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Abstract

A Qualitative Study on the Relationship Formation between

Korean Step—Father and Vietnamese Adolescent Immigrants

Young—eun Ju

Master’ s Dissertation

Supervised by Professor Jeehun Kim

Department of Multicultural Studies and Education
Multicultural Education Major

Inha University

This study surveys family relationship and life in Korea from the perspective
of adolescents who had to move to foreign country because their mother’ s
remarriage to their new husband who are Korean. The subject for the study
are adolescents who came to Korea because of their mothers’ remarriage. In
particular, the study focuses on the dynamics of relationship between those
adolescents and their stepfather along with its formation. For this purpose, a
qualitative study was conducted based on in—depth interviews with eight
Vietnamese adolescents who moved to Korea because of their mother’ s
remarriage.

The immigrant adolescent participants of this study experience a complex
family as a result of their mother’ s marriage to the adolescent’ s stepfather.
They experience another major change in their lives as they follow their
mother to Korea and become an adolescent with a new Korean stepfather.

The result of this study is as follows: First, the adolescents who come to
Korea as a result of remarriage of their mother are the decision—making
subjects in the mutual conflict between the movement to Korea and staying in
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Vietnam. Beginning with the divorce of their biological parents, the participants
spend their early adolescence in the midst of being left alone in Vietnam as the
mother leaves Vietnam for Korea, living with either their grandparents or
cousins. During this moment, the participants experience various economic
discrimination and prejudice resulting from the absence of the father,
sometimes forming a familial relationship with a stepmother in Vietnam. In
making decisions to move to Korea, the participants tend to accept their
mother’ s request to move to Korea with them, or were afraid to leave the life
in Vietnam and their grandparents, delaying their movement to Korea while
reconsidering their priorities. In such circumstances, the participants
convinced themselves with the expectations of moving in with their mother,
helping their pregnant mother out, or having high hopes about the life in Korea.

Moreover, the adolescent participants tend to form their relationships with
their Korean stepfather with spontaneous and proactive behavior. As they
overcome the language barrier and converse with their Korean stepfather as
they become a legal family, these participants formed intimate relationships
with their stepfather. These stepfathers also play a crucial role in providing
psychological and legal stability for these adolescents. Except for a single case,
all the first encounters with the participants and the Korean stepfathers were
made in Vietnam, and the participants recognized them as their stepfather and
their mother’ s new spouse. The maintenance of their relationship with their
original family group and a negative experience with their stepfather affects
the relationships between the adolescents and the stepfather. The stepfather’
s role as a figure that provides for the stability of the family, as the one who
will build a future together with the family is essential. Therefore, the role of
the Korean stepfathers is important because only with their agreement the
adoption of the adolescents are possible, and thus the adolescents can become
legal children of their stepfather along with the recognition from their new
family and establish their position within.

Third, school for the immigrant adolescents is a necessary place to learn to
live in the society as a Korean. We observed that the immigrant adolescents
experienced numerous conflicts during the formation of self as they faced
language barriers and social prejudice. These adolescents who are of school
age have mixed feelings of expectations about life in Korean schools, and fear
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of peer relationships and school life. At schools, the participants receive a
warm welcome from their peers from the first encounter. However, they
experience lack of attention or discrimination as they have difficulty
communicating in Korean with their surroundings. In such circumstances, they
endeavor to live like Koreans.

The implication of this study is that the decision for migration was the starting
point of forming relationship with the stepfather. Another characteristic of this
study is that family relationship was inspected by category of relationship the
adolescents have with each family member, and this is different from
conventional way of comprehensive family relationship survey. However,
since the number of subjects were eight individuals whose unique relational
background is limited to new step parent from specific target country, the
observations and interpretation of the relationship dynamic cannot be the
sample of generalized situation. It is my sincere hope that subsequent research
which go beyond the limitation of this study so that additional studies will be
conducted to offer multi—dimensional understanding of adolescents who

migrate into a different country due to their parent’ s remarriage.

Key words : Family of international remarriage, Immigrant Adolescent, Family
Relationship, Intermarriage Family, Adolescent.
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