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You’re educated and ambitious. Sure, the hours are long and corporate politics are a bane, but you focus on getting the job done, confident that you will be rewarded in the long run. Yet, somehow, your hard work isn’t paying off, and you watch from the sidelines as your colleagues get promoted. Those who progress to management positions in this intensely competitive corporate environment seem to understand an unwritten code for marketing and aligning themselves politically. Furthermore, your strong work ethic and raw intelligence were sufficient when you started at the firm, but now they’re expecting you to be a rainmaker who can “bring in clients” and “exert influence” on others. The top of the career ladder seems beyond your reach. Perhaps you’ve hit the bamboo ceiling.

For the last decade, Asians have been the fastest growing population in the United States. Asians comprise the largest college graduate population in America and are often referred to as the “Model Minority”—but their careers seem to lag on their way up the corporate ladder. If qualified Asians are entering the workforce with the right credentials, why aren’t they making it to the corner offices and corporate boardrooms?

Never before has this dichotomy been so thoroughly explored, and in this insightful book, Hyun uses case studies, interviews (including a conversation with Andrea Jung, chairman and CEO, Avon Products) and anecdotes to identify the issues and provide strategies for Asians to succeed in corporate America. Managers will learn how to support the Asian members of their teams to realize their full potential and to maintain their competitive edge in today’s multicultural workplace.
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DISCLAIMER —

Except where affiliated with obviously identified corporations or organizations, all names and identities used in the case examples throughout the book have been changed.

Asian professionals are referred to as any Asian employee working in the U.S. labor force. Though most Asian professionals tend to be Asian American, it is noted if specific individuals are expats from an Asian country or recent immigrants.

Although Asian American, Asian/Pacific Islander, and Asian Pacific American are often used interchangeably to describe Asians in the United States, Asian American is used for simplicity.

Minority professionals and professionals of color are terms used to describe African Americans, Latinos/Hispanic Americans, Asian Pacific Americans, and Native Americans in the workplace.

Not all elements of Asian culture will apply to every person; some generalizations were necessary. These generalizations should not be used to stereotype Asians, as the values are not exclusively Asian.

DEFINITIONS —

“Cultural Fluency”—the ability to navigate in a variety of cross cultural contexts

In this book, I’ve used the terms assimilation and acculturation thusly: Assimilation is adopting the dominant culture’s behaviors, values, perspectives, and characteristics at the expense of one’s own cultural characteristics. Acculturation is adapting to new cultural patterns of the dominant culture while continuing to maintain values, perspectives, and features of one’s native culture. As America has become more diverse, the melting pot model has evolved into a “salad bowl” or “mosaic” concept.




EPIGRAPH

Bamboo Ceiling—a combination of individual, cultural, and organizational factors that impede Asians’ career progress inside organizations

J. Hyun, Breaking the Bamboo Ceiling

Bamboo Ceiling is a registered trademark of Hyun & Associates




- CONTENTS -


Dedication

Epigraph

Acknowledgments

Introduction

PART I
UNDERSTANDING ASIAN CULTURAL INFLUENCE AND ITS IMPACT


Chapter 1: Your Asian American Roots and You

Chapter 2: “But I Didn’t Mean It That Way!”: How Cultural Values Can Help or Hinder You at Work



How Asian Values Affect Individual Behavior and Workplace Interactions

“Technical but Not Management Material”: Dispelling Stereotypes and Inaccurate Perceptions




Chapter 3: The Latest Trends in Corporate Diversity Practices

PART II
CAREER CHOICES AND GETTING IN THE DOOR


Chapter 4: Doctor? Lawyer? Or Inner-City Teacher?: How Cultural Influences Impact Your Career Choices

Chapter 5: To Thine Own Self Be True: Understanding Yourself, Your Vision, and How to Break Your Bamboo Ceiling 




Understanding Yourself

    The Seven Stories Exercise®

Understanding Your Asian Identity

    Asian Identity Exercise: How Assimilated/Acculturated Are You?

    Work-Related Values and Motivators Exercise

    The Trusted Advisor Assessment

    Authority and Hierarchy Exercise: A View of Your Relationships with Bosses, Peers, and Subordinates

Understanding Your Vision

    The Forty- Year Vision®

Understanding How to Break Your Bamboo Ceiling™

    Identifying Your Bamboo Ceiling™

    The Career Mobility Checklist

Chapter 6: Perfect for the Part: Mastering the Face-to-Face Job Interview 

Chapter 7: Moving Past the Hors d’Oeuvres Table: Finessing the Art of Networking

PART III
GETTING AHEAD ON THE JOB


Chapter 8: On-the-Job Mobility Strategies



Learning to Toot Your Own Horn: Navigating in Corporate America

Superior Mentoring Strategies

Staying in the Succession Planning Pipeline

Getting Your Voice Heard: Saying No . . . and Pushing Back with Diplomacy




Chapter 9: Extending Your Reach: Professional Associations and Affinity Networking Groups

Chapter 10: Getting and Maintaining Your Worth: Show Me the Money . . . and a Promotion!

“How Am I Doing?”: Acing Performance Management Discussions

Negotiating Your Compensation and Severance Package

Epilogue: Breaking the Bamboo Ceiling

Appendix A: Summary of Challenges to Management

Appendix B: Asian Pacific American Organizations

Bibliography

Index

About the Author

Praise

Credits

Copyright

About the Publisher





- INTRODUCTION -


IS THERE A BAMBOO CEILING FOR ASIANS IN CORPORATE AMERICA? —

A career book about Asians? Aren’t they doing fine on their own? Does being Asian really make a difference in the workplace? Believe me, there was a time when I couldn’t imagine writing a career book focused purely on Asians in corporate America. Early in my years as a human resources (HR) executive and recruiter for an investment banking firm, I considered writing a guide for up-and-coming professionals that provided tips on upward mobility and career management. However, as I was exposed to a wide variety of issues that involved cultural differences, manager–employee misunderstandings, and conflicts in the workplace, I realized very quickly that Asian professionals tend to operate on an entirely different plane because of their unique cultural lenses. Many find it difficult to implement the prescribed management strategies commonly found in mainstream leadership books and corporate training programs because of their cultural values, which are often at odds with what it takes to get ahead in corporate America.

While I was working with various U.S. corporations, dozens of fellow Asian professionals urged me to coach them in their careers and show them a blueprint for success. Specifically, they asked for help with selling and presentation skills, managing their boss, navigating the political landscape, and managing teams. Non-Asian workers and managers also asked me for assistance in understanding their Asian coworkers’ cultural differences. Clearly, teaching the same management and leadership techniques to all professionals without regard for ethnicity, cultural heritage, and deeply held values could very well be counterproductive. I sensed a pronounced need for a more targeted book that would help Asians better understand the effects of their cultural values on career advancement. It would identify how Asians’ deeply rooted cultural influences impact workplace behaviors and present tactical strategies for managing those differences.

REALITY CHECK: THE NUMBERS ARE IN —

Without a doubt, corporate America has always been a tough terrain for professionals of color to navigate. Various studies confirm the low percentages of minorities in the executive suites of U.S. companies. In 1995, the Federal Glass Ceiling Commission stated that of the top 1,000 industrial firms and 500 largest businesses in the United States, only 3% of senior managers were professionals of color. Contrast that with a 2003 U.S. Department of Labor report which stated that women and minorities make up two-thirds of new labor force entrants annually. A 2003 Catalyst study focusing on Asian women in the workforce revealed that although Asian women represent an important and growing source of talent, they are not well represented in senior management ranks. (Catalyst is a nonprofit advisory organization seeking to advance women in business.) In fact, they make up less than 0.5% of corporate officers at the 429 Fortune 500 companies that provided these data: Out of 10,092 Fortune 500 corporate officers in 2002, only 30 (0.29%) were Asian women. According to Catalyst, Asian women have difficulty moving into senior management positions because Asian cultural values, whether learned or reinforced by family, work against their ability to successfully navigate the corporate landscape. A 1997 study of Caucasian, African American, and Asian American engineers by Joyce Tang using the U.S. National Science Foundation’s survey revealed that both Asian Americans and African Americans were significantly disadvantaged in terms of career mobility. Even in Silicon Valley, where Asian Americans comprise 30% of technology professionals, a 1993 study by the Pacific Studies Center found that Caucasians hold 80% of managerial positions, versus 12.5% for Asian Americans. These findings challenge the model-minority myth—that Asian Americans are doing “just fine” and need no career assistance—in professions where one might expect Asian Americans to be well represented. Their virtual absence in influential leadership roles demonstrates that Asians face challenges to mobility much like other ethnic and racial minority groups. According to the Committee of 100, a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization formed to improve China– United States relations and to provide a perspective for issues concerning Asian Americans, the percentage of Asian Pacific Americans holding seats on U.S. corporate boards is a mere 1%. Given the educational achievements of Asian Americans, there’s clearly a disconnect. According to 2002 data from the U.S. Census Bureau, 44% of Asian Americans over age 25 have graduated from college, the highest percentage for any racial group, compared with the 27% average for the U.S. population. And according to feedback from recruiters and HR directors, there is significant representation of entry-level Asian talent in corporations. There is also a need for more updated statistics on Asians and their career mobility. According to an article written by Tojo Thatchenkery at the International Association of Business Disciplines National Conference in 2000, a Korn Ferry International survey revealed that between 1971 and 1997, there were 8,403 studies on women and career development, 101 studies on African Americans and career advancement, and just 4 studies on Asian Americans and career advancement!

So why don’t Asian Americans make it to senior management? What’s happening between the training program and the corner office? One can point to natural attrition, lack of adequate leadership training, and corporate politics as partial explanations for the small numbers of Asian corporate leaders, but this book uncovers the myth of Asians as the “Model Minority” who are “doing just fine” and don’t require any special attention. There is actually a desperate need for practical measures to help Asian Americans (and all other minorities) reach their full potential in the workplace. Jino Ahn, president and founder of Asian Diversity, Inc., the first organization to offer job fairs targeted to Asians, remembers attending a diversity conference a few years ago where all the breakout session topics excluded Asians. There were workshops geared toward an array of workplace diversity programs, ranging from issues affecting women to gays and lesbians, older workers, workers with disabilities, African Americans, Latino Americans, and Native Americans, but absolutely nothing for the Asian American constituency. When he raised his hand to inquire about the absence of Asians in diversity discussions, the nearly hostile response from one of the panelists was: “Is there a need for this? I thought Asians are doing better than the whites! Why in the world would they need any more help?” But clearly, Asians are still minorities in all but the entry levels of American companies.

The title Breaking the Bamboo Ceiling was selected because it acknowledges that Asian Americans do indeed face obstacles in the workplace and it asserts that there are cultural barriers that play a role in impeding career advancement. Asians must take an active role in combating the problem. To shrug helplessly and say, “They didn’t give me that promotion” or “There are no Asians at the top, so I won’t make it, either” is not an empowering approach to career management. While biases in the workplace do exist, this ceiling is not always imposed by others. As with many challenges, Asians should acknowledge that barriers could also stem from self-limiting cultural influences on their behavior, attitude, and performance in various social and professional settings.

In my initial discussions with both non-Asian and Asian professionals about cultural issues impacting interpersonal dynamics in the workplace, I noticed an uncanny trend: Members of both groups were often ignorant about the cultural issues at play in their work environment. Because of the varied acculturation levels and immigration history of each Asian American group, there are inevitably some who may be uneducated about Asian culture. Some Asian Americans indicated that they didn’t require any special treatment or assistance. Some even thought a career strategies program for Asians would bring negative attention to themselves; they didn’t want to be singled out as part of a minority group because they felt that the less they rocked the boat, the better. Yet, when I probed further into the anatomy of their careers, those same Asians were overlooked for promotions and rarely selected for special corporate task forces—the same projects and task forces that lead to increased exposure to senior management. At the same time, few, if any, of the non-Asian managers had any idea what Confucian influence is or that culturally Asian ways of operating can affect well-educated, English-proficient Asians living and working in the United States.

It takes time and effort to understand your workplace persona, to identify what behaviors and communication styles you have to adjust for your particular situation, and then to actually implement that change! Achieving that finesse in relating takes time, practice, and candid feedback such as you will find in this book.

We can’t successfully develop Asian leaders by educating only the Asian employees. We must include non-Asian managers, clients, coworkers, and mentors in identifying and resolving problems. This book, then, is for Asian professionals (and students); their bosses, clients, and coworkers; HR and diversity managers; and anyone doing business with the Asian community. Clearly, an all-around understanding increases the chances of healthier business relations.

Breaking the Bamboo Ceiling should be an indispensable part of your career tool kit that you refer to repeatedly. Think of it as a real-time executive career coach in book form. You may find that you will go to one section in the book that is relevant to you and then tackle the other chapters at a later date. This book can also be used in diversity programs, career development offices at universities and graduate schools, and academic programs in Asian studies, organizational behavior, or cultural studies to help structure role plays and exercises that illustrate cross-cultural scenarios.

This career guide not only offers practical ideas for engaging managers, clients, coworkers, and subordinates about personal effectiveness and career mobility, but it also discusses the organizational processes that have been effective for Asian employees. I describe real workplace case studies that highlight concrete strategies. Case studies and stories of Asian professionals between ages 20 and 40 are presented. They are recent immigrants and first-, second-, and third-generation Asian Americans working in U.S. companies. The most challenging aspect of this project was the difficulty in being completely pan-Asian in scope. Toward that end, I present stories of individuals from a variety of Asian ethnicities, but it should be noted that not all elements of Asian culture will apply to every person; some generalizations were necessary. These generalizations should not be used to stereotype Asian Americans, as the cultural values are not exclusively Asian. All of the stories and case studies included are true, but the individuals’ identities, unless specifically noted, have been changed to protect privacy.

WHO SHOULD READ THIS BOOK? —

This book is not just for Asian employees. For change to take place, diversity can no longer be just a corporate buzzword or a trendy HR term limited to appearances in annual reports. Managing diversity and successfully leading Asian, African American, Latino American, and other minorities are imperative for thousands of U.S. companies that are looking for a competitive advantage. For companies that want to be successful in the global marketplace, it is a business mandate. Many U.S. companies are seeking innovative ways to lead minority employees and develop their skills, and they are gradually becoming aware that doing so entails more than just a basic diversity-awareness campaign.

Asians can use this book to first identify how their cultural lenses may affect the way they operate in a corporate setting, then examine how they might use some of the techniques explained here, and, finally, facilitate an ongoing dialogue between Asian and non-Asian workers.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK —

This book is divided into three major parts, each offering tips, case studies, and advice for a particular career phase. Part I, “Understanding Asian Cultural Influence and Its Impact,” paints an introductory landscape of Asians in the United States and establishes a foundation for understanding the unique bicultural experience of many Asian Americans. There, you’ll learn about Confucian influence, which is characterized by filial piety, the importance of family, respect for authority, communal decision making, the priority of duty over personal rights, and suppression of feelings. You’ll see how these cultures can be in direct conflict with Western corporate culture and explore how these traditions, family pressures, and cultural influences can affect individual behavior and group interactions.

Part II, “Career Choices and Getting in the Door,” tackles cultural influences and their potential impact on career choices and job search strategies. Modern Western culture dictates a self-directed, individualistic approach to career decisions, where you are in the driver seat when choosing your career. However, for many Asians, the Confucian influence of respecting and obeying elders (especially parents) may take them off their desired career path. As a result, they change careers later in life or spend protracted periods of time in “acceptable” careers with which they are unhappy. You’ll read case studies of Asians who have struggled with this issue. You’ll also learn how an Asian’s behavioral tendencies and face-to-face presentation can be misperceived by interviewers and hiring managers during the job search process.

In Part III, “Getting Ahead on the Job,” you’ll learn how to find the right mentor as well as how to be an empowering mentor. You’ll learn the warning indicators of career immobility and discover ways to identify stagnation. And you’ll find out how to navigate compensation reviews and promotion discussions.

This book is not the final word on this relatively new subject matter. I believe that only by sharing more of these stories can we begin to piece together our unique road maps to success. If you have a personal story you want to share, I want to hear from you. Contact me at info@hyunassociates.com.
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- ONE -

YOUR ASIAN
AMERICAN ROOTS
AND YOU


My first impression upon meeting Trinh was that she was far more Chinese than I: engaged with the (Asian) community, fluent. Also, less polished, less assimilated than I. But there are some who would consider her very un-Chinese. She speaks up, she fights, she exposes hypocrisy. She cares less about race than about basic moral courage. . . . The irony, then, is this: I am perhaps more Americanized. She is perhaps more American.

—Eric Liu, The Accidental Asian

ASIAN AMERICANS: A MOSAIC OF BACKGROUNDS —

The 2000 U.S. Census reported that there are 11.9 million Asians in the United States, a 72% increase since the previous census. Compare that to the total U.S. population growth of 13% for the same period. Even though Latino Americans are the largest minority group in raw numbers, Asians are the fastest-growing minority group, and the population is expected to double by 2020 and triple by 2030. Forty-four percent of Asian Americans over age 25 have graduated from college, the highest percentage for any racial group. These numbers imply a success story. However, these statistics don’t always tell the whole story of what really happens to Asian Americans once they leave the halls of academia for corporate America.

Who are Asian Americans? Far from being homogeneous, we are of varied Asian ancestry. We represent multiple nationalities and languages as well as many social and political viewpoints. At last count, there were over 80 distinct Asian languages spoken in the United States. Even within each specific Asian group, there is considerable variability in education, class, and acculturation level. In addition, there is a long history of war, political unrest, and resulting prejudices in many Asian nations. What further complicates matters is that non-Asian Americans often think of Asians as a homogeneous group of people. Companies tend to view us as the Asian Pacific American constituency and do not necessarily categorize us by our specific nationalities.

THE MANY FACETS OF PERSONAL IDENTITY —

An Asian American woman who works at a large distributor of home appliances notes: “I used to be quite involved with Asian networking group activities. But lately, I find a much deeper sense of community with the multicultural women’s networking group. As a new mother attempting to juggle home and a very demanding job, I identify myself as a woman and mother first, then take my ethnicity into consideration next.” You can define yourself along a continuum of factors, your cultural heritage being one of them. Most people describe themselves differently throughout the stages of their lives, such as oldest daughter, father, mother, Catholic, manager, Asian American, cancer survivor. Yet we know these tags don’t fully define us or what we are capable of. We’re each composed of so many qualities, skills, ideas, emotions, values, and behaviors that a few descriptors won’t do anyone justice. We also know these self-ascribed tags aren’t necessarily how we are perceived by others, especially those who don’t know us well or who know us in other contexts.

WHEN PERCEPTION BECOMES REALITY —

In workplace scenarios particularly, perception is often reality. As a result, what they don’t know can hurt you. An assessment of your character and how you perform is based not solely on the quality of your “work deliverables” but also on how you interact with your colleagues. It’s not what you say but how you say it. How confident do you sound? How articulate are you? How well do you motivate others on your team? Do you take the time to chat with colleagues, whether it’s to discuss a project more thoroughly or to just socialize? Other cues that may brand you can be as superficial as how you dress, how you carry yourself, and what your facial expressions are. Behavior is often misinterpreted by people from different cultures, because it is visible, unlike motivations, feelings, intentions, and thought processes. At the most basic level, an underrepresented group like Asian Americans will stand out more.

To manage your career then, you must manage your personal brand—your image, how you come across. And knowing yourself is the first step in shaping the impression you make and in achieving your professional goals. You must understand your personality, strengths, weaknesses, and internal driving forces to guide how this all plays out in a work environment.

You may already know that your Asian background is integral to your identity. But not fully realizing how that background manifests itself in your attitudes and behaviors may cause misunderstandings in a Western corporate setting. Your Asianness doesn’t have to work against you, however. In the process of deciphering your Asian cultural values and integrating them into your workplace persona, you can leverage your natural talents and maybe even learn new skills. You will learn the tools to help break the bamboo ceiling without compromising yourself. Training in selling, presenting, negotiating, and assertiveness can tap and channel your knowledge to enhance your presence and capabilities.

Keep in mind that professional upward mobility requires action on your part. It’s unrealistic to expect that your managers and colleagues will automatically want and know how to unearth the true you and understand all you are capable of offering. People miscommunicate and misunderstand one another all the time; there will always be inaccurate perceptions of underrepresented emplyee populations. You have to take the initiative in clarifying the issues to effect change.

The corporate world is also recognizing that it’s up to them as well. By 2050, the majority of Americans will come from non-Caucasian backgrounds. When a managing director from a top financial services institution went to a Harvard recruiting luncheon in 2002 to identify candidates for the investment banking training program, she was surprised to see more than 50% of the students who attended were of Asian descent, including a majority that were students who resided in Asia. She realized then that if this was the future of her company, she had better start understanding Asians better as her new recruiting targets—as the pipeline of potential bankers at her firm.

Diversity programs were introduced at some companies as early as the 1980s. More recently, they have been developing and promoting more formal, nuanced programs that strive for inclusive environments and equip professionals to realize their full potential. Businesses are no longer implementing these programs because it’s the right thing to do or because it makes for good public relations. Comprehensive diversity programs make good business sense; groups of people with diverse backgrounds and experiences are now commonly acknowledged as repeatedly producing rich ideas and solutions. Cultural competency has become an increasingly important skill for the savvy executive. Furthermore, as cited in the 2003 Catalyst report Advancing Asian Women in the Workplace, “Biculturalism and bilingualism are important business skills. Asians who have experience in Asian countries and Asian cultures can act as ‘connecting points’ to other countries, which is crucial for global companies.”

A February 2004 Wall Street Journal article by Carol Hymowitz asserts that the very traits that make women in general good students—diligence, organization, and the ability to follow instructions—may not be sufficient to help them move up the career ladder and could even hold them back. Says Hymowitz, “. . . What counts a lot more than conscientiousness is daring, assertiveness and an ability to promote oneself—all qualities men more typically demonstrate.” As we’ll see, Asian values tend to echo these traditionally female traits, which also holds them back in the workplace.

ASIAN AMERICANS —

So who are Asians? Beyond being able to check off the “Asian or Pacific Islander” category on the U.S. Census form, how do we define Asianness? As recently as 1970, the U.S. Census did not count Asians as part of a specific ethnic designation. Asian Indians were classified as whites, and Vietnamese were noted in the “other” race category. How far we have come! The 2000 U.S. Census provides the following breakdown: Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Asian Indian, Bhutanese, Burmese, Cambodian, Filipino, Hmong, Indochinese, Indonesian, Iwo Jiman, Laotian, Malaysian, Maldivian, Nepalese, Okinawan, Pakistani, Singaporean, Sri Lankan, Taiwanese, Thai, and Vietnamese. The largest group is the Chinese (2.4 million), followed by Filipino (1.9 million), Asian Indian (1.7 million), Vietnamese (1.1 million), and Korean (1.1 million).

HOW CONFUCIAN INFLUENCE AFFECTS ASIAN AMERICANS —

Yet overall, Asians do share similar traits. The teachings of Confucius, a Chinese philosopher and scholar (551–479 BC), had a profound impact on Asian religion, government, and social structure that is in evidence even today. This influence differs dramatically from the Western school of thinking, particularly in the approach to interpersonal relations. Confucian influence emphasizes the importance of order, self-control, study, and education. To this day, many Asian countries still emphasize rote memorization and study as a significant vehicle for learning. Confucian values emphasize a sense of order, harmony, and decorum in human relationships over conflict and discourse. There is also a strong emphasis on respect for elders, both in the immediate family and at school and at work. Finally, there is a very high value placed on self-control versus self-expression, perhaps even to the extent of keeping feelings private. Other Asian philosophers have also emphasized similar ideas, holding self-restraint in high regard.

ASIAN CULTURAL VALUES —

In a 1999 study by University of California, Santa Barbara, psychologists Bryan S. K. Kim, Donald R. Atkinson, and Peggy H. Yang, 14 Asian values were identified. Though these researchers stated that we must recognize that Asian Americans comprise an extremely diverse group and that significant differences within Asian ethnic groups do exist, they found that traditional Asians tend to emphasize the following values:

[image: image]    Collectivism

[image: image]    Maintenance of interpersonal harmony

[image: image]    Reciprocity

[image: image]    Placing others’ needs ahead of one’s own

[image: image]    Deference to authority figures

[image: image]    Importance of family

[image: image]    Avoidance of family shame

[image: image]    Educational and occupational achievement

[image: image]    Ability to resolve psychological problems

[image: image]    Filial piety

[image: image]    Conformity to family and social norms

[image: image]    Self-effacement

[image: image]    Self-control/restraint

[image: image]    Respect for elders and ancestors

The study also revealed that these values were not found to differ significantly across generations since immigration. There is a remarkable gap in Asian Americans’ behavioral acculturation—regarding such issues as food, clothing, and language use—and values acculturation when transitioning to a new culture. Asian immigrants may seem to readily adopt Western ways of living, but their deeply ingrained Asian values, many inherited from Confucian values, are so fundamental to who they are that they and future generations are very slow to change.

This may explain why even more acculturated second- and third-generation Asian Americans feel burdened by the values of their parents and grandparents and proclaim themselves “bananas” (Asian on the outside, Caucasian on the inside—Asians who have little or no identification with their Asian heritage). In many ways, this theme of conformity versus individuality is at odds with the objectives of America’s founders. Because culture, Asianness, and Americanness are difficult to measure with precision, and because many cultural values are shared by diverse groups, Asian Americans may have difficulty deciphering which of their values are “American” and which are specific to their Asian background. Managing these bicultural and sometimes conflicting values can be so stressful that some Asian Americans wind up rebelling against or resenting one of their cultures.

Confucius also said, “A young man should serve his parents at home and be respectful to elders outside his home.” Even if someone is just a few minutes older, he or she commands respect and authority in some Asian cultures. Asian children are sometimes taught to speak softly and not raise their voices, especially to those in authority. Respecting elders also affects body language, as it is customary in many Asian countries to cast your eyes downward in deference; direct eye contact is not always favored. In the United States, however, lack of eye contact may connote dishonesty, shiftiness, or lack of assertiveness.

In many Asian countries, the children or grandchildren care for their parents and grandparents, and quite often, that tradition is carried on by Asian Americans. This unwavering devotion to elders and superiors can be transferred to the workplace, regardless of how malevolent or incompetent superiors may be.

 

 





RESPECT FOR ELDERS

A nationwide survey by the Population Resource Center found that Asian Pacific Islander families provided more care for their older relatives than did other groups: 42% of Asian Americans surveyed helped care for or provided financial support for their parents, compared with 34% of Latino Americans, 28% of African Americans, and 19% of Caucasians.






Teachers and professors in Asia are enormously respected because they represent higher learning. It is common to ask a new personal or business acquaintance where he or she attended school because this helps place the person. Yet in American companies, education isn’t everything; what’s valued more is what Dan Goleman, in Working with Emotional Intelligence, calls emotional intelligence. Many people have succeeded in the corporate arena without having attained bachelor’s degrees.

In most Asian countries, there isn’t any flexibility for “finding yourself” and figuring out your career path. The route is straight and narrow: You must select your major before you even sign up for one college-level class and then stick it out until you graduate and get a job in that industry. Changing your major isn’t an easy option. What you study dictates your profession. And it is very difficult to change careers after you start down a certain career path. If you’re accepted at a top university, you’re virtually guaranteed a slot in one of the large companies upon graduation. But in the United States, even if you have excellent grades from an Ivy League institution, you won’t be automatically deluged with job offers from prestigious companies.

AMERICAN CULTURAL VALUES —

The United States was founded on the principle of freedom, including freedom of the press, freedom of religion, and freedom from political persecution. The country has long operated on the basis of free-market economics, which encourages competition, individual gain, and entrepreneurship. It is the land of opportunity, regardless of one’s parents’ social status. Moreover, education is considered important, but not always necessary to succeed in corporate America.


Confucius versus Socrates

In The Geography of Thought, which presents an interesting perspective on how Asians and Westerners think differently, Richard Nisbitt describes the absence of argumentation and discourse in Asia that seems to be second nature to Westerners: “North Americans begin to express opinions and justify them as early as the show-and-tell sessions of nursery school. In contrast, there is not much argumentation or trafficking in opinions in Asian life.” Indeed, at age 3, my American-born daughter was taught in a show-and-tell lesson to cite 10 reasons why chocolate was her favorite ice cream flavor. In contrast, the Asian culture lives closer to the adage “The loudest duck gets shot.” Americans tend to live the adage “The squeaky wheel gets the oil.” In the corporate world, this translates into interpersonal abilities that aid career advancement. Working really hard and hoping someone will notice and reward you will never be enough.

ASIAN AMERICAN IDENTITIES —

 





We worked at the dry cleaning store for 20 years, working 7 days a week, but my children, they all study hard and go to big Ivy schools—Yale and Princeton. I am proud that my hard work has helped them achieve their dreams.

—Jung Ja Hong, Korean American parent






In Amy Tan’s novel The Joy Luck Club, a character expresses the hopes of numerous immigrant Asian parents for their offspring: “Over there in America nobody will look down on her, because I will make her speak only perfect American English.” But clearly, even perfect English won’t obviate personal and professional obstacles. Though some Asian Americans grow up attending American schools and playing with non-Asian friends, they might come home to Asian food on the table and a family that speaks Chinese, Korean, Japanese, Tagalog, Hindi, or Vietnamese. Their parents may still subscribe to local Asian newspapers and expect them to continue living by Asian standards at home, yet they become more Americanized by the system outside of home.

For some Asian Americans, managing these two worlds can be difficult, and a few even report having a stressful relationship with the challenge of managing this dual-culture life. One may assume that first-generation immigrants are the only ones who are saddled with parental influences from the motherland. Yet, even more acculturated second- or third-generation Asians who are self-proclaimed bananas (Asian on the outside, white on the inside) report that they feel burdened by the cultural influence of their parents and grandparents.

Not only are Asian Americans raised with this contrasting perspective in the home, they continue to see the remnants of its effect on their behavior long after they leave home, start their first jobs, and begin their own families. Second- and third-generation Asian Americans report that their families still operate under a system of values they learned from their ancestors. And it’s not just about language and food. It goes beyond external perceptions of Asians as foreigners. Asians who grew up straddling two very different worlds may face internal conflicts in the workplace as they maneuver through their careers. These strong cultural influences still manifest in certain behaviors in the workplace, including collegial or consensus decision making, a strong work ethic, and deference to elders.

Here are a few of the many variations of Asian Americans you may encounter in the workplace:


The Acculturated Asian Immigrant

An immigrant who came to the United States at the age of 12, speaks English fluently, and has adapted quite easily to the American culture. She has forgotten most of her mother tongue because she was raised speaking only English in her home.


The Second- or Third-Generation Bicultural Asian

A third-generation woman who may speak perfect American English and easily navigates diverse social circles, Asian or otherwise, but still feels strongly Chinese, Indian, Korean, Japanese, or Filipino.


The Asian Unaware of Culturally Influenced Behaviors

A second-generation Chinese American who grew up in a New England suburb may see himself as an apple-pie American and tends to operate in mostly non-Asian social and professional circles. However, his colleagues and clients frequently view him as an Asian person, and thus he may be pigeonholed at work and assigned, for example, leadership roles in the Asia/Pacific region.

WHEN YOU LOOK THE PART —

 






PROFILE OF A SECOND-GENERATION CHINESE AMERICAN

Kevin Lee doesn’t identify culturally with his Asianness, though he may still exhibit some culturally influenced behaviors in the work setting. Though he is thoroughly American psychologically, his Asian appearance has caused some misunderstandings in certain work relationships.

Because he is one of few Asians at his company, he is consequently labeled the “Asian person” in the workplace by his colleagues. This is very insidious because he lacks strong self-knowledge and an accurate picture of how he is perceived by others. Members of senior management feel that as one of two Asian Americans in middle management, Kevin could be instrumental in furthering the company’s growth efforts in Asia. They are constantly offering him opportunities to lead the Hong Kong or Singapore operations, much to Kevin’s dismay—he has no interest in taking his career to Asia. His long-term career goal is to head one of the business units at headquarters, which requires additional experience in a different U.S. sales territory. Plus, after some business trips to Asia, he knows that he would be seen there as the Chinese person from the United States and not readily accepted by the locals.







The Asian Adoptee

The Asian adopted by a white family doesn’t feel Asian at all because he grew up in a town with very little Asian diversity, though he is always perceived to be very Asian by outsiders, who continue to ask him if he speaks an Asian language.

Sandra Darrell, Korean-born and adopted into a Dutch Reformed family, doesn’t speak Korean. If anything, she feels that her Dutch upbringing influenced her the most. That doesn’t stop people who she meets from asking her about where she’s from or assuming that she’s culturally Korean. Because she is physically Asian, people assume that she must be culturally Asian as well. “Growing up in my family, I was never treated as if I were any different from my non-Asian siblings,” says Sandra.


The Asian of Mixed Heritage

Biracial and mixed-heritage Asians (representing more than one Asian country) are becoming more commonplace in the United States. Asian culture can remain intact in many biracial individuals.


Asian by Association

The non-Asian spouse married to or partnered with an Asian for an extended period of time may adapt much of Asian culture and customs. Over time, he or she may show culturally Asian behaviors.

 

 






COMFORTABLY BICULTURAL

Mary Wang, a 25-year-old second-generation Chinese American, recalls: “Growing up in Southern California, I never really lost touch with my Asian culture and rarely felt like a visible minority. My parents always spoke Chinese to me at home, and I always felt comfortable with my Chinese identity. I was born here, but I always felt more Chinese in many different contexts. When I started my first job in Boston, I was struck by the lack of understanding most of my Asian work colleagues had of their Asian culture. Many of them had grown up as the only Asian in their social circles, where they had to either ignore or suppress their Asianness.”







Where Are You From? The Perpetual Foreigner Syndrome

Asian Americans, by virtue of their physical features, face the challenge of being considered foreigners in social and professional circles—outsiders in the land they call home. My friend and colleague who is fourth-generation Japanese and does not speak any Japanese is asked all the time by new acquaintances whether he misses Japan and intends to go back to live there. To his knowledge, he has no living relatives in Japan and has lost contact with his extended family in Asia.

Critics may say that once you are more established in a company, people will see beyond your race and reward you justly for your work, so that after a reasonable time, the perception of foreignness should not be a problem. But in the corporate world, you’re always meeting new people and making first impressions, and your Asian face will always be a part of you, so you remain the perpetual foreigner. This makes it hard to gain credibility quickly, which can pose problems in today’s fast-paced, highly competitive work environment.

And sometimes, the perpetual foreigner syndrome can be combined with prejudice: Suresh Patel, an Indian American partner in a high-tech company providing Internet capabilities to other companies, recalls: “I was working on this deal with a potential investor who lives in another state. After some productive conference calls and pleasant exchanges over the phone, we thought it was beneficial for us to meet to talk through the deal in person. When I walked into that boardroom to shake his hand, the guy’s jaw literally dropped. He said, very blatantly with an obvious look of disappointment, ‘I had no idea that you were not white.’ ” Suresh’s Indian face wasn’t necessarily a deal breaker in this case, but the meeting’s start wasn’t ideal, and the other man’s initial reaction made Suresh think twice about working with him over the long term. It was obvious that this potential investor was taken aback by the color of his skin.

 

 





June, a Korean American professional with over 25 years of experience in financial services and technology, shares her humorous answer to the “So where are you from?” question of a colleague she met at a seminar:

              Senior executive: That was some really interesting material you just presented. Where are you from?

              June: A northwest suburb of Boston.

              Senior executive: Actually, I meant, where are you really from?

              June: How far do you want to go?

              Senior executive: As far back as you’d like!

              June: Okay, then, I come from the Garden of Eden.






A 2001 Yankelovich study by the Committee of 100, an organization formed by prominent Chinese Americans, including Henry Tang, Yo-Yo Ma, and I. M. Pei, to improve United States–China relations, revealed that about one-third of all Americans feel that Chinese Americans are probably more loyal to China than to the United States. Almost one-half believe that Chinese Americans pass secret information to China, and one-quarter think that Chinese Americans are taking too many jobs from other Americans. The report said that these findings could be generally applied to other Asian nationalities, because it turns out that few Americans distinguish between Chinese Americans and other Asian Americans anyway.

The perpetual foreigner syndrome

A BRIEF PRIMER ON ETHNIC IDENTITY —
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