
CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE
DIRECTIONS

METHOD

INTRODUCTION DISCUSSION

Navigating Cultural Pressures and Identity Among Asian American An Initial Qualitative Exploration
CARYN HSU, LOMA LINDA UNIVERSITY

FACULTY ADIVSOR: JACKIE WILLIAMS-READE PHD LMFT, LOMA LINDA UNIVERSITY

RESEARCH QUESTION

KEY FINDINGS | RESULTS

FIG 1. NARCISSISTIC COPING: SELF-PROTECTIVE STRATEGIES AT THE INTERSECTION OF CULTURAL DISSONANCE, CHRONIC
SHAME AND CONDITIONAL BELONGING

This study invites consideration of how high-functioning traits—such
as perfectionism and emotional restraint—may operate as self-
protective responses to chronic misattunement, shame, and cultural
contradiction. Within a relational psychoanalytic frame, these
patterns can be explored not as resistance, but as compromises
forged in the absence of secure recognition.

Relational approaches that foreground attunement and curiosity
may offer space for clients to re-experience emotion safely and
renegotiate the terms of belonging.

Future work might continue developing Narcissistic Coping (NC) as a
culturally embedded response to intergenerational trauma, with
attention to its variations across gender, ethnicity, and
developmental stages.

Asian Americans often occupy a racialized paradox: hyper-visible as high achievers,
yet invisible within dominant racial discourse; idealized through the Model Minority
Myth, yet subjected to achievement pressure, racial minimization, and affective
silencing (Shih et al., 2019; Saw & Okazaki, 2010; Tummala-Narra et al., 2024). Within
this contradictory space, psychological distress frequently manifests through
perfectionism, emotional suppression, and identity fragmentation, with studies
showing elevated shame-proneness, performance-based self-worth, and
intergenerational anxiety (Wong et al., 2014; Wei et al 2020). Emotional restraint and
humility, while often culturally valued, may clash with U.S. norms of expressiveness,
leading to cultural dissonance and internalized shame (Saw & Okazaki, 2010; Cai &
Lee, 2022; Yi, 2023).

A psychoanalytic framework offers a conceptual understanding that behaviors  may
function as self-protective compromises—adaptive strategies that help sustain a
coherent sense of self in the face of relational rupture, chronic shame, and
conditional recognition (Eng, 2001; Shaw, 2013; Yi, 2023).Grounded in self-psychology
and intersubjective theory, this perspective views identity formation not only through
cultural conflict, but through the psychic labor of sustaining belonging under
conditions of misattunement and silence. In Confucian-influenced cultures, where
shame organizes moral behavior and emotional expression is tightly regulated, such
defenses may be essential to maintaining familial and relational bonds (Bedford &
Hwang, 2003).

This initial inquiry explores how such tensions are experienced not simply as external
pressures, but as internalized dynamics that shape relational strategies and
emotional life. Specifically, it examines how cultural dissonance, intergenerational
shame, and conditional belonging give rise to patterns of perfectionism, emotional
suppression, and identity fragmentation—not as symptoms, but as survival-based
adaptations to relational and cultural rupture.
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The participant’s account revealed high-functioning patterns—perfectionism, self-
suppression, and emotional independence—that, while often praised, were rooted in
deeper psychic compromises. These behaviors did not emerge in a vacuum, but as
responses to chronic misattunement, cultural contradiction, and relational
insecurity. Drawing from psychoanalytic theory, these patterns can be interpreted
as forms of Narcissistic Coping (NC). In this context, NC refers to self-protective
strategies that an individual uses to maintain connection, coherence, and
attachment in the face of chronic shame, external pressures, and unmet needs.
While these strategies serve to preserve relational bonds by meeting external
expectations, they often do so at the cost of repressing the self’s authentic desires
and emotional needs, leading to internal conflict and fragmentation.

As described by Brandchaft (2007), pathological accommodation occurs when
individuals suppress authentic needs to preserve attachment bonds. This was
evident in the participant’s belief that being “high functioning” protected others
from worry—and ensured continued belonging. Her success became a kind of
relational contract: perform well, and don’t become a burden. Similarly, Green’s
(1986) concept of affective foreclosure helps explain the emotional silencing that
followed repeated experiences of criticism, invalidation, and ridicule. Over time, the
participant internalized the message that emotional expression was unsafe or
shameful, relying instead on dissociation and cognitive control to manage distress.

Finally, the participant’s experiences reflected the psychic fragmentation described
by Eng and Han (2019) as racial melancholia—the lingering, unresolved loss linked to
cultural dislocation and intergenerational tension. Her identity was shaped by a
sense of not fully belonging, whether in family, peer groups, or broader cultural
spaces. In this context, emotional restraint and independence became necessary
adaptations.

Rather than viewing these coping strategies as individual traits, a psychoanalytic
lens suggests they are defensive responses—formed in response to cultural
dissonance, conditional belonging, and inherited silence. Narcissistic Coping, as
introduced here, offers one way to name this structure: not as pathology, but as a
survival strategy that enables psychic continuity when recognition is inconsistent,
and vulnerability feels dangerous.

How do Asian Americans maintain a sense of self in the face of cultural
dissonance and chronic shame?

Approach & Framework: Constructivist Grounded Theory was used to
explore the lived relational experiences of an Asian American participant
navigating cultural dissonance and shame.
Participant: One participant who self-identifies as Asian American.
Data Collection: A semi-structured Zoom interview (45–60 minutes) was
conducted, audio-recorded, and transcribed verbatim.
Data Analysis: The transcript was manually coded line-by-line, followed
by focused, iterative coding. Memo writing and reflexive journaling
supported the analytic process.
Interpretive Lens: Findings were interpreted through a psychoanalytic
lens, drawing on concepts of adaptation to cultural contradiction,
affective misattunement, and chonic shame.

CONDITIONAL BELONGING 

Self-worth becomes contingent on
being competent, useful, or
emotionally low-maintenance to
maintain relational attachment.

CHRONIC SHAME & EMOTIONAL SUPPRESSION

Chronic shame and fear of rejection are
managed through emotional silencing,
self-monitoring, and perfectionistic
striving.

CULTURAL DISSONANCE

Conflicting cultural messages lead to
identity fragmentation and relational
isolation; belonging feels conditional
across contexts.

Conditional Belonging and Performance as Survival
Theme: Performance as a survival strategy tied to conditional worth and self-objectification.

The participant described feeling worthy only when performing well—academically,
emotionally, relationally. Success was not just achievement, but a shield against being
perceived as a burden.
A high-functioning image became essential to maintaining approval, reinforcing a pattern
of self-suppression and emotional minimization.

“I don’t think I ever felt comfortable expressing my emotional experience with them,
ever. Because I know, like, one situation stands out where I was disappointed that my
dad promised me something, and I voiced it very honestly because I was really young.
And I only remember him laughing because he thought it was funny and telling me to
“cut the crap.” Yeah, it ended with him kind of mad [...] I think implicitly, I was aware.
Like, “This is not a safe space,” or “They can’t offer me anything.” It wasn’t a safe space
to express my emotional experience.”

“Yes. I always feel like one boat is family-oriented, one boat is what I want. And the other
boat is what others want of me. And I don’t know—like, it’s hard to satisfy either one
unless I feel like I’m fully losing myself, or I’m fully losing the people around me.”

“Yeah, I always felt shame around being Asian, I think. [PAUSE] Not today, but, like,
younger. I would be like, I wish I was white. That was really big for me, because I would see
things on TV or, like, my dad tried very hard to assimilate where his accent was, like, even
country. Like, he had, like, a Western country accent whenever he talked to people. And
we celebrated, like, all the different things. So there was this deeply internalized shame of
being Asian, but also the values that were still Asian that I could feel in my family, like,
collectivism and parent filial piety.”

Cultural Dissonance and Fragmented Identity
Theme: Navigating bicultural expectations led to self-splitting and internal conflict.

The participant articulated a fragmented sense of identity, caught between filial piety
and individual authenticity.

Chronic Shame and Relational Misattunment
Theme: Relational shame as a barrier to emotional expression and the emergence of
emotional suppression.

Shame emerged early, especially in gendered and familial contexts where emotional
expression was dismissed or punished.

“I don’t know about the self-worth, but more like worth to others. […] You’re not worth
anything in this family if you’re not all cylinders contributing to the greater good.”
“Yeah, it does contribute to self-worth, but more like also your worth to others.”
 “My self-worth is very tied to my problems . And that has not changed.”
“ I'm still working through. My view on myself, myself worth. And how it's heavily tied to
productivity, I'm working on that. I don't know if I'll ever work through that.”

SELF-OBJECTIFICATION

Self viewed through the eyes of
others; value derived from function,
not feeling.

NARCISSISTIC COPING
False Self Adaptation / Pathological
Accommodation (Winnicott, 2010;
Brandchaft, 1994)
Self-protective structure shaped by
chronic shame, cultural dissonance
and conditional belongingFALSE SELF ADAPTATION

Belonging requires becoming what
others want—often at the cost of
self coherence and authenticity.

INTERNALIZED CULTURAL SHAME

Shame rooted in cultural contradiction;
emotional expression is silenced to avoid
further marginalization or rejection.
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