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ABSTRACT
This study explored how immigrants locate themselves in a new
culture through analyzing 25 Korean immigrants’ everyday
activities in New Zealand. The findings suggest that they opted
to either behave in Korean ways or to take up behaviors
reflective of the receiving society, based on their level of control
over activities disrupted by immigration. The findings
supplement the concept of acculturation, explaining how 21st-
century immigrants who retain transnational status engage in
the acculturation process within a globalized context.
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Immigration is the most noticeable aspect of social mobility (McKinnon, 1996), as
millions of people cross international borders each year. By the 2010s, immigrants
comprised 11% of the French population, 12% of the German population, 15.9%
of the Swedish population, 20% of the Canadian population, and 25% of the New
Zealand population; and their numbers are expected to keep rising (United
Nations, 2013). This demographic shift impacts the livelihoods of the whole popu-
lation in those countries, with the success of immigrants becoming vital to societal
harmony. Many countries face the challenge of finding ways of helping immigrant
populations to live together with local people and negotiate multiple identities.

That concern coexists with widely replicated findings that immigrant popula-
tions are exposed to acculturative stresses and social isolation (Deutscher, 2004),
which has been found to be a hindrance in building an inclusive society. Building
an inclusive society with immigrant populations is a mutual process (Berry, 2001);
that is to say, alongside the individual immigrant’s effort to make the host society
their home, it is equally important that the receiving society ensures their right to
full participation within that society (Wilson-Forsberg, 2015).

This can be possible if all citizens understand and interact with each other
regardless of their ethnic origin and immigrant status. To that end, members of
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the receiving society should better acknowledge immigrants’ experiences whilst
they encounter the specific circumstances of a new country.

This article begins by examining the acculturation model, which is the dominant
concept in understanding immigrants’ experiences, followed by highlighting its
shortcomings within the current globalized context. Next, the study’s theoretical
grounding in an occupational perspective is discussed, with a belief that this per-
spective is useful in understanding immigrants’ experiences within a globalized
context. The methodology and methods with which data were gathered and ana-
lyzed are then described, before presenting the study findings, “A process of
regaining control.”

Acculturation model

In an attempt to understand immigrants’ experiences, the concept of acculturation
has undoubtedly become a core construct in immigration studies (Trimble, 2002).
Given that immigration by definition involves people leaving one social unit and
entering another, Berry (2001) described acculturation as a process of adaptation
that entails contact between two cultural groups.

In line with this idea, acculturation is considered to be a selective process avail-
able to immigrants while they seek long-term resettlement in which they employ
one of four possible strategies—namely, assimilation, separation, marginalization,
and integration (Berry, 1994)—to adapt to new value systems and transform per-
sonality traits. Each strategy in this fourfold preference explains the succession of
steps by which individuals become part of a new culture whilst maintaining their
cultural identity (Berry, 1997).

As such, the focus of acculturation is on how individuals who have grown up in
one cultural context manage to adapt to new contexts through interaction with
members of the receiving culture—that is to say, how the acculturating individual
answers questions including cultural maintenance and contact and participation
(Berry, 1994). However, despite the inevitable variations in acculturation prefer-
ence, depending on a variety of factors (Wilson-Forsberg, 2015), acculturation is
often thought to be a unidirectional course of cultural change that eventually
results in full assimilation (Trimble, 2002). For example, Deutscher (2004) attested,
“Assimilation is inevitable when dominant and minority groups cohabit” (p. 450).

As a result, the term assimilation largely dominates studies of acculturating indi-
viduals, “whereby immigrants change their behavior and attitudes toward those of
the host society” (Rogler, Cortes, & Malgady, 1991, p. 585). Accordingly, the
frequent practice is for acculturation to be treated as a set of deviant variations
from one’s own form of cultural life, attending to the psychological changes of the
acculturating individuals and its resultant acculturative stresses including anxiety,
depression, and identity confusion (Berry, 1994, 1997, 2001).

The authors argue that in today’s globalized world it is problematic to view
immigrants as objects who will eventually conform to the behavioral standards of
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the host society. In this increasingly borderless world, immigration is no longer a
permanent one-way movement (Ho, 2015) and as a result, “assimilation may never
occur” (Trimble, 2002, p. 7). Instead, contemporary immigrants deliberately
choose a strategy of transnational mobility to continue their lives. They maintain a
strong attachment to their homeland regardless of the length of their stay in a new
country, living “in a state of ambivalence both ‘here’ and ‘there’” (Wilson-Forsberg,
2015, p. 485). This leads to the fact that immigrants’ experiences became more
multifaceted and concurrently cannot be explained by a single theory.

In response to this, the authors of this paper suggest a new analytic lens, the
occupational perspective, to investigate the possibilities available to individual
immigrants whilst they settle in a new country. Adopting an occupational perspec-
tive that attends to people’s activities has the potential to provide insight into the
acculturation process by revealing how immigrants reconfigure their everyday
activities to adapt to socioenvironmental changes.

Adopting an occupational perspective on immigration studies

In this theoretical framework, occupation is not narrowly interpreted as employ-
ment; rather it encapsulates “what people do minute by minute, hour by hour, …
year by year” (Wilcock, 2001, p. 412). Accordingly, occupation embraces all activi-
ties that people do on their own or collectively (Njelesani, Tang, Jonsson, &
Polatajko, 2014). In other words, occupation in this study includes all activities
that people perform on a daily basis to sustain their own lives and to develop
communities.

The rationale for using an occupational perspective in immigration studies is
that immigration is a process of adaptation (Berry, 2001), so it is necessary to ques-
tion what these adaptational tasks are in order to understand immigrants’ experi-
ences. A critical component is the everyday activities that immigrants engage in
(Nayar, Hocking, & Giddings, 2012), given that immigrants negotiate integration
through participation in those activities (Suto, 2013). This assumption justifies the
selection of an occupational perspective, defined as “a way of thinking about
human doing” (Njelesani et al., 2014, p. 233), to understand how immigrants adapt
to a new country.

That perspective is endorsed by occupational science, which is grounded in the
notion that people are most true to their humanity when they engage in activities
(Yerxa, Clark, Jackson, Pierce, & Zemke, 1990). Based on this belief, occupational
scientists study the form, function, and meaning of activities, which can be
grouped into three domains: self-care, productivity, and leisure (Wilcock &
Hocking, 2015).

Activities in self-care encompass an array of things that people do, from
personal care to community living. It can be any activity necessary for the mainte-
nance of self within the environment, such as preparing meals, dressing, banking,
and even shopping—activities related to looking after oneself (Wilcock & Hocking,
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2015). Given that immigrants adjust their behavioral repertoire to be more appro-
priate to their new setting (Rogler et al., 1991), it is anticipated that they modify
self-care activities, to secure a place for themselves.

Activities in productivity relate to things that are a generative and integrative
force in people’s lives, with the way that people express themselves being tied to
what they do for a living (Whiteford, 2010). Activities in this area are pivotal
means of becoming a part of society by improving memberships (Wilcock &
Hocking, 2015). Of particular note, activity in productivity is known as “the main
gateway into a new society” (Wilson-Forsberg, 2015, p. 469), assisting immigrants
in learning new cultural norms and establishing networks in the receiving society.
Conversely, the inability to find a job can result in social isolation (Ho, 2015).

Activities in leisure include those clearly distinguished by an absence of con-
straint. Participation in leisure activities is a key component of people’s occupa-
tional repertoire as it often provides a suspension of reality, leading to increased
life satisfaction (Primeau, 2003). With respect to immigrants’ lives, leisure partici-
pation is crucial for easing the burden of their stressful daily lives and enables
them to eventually feel comfortable in their lifestyles whilst improving social
relationships (Suto, 2013).

Furthermore, it is assumed that through engaging in activities in the self-care,
productivity, and leisure domains, people determine their being, “their essential
nature” (Wilcock & Hocking, 2015, p. 180). The activities that people engage in on
a daily basis greatly define who they are; that is to say, people’s sense of self is gen-
erated from their history of occupational participation (Yerxa et al., 1990). Their
respective experiences of everyday activities differentiate people from one another
and later determine their becoming, as “it is through doing that people become
what they have the potential to be” (Wilcock, 2001, p. 413).

People perform activities for survival, and as such being occupied connects them
to social and cultural environments and determines who they are. This knowledge
makes it possible to hypothesize that everyday activities are mediating devices with
which people adapt to their environments (Whiteford, 2010), leading to the
conclusion that using activity as a unit of analysis can provide insights into the
process of immigration by examining what immigrants actually do to adapt to a
new culture.

Based on the aforementioned review, the occupational perspective provides the
theoretical underpinnings of this study, and with this perspective, this study exam-
ines how South Korean immigrants (hereafter Korean) re-establish everyday activi-
ties and assign meanings to their experiences in a New Zealand context.

Korean immigrants in New Zealand

The 2013 Census revealed that approximately 30,200 Koreans resided in New
Zealand. They were 0.6% of the total population of 4,471,000 and the fourth largest
Asian ethnic group in New Zealand society (Statistics New Zealand (SNZ), 2013).
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Their numbers had rapidly increased over the previous three decades, after the
New Zealand government opened the door to people from Asian countries in the
late 1980s (McKinnon, 1996).

By 2013, Korean numbers were almost 70 times larger than they had been in
1986 when only about 500 Koreans lived throughout New Zealand (Statistics New
Zealand, 2013). These statistics explain the fact that 89% of Koreans are first-
generation immigrants who are monolingual (Ho, 2015), have a strong attachment
to their own culture (Chang, Morris, & Vokes, 2006), and retain a spectator’s status
in the host community (Epstein, 2006).

Several scholars have explored issues in relation to Koreans’ employment, cul-
tural and psychological challenges, and their crises of identity in the New Zealand
context (Chang et al., 2006; Epstein, 2006; Ho, 2015; McKinnon, 1996). Their stud-
ies revealed that many Koreans experienced a degree of acculturative stress, rang-
ing from language barriers to disrupted support networks (Chang et al., 2006),
compounded by the unwelcoming attitude of the receiving society (McKinnon,
1996). Many of them were un/underemployed, partly because of a lack of recogni-
tion of foreign credentials and experiences (Ho, 2015), and this further restrained
the Korean immigrants’ participation in society and increased the risk of depres-
sion (Epstein, 2006).

However, there is a paucity of literature specifically addressing the everyday
activities in which Koreans engage to adapt to New Zealand society and what
meaning they attach to those activities. The aim of this study was to shed light on
how Koreans reconstruct their lives through participating in activities in the new
country.

Method

The data for this study were collected by employing grounded theory. A grounded
theory methodology assumes that people’s actions are determined by their inter-
pretation of situations, positioning people as actor and self-director (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). This is congruent with the occupational perspective in that people
have an innate drive to decide their actions through their internal cognition (Yerxa
et al., 1990). Accordingly, the analytic focus of this study was the action carried out
by participants based on their interpretation of situations.

In particular, this study utilized Straussian grounded theory, which posits
that people are social creatures (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Straussian grounded
theorists attest that people’s actions are always interwoven with socioenviron-
mental structures as the wide range of contextual conditions determine their
action/interaction (Corbin, 2009); thus it is advised that minimizing structural
conditions may short-circuit the full explanation of the phenomenon (Strauss,
1987). By analyzing actions within contexts, the embodied nature of perform-
ing the activities that make up immigrants’ everyday lives can be better
understood.
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In relation to this, the first author, as a social worker, investigated the societal con-
text in which participants performed activities, whilst the second author, who has an
occupational science background, examined the function of activities, to explore how
participants engaged in activities and what meaning they attached to those activities in
the new country. Ethical approval was granted by Auckland University of Technology
Ethics Commitee in 2011.

Participants

From July 2011 to February 2013, 25 Koreans were recruited. All of them had
immigrated to New Zealand through a point-based system, which required a high
level of work experience and qualifications. They lived in one of three cities within
the North Island of New Zealand; a metropolitan city (Auckland), a provincial city
with a developing ethnic community (Hamilton), and a provincial city with a small
ethnic population (Rotorua). It was anticipated that the variation in conditions of
these three cities would maximize the opportunity to hear participants’ experiences
in the New Zealand context.

To qualify for the study, participants had to meet the inclusion criteria of having
immigrated to New Zealand after 2000, being age 30 years or over, and having lived
in New Zealand for at least 2 years. The study excluded people under the age of 30,
assuming that they were minors or had accompanied family members when they
came to New Zealand. Participants’ ages ranged from 32 to 58 years; 10 participants

Table 1. Participants’ Characteristics

Pseudonyms Gender Age No. of Children Year of Arrival

Kevin Male 47 2 2001
Jenny Female 44 2 2001
Tom Male 42 1 2004
Sue Female 43 1 2004
Joy Female 55 2 2000
Mike Male 40 2 2000
Aaron Male 41 2 2002
Lucia Female 32 1 2010
Bob Male 34 1 2006
Judy Female 45 0 2008
Kerry Female 38 2 2003
Anne Female 38 2 2008
Jill Female 50 3 2003
Simon Male 58 0 2007
Antony Male 57 2 2002
Carl Male 42 2 2006
Asma Female 44 2 2000
Ruth Female 44 2 2006
Marie Female 40 2 2002
Gary Male 49 2 2002
Donna Female 40 2 2000
Sandra Female 42 2 2006
Hanna Female 37 2 2002
Clara Female 57 0 2004
Jacob Male 42 2 2001

6 H. KIM AND C. HOCKING



were male. Their demographic characteristics are explicated in Table 1. Interviews
were conducted in Korean by the first author, whose first language is Korean.

Initially, two male and two female participants were recruited using purposive
sampling, whereby the first author used expertise in selecting participants who
may represent Koreans’ characteristics in New Zealand. Following analysis of their
interviews, the individuals to be recruited in the next interview were based on theo-
retical relevance (Corbin, 2009).

From the first day of data gathering, the first author analyzed the collected data
and gradually developed concepts, with questions about those concepts determin-
ing the next round of data collection; in other words, recruiting participants in this
study was responsive to data analysis. This circular process of data gathering and
analysis continued until theoretical saturation was reached, with all major concepts
well defined and explained (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).

Semistructured interviews were the main source of data, probing for more infor-
mation and clarification of answers. The first author used indicative questions to
set the direction of the interview such as, “Can you tell me about your daily
activities?’ In addition, open-ended questions were used to inspire participants to
tell their story as they saw it, experienced it, and interpreted it. Each interview
lasted 60 to 90 minutes, was digitally audio-taped and translated verbatim. These
written texts were used for analysis.

Given that a range of data can yield different views from which to understand
the studied world (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), the first author conducted participant
observations, memoirs, and memoing to obtain different viewpoints. Five partici-
pant observations, a total of 7 hours, were conducted at both the individual and
community level, locating the first author right where the action actually occurred,
whilst memoirs were helpful in gaining an insider’s impression. Grounded theory
analysis is a thinking process (Strauss, 1987) during which researchers frequently
stop coding and write a memo of their ideas, then, return to the field to gather
more data based on their memos (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In this way, ideas that
arise as a result of the analytic process are grounded in the data (Stanley & Cheek,
2003). Memoing was used in this study to preserve emerging ideas and hypotheses
about the data as the analysis proceeded.

Analysis

Data analysis, which was initially undertaken in Korean (van Nes, Abma, Jonsson, &
Deeg, 2010), followed Corbin and Strauss’s (2008) three phases of coding—open-
coding, axial-coding, and selective-coding—where data were fractured and concepts
were developed and then integrated to form a theory. In open-coding, the interview
transcripts were examined line by line and then sentence by sentence, to develop initial
codes, followed by constant comparison of similarities and differences. These codes
described participants’ action/interaction within structural conditions explaining the
how and why regarding which participants interpret and handle situations (Corbin &
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Strauss, 2008). Through this coding process, the authors obtained lists of categories
that later provided the basis for more abstract interpretations of data.

Axial-coding happened by comparing categories derived from open-coding. As
relationships between categories were recognized, some categories were subsumed
under more abstract categories. At this phase of coding, the analytic tool of “the
conditional/consequential matrix” was used to understand the circumstances that
surround events and discover influential relationships among the categories. This
is part of a process to delineate concepts, such as when, where, why, and how those
concepts are likely to occur (Corbin, 2009).

Selective-coding was the final phase, in which the authors confirmed a core
category that pulled together all other categories developed in axial-coding.
Using the strategy of writing a storyline, all hypotheses were continuously
checked and modified against incoming data as necessary to verify the core
category. This process continued until the core category was able to tell an
analytic story that had coherence by linking all categories meaningfully
together (Strauss, 1987).

Throughout this three-phase coding process, which involved the conceptual
abstraction of data and its reintegration as theory, frequent reference back to
the Korean data was used as a conscious strategy to guard against distortion
of meanings arising from discussing the codes and categories in English (van
Nes et al., 2010). The resultant theory of “a process of regaining control”
explains much of the variation in the data and is sufficiently abstract to
include all the significant categories. Illustrative participant quotes were trans-
lated into English by a professional translator for write up and checked using
a process of back translation.

Trustworthiness of the study

To ensure that the analysis represent participants’ reality fairly, Lincoln and
Guba’s (1985) criteria were used; credibility, transferability, dependability,
confirmability. Credibility was attained using three types of strategies including
prolonged engagement, member checking, and peer debriefing; thus, partici-
pants’ realities are accurately seen in the interpretations brought forth by the
researcher. To increase transferability, multiple sources of data were collected
and sufficient details of structural contexts were explored, leading to the find-
ings of the study justifiably being applied to other settings. Through attending
a grounded theory group at Auckland University of Technology, experienced
grounded theorists regularly checked whether the first author’s inferences
were consistent in various situations. This collaborative work helped to
achieve dependability, in which changing conditions could be discerned and
understanding of the setting could be continually refined.

To increase confirmability, on-going analysis was discussed by the authors to
ensure that the first author’s interpretation was logical. Participants were also
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contacted to verify rendering of the study findings, whilst a self-reflexive stance was
continuously applied, resulting in an accurate reflection of the participants’ reality.

Findings of the study

The analysis of participants’ stories has revealed that despite their different circum-
stances, participants experienced similar levels of acculturative stress, associated
with disrupted support networks, insufficient preparation, language barriers, diffi-
culty with securing a job, and an unwelcoming social reception. This experience
led to participants confronting circumstances that made realizing the anticipated
benefits of immigration unforeseeable.

Having been uprooted from their familiar routines, participants had to reconfig-
ure their everyday activities to continue their lives by retaining their previous skills
or acquiring new skills to perform activities. They navigated within the two world
perspectives to regain control over their disrupted activities, entitled “a process of
regaining control.” This process proceeds in a circular fashion in different struc-
tural contexts until participants arrive at the point where they can function auton-
omously again.

“A process of regaining control” has relevance for and is applicable to all partici-
pants’ stories in a general sense. It is a basic social process in which participants
engage over time, depicting their ongoing actions in response to the situations in a
new country. Pseudonyms were used to protect the participants’ identity.

Salient conditions

A number of conditions at the micro- and macro- levels served to influence
the way in which participants engaged in a process of regaining control. Seven
conditions appeared significant including “minimum expectations for a new
life,” “sugar coated world,” “language barriers,” “ethnocentric attitude,” “exist-
ing networks,” “Korean enclave,” and “Confucianism.” Despite their different
settlement paths, participants’ journeys of regaining control over their lives
seemed to be exacerbated or impeded by these prominent conditions. In other
words, the process of regaining control not only was determined by the partic-
ipants’ capacity to manage situations but also intensely influenced according to
destination characteristics.

The first condition that impacted their settlement paths was “minimum expect-
ations for a new life.” Before coming to New Zealand, many participants reported
that they lived in drudgery, despite being well qualified and having high-level jobs
that were recognized in New Zealand’s points-based immigration system. Accord-
ing to Tom, “My life was repetitive … Every-day was the same and it was monoto-
nous.” Other participants reported being fed up with excessive working hours.
Mike reported, “You have to be loyal to work … There was no personal life.” These
factors led participants to chose immigration due to a strong desire to have a less
stressful lifestyle. “Minimum expectations for a new life” encapsulated participants’
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expectation such as having a “leisurely lifestyle,” “more time with family,” and “less
working hours.” “My godfather suggested … New Zealand is just a small country I
can live quietly and less stressfully” (Kevin).

While participants dreamed of a high quality of life, the positive reputation of New
Zealand seemed to be attractive. Participants recalled that New Zealand was often por-
trayed as a promising country. Gary reported being “advised by immigration advisors
of a lot of opportunities here, mainly successful and optimistic” and according to Jenny,
“All information about New Zealand included images as a good country where people
can live peacefully and safely.” The concept of a “sugar coated world” contributed to
participants’ regarding New Zealand as a country wherein a good quality of life would
be easily obtained, with the prospect of the good education that the country offered
their off-spring. According to Jill, “we considered our children’s education and quality
of lifestyle and concluded that New Zealand is the best place to live for us.”

As a result of the sugar coated portrayal of New Zealand as pure, safe, and
peaceful, participants typically left their home country with a great sense of opti-
mism whilst lacking plans about how they would live in New Zealand: “I came
here without any specific plan” (Kevin). In some cases, it involved just a few months
of planning; Anne reported, “We made the decision to immigrate in May and
arrived in New Zealand in November.” As a consequence, some participants were
insufficiently informed prior to immigration to New Zealand; according to one
participant, “I didn’t even know where New Zealand was… I searched for the neces-
sary information for 2 weeks before I came here.”

It is, therefore, logical that participants were in a vulnerable position when it
came to behavior reflective of New Zealand society. What participants of this study
did not consider seriously was that immigration involved a complicated process of
adjustment to a new culture, influenced by a number of interrelated factors such as
language, support networks, and the nature of the social reception. The reality par-
ticipants encountered was very different from their optimistic expectations: “Every-
thing was different from what I had expected. I didn’t know where to start” (Ruth).

The “language barrier” was pointed out as the first major challenge faced by par-
ticipants in New Zealand. Participants experienced constraints concerning express-
ing themselves (“I couldn’t complain … because I couldn’t speak English” [Sue]);
performing social roles: (“Some Korean children didn’t go to parent teacher inter-
views as their school didn’t ask their parents to come due to language barriers”
[Lucia]), looking for a job (“Who would hire me unless I spoke English like native
speakers” [Bob]). Participants’ social isolation also increased as relations with
neighbors were often restrained. According to Simon, “because of language
barriers, I couldn’t have any opportunity to meet local people.”

“Ethnocentric attitude” referred to New Zealanders’ prejudiced attitudes toward
different cultures, often misunderstanding how ethnic people might behave based
on assumptions derived from their own perceptions. There was less tolerance and
understanding toward different cultures in New Zealand, limiting participants’
control over many aspects of their lives such as preparing meals. Carl reported,
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“My children don’t take Korean food to school for lunch … They said their friends
don’t like it because it is smelly.” Jenny also voiced how her parenting skills were
misjudged by the school.

The teacher told my daughter that she did not understand me. She said to my daughter “I
don’t understand your mum.” She asked my daughter “Are all Asian mums like your
mum?” She told my daughter that it is ok to have a boyfriend here. She said that “Your
mum was wrong, your mum needs to change.” (Jenny)

This ideology, in many circumstances, has been used as a justification for New
Zealanders’ underestimating participants’ foreign credentials and experiences. In
many cases, participants’ previous skills were not transferable and, thus, some par-
ticipants had to retrain themselves (“My nursing certificate wasn’t recognized in
New Zealand. Here, I have to prepare for the IELTS score or study again” [Kerry])
or had to devalue their qualification (“I am a care-giver. I know it’s much lower
compared to my nursing qualification. But my nursing qualification wasn’t recog-
nised here” [Judy]).

The reality that participants encountered in New Zealand was that they had to
reconfigure everyday activities with language barriers whilst facing local people’s
ethnocentric attitudes, compounded by their lack of preparation for transition. In
this sense, having “existing networks,” including family and friends who were
already residing in New Zealand, was vital when participants sought help in gain-
ing familiarity with activities reflective of New Zealand society. These connections
eased participants’ acculturative stresses as participants could rely on their mutual
and constant assistance (“During those early days, I rang my friend whenever I was
in trouble” [Asma]).

The “Korean enclave” was a place where the participants’ Korean-ness was visi-
ble and audible. In this study, participants revealed that they strongly maintained
nostalgic notions of culture, particularly at the beginning of their settlement and,
as a result, primarily associated with ethnic resources. By visiting the Korean
enclave, participants were able to continue activities with their previous knowledge
(“I used my previous knowledge when I went shopping … I only bought products
that I already knew in Korea” [Kerry]).

For many participants, ethnic attachment was a starting point for continuing
their lives and later helped them to find alternative ways of engaging in activities
reflective of New Zealand society (“Many community programmes were available
at Korean churches such as free English classes or other settlement support” [Joy]).
By interacting with the “Korean enclave,” participants were in a better position to
make their own choices in an unfamiliar environment (“Korean church is the place
to get useful information such as where I can apply for a job or where I can find a
good school for my children” [Carl]).

“Confucianism” explained participants’ belief in the centrality of family. This
cultural value seemed to prioritize many participants’ everyday activities (“Men’s
jobs are typically making money for their family and women’s jobs are looking after
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the family” [Donna]), with the result that an overall sense of frustration often
ensued in relation to fulfilling their culturally shaped roles. Because of the internal/
external conditions noted above, according to Aaron, “I did whatever I could to
make money such as delivery or washing dishes because I had to support my family.”
This situation was accompanied by devaluation of self and feelings of regret (“I
came here for a better lifestyle, but the reality is that I have to endure a lower quality
of life” [Judy]). The prospect of returning to their life’s previous path seemed to be
the only solution (“We planned to go back to Korea because many things differed
from what we imagined” [Sue]).

In the meantime, because of the philosophies of “Confucianism,” many partici-
pants decided to stay in New Zealand although they struggled with the transition
(“The reason we decide to stay was because of my son … He really loves New Zea-
land” [Anne]). A feeling of sacrifice was evident because participants subordinated
their individual needs to the interests of their children’s well-being. Tom repor-
ted,“I like to support my son in whatever he wants to do. I believe that is our duty as
parents.”

These seven prominent conditions were almost always connected to each other,
as one condition often led to another, and then to another, like links in a chain.
Rather than directly relating to participants’ situations, these micro- and macro-
conditions formed the structural contexts of “enacting Korean ways” and “enacting
New Zealand ways” in which participants had to navigate the two world perspec-
tives to retain control over their lives. The former referred to a context in which
participants behaved in Korean ways, whereas the latter was defined as an attitude
of learning the new world perspective in relation to their involvement in the host
community.

The core process: A process of regaining control

A process of “regaining control” represented the participants’ ongoing actions to
find the best way to perform activities in response to situations in a new country.
In this process, participants brought together all available elements of being
Korean and being a resident in New Zealand, leading to the fact that they had to
achieve a balance between two cultures, Korean and New Zealand, to continue
their lives in the domestic and societal spheres.

Behaving in Korean ways
Immigrating from one culture to another presented an immediate challenge to par-
ticipants’ cultural traditions. Challenges occurred on a daily basis in both home
and community. Participants often found engaging in activities, which were critical
to continue life, was beyond their control as they were unable to figure out the
appropriateness of specific activities within particular settings in New Zealand
(“When I turned the TV on, I didn’t understand a single word that people said on
the programmes” [Clara]). This has resulted in some participants consciously
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deciding to behave in Korean ways (“I mostly stayed home, watching Korean TV
and reading Korean books” [Hanna]).

In this respect, the old world perspective dominated their sense of internal and
external continuity, strongly influencing the way in which they performed every-
day activities. For example, to retain internal continuity, participants employed
their familiar skills such as preserving Korean foods, watching Korean TV pro-
grams, and listening to Korean music whilst frequently associating with conation-
als to maintain external continuity. (“I often met up with other Koreans to hangout
… I also watched a lot of Korean videos at home” [Sue]).

For participants who did not possess sufficient local knowledge and skills,
behaving in Korean ways seemed to be the only option to continue a life in a new
country. For example, for participants with language barriers, seeking a job within
the Korean community was crucial (“I had worked for a Korean company for about
3 years” [Jacob]). Parents remained connected with their own ethnic group to deal
with problems with their children’s school (“When I didn’t understand the school
letters, I often knocked on other Koreans’ doors” [Ant]).

In many cases, however, participants reported that they used a strategy of
behaving in Korean ways as a stepping stone to becoming familiar with their new
surroundings (“I learnt how to make Kimchi here from one of our Korean neighbors
… They gave me a lot of useful information” [Marie]). This experience helped some
participants to gradually gain mastery in their new community. As such, behaving
in Korean ways was a starting point for many participants in learning how to be
reflective of New Zealand society (“One of my Korean friends suggested this course
would promise a job. That was why I enrolled in this course for the future job”
[Aaron]).

In the meantime, behaving in Korean ways also meant that participants firmly
retained their traditional ties. Some participants preferred to preserve their tradi-
tions despite their lengthy stay in New Zealand (“I am a Korean father to my
daughters … I don’t need to change this” [Jacob]), while adhering to the traditional
diet (“I have Korean style dishes every day” [Carl]) and interacting only with other
Koreans (“I met a lot of other Koreans. We drank, played golf and went fishing
together” [Ant]). This lifestyle partly contributed to some of the participants having
“bystander attitudes” in New Zealand (“I am a visitor here” [Aaron]) and wanting
to pass on Korean-ness to their children (“Although my children live here, they are
Korean… They have to remember that” [Marie]).

Being a resident in New Zealand
As time went by, some participants approached the host society and as a result,
they were exposed to New Zealand norms and values. In this study, participants
identified the host society as a destination at which they desired to arrive, endeav-
oring to commit to a process of regaining control. It was a place where they had to
share a populated environment with local people and hoped to be involved with
them and eventually accepted by them.
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In this study, participants often employed a strategy of being a resident in New
Zealand when they experienced difficulties in behaving in Korean ways. For exam-
ple, as having Korean-style food was sometimes challenging with regard to its
availability, cost, or freshness, some participants began to modify their menus to a
Kiwi style (“When we want to eat ‘Samgyeopsal’ (Korean style pork belly) … We
buy a portion of pork belly from a local shop and slice it to make it similar to the
Korean style” [Asma]). Ant explained how Koreans simplified their meals to reflect
their status of being residents in New Zealand (“Because of its cost and availability,
we make meals simple… It is interesting that most Koreans have similar very simple
menus at their homes in my city because of this situation” [Ant]).

Securing employment was one of the difficult challenges because of their limited
language skills. In response, some participants engaged in unskilled employments
(“My husband works as a delivery driver” [Anne]) whilst some participants set up a
business (“I bought my cleaning business” [Carl]) with a high risk of failure. Clara
explained how she witnessed other Koreans taking risks by jumping into the busi-
ness sector without proper knowledge: “People started their business because they
couldn’t get a job. But they didn’t have any experience in managing a business. This
meant they often wasted their money or just lived with minimum profits.”

At this time, some participants began to seek alternatives available within their
community with which they could prepare for a job, particularly within the educa-
tion sector. They believed that study would help them to get a job in the future and
facilitate living a satisfactory life in a new country. Again, Clara disclosed why she
chose study as an alternative way to secure her future, “If we study, there is no risk
of wasting money. You know, study helps us to improve English, gain knowledge
and get a qualification.”

Parents who felt powerless in parenting (“There was nothing I could do for my
children” [Joy]) used whatever they felt capable of, from their newly established
networks, to cover their limitations: “When my children brought a letter which I
couldn’t understand, I often asked my work colleagues” (Asma). Although partici-
pants found parenting challenging because of language barriers (“When my chil-
dren asked me regarding their homework, I couldn’t help” [Jenny]), participants
demonstrated their willingness to continue this activity as it was traditionally val-
ued. They actively sought means to overcome challenges: “When school looked for
volunteers, I felt nervous … But I wanted to do it for my children. This was why I
participated in helping at the library which didn’t require fluent English” (Donna).

Another example of being a resident in New Zealand was found in a process of
rebuilding networks in the community. Given the fact that immigration was asso-
ciated with losing their own networks (“In Korea, I had lots of friends … But here,
I had lost the entire network [Mike]), participants made a concerted effort to get to
know local people and rebuild networks: “I visited my neighbour almost every day
to get to know her” (Lucia). In particular, they targeted people they found affable to
approach: “From my own experience, it is much easier to build a friendship with
seniors as they are friendly” (Anne).
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To be a resident in New Zealand, it is vital to understand what behaviors and
performances are appropriate within particular settings. To do so, participants
made an effort to interact with local people (“I often share my food with my neigh-
bor” [Jill]), enroll in a training course (“The biggest difference after completing my
course, was that I became more knowledgeable of what was going on here” [Kevin]),
engage in employment (“When I worked … I learnt how other people live here”
[Sandra]), and be a volunteer (“I voluntarily picked up rubbish at my children”s
school event to meet other parents” [Mike]).

Through this experience, participants were ready to embrace different behaviors
that fit into New Zealand society. This involved not only knowing where they were
physically situated but also having a comprehensive understanding of the new
culture by directly engaging with the outside world. With increased knowledge of
their present situations, participants were able to make their own way toward con-
troling their lives as they enhanced their ability to assess their choice and to make
informed decisions in their current environment: “I can organise my schedule now
as I can see what will happen tomorrow” (Kevin).

At this time, some participants began to compare New Zealand perspectives to
the ones they inherited in Korea. Jacob shared how embracing New Zealand per-
spectives assisted him to accept second-hand products, “My golf clubs are mostly
second-hand. I don’t care as long as I can play with them.” As Jacob disclosed,
some participants reached a point at which they came to behave in a way that was
reflective of their new country. For them, being a resident in New Zealand meant
that participants had an appreciation of the new culture (“Many Kiwis have a hum-
ble mind, just helping others in need as long as they can. I want to be like them”

[Clara]) and were ready to accept New Zealand as their home country (“Nowadays,
I feel New Zealand is my home” [Sue]).

As noted above, a process of regaining control required a cognitive effort to find
the best way to perform activities through navigating the two world perspectives.
Participants incorporated every possible element from both worlds, of being both
a Korean immigrant and a New Zealand resident, into daily activities that they
needed or wanted to perform. Each behavioral pattern exists in an intricate and
delicate relationship with the others. Indeed, focusing upon one aspect in isolation
is problematic and not advisable in order to adequately understand the process of
regaining control.

Discussion

This study reveals that immigration is closely associated with a loss of control over
immigrants’ lives in a new country. In response, 21st-century immigrants navigate
the old and new world perspectives selecting the one they expect to obtain the best
possible outcomes with regard to regaining control over their disrupted everyday
activities. This conclusion is congruent with a belief that “a sense of control is an
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essential life skill for persons to be able to deal with everyday challenges” (Chaze &
Robson, 2014, p. 161).

The assumption that a sense of control is a pivotal contributor to quality of life
has been extensively presented (Chaze & Robson, 2014; Lachman & Prenda Firth,
2004; Shapiro, Schwartz, & Astin, 1996). Their findings strongly support the
importance of control in humans’ lives in that “a person’s sense of control can
have pronounced effects on morbidity and mortality” (Shapiro et al., 1996,
p. 1215).

In this regard, the last set of related, but distinct, constructs focuses on the ques-
tion of why people seek a sense of control and why these perceptions should have
such a pervasive impact on the immigration process. One explanation holds that
the sense of control provides the motivation to take action even in the face of great
adversity (Lachman & Prenda Firth, 2004). This justifies the idea that one indicator
of successful adaptation may be the ability to select domains of functioning in
which it is possible to maximize one’s ability to control outcomes.

Implication for acculturation model

In now revisiting the concept of acculturation, it is apparent that the various situa-
tional factors, in particular those associated with globalization in which many
immigrants maintain transnational status (Ho, 2015), must be included. Within
the context of globalization, it is almost impossible for ethnic immigrants to be
totally disconnected from the origin of their culture. Instead, they easily and
frequently communicate with their old world via diverse technologies, and thus,
adapting to a new culture becomes less of a necessity (“I use an 070 internet
telephone. It is a local number in Korea. I can talk to my family almost every second
day” [Ruth]).

In the reality of the 21st century, acculturation is no longer a product of mere
interaction between immigrants and the receiving country. For participants in this
study, immigration seemed to be borderless in that their interaction with the host
community became more optional as they felt less immediate pressure to adapt to
the receiving society. This means researchers in immigration studies have to recon-
sider the concept of acculturation, which largely emphasizes the aspect of cultural
maintenance (Berry, 1994, 1997, 2001).

Given that participants settling in New Zealand exercise choices over their
everyday activities by evaluating their ability, through traversing the two world
perspectives, it is possible to hypothesize that contemporary immigrants engage in
the acculturation process, based on their level of perceived control. Within this
framework, the acculturation process can be explained as a selective process avail-
able to immigrants, based on their assessment of their capacities to handle the
situation.

Here in New Zealand, I have to choose between being a Korean or a New Zealander
several times a day. When I go home, I am a Korean father to my children, a Korean
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husband to my wife. … But, when I go to work, I have to be a Kiwi and behave just like
them. (Mike)

This strategic selection of life domains in itself may be a clear manifestation of
one’s ability to take control over the immigration process. This example evidently
supports the assertion that a level of perceived control over the immigration
process is associated with acculturation preferences of assimilation, separation,
marginalization, and integration (Wilson-Forsberg, 2015).

For example, a high sense of mastery enhances immigrants’ ability to maintain
cultural integrity and to become an integral part of a larger societal framework.
Participants disclosed how their sense of control in their lives contributed to hav-
ing behavioral patterns reflective of the host society—a stage of integration based
on Berry’s acculturation model.

I used to be a kindergarten teacher in Korea. I would like to bring the Korean education
system here … I believe my experience in Korea would benefit children here. This is why
I chose to study teaching at Uni. (Asma)

Asma’s perspective outlined above is in accordance with a belief that integration
is associated with minimal stress levels, with regard to maintaining control over
their lives, and is also mutually transforming not only the immigrant culture but
also the host culture (Berry, 2001; Deutscher, 2004).

In contrast, those participants who had a helpless orientation and failed to see a
contingency between their actions and outcomes were less active in taking actions
reflective of the new society. Instead, they chose to be separated by placing value
on holding onto their original culture, whilst at the same time wishing to avoid
interaction with others—a stage of separation (Berry, 1994).

Even though my uncle had lived here for 10 years, he couldn’t speak English. I once asked
him why he couldn’t speak English. He said … there were not many opportunities for
him to meet Kiwis. (Aaron)

In many cases, participants evaluate the merits and demerits of each world and
select the one world perspective to retain control over their lives. This is congruent
with what Nayar et al. (2012) attested, as long as immigrants are able to choose
activities in accordance with their knowledge and values, they have the ability to
maintain their well-being. This finding suggests that the acculturation process
should be reconsidered as a pathway of “regaining control” in situations, which are
often problematic as a result of the merging of two cultural systems.

Limitations

As grounded theory is associated with the interpretive paradigm and acknowledges
that researchers cannot completely separate themselves from their findings
(Corbin & Strauss, 2008), one of the limitations is that potential misinterpretation
may exist in the study. To avoid this, the authors maintained a self-reflective
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stance. In addition, Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) criteria of credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability were employed to find variations based on theo-
retical grounds. This effort allowed the reconstructions of the participants’
stories to be accurate and fair.

The age of the participants in this study ranged from 32 to 58 years old and, as
evidenced by their having enough points to be eligible to immigrate to New
Zealand, all were highly qualified and held down high-level jobs in Korea. By elimi-
nating adolescent and senior Korean immigrants from the sample population, the
findings of this study lack explanatory power specifically with regard to those
populations. Recruiting participants from three cities in the North Island of New
Zealand means that the findings may not fully explicate stories of Korean immi-
grants who resided outside of these locations. Examining the theory of regaining
control across a range of ages, locations, ethnic groups, more diverse educational
and vocational backgrounds, and longer residence times in New Zealand are other
research avenues to be pursued.

The interviews were only conducted in Korean although being available in
either English or Korean. Participants preferred to tell their stories in Korean. Con-
siderable attention was given to translating what participants wished to express by
cautiously selecting their words in English. However, it is predictable that this
study is limited by the fact that subtle differences in expressions inevitably exist
between Korean and English.

Conclusion

The study findings offered in this paper explain that Korean immigrants engaged
in a process of regaining control over their lives by traversing the two world per-
spectives, “Korean” and “New Zealand.” To perform everyday activities in the best
way, participants opted to either behave in Korean ways or hold an attitude of
learning about the New Zealand perspective. This finding suggests that the accul-
turation process in the globalized context should be re-considered as a pathway
toward regaining control over their disrupted activities in a new country. Bringing
an occupational perspective to immigration studies will supplement the concept of
acculturation to reflect a globalized world where immigrants are able to hold trans-
national status and will provide a route forward to developing useful interventions
about what immigrants need to perform their activities to enhance their participa-
tion in civic society.

References

Berry, J. W. (1994). An ecological perspective on cultural and ethnic psychology. In E. Trickett,
R. Watts, & D. Birman (Eds.), Human diversity (pp. 115–141). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-
Bass.

Berry, J. W. (1997). Immigration, acculturation, and adaptation. Applied Psychology, 46(1),
5–68. doi:10.1111/j.1464-0597.1997.tb01087.x

18 H. KIM AND C. HOCKING

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1464-0597.1997.tb01087.x


Berry, J. W. (2001). A psychology of immigration. Journal of Social Issues, 57(3), 615–631.
doi:10.1111/0022-4537.00231

Chang, S., Morris, C., & Vokes, R. (2006). Korean migrant families in Christchurch: Expectations
and experiences. Wellington, New Zealand: Families Commission.

Chaze, F., & Robson, K. (2014). In control of life chances? Visible minority immigrants and
sense of mastery. Journal of Immigrant & Refugee Studies, 12(3), 161–171. doi:10.1080/
15562948.2013.816403

Corbin, J. (2009). Taking an analytic journey. In J. M. Morse, P. N. Stern, J. Corbin, B. Bowers,
K. Charmaz, & A. E. Clarke (Eds.), Developing grounded theory: The second generation
(pp. 35–54). Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press.

Corbin, J., & Strauss, A. (2008). Basic of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for
developing grounded theory (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Deutscher, I. (2004). Little theories and big problems: Chicago sociology and ethnic conflicts.
Symbolic interaction, 27(4), 441–459.

Epstein, S. (2006). Imagining the community: Newspapers, cyberspace and the (non-) construc-
tion of Korean–New Zealand identity. In H. Johnson & B. Moloughney (Eds.), Asia in the
making of New Zealand (pp. 147–162). Auckland, New Zealand: Auckland University Press.

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory. Hawthorne, NY: Aldine de
Gruyter.

Ho, E. (2015). The changing face of Asian peoples in New Zealand. New Zealand Population
Review, 41(95), 95–118.

Lachman, M. E., & Prenda Firth, K. M. (2004). The adaptive value of feeling in control during
midlife. In O. G. Brim, C. D. Ryff, & R. C. Kessler (Eds.), How healthy are we? (pp. 320–
349). Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage.
McKinnon, M. (1996). Immigrants and citizens: New Zealanders and Asian immigration in his-

tory context. Wellington, New Zealand: Victoria University of Wellington.
Nayar, S., Hocking, C., & Giddings, L. (2012). Using occupation to navigate cultural spaces:

Indian immigrant women setting in New Zealand. Journal of Occupational Science, 19(1),
62–75. doi: 10.1080/14427591.2011.602628

Njelesani, J., Tang, A., Jonsson, H., Polatajko, H. (2014). Articulating an occupational per-
spective. Journal of Occupational Science, 21(2), 226–235. doi:10.1080/
14427591.2012.717500

Primeau, L. A. (2003). Play and leisure. In E. B. Crepeau, E. S. Cohn, & B. A. Boyt-Schell (Eds.),
Willard and Spackman’s occupational therapy (pp. 354–363). Philadelphia, PA: Lippincott
Williams & Wilkins.

Rogler, L. H., Cortes, R. S., & Malgady, R. G. (1991). Acculturation and mental health sta-
tus among Hispanics. American Psychologist 46(6), 585–597. doi:10.1037/0003-
66X.46.6.585

Shapiro, D. H., Schwartz, C. E., & Astin, J. A. (1996). Controlling ourselves, controlling our
world: Psychology’s role in understanding positive and negative consequences of seeking
and gaining control. American Psychologist, 51(12), 1213–1230.

Stanley, M., & Cheek, J. (2003). Grounded theory: Exploiting the potential for occupational
therapy. British Journal of Occupational Therapy, 66(4), 143–150. doi:10.1177/
030802260306600401

Statistics New Zealand. (2013). 2013 Census ethnic group profile: Korean. Retrieved from http://
www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/ethnic-profiles.
aspx?request_valueD24754&tabnameDKeyfacts

Strauss, A. L. (1987). Qualitative analysis for social scientists. New York, NY: Cambridge
University Press.

JOURNAL OF IMMIGRANT & REFUGEE STUDIES 19

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/0022-4537.00231
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2013.816403
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15562948.2013.816403
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2011.602628
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2012.717500
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2012.717500
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-66X.46.6.585
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-66X.46.6.585
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/030802260306600401
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/030802260306600401
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/ethnic-profiles.aspx?request_value=24754&tabname=Keyfacts
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/ethnic-profiles.aspx?request_value=24754&tabname=Keyfacts
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/ethnic-profiles.aspx?request_value=24754&tabname=Keyfacts
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/ethnic-profiles.aspx?request_value=24754&tabname=Keyfacts
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/ethnic-profiles.aspx?request_value=24754&tabname=Keyfacts
http://www.stats.govt.nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summary-reports/ethnic-profiles.aspx?request_value=24754&tabname=Keyfacts


Suto, M. J. (2013). Leisure participation and well-being of immigrant women in Canada. Journal
of Occupational Science, 20(1), 48–61. doi:10.1080/14427591.2012.732914

Trimble, J. E. (2002). Introduction: Social change and acculturation. In K. M. Chun, P. B.
Organista, & G. Marin (Eds.), Acculturation: Advances in theory, measurement, and applied
research (pp. 3–13). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.

United Nations. (2013). Trends in international migrant stock: The 2013 revision table 1-Inter-
national migrant stock at mid-year by sex and by major area, region, country or area,
1990–2013. New York, NY: Author.

Van Nes, F., Abma, T., Jonsson, H., & Deeg, D. (2010). Language differences in qualitative
research: Is meaning lost in translation? European Journal of Ageing, 7(4), 313–316.
doi:10.1007/s10433-010-0168-y

Whiteford, G. (2010). Occupational deprivation: Understanding limited participation. In C. H.
Christiansen & E. A. Townsend (Eds.), Introduction to occupation: The art and science of liv-
ing (2nd ed., pp. 303–328). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education.

Wilcock, A. A. (2001). Occupational science: The key to broadening horizons. British Journal of
Occupational Therapy, 64(8), 412–417.

Wilcock, A. A., & Hocking, C. (2015). An occupational perspective of health (3rd ed.). Thorofare,
NJ: Slack.

Wilson-Forsberg, S. (2015). “We don’t integrate; we adapt”: Latin American immigrants inter-
pret their Canadian employment experiences in southwestern Ontario. International Journal
of Migration and Integration, 16, 469–489. doi:10.1007/s12134-014-0349-1

Yerxa, E. J., Clark, F., Jackson, J., Pierce, D., & Zemke, R. (1990). An introduction to occupa-
tional science, a foundation for occupational therapy in the 21st century. Binghamton, NY:
Haworth.

20 H. KIM AND C. HOCKING

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14427591.2012.732914
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10433-010-0168-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s12134-014-0349-1

	Abstract
	Acculturation model
	Adopting an occupational perspective on immigration studies
	Korean immigrants in New Zealand
	Method
	Participants
	Analysis

	Trustworthiness of the study
	Findings of the study
	Salient conditions
	The core process: A process of regaining control
	Behaving in Korean ways
	Being a resident in New Zealand


	Discussion
	Implication for acculturation model

	Limitations
	Conclusion
	References

