My colleagues and I set out to understand the larger context of parental opinions of their young adult children’s romantic relationships by learning more about the reasons behind why young adults and parents held the beliefs that they did about intercultural romantic relationships. When it came to parental disapproval, we found reasons that were focused on cultural concerns (e.g., parent being unable to communicate with the romantic partner because of a language barrier, concerns that differing cultural and religious backgrounds would lead to more disagreements within the couple) whereas others seemed to be more racially motivated (e.g., parent would be okay with any racial group except for one particular group). 

Cultural concerns may be particularly heightened in immigrant families. In fact, in our work, we found that among families who had more recently immigrated to the U.S. there were greater differences in attitudes toward intercultural relationships between young adults and parents than families who had been in the U.S. for longer. When thinking about why this might be, we thought about how cultural distinctions may be particularly pronounced among parents who are likely to be closely connected to their countries of origin. The counseling literature provides support for different languages, religious celebrations, traditional foods, and core values contributing to challenges encountered by intercultural couples. The research shows that these differences are often experienced as dilemmas within the family context, with couples often citing such differences as contributing to family disapproval of their relationship or romantic partner. 

Does family disapproval spillover to the romantic partnership? Well, there is a wealth of research showing that the support of our social networks is important for the quality and longevity of our romantic relationships. Also, perhaps not surprisingly, young adults tend to want their parents to approve of their romantic relationships. In light of this research, we asked couples how they dealt with parental disapproval of their relationships. Preliminary findings revealed that young adults adopt a variety of approaches. Some young adults said that they actively avoided the topic with their romantic partners either because they did not want to hurt their partners’ feelings or because they did not think it was important enough to discuss. Still others said that they used constructive approaches such as thinking of ways together to change their parents’ minds about the partner or the relationship.

Silver linings

Of course, parents’ attitudes toward intercultural relationships are not always negative. In fact, many parents supported intercultural dating views that were either neutral or positive. Parents often noted that racial or cultural background was a non-issue, saying that the only consideration is whether the couple loves one another. Some parents added caveats to their responses, such that racial background did not matter so long as moral beliefs are similar. A number of parents also cited the benefits of intercultural relationships. For example, some articulated the idea that intercultural relationships promote equality, that they are important for personal growth and that they encourage open-mindedness. Some parents even stated both advantages and disadvantages. One mother believed it to be a disadvantage that it would be tough for her to communicate with her daughter’s partner, but she also believed that being in an intercultural relationship would be positive for her daughter in that she would have the opportunity to learn more about other cultures. On a national level, we see a trend towards greater agreement that intergroup romantic relationships benefit society – just over the past 7 years, the percentage of adults saying that intergroup relationships are a good thing for society increased from 24% to 39%. 

Intercultural Relationships: A Feature of the Future. Intercultural relationships are becoming a more prevalent and permanent feature of society. The perspectives through which individuals and their families view intercultural relationships are important for approaching and resolving familial disapproval or conflict. Although challenges exist, it is important to acknowledge that issues may differ across families. People may have concerns about perceptions of similarity between cultural groups, the ease of communication between the family and romantic partner, or cultural continuity through generations. Importantly, intercultural relationships also present opportunities for personal, familial, and societal benefit. Hybrid cultural traditions can be created and one’s horizons can be broadened through engagement in or knowledge of close intercultural relationships. In these ways, among others, through intercultural romantic relationships, intergroup relations in society more broadly may be improved.

