content can be
categorized as personal-oriented content (e.g., self-exploration, interper-
sonal problems, family relationship problems, coping with trauma) or task-
oriented content (e.g., discussion of test results, modification of study habits
and skills, provision of academic advice, exploration of career options).
Strategies refers to the interventions or helping approaches used by the coun-
selor; the client’s internal, subjective reaction to the counselor’s strategies is
often assessed in counseling process research. In framing our propositions,
we hypothesized how client behavior (as assessed by measures of ancillary
behavior, covert behavior, content, reaction, interpersonal manner, therapeu-
tic relationship, and quality) would be affected by counselor strategies,
including the counseling focus, counseling topic, counseling content, coun-
selor role, counselor’s perceived goal of counseling, counselor relationship,
and counselor style. Interpersonal manner “refers to subjective elements of
the counseling relationship, such as attitudes, involvement, and communica-
tion patterns” (Heppner et al., 1999, p. 431). The client’s interpersonal man-
ner can be measured in a number of ways, but globally, the client’s manner
might be identified in terms of compliance with the counselor and counseling
process. At the extremes of this manner would be total compliance and total
resistance. Measures of the therapeutic or working alliance are used to assess
the quality of the therapeutic relationship. Clients, as well as counselors and
observers, are often asked for their perceptions of the quality of the therapeu-
tic relationship. Quality variables include those variables that measure how
well the client enacts his or her role or tasks. One of the most widely used cli-
ent quality variable is level of self-disclosure (low levels are characterized by
impersonal or superficial self-disclosures, whereas high levels are character-
ized by in-depth self-exploration and transparency of feelings and
experiences).

In developing a proposition relating client content to client adherence to
Asian cultural values, the kind of content an Asian American client will intro-
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duce in counseling will be a direct function of the degree to which the client
adheres to Asian cultural values. With respect to ancillary behavior, covert
behavior, reaction, interpersonal manner, therapeutic relationship, and qual-
ity, it seems equally clear that counselor behavior will interact with client
adherence to Asian cultural values to affect these six categories of process
variables. For example, we postulated that client interpersonal manner (e.g.,
compliance or noncompliance) is a function of the interaction between the
client’s adherence to Asian cultural values and the counselor’s perceived pur-
pose for counseling. That is, an Asian American client is more likely to com-
ply with the counselor’s perceived purpose of counseling if the counselor’s
purpose is compatible with Asian cultural values. Similarly, client ancillary
behavior, covert behavior, reaction to counselor strategy, therapeutic rela-
tionship, and quality were predicted to be a function of the interaction
between client adherence to Asian cultural values and the focus of session
process, counseling topic discussed, counseling role assumed by the coun-
selor, type of authority status maintained by the counselor, and counseling
style employed by the counselor, respectively.

As noted earlier, the following propositions are by no means exhaustive of
all the hypotheses that could be developed relating Asian cultural values to
seven of the eight categories of counseling process variables identified by
Heppner et al. (1999); many more propositions could be generated. For
example, client interpersonal manner, client ancillary behaviors, covert
behavior, content, reaction, therapeutic relationship, and quality of participa-
tion could all be related to the counselor’s goal for counseling. Other catego-
ries of process variables such as stages of counseling relationship, case refer-
ral status of the client (i.e., voluntary vs. forced counseling), and client’s
previous counseling experience also could lead to more propositions about
the relationship between adherence to Asian cultural values and the counsel-
ing process. Moreover, many of the counseling process variables and Asian
cultural values interact with each other, creating additional client and coun-
selor variables, as highlighted by Leong (1986) (e.g., counselor’s
intercultural skills and culture-specific knowledge) and S. Sue, Zane, and
Young (1994) (e.g., types of client symptom patterns and language match),
leading to additional complexities. Again, to avoid the resultant overwhelm-
ing number of propositions that are beyond the scope of this initial attempt to
move toward building a theory of the relationship between Asian cultural val-
ues and the counseling process, we developed the propositions with only a
limited number of variables to illustrate the types of possible hypotheses for
categories of process variables delineated by Heppner et al. (1999). Given
this caveat, the following propositions are offered as an initial attempt to
stimulate research that would move toward building a theory that relates
Asian cultural values to counseling process variables.
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Ancillary Behaviors

Proposition 1: The relationship between Asian American client adherence to
Asian cultural values and session comfort is a function of the focus of session
process.

Corollary 1a: There is a positive relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and session comfort when the primary focus of the session process is on
the expression of cognition.

Due to the fact that Asians tend to value the maintenance of self-control
and restraint, particularly when they experience strong feelings, Asian Amer-
icans who adhere to traditional Asian cultural values can be expected to expe-
rience greater comfort when the focus of the session process is on the expres-
sion of thoughts rather than feelings. The expression of cognition in a rational
and logical manner is also consistent with the Asian cultural values of
remaining reserved and tranquil and maintaining interpersonal harmony. On
the other hand, Asian Americans who do not adhere to traditional Asian cul-
tural values may find focusing solely on the expression of cognition less com-
forting than having some focus on the expression of affect because they are
not able to express their feelings freely.

Corollary 1b: There is an inverse relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and session comfort when the primary focus of the session process is on
the expression of emotions.

Asian Americans who value the withholding of strong feelings may find
the process of emotional expression to be more discomforting. Because
Asian Americans who hold traditional Asian cultural values exercise
restraint when experiencing strong emotions, encouragement by counselors
to express feelings may create a conflict for the clients and therefore result in
greater client discomfort during the session. However, many traditional
counseling theories have emphasized the healing potential of emotional
catharsis and the importance of focusing on client affect during the counsel-
ing process. Asian Americans who do not adhere to traditional Asian cultural
values may find emotional catharsis to be a more comfortable and helpful
experience.

Covert Behavior

Proposition 2: The relationship between Asian American client adherence to
Asian cultural values and intention to use counseling is a function of the type of
counseling topic discussed.
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Corollary 2a: There is a positive relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and willingness to discuss educational and vocational topics.

Because Asian Americans tend to value educational achievement and
have respect for authority figures, and they may not perceive the discussion of
academic and vocational topics as demanding revelation of personal or fam-
ily problems, Asian Americans who hold traditional values may express a
greater willingness to seek counseling for academic and career concerns.

Corollary 2b: There is an inverse relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and willingness to discuss interpersonal problems or topics.

Several Asian cultural values may suppress willingness on the part of
Asian Americans who hold traditional values to discuss interpersonal prob-
lems or topics. In particular, the valuing of self-control as the best means of
dealing with personal problems may create a larger barrier to focusing on
interpersonal concerns. Other values that conflict with discussing interper-
sonal issues include those related to losing face and maintaining restraint.

Counseling Content

Proposition 3: The type of content introduced in counseling by an Asian American
client is a function of the client’s adherence to Asian cultural values.

Corollary 3a: There is a positive relationship between client adherence to Asian
cultural values and the client’s introduction of task-oriented content (e.g.,
requesting academic advice, exploring career options).

Because Asian cultures place a high value on saving face and not bringing
shame to the family, Asian Americans who adhere to traditional Asian cul-
tural values may tend to introduce concerns that are task oriented, particu-
larly those involving career options, about which they may feel more com-
fortable because career issues may not result in face loss and family shame.
Asian American clients who do not adhere to traditional Asian cultural val-
ues can be expected to more readily introduce personal-oriented topics about
which they feel uncomfortable because the motivation to resolve the discom-
fort probably will be greater than the embarrassment in talking about it.

Corollary 3b: There is an inverse relationship between client adherence to Asian
cultural values and the client’s introduction of personal-oriented content (e.g.,
feelings of inadequacy, family dysfunction, rape trauma).
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Several Asian cultural values make it socially unacceptable to introduce
shameful and embarrassing content, as determined by the client, in counsel-
ing. These include the values of not losing face for one’s self or family, avoid-
ing drawing attention to one’s self, and using self-control to solve personal
problems. Asian Americans often define mental health in terms of the ability
to control one’s thoughts; for example, S. Sue, Wagner, Ja, Margullis, and
Lew (1976) found that Asian Americans were more likely than European
Americans to believe that mental health was due to the avoidance of morbid
thoughts. Asian American clients who adhere to this and other traditional val-
ues are not likely to introduce embarrassing content in counseling, whereas
those who no longer adhere to these values are more inclined to do so.

Reaction to the Counselor’s Strategy

Proposition 4: The relationship between Asian American client adherence to
Asian cultural values and reaction to the counselor is a function of counselor
role.

Corollary 4a: There is a positive relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and perceived counselor credibility when the counselor assumes an
authoritative role (e.g., doctor-patient relationship).

Because Asian cultural values include deference to authority, Asian
American clients who adhere to those values can be expected to perceive a
counselor who assumes an authoritative role as a more highly credible source
of help. Those Asian American clients who no longer adhere to the values of
respecting authority and elders may be less likely to expect a counselor to
assume an authoritative counselor role.

Corollary 4b: There is an inverse relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and perceived counselor credibility when the counselor assumes an
egalitarian role (e.g., equal partnership).

The Asian cultural values of deference to authority, maintenance of
restraint and reservation in personal interactions, and avoidance of drawing
attention to one’s self will conflict with a counselor role in which the coun-
selor attempts to relate to an Asian American client as an equal. An Asian
American client who maintains these cultural values can be expected to per-
ceive the counselor as less credible in an egalitarian role than an Asian Amer-
ican client who no longer maintains these values.
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Interpersonal Manner of Interaction in Counseling

Proposition 5: The relationship between Asian American client adherence to
Asian cultural values and interpersonal manner of interaction is a function of
the goal of counseling as perceived by the counselor.

Corollary 5a: There is a positive relationship between client adherence to Asian
cultural values and client compliance with counseling when the counselor
focuses on immediate symptom relief.

Asian Americans who adhere to Asian cultural values may feel uncom-
fortable with the idea of talking about personal problems with a counselor,
particularly if the counselor pushes the client to process the therapeutic rela-
tionship or to reveal deeply personal information about the client or the cli-
ent’s family. Given these conditions, the client is more likely to be resistant in
counseling. On the other hand, the counselor who is goal oriented and
focuses on providing the client with immediate symptom relief is more likely
to be perceived as a credible source of help and respected as a counseling
expert. Under such conditions, the client is likely to be more compliant with
the counselor’s goals for counseling.

Corollary 5b: There is an inverse relationship between client adherence to Asian
cultural values and client compliance with counseling when the counselor ini-
tially focuses on exploration and identification of the internal dynamics caus-
ing the symptoms.

The Asian cultural values of not losing face for one’s self or one’s family,
maintaining restraint and reservation in personal interactions, avoiding draw-
ing attention to one’s self, and using self-control to solve personal problems
will cause Asian American clients who subscribe to these values to express
greater resistance to (be unwilling to fully engage in) counseling when the
counselor focuses on the internal dynamics causing the symptoms. However,
this resistance will be less among Asian American clients who do not adhere
to traditional Asian cultural values.

Therapeutic Relationship Between Client and Counselor

Proposition 6: The relationship between Asian American client adherence to
Asian cultural values and the working alliance is a function of the type of
authority status maintained by the counselor.
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Corollary 6a: There is a positive relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and the working alliance when the counselor maintains a vertical rela-
tionship (e.g., unequal amounts of wisdom and ascribed respect).

As described earlier, the structure of traditional Asian families is hierar-
chical in nature, with the father as the head of the household, followed by the
mother, the oldest child, middle children, and the youngest child. In this
structure, older persons are viewed with greater reverence and respect than
younger persons because they are assumed to have more wisdom and knowl-
edge stemming from greater life experiences in comparison to younger per-
sons. As such, children are taught to honor and respect the older persons and
to never confront them or directly go against their wishes. Therefore, Asian
Americans who adhere to traditional Asian cultural values can be expected to
perceive their relationships with counselors in an inherently hierarchical
manner and to attribute certain levels of respect and wisdom to their counsel-
ors, based on the fact that they are seeking their counselors’ assistance and
based on the differences in age and educational attainment (assuming that
counselors are older and have greater educational attainment than their cli-
ents). In return, they may expect the counselors to maintain this vertical rela-
tionship. Therefore, it may be more important in establishing a strong work-
ing alliance for clients who adhere to traditional Asian cultural values for
counselors to maintain a vertical relationship. Conversely, for clients who do
not adhere to the above mentioned traditional Asian cultural values, it may
not be as important for counselors to maintain a vertical relationship in order
to establish a strong working alliance.

Corollary 6b: There is an inverse relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and the working alliance when the counselor maintains a horizontal
relationship (e.g., equal amounts of wisdom and ascribed respect).

Because Asian Americans who adhere to traditional Asian cultural values
are accustomed to growing up in a hierarchically structured family and are
taught to perceive their relationships with others in a vertical rather than hori-
zontal manner, it may be confusing for them if counselors attempt to maintain
a horizontal relationship, especially if the counselors are visibly older and
have greater educational attainment than these Asian Americans. Even if the
counselors are not visibly older and have similar levels of educational attain-
ment in comparison to the clients, Asian Americans who adhere to traditional
Asian cultural values will still perceive the counselors with greater respect
and attribute more wisdom to them, by virtue of the fact that they are seeking
the counselors’ assistance in resolving their problems. Therefore, counselors
who attempt to maintain a horizontal relationship with their clients may find
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it more difficult to build a strong working alliance with Asian Americans who
adhere to traditional Asian cultural values. Conversely, Asian Americans
who do not adhere to traditional Asian cultural values may find the counsel-
ors who maintain a horizontal relationship easier to speak with and to discuss
their problems with, thus experiencing greater sense of working alliance.

Quality of Participation in Counseling

Proposition 7: The relationship between Asian American client adherence to
Asian cultural values and quality of participation in counseling will be a func-
tion of counseling style employed by the counselor.

Corollary 7a: There is a positive relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and client self-disclosure when the counselor employs a directive coun-
seling style.

Due to their preference for interpersonal harmony and respect for author-
ity, Asian Americans who adhere to traditional Asian values will be more
willing to invest themselves in the counseling process and self-disclose when
the counselor engages in such directive counseling behavior as interpreting
test scores, identifying resources to meet the client’s needs, suggesting
options, and offering advice. Asian Americans who no longer adhere to tradi-
tional cultural values such as respect for authority will be less committed to
participating in counseling in which the counselor is very directive.

Corollary 7b: There is an inverse relationship between adherence to Asian cultural
values and client self-disclosure in counseling when the counselor employs a
nondirective counseling style.

The Asian cultural values of maintaining restraint, reservation, and
self-effacement in interpersonal interactions will conflict with a counseling
strategy in which the counselor expects the client to take the lead in the coun-
seling interaction and the counselor serves primarily as an empathic listener.
In such cases, Asian Americans who adhere to traditional Asian values will
be less likely to self-disclose about themselves.

RECOMMENDATIONS

At this point, we would like to offer recommendations for future research
that tests the above illustrative propositions and other similar propositions on
the relationship between Asian cultural values enculturation and the counsel-
ing process.
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Recommendation 1

Future research on Asian American acculturation/enculturation should
include a measure of adherence to Asian cultural values. After reviewing the
multicultural counseling research literature, we found no studies to date that
have looked directly at the relationship between Asian cultural values and the
counseling process. Counseling process researchers have previously relied
almost exclusively on behavioral measures of acculturation/enculturation
(Cuellar et al., 1995; Phinney, 1996), and most of the research on counseling
Asian Americans has used the Suinn-Lew Asian Self-Identity Acculturation
Scale (SL-ASIA) to measure acculturation/enculturation. Although this
instrument has been reported to be fairly reliable and to correlate with other
measures of acculturation/enculturation (Suinn, Rickard-Figueroa, Lew, &
Vigil, 1987), it was modeled after the Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexi-
can Americans (ARSMA) (Cuellar, Harris, & Jasso, 1980) and basically rep-
resents an Asian version of the ARSMA. According to Suinn et al. (1987), the
SL-ASIA consists of four items each assessing language, identity, and friend-
ship choice; five items assessing behavior; three items assessing generation/
geographic history; and one item assessing attitudes. However, because the
eight items assessing language and friendship choice also can be considered
measures of behavior, and because seven other items measure either self/
family ethnic identity or generation/geographical history, the SL-ASIA actu-
ally measures something other than values on 20 of 21 items. Like other mea-
sures of acculturation/enculturation, the SL-ASIA assesses cultural behavior
and neglects to examine cultural values.

The recent publication of the Asian Values Scale (AVS) (Kim et al., 1999)
provides researchers with an instrument for assessing Asian cultural values
enculturation. The AVS is a 36-item instrument with adequate internal (r =
.81 and .82) and test-retest (r = .83) reliabilities. The AVS has acceptable con-
current and discriminant validity in comparison to the SL-ASIA and
Triandis’s (1995) Individualism and Collectivism Scale. According to factor
analysis results, the AVS provides a measure of adherence to Asian cultural
values including conformity to norms, family recognition through achieve-
ment, emotional self-control, collectivism, humility, and filial piety. These
values provide evidence for the AVS’s face validity and are similar to the
14 Asian cultural value dimensions cited earlier. As a direct measure of Asian
cultural values enculturation, the AVS can be used to more accurately study
the relationship between adherence to Asian cultural values and the counsel-
ing process. As mentioned earlier, the Kim et al. (1999) study provided some
evidence that cultural values acculturation/enculturation has a slower rate of
change than behavioral acculturation/enculturation among the first three
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generations of Asian Americans. To the extent that this is true, the use of
behavioral acculturation/enculturation measures not only ignores the role of
traditional Asian values in acculturation/ enculturation but also may lead to
erroneous conclusions regarding the relationship between Asian American
value acculturation/enculturation and the counseling process. Future re-
search studies examining counseling process and outcome should employ a
measure of cultural values enculturation such as the AVS.

Recommendation 2

An instrument is needed that measures Asian American adherence to
European American cultural values. As indicated previously, most contem-
porary measures of acculturation/enculturation produce scores along a single
continuum from exclusive orientation to the ancestral culture at one end to
exclusive orientation to the European American culture at the other end. The
SL-ASIA, for example, measures linear acculturation/enculturation from
“Asian-identified” to “Western-identified,” with people falling in the middle
labeled “bicultural.” However, this linear method of measuring acculturation/
enculturation fails to adequately take into account the distinction between
truly bicultural people (reflecting many values, behaviors, identity, and
knowledge of both cultures) and marginal individuals (reflecting few values,
behaviors, identity, and knowledge of either culture).

Researchers examining the relationship between cultural values held by
Asian Americans and the counseling process are sorely in need of an instru-
ment that will measure Asian American adherence to European American
cultural values to complement the AVS. Recently, an instrument to be used
with Mexican Americans (ARSMA-II) has been published by Cuellar et al.
(1995) that measures enculturation to Mexican culture and acculturation to
Anglo culture on separate scales. This instrument provides the researcher
with three scores, a Mexican orientation score, an Anglo orientation score,
and a combined linear acculturation/enculturation score. This allows the
researcher to examine whether variables associated with the counseling pro-
cess are related to adherence to Mexican attitudes and behavior, adherence to
Anglo attitudes and behavior, or a linear combination of adherence to the two
sets of attitudes and behaviors. The ARSMA-II serves as an excellent model
of how enculturation in ancestral culture and acculturation to U.S. culture can
be assessed independently on two subscales and still be combined into a sin-
gle linear scale. Although the ARSMA-II still can be criticized for predomi-
nantly focusing on the behavioral dimension, as an orthogonal measure of
acculturation/enculturation it is certainly a step in the right direction.

Kim et al. / ASIAN CULTURAL VALUES 593

 © 2001 Division 17 of Counseling Psychologist Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on July 19, 2007 http://tcp.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tcp.sagepub.com


To develop an instrument that assesses adherence to European American
cultural values, cultural values of the United States that distinguish European
Americans from first-generation Asian Americans need to be identified
empirically and incorporated as items in the instrument. Such an instrument,
when used in conjunction with the AVS, might provide an important measure
of Asian American value acculturation/enculturation.

Recommendation 3

Additional factors affecting values maintenance and change need to be
examined. As mentioned previously, there is reason to believe that although
many Asian values are lost or diminished as a result of Asian American
acculturation to U.S. culture, others are maintained across generations subse-
quent to immigration. In particular, there is reason to believe that cultural
behaviors may undergo rapid changes after immigration, whereas cultural
values may be slower to change (Kim et al., 1999; Sodowsky, Kwan, &
Pannu, 1995). To identify and develop counseling strategies that are sensitive
to values held by Asian Americans, research is needed that examines how the
process of acculturation/enculturation affects adherence to Asian cultural
values. Furthermore, this process may be affected by such factors as the spe-
cific cultural values of each Asian ethnic group; the social, economic, and
political conditions in the United States at the time of immigration and over
time; and the compatibility of Asian values with the predominant values in
the United States at the time of immigration and over time; as well as regional
and community settings, age, sex, and personality variables. Research is
needed that examines how sociopolitical factors affect Asian cultural values
enculturation.

Research on Asian American adherence to Asian and U.S. cultural values
might shed light on how Asian values and U.S. values each affect the counsel-
ing process. A recent study by Ruelas, Atkinson, and Ramos-Sanchez (1998)
suggested that highly acculturated Mexican Americans perceive a counselor
to be a less credible source of help than do their less acculturated counterparts
and that it is the loss of Mexican culture, rather than the acquisition of U.S.
culture, that accounts for lower counselor credibility ratings among the more
acculturated group. Past research that has examined the relationship between
Asian American acculturation/enculturation and the counseling process may
not accurately portray the role that Asian and U.S. cultural values play in
Asian American responsiveness to counseling services.
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Recommendation 4

Researchers need to match process variables to their research question.
According to Heppner et al. (1999), in designing any study,

the task of the informed researcher is to collect data with a method that pro-
vides the type of information that is most relevant to the research ques-
tion. . . . Choosing or designing dependent variables that are adequate
operationalizations of the effect constructs in the research question is a critical
step in research. (pp. 282-283)

Heppner et al. indicate that the use of multiple dependent variables is often
recommended because “one variable will be sensitive to aspects of the con-
struct absent in other variables” (p. 294).

In developing our propositions and corollaries, we used Heppner et al.’s
(1999) schema for categorizing process variables to identify the constructs
most likely to be influenced by specific Asian cultural values. In reviewing
the research on acculturation/enculturation and the counseling process, how-
ever, we found that researchers have often used a process variable that is only
tangentially or indirectly related to the research question. For example,
Atkinson and Matsushita (1991) used an experimental analog design to
determine the effects of counseling style and counselor ethnicity on per-
ceived counselor credibility (a reaction variable) and to examine the relation-
ship between Japanese American acculturation/enculturation and perceived
counselor credibility. It makes a great deal of sense to use a reaction variable
to assess the effect of a counselor demographic variable (ethnicity). But the
independent variable of main interest was counseling style, which would
have its most immediate and direct effect on how participants might interact
with the counselor. Thus, a more appropriate design to assess the effect of
counseling style might include one or more quality-of-participation variables
(e.g., client self-disclosure) in addition to the reaction variable. Researchers
examining the role of adherence to Asian cultural values in counseling with
Asian American participants need to give careful attention to the selection of
appropriate dependent variables. The Heppner et al. schema for categorizing
process variables and knowledge of Asian cultural values can be helpful in
identifying appropriate dependent variables.

Recommendation 5

More research is needed that examines the relationships between Asian
cultural values enculturation and ancillary behaviors, covert behaviors,
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counseling content, strategies (and client reaction), interpersonal manner,
therapeutic relationship, and quality of interaction. We are aware of no
studies that have included adherence to Asian cultural values as an inde-
pendent variable and only a few studies that related general Asian Ameri-
can acculturation/enculturation to the seven counseling process variables
addressed in our propositions. One study (Tracey, Leong, & Glidden, 1986)
was found that addressed counseling content, but acculturation/enculturation
could only be inferred based on Asian ethnicity of the participants. Another
study (Merta, Ponterotto, & Brown, 1992) looked at the relationship between
acculturation/enculturation, counselor role, and reaction to counseling, and
five studies (Atkinson & Gim, 1989; Atkinson, Lowe, & Matthews, 1995;
Atkinson, Whiteley, & Gim, 1990; Gim, Atkinson, & Whiteley, 1990; Tata &
Leong, 1994) included acculturation/enculturation, type of counseling ser-
vice, and intention (covert behavior variable) as variables of interest. Further-
more, one study (Atkinson & Matsushita, 1991) examined the relationship
between acculturation/enculturation and counseling style, but the dependent
variable used was a reaction variable, not a quality-of-participation variable.
We know of no studies that have examined the relationship between
acculturation/enculturation, session process, and ancillary behaviors. The
same can be stated for interpersonal manner of interaction (with acculturation/
enculturation and goal of counseling) and therapeutic relationship (with
acculturation/enculturation and authority status) process variables.

Despite a growing body of research on counseling with Asian Americans,
only a handful of studies have incorporated acculturation/enculturation as an
independent variable, and none have included adherence to Asian values as a
variable of interest. Research is sorely needed that relates Asian cultural val-
ues enculturation to a broad range of counseling variables related to ancillary
behaviors, covert behaviors, counseling content, strategies (and client reac-
tion), interpersonal manner, therapeutic relationship, and quality of
interaction.

Recommendation 6

Culturally sensitive modifications to counseling process assessments are
needed. We are concerned that some of the conventional measures of the
counseling process may contribute to distorted findings about the relation-
ship between Asian cultural values and the counseling process, particularly
for Asian Americans who strongly adhere to traditional values. Existing
research instruments may need to be modified or new ones created in each of
the seven categories of counseling process variables that are sensitive to
Asian cultural values, just as counseling strategies often need to be modified
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or created that are sensitive to cultural differences. Suggested modifications
include, but are not limited to, the following:

Ancillary behavior variables. In counseling process research, the client’s
level of comfort during a session may be measured to study the ancillary
behavior of client nonverbal arousal. This type of measurement is typically
done using trained raters who observe the behaviors of clients. However,
observation of behaviors among Asian Americans who adhere to traditional
Asian cultural values may not provide an accurate index of their level of
arousal (e.g., session comfort) because of cultural values that dictate
self-control and restraint. For example, it may be difficult even for a trained
rater to make an accurate rating on an Asian American’s emotional arousal
because the client may exercise effective nonverbal restraint when experienc-
ing strong positive or negative emotions and remain reserved and tranquil
throughout the arousal period. In addition, it is possible that a trained rater
will mistakenly assess this client as someone who is not aroused, and even
unresponsive, although the client is experiencing strong emotions under the
surface of his or her calm demeanor. In such situations, it may do well for the
researcher to gather data on the client’s emotional arousal from additional
sources, including client self-report and physiological responses (e.g., heart
rate, blood pressure).

Covert behavior variables. Attitudes toward mental health services are
often assessed among Asian Americans to determine intention to use or
explain why they underutilize counseling services. However, Asian Ameri-
can scores on instruments measuring attitudes toward mental health services
may be skewed by Asian values unrelated to the service per se. For example,
one frequently used instrument, the Attitude Toward Seeking Professional
Psychological Help Scale (ATSPPH) (Fischer & Turner, 1970) is composed
of four subscales: Need (recognition of personal need for professional help),
Stigma (tolerance of stigma associated with psychological help), Openness
(interpersonal openness regarding one’s problems), and Confidence (confi-
dence in the ability of the mental health professional to be of assistance). Due
to values related to respect for authority figures, Asian Americans who
adhere to traditional Asian values may rate the items on the Confidence
subscale consistently higher than other subscales, thus limiting the range of
scores on this subscale while inflating their scores on the total ATSPPH. This
may represent a threat to internal validity because Asian American scores
may not necessarily reflect their attitudes toward seeking professional mental
health services per se but reflect their adherence to the cultural value of
respect for authority figures. Similarly, artificially high scores on the Stigma
subscale can be generated by Asian Americans who adhere to the cultural
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value of avoidance of face loss. Thus, researchers need to carefully consider
the effects of cultural values on instruments used to measure intention.

Content variables. As mentioned earlier, content variables in counseling
process research are often dichotomized as personal oriented (e.g.,
self-exploration, interpersonal problems, family relationship problems, cop-
ing with trauma) and task oriented (e.g., discussion of test results, modifica-
tion of study habits and skills, provision of academic advice, exploration of
career options). Given that for many people personal-oriented content cannot
be separated from task-oriented content, a more accurate way to conceptual-
ize these two types of content is as endpoints on a continuum. This is particu-
larly true of Asian Americans. For example, due to the values reflecting col-
lectivism and importance of family achievement, Asian Americans may
perceive an educational problem, a task-oriented variable, as being closely
related to family honor, a personal-oriented variable. Thus, it is important,
when measuring Asian American counseling content, to differentiate uniquely
task-oriented content from uniquely personal-oriented content. This might
be done by asking questions about what impact task-oriented content such as
test results, academic performance, and career planning are likely to have on
the Asian American client’s (or research participant’s) interactions with
other family members.

Reaction variables. Scales measuring perceived counselor credibility
have been used to assess Asian Americans’ reactions to counselors.
Typically, credibility scales include measures of perceived counselor expert-
ness, attractiveness, and trustworthiness. However, given that Asian Ameri-
cans with traditional Asian cultural values ascribe a great deal of respect to
professionals (i.e. deference to authority, respect for older individuals), their
ratings of perceived counselor credibility may be inflated compared to those
for highly acculturated Asian Americans or European Americans. It may be
necessary to develop instruments to assess perceptions of achieved expert-
ness, for example, because ascribed expertness ratings are likely to produce a
ceiling effect by virtue of the respondent’s adherence to Asian cultural val-
ues. Similar adjustments to other instruments measuring Asian American
reactions may be needed when it is suspected that Asian cultural values have
distorted the responses.

Interpersonal manner variables. Counseling process variables in the inter-
personal manner domain have been conceptualized as ranging from compli-
ance (i.e., willing to engage in the counseling process) to resistance (i.e., un-
willingness to engage in the counseling process). Among Asian Americans,
it is possible that the variables representing these ends of a continuum may
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not necessarily reflect the interpersonal manner domain but may reflect one’s
adherence to Asian cultural values. For example, an Asian American who
remains silent during the counseling session may be demonstrating respect
for the counselor, who is in the role of an authority figure, and not necessarily
demonstrating an unwillingness to engage in the counseling process. Thus,
silence may not necessarily represent resistance on the part of an Asian
American client. As another example, counseling process researchers often
equate the client’s level of dependence on the counselor for advice and guid-
ance to an inability to take responsibility for the change process. However,
for Asian Americans, this behavior may be a function of the client’s adher-
ence to the Asian cultural value of deference to authority rather than an in-
ability to take responsibility for making changes in his or her life. Thus,
researchers need to consider the effects of cultural values when selecting vari-
ous process variables and their measures in the interpersonal manner domain.

Therapeutic relationship variables. The working alliance is a commonly
used variable to examine the level of therapeutic relationship between a client
and counselor. Among Asian Americans who adhere to traditional Asian cul-
tural values, it is possible for artificially high scores on measures of working
alliance to be generated because Asian cultural values emphasize the impor-
tance of maintaining interpersonal harmony, showing deference to authority
figures, and placing others’ needs ahead of one’s own. For example, an Asian
American client who adheres to Asian cultural values may be just as invested
as the counselor in establishing a working alliance due to the dictates of his or
her cultural values and may exert a great amount of energy establishing the
alliance, leading to higher working alliance scores. Similarly, it is possible
that an Asian American client with traditional Asian cultural values who does
not feel allied with a counselor may hesitate to give a low working alliance
rating to the counselor because this may represent to the client that he or she
has violated an important cultural norm. In both of these cases, the ratings of
working alliance scores are misleading because they interacted with the
Asian American client’s cultural value orientation. If the occurrence of such
situations is suspected, researchers might examine the utility of mitigating
the effects of the interaction by using the participant’s score on adherence to
Asian cultural values as a covariate in the data analysis.

Quality variables. We also see a potential problem in the assessment of a
quality process variable, namely, self-disclosure. It is generally recognized
that there are different types of self-disclosure that may occur between client
and counselor. For example, one may self-disclose about more surface con-
tent, such as culinary likes and dislikes, or in greater depth, as in discussing
negative aspects of self or one’s intimate relationships. Given that Asian
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Americans who adhere to Asian cultural values may disclose surface content
but not content with greater depth, researchers may want to measure the type
of disclosure as well as the depth of disclosure.

SUMMARY

Earlier reviews of research with Asian American participants have con-
cluded that some values inherent in Asian culture may deter Asian Ameri-
cans from utilizing counseling services, and for those Asian Americans who
do make use of counseling services, Asian values may restrict their involve-
ment in the counseling process. However, our review of Asian culture identi-
fies a number of values that seem to have the potential to actually enhance the
counseling process with Asian American clients. Using Heppner et al.’s
(1999) categorization of counseling process variables as an organizing
schema, we generated seven propositions and 14 corollaries stipulating pos-
sible relationships between Asian cultural values enculturation, counseling
services, and counseling process variables.

Only a few studies have examined the relationship between Asian Ameri-
can acculturation/enculturation and the counseling process. This is surpris-
ing given the widely recognized importance of acculturation/enculturation as
a salient variable for Asian American clients. Research is needed that exam-
ines the relationship between adherence to Asian cultural values and the vari-
ous categories of process variables identified by Heppner et al. (1999): ancil-
lary behaviors, covert behaviors, content, strategies (reaction), interpersonal
manner, therapeutic relationship, quality. We hope that the illustrative propo-
sitions and recommendations developed from this review will serve to guide
and stimulate the future efforts of researchers interested in the relationship
between Asian cultural values and the counseling process.
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