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Abstract. This is a study of how foreign brides in Taiwan adapt to the challenges of living in an unfamiliar society,
particularly in terms of diet, religion, and language. Based on data collected in semi-structured interviews, the results
indicate that foreign brides tend to prefer foods, which are excessively spicy and sour for the average Taiwanese. In
terms of religion, most foreign brides adopt their husbands religion. As for language, it was found that foreign brides
tend to be relatively direct in their manner of expression, and also tend to reply in a loud tone of voice, and that this
leads to misunderstandings and makes their Taiwanese in-laws uncomfortable. It was also found that many foreign brides
experience difficulties in the areas of medical care and shopping. As for the ways in which foreign brides respond to these
challenges, it was found that many of those who have difficulty adapting to Taiwanese food express their dissatisfaction
by eating little. With regards to religious activities, most simply follow their in-laws’ customary practices, such as burning
incense. As for language, it was found that they use various means to learn both written and spoken Chinese. Many
foreign brides reported having difficulty with the taste of various Taiwanese foods, but that their in-laws didn’t mind if they
prepared some of their favorite foods for themselves. Many also indicated that their in-laws encouraged them to attend
Chinese classes, but that there was little support for those who preferred to practice a religion different from their in-laws.
The results of this study indicate that the government needs to make additional efforts to help foreign brides lay down
roots in Taiwan and enjoy a happy family life, such as holding social events in various localities, running relevant training
courses for foreign brides and their husbands, and promoting an overall environment which is more foreigner-friendly and
linguistically diverse.

c

INTRODUCTION
Since the latter part of the 1990s, large numbers of Taiwanese
men have married foreign women, thereby significantly in-
creasing the cultural diversity of this previously very homoge-
neous Chinese society. As of May 2015, the number of foreign
brides in Taiwan totaled 503,255, many of whom are from
Southeast Asia, especially Vietnam (91,793) and Indonesia
(28,444) (Ministry of the Interior, 2015). There are also many
foreign brides from mainland China, Hong Kong, and Macao,
whose Chinese background makes it much easier for them to
adapt to the life in Taiwan, both linguistically and culturally
(Chen, 2007).
By contrast, due to their very different cultural and linguistic
backgrounds, foreign brides from Southeast Asia have con-
siderable difficulty adapting to their new life in Taiwan, often
resulting in pressure and conflict, and even making it difficult
for them to raise their children. This issue has received increas-
ing attention throughout the society in recent years (Hsieh &
Huang, 2013). Amongst the many challenges facing foreign
brides, those relating to linguistic and dietary differences are

often the most immediate and conspicuous (Chen, 2008). In a
study of foreign brides conducted by Chu (2002), 42 percent
of those from Vietnam reported having significant difficulty
adapting to Taiwanese food, as was the case for 68 percent of
Indonesian brides in a similar study conducted by Chen (2001).
It should be noted that Asian societies, especially those in the
Chinese cultural sphere, give much importance to food and
family meals, and thus the dinner table is a key venue for
the playing out of complex interpersonal relationships (Tseng,
2009).
As pointed out by Zhang (2005), communication styles, both
verbal and non-verbal, are closely related to culture. Moreover,
different cultures assign different meanings to various forms
of verbal expression and body language, making it difficult to
avoid cross-cultural misunderstandings (Lee & Chang, 2004).
In this regard, Hwang and Chang (2003) mention the example
of a Vietnamese bride whose mother-in-law spoke to her in
Taiwanese Hokkien rather loudly and quickly, giving her the
impression that she was being scolded.
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To be sure, religious beliefs exert a major influence on behav-
ior, especially dietary customs. For example, Muslims (who
constitute the majority of Indonesians) are forbidden to eat
pork (Hwang & Chang, 2003). Moreover, according to Ko and
Chang (2007), foreign brides from Indonesia tend to be more
conservative than their Vietnamese counterparts.
Most studies on new immigrants in Taiwan have focused sim-
ply on cultural differences in terms of food, religion, and lan-
guage, without examining the problems they face in the course
of adapting to these differences. By contrast, most studies on
new immigrants in America focus on their children’s education
and their ability to adapt to life in the United States (Hernan-
dez, Denton & Macartney, 2008; Toppelberg & Collins, 2010),
but few focus on the strategies they adopt in attempting to adapt
to differences in the areas of food, religion, and language.
Thus, the focus of this study is on the problems new immigrants
have in adapting to life in Taiwan, as well as the strategies they
adopt for overcoming them. It is clear that any discussion of
the problems faced by foreign brides and how to best address
them must necessarily begin with an in-depth examination of
the concept of cultural difference. In addition to helping for-
eign brides adapt more quickly to life in Taiwan, doing so will
help Taiwanese gain a better understanding of the situation
and cultural background of foreign brides, and also promote
acceptance and appreciation of cultural diversity in Taiwanese
society. The results can help researchers, social workers, and
policy makers in other countries better understand the difficul-
ties faced by new immigrants.
The purpose of this study is to determine the cultural differ-
ences which most frequently give rise to difficulties for foreign
brides (especially those relating to language, diet, and reli-
gion), as well as their experiences in attempting to cope with
the challenges they face living in a foreign land.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The Meaning and Significance of Cultural Diversity Edu-
cation
Due to various historical factors over the past few centuries,
modern Taiwanese society is composed of four main ethnic
groups: Hoklos, mainlanders, Hakkas, and aboriginals. Only
the aboriginals are not Han Chinese; yet each of these nu-
merous indigenous tribes has been Sinicized to one extent or
another. Each of Taiwans main ethnic groups can be distin-
guished by its first language and various customs, and in recent
decades, increasing emphasis has been given to cultural di-
versity, with each group asserting its distinctive characteristics
(Wang, 2014). In light of the growing awareness of the value of
cultural diversity, it has become increasingly important to un-

derstand and respect cultural differences and autonomy (Hung,
1999).

Increasing Cultural Diversity
The large number of foreign brides in the past two decades has
added another distinctive layer to cultural diversity in Taiwan.
It has also given rise to a wide variety of problems relating to
differences in language and culture, prompting much research
on related issues. For example, Hsieh and Huang (2013) found
that most foreign brides marry for economic reasons, and that
due to the significant difficulties they face in adapting, many
end up regretting their decision to come to Taiwan. Chu and
Sun (2010) discovered that due to widespread negative percep-
tions concerning foreign brides, they are subject to discrim-
ination and poor treatment; some have even reported being
forbidden to speak their native language with their offspring.
Similarly, Lim (2006) found that most foreign brides have lit-
tle choice as to the types of food they eat and prepare for their
in-laws. These are just some of the many culturally-driven
difficulties typically faced by foreign brides in Taiwan.
Nonetheless, some foreign brides have capitalized on their
cultural background by setting up an ethnic restaurant, and
ethnic business clusters have begun to appear in Taiwan in
recent years (Chen, 2008). To be sure, interaction between for-
eign brides and native-born Taiwanese, both inside and outside
the family, is set to increase long into the foreseeable future,
making intercultural understanding and respect all the more
important.

Strategies for Promoting Intercultural Adaptation
In connection with intercultural adaptation, it will be useful to
refer to the first three steps of Schmidt and Finkbeiners (2006)
model titled ABC’s of cultural understanding and communi-
cation. In the first step, autobiography is used to engender
self-awareness and overcome blind spots. In the second step,
biography is used to gain insight into the experience and val-
ues of someone of a different cultural background. In the third
step, cross-cultural analysis, the autobiography, and biography
are compared and contrasted, with the differences and similar-
ities discovered therein being made the basis for formulating
strategies for intercultural adaptation.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
In this qualitative study, purposive sampling was used to re-
cruit 24 foreign brides from mainland China (7P), Vietnam
(3P), Indonesia (4P), Thailand (3P), the Philippines (3P), and
Cambodia (4P) with the help of people from the local Service
Center for New Immigrant Families and related government
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agency. Subjects (the foreign brides) who were interviewed
in this study need to understand Mandarin or Taiwanese and
are willing to participate in the interview. Individual interviews
were conducted with each participant. With the consent of each
participant, the interviews were recorded and then transcribed.
The interviews were mainly conducted in a place where the
participant felt comfortable and free to talk, including their
homes and the meeting room at a school near their place of
work.
The researchers used the outline of the interview to conduct
a semi-structured interview. The questions in the outline of
the interview served as the beginning of the dialogue between
the researchers and the new residents (the foreign brides) and
were an important tool for researchers to communicate with
the subjects. During the interview, researchers usually would
ask the interviewers to answer the interview questions in no
particular order and hoped the interview was conducted under
a relaxed and natural way for discussing the related issues.
The demographic questions were asked at the beginning of
the interview which included the basic information of the new
residents and her husband’s family. Next, due to the adaptation
of cultural differences, the researchers asked the foreign brides
questions related to diet habits, religion, and language. In this
section of interview, in order to reduce the uncomfortable feel-
ings of the new residents, the researchers showed their care
while asking the questions. After the questions were asked,
they let the subjects have enough time to think through and
answer the questions. When the subjects used the wrong words
or sentences, the researchers would repeat the subjects’ an-
swers to make sure the subjects have their answers expressed
correctly.

RESULTS
Adapting to Dietary Differences
Dietary differences
Different ethnic groups have their own dietary preferences.
Thus, it’s not surprising that the spicy and sour foods, as well
as the “exotic” sauces and seasonings preferred by many for-
eign brides don’t please the palate of the average Taiwanese.
Similar to Hwang and Chang (2003), it was found that the main
problem in terms of diet is that in contrast to most Taiwanese,
new immigrants tend to favor spicy and sour flavors, and when
cooking, they tend to use certain sauces and spices not found
in Taiwanese cuisine. On the other hand, many foreign brides
have little taste for typical Taiwanese dishes, such as boiled
pork slices, soups, and grass jelly, as well as the post-partum
foods customarily eaten by Taiwanese mothers. Thus, many
foreign brides find it very difficult to adapt to typical Taiwanese

food, especially early on, often resulting in a strong yearning
for the familiar flavors of their native place.

Adaptation Strategies
a. Early on, when their knowledge of the local language is
highly limited, foreign brides tend to attempt to express their
difficulty adapting to Taiwanese food by using gestures, eating
little or asking their husband to take them out to eat.
b. Those attending language classes learn from their class-
mates recipes and where to buy hard-to-find ingredients. Other
strategies reported include using the telephone to seek cooking
advice from their mother, planting a herb garden, and bring-
ing ingredients back to Taiwan following visits to their home
country.
c. Over time, many foreign brides gradually grow accustomed
to Taiwanese food, arriving at a happy medium by learning
how to cook meals combining Taiwanese favorites with a few
dishes from their native place which their in-laws find accept-
able.

Adapting to Religious Differences
Religious differences
Despite some differences in the way folk religion is practiced in
Taiwan, brides from mainland China tend to readily adopt the
customs of their in-laws. This result is similar to that of Hung
(2009), who found that new immigrants who are Christians
tend to adopt the religion of their husband’s family, mainly to
avoid conflict.

Adaptation Strategies
a. Many foreign brides make an effort to accept and participate
in their in-laws’ religious practices, typically learning from
their mother-in-law how to prepare and make offerings to the
Earth Deity and for such holidays as Tomb-sweeping Day, the
Hungry Ghost Festival, the Dragon Boat Festival, and the Lu-
nar New Year.
b. Some foreign brides first observe their in-laws’ religious
practices before deciding to either adopt their in-laws’ religion
or continue with their original one. Others, due to personal
reasons, do neither, and instead convert to some other religion.

Adapting to Linguistic Differences
Linguistic differences
Apart from those from mainland China and those of Chinese
ancestry who already know Chinese, foreign brides encounter
considerable communication difficulties after arriving in Tai-
wan. And even after they gain some rudimentary skills in the
local language, their manner of speaking tends to be rather
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loud, direct, and unclear, often leading to misunderstandings
and ill-will. The results of the present study also indicate
that cultural differences regarding tone of voice are one of
the main sources of misunderstanding and conflict (Hwang &
Chang, 2003; Yang, Hung, Hou & Su, 2012). Moreover, many
find that language difficulties make seeking medical treatment
highly problematic. Limited language skills also prevent them
from obtaining a culinary license required for working as a chef
or baker. As for mainlanders, many strongly resent the various
derogatory terms many Taiwanese use to refer to them. Thus,
it can be seen that some of the greatest challenges faced by
foreign brides are linguistic in nature. Due to various negative
stereotypes in Taiwan about new immigrants (e.g., regarding
them as “gold diggers”), and also out of fear that they might be
led astray by their friends, many new immigrants are prevented
by their in-laws from making new friends. This, however,
can make it very difficult for them to learn the local language,
since it leaves them with little opportunity to practice apart
from Television and conversations with family members (Chu
& Sun, 2010; Hsieh & Huang, 2013).

Adaptation strategies
a. In the early stages, many resort to gestures, pointing, and
other types of body language, or simply remain silent.
b. Strategies mentioned for reducing conflict with their in-laws
include seeking their husband’s help, apologizing, using a dif-
ferent tone of voice, moving out, and chatting with friends and
family.
c. Many reported using samples or gestures to request family
members to purchase articles of daily use. As for strategies for
improving their language skills, attending classes and watch-
ing television (many programs are subtitled) were cited most
frequently.

DISCUSSION
This study showed that when foreign brides improved their
language expression skills, resulting in conflict and dispute
occurred due to differences in living habits and culture. These
findings were similar to what Hwang and Chang (2003) and
Yang et al. (2012) had found. Lee and Chang (2004) also
found that tone and physical movements in different language
and culture also led to misunderstanding or generation gap.
In the dietary culture differences, current study found that the
foreign brides usually solved family dietary culture conflicts
by self-adjustment. This is the same as what found by Chen
(2008). Nowadays, foreign cultures have formed economic
and industrial settlements in Taiwan, and most of the foreign
brides have felt that accessing their hometown diet and ingre-

dient appears to be more convenient than their home country.
During the interview, the members of foreign brides’ new fam-
ily said that in order to help foreign brides to adapt to the new
living environment in Taiwan, their spouses took time to ac-
company them to attend activities, or helped them to enroll
in housekeeping class, and their mother-in-law would also ac-
company them to go out and relax. This indicated that the
ability of the foreign brides to adapt to the cultural differences
is related to the socio-economic status of their new family. Liu
(2009) and Chen (2008) had the same finding. That means
that the foreign bride couple with moderate family status, their
attitude towards marriage, and life adaptation will be at the mid
and upper level. Their satisfaction level of the marriage will be
between the general and the upper level. And the result of their
adaption to their daily life is also between moderate and good.
Current study also found that the foreign brides chose to leave
their home country to move to Taiwan to help their spouse take
care of children and spouse’s family members, if their home
country had worse living and health conditions than Taiwan.
The ability to adapt to the marriage and the cross-cultural mar-
riage research done by Hohmann-Marriott and Amato (2008)
showed that the adaptative ability of foreign brides to the lower
living environment was better than the local women. And in
terms of the ability to adapt to the new family’s lifestyle, com-
pared to the local women, they were also doing better (Crippen
& Brew, 2007). However, due to the negative values existing
in the current Taiwan social media, some people in Taiwan
still are seeing the foreign brides with a negative perception.
Studies done by Chu and Sun (2010) and Kawaguchi and Lee
(2017) had the same conclusions. This means that the mul-
ticultural awareness in Taiwan has still got a long way to go.
Fifty percent of foreign brides who participated in the in-depth
interviews lived with in-laws or other family members. This
result was same as the studies done by Chen (2006) and Chiou
(2009). Some of the interviewees, in the daily life adaptation,
faced different living habits of the new family members (such
as diet, language communication, and religious). Most of the
foreign brides needed to do self-adjustment in many ways in
order to maintain the regular family life and the harmony of
the new family. In addition, Wu, Tsai and Siao (2010) found
that a small number of foreign brides, because their children
were now studying at the elementary school, would partici-
pate in school volunteer service. Therefore, in order to enable
foreign brides to develop self-identity, to adapt to the life in
Taiwan, the people’s network for foreign brides should be pro-
moted, and subjects should be encouraged to participate in
non-governmental organizations (such as volunteer services or
civil service). Thus, they could gain the support from civic
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groups and the friendship from their home country fellows.
Current study had the same findings in factors that affected
the civic participation of foreign brides as the studies done
by Liu (2009), Chiou (2008), and Hsieh et al., (2009). The
results showed that the higher the degree of family support,
the more foreign brides participated in different skills license
examination, in recreational activities, in staff training, and in
the civic/government award activity. This also means that the
support from the new family is very important for the foreign
brides to participate in their social activities.

CONCLUSION
This study used language, diet, and religion to discuss the
adaptation of foreign brides from a multiculturalist perspec-
tive. At the beginning, they tried to fit into their spouse’s
culture by exploring, trying, learning from their spouse’s fam-
ily, and the experience sharing from the fellow foreign brides.

The predicaments of maladjustment of personal life, the habits
of doing grocery, and seeking medical advice experiences were
mostly caused by language and culture differences (Kawaguchi
& Lee, 2017; Lundberg & Pollak, 2007). Most of these incon-
veniences usually were assisted by their spouse. Therefore,
there are various measures which the government can take to
make it easier for foreign brides to adapt to their new life in
Taiwan. First of all, the relevant authorities should consider al-
lowing foreign brides to use their native language in the exam
required for obtaining a culinary license. It would also be help-
ful to regularly hold local social events featuring ethnic foods
prepared by foreign brides. Finally, there is a need to hold
training courses for helping foreign brides and their husbands
gain a better understanding of one another. Such measures will
go a long way in promoting intercultural understanding and
helping Taiwan’s increasing population of foreign brides enjoy
a happy and harmonious family life.
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