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CHINESE COMMUNITY  
 
Note: Not all the template categories may be covered in this profile by the community 
writerÑ some categories may not have been relevant to this culture.  
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

¥ The word "senior" takes on two meanings in Chinese culture.  One refers to a 
person's age.  In general anybody who is over 60 is a senior.  The other meaning 
refers to one's hierarchical status in relationship to others. 

¥ The ages of some elderly Chinese immigrants on their identification documents do 
not necessarily reflect their actual age.  Older generation Chinese used to calculate 
their age using the Chinese lunar calendar, which is different from the Western 
calendar.   

¥ Many immigrants born before the Second World War did not have official birth 
certificates or records.  They can only give their approximate age or birthdates on 
their official documents.  Sometimes differences could mean the person is several 
years younger or older than their paper age, depending on their memory. 
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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 
 
Immigration history  

¥ Chinese people began to migrate to North America in the nineteenth century, 
sometime around 1858.  At that time, only men were allowed to come to Canada.  
Many of them were hired to work as labourers for the Canadian Pacific Railway 
and mines. 

¥ The earliest Chinese to come to Canada date back to 1788.  In that year, 30-50 
Chinese shipwrights were employed to build the first European-type vessel in 
Nootka Sound (what we call British Columbia today). 

¥ A significant number of Chinese came to the colony of Vancouver Island from 
California between 1880 and 1885.  News of the gold rush also attracted Chinese 
from coastal mainland China, namely Guangdong and Fujian provinces. 

¥ Early Chinese immigrants to Canada were mostly male labourers who helped build 
the Canadian Pacific Railway.  Not until 1947 did the Canadian government allow 
Chinese immigrants to bring their families. 

¥ In 1967, Canada eliminated the race and "place of origin" section in Canadian 
immigration policy and thus allowed Chinese to apply as independent applicants.  
In 1971, institutional racism was eliminated when a multicultural policy was 
implemented.  For the first time, Chinese felt that they were no longer 
institutionally discriminated against by the Canadian government. 

¥ During the late 1970s, thousands of refugees who were often referred to as "boat 
people" fled Vietnam because of its communist rule.  The Canadian government 
created a "refugee" class under the Immigration Act in 1976 and admitted close to 
70,000 refugees into Canada.  Many of them are ethnically Chinese. 

¥ In the 1980s, a new "business class" was added to the Immigration Act to attract 
anyone who can bring entrepreneurial skill and business funds to Canada.  During 
that time, many Hong Kong business people worried about the uncertainty after 
the takeover by the Chinese Communist government decided to leave the city and 
move to a safer place.  Between 1983 and 1996, statistics show that 700,000 
business people (mostly from Hong Kong) immigrated to Canada. 

¥ According to the 1996 census, 43,000 Chinese were living in Edmonton.  Today it 
is estimated that 60,000 are living in the capital city of Alberta. 

 

LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION 
 
Languages spoken, written and alphabet used 

¥ The Chinese language is made up of a large number of regional dialects.  The 
dominant dialects are Mandarin, Cantonese, Fukienese and Shanghainese.  Some of 
the common sub-dialects include Toisanese, Hakka and Chau Chow dialects.  
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Mandarin is taught in all the schools in China.  There is only one written language.  
However, the mainland Chinese use only the simplified version for writing while 
people from Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan use prefer the more complicated 
style of writing. 

 
Communication styles 

¥ Some Chinese people have a tendency to get very animated and loud when 
speaking.  People from outside of the community sometimes mistakenly think 
they are having an argument. 

 
Greetings 

¥ Handshakes, bowing and waving one's hand are all common greeting gestures.  
Asking the other person if he/she has eaten his/her meal recently is a common 
opening greeting. 

¥ Bowing is a more formal way of greeting and is more common among older people. 
 

EDUCATION 
 

¥ Many female Chinese seniors over the age of 65 have not had formal education.  One of 
the reasons has to do with traditional Confucian values, where females were expected to 
play a submissive role to the male members of the family.  They were not encouraged 
to get a higher education and pursue a career.  Another reason was that schools were 
interrupted when the Japanese invaded China.  Regardless of the gender, many older 
Chinese did not have a chance to finish high school. 

¥ In general, Chinese people have a high regard for education.  Even though seniors may 
not have had access to higher education, they expect their children and grandchildren to 
excel in this area.  According to a recent study from Statistics Canada, 70 per cent of the 
children of Chinese immigrants graduate from universities, the highest percentage among 
children of all immigrants. 

¥ Seniors attending school is an uncommon practice in Chinese communities outside of 
North America.  Some seniors view it as an excellent opportunity to gather more 
knowledge while others look at it as a waste of time for them to learn something new.  
Young people usually encourage their parents and grandparents to go back to school.  
They believe that not only will the elderly become more independent with that 
knowledge, they will also be able to make friends in the new country. 

¥ Chinese seniors have a high regard for professionals.  They look up to them and respect 
their opinions.  However, they are also unwilling to question the professionals even 
though the opinions of the professionals might not sound right. 

 

RELIGION AND FAITH GROUPS 
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¥ Buddhism has been the dominant religion in China for thousands of years.  Chinese 
people practise Buddhism by making offerings (usually food) or praying at their homes 
or temples.  Ancestor worship is also common practice in traditional households.  
Practitioners will light incense, chant or pray in front of the ancestors’ altars.  Reading 
the scriptures is only done by some very dedicated Buddhist members.  Most believers 
will only observe the ceremony and pray on certain dates. 

¥ Chinese people's way of thinking is also greatly influenced by Confucian and Taoist 
philosophy.  Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism are seen more as philosophies than 
strict religions in the Western sense.  Each of them plays a significant role in Chinese 
culture.  Buddhism teaches compassion, Confucianism emphasizes harmonious human 
relations, and Taoism philosophizes about man and nature. 

¥ Many Chinese people were converted to Christianity by attending Catholic or 
Protestant churches at the turn of last century. There is a large Christian population in 
China today. 

¥ In the 1990s, a new philosophical practice called Falun Gong was created but it was 
strictly banned by the Chinese government, which described the practice as an "evil 
cult."  Many practitioners, fearful of being persecuted, practise Falun Gong behind 
closed doors. 

¥ Chinese have a tendency to get superstitious because they believe there are 
supernatural elements that control their destinies.  Certain rules must be observed 
and followed in order to maintain good health and promote healing.  For example, 
saying negative things over happy occasions such as Chinese New Year or 
birthdays will bring bad luck.  One needs to be very mindful of what to say over 
those occasions. 

 

FOOD AND DIETARY GUIDELINES 
 
Religious or other guidelines 

¥ In Chinese society, it is believed that food and medicine come from the same source.  
Eating the right food will keep you healthy and the wrong food will make you sick.  
When one gets sick, one must consume certain foods that have healing qualities in order 
to restore one's health.  Health practitioners often hear Chinese patients ask them about 
what they should or shouldn't eat in order to get well, regardless of the seriousness of 
their health condition. 

 
Eating protocols in home visits 

¥ Chinese people use chopsticks and a rice bowl as eating utensils. Each diner at the table 
will pick up some pieces from a variety of cooked dishes and place them on top of his 
or her rice bowl.  Etiquette requires a person to pick up food that is most accessible to 
you.  Going after the most desirable piece, if it is hidden underneath, is considered ill-
mannered.  Using fingers instead of chopsticks to eat certain food, such as crabs and 
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prawns, is acceptable.  In restaurants, a small dish containing tea or water is made 
available to wash one's fingers after eating. 

 
Concept of Òhot and coldÓ properties of certain food items 

¥ Hot and cold food is a familiar concept in Chinese eating culture.  Hot and cold refers 
not its temperature but to what each of these foods will do to one's body.  It is a 
common belief that "hot" food will cause acne and canker sores, while “cold” food will 
bring on dizziness or, in extreme cases, miscarriages. 

 

FAMILY STRUCTURE 
 
Familial roles, responsibilities and relationships 

¥ In Chinese society, the family is considered the most important unit.  All family 
members must make efforts to improve the family fortune and status in the 
community. 

¥ Traditional Chinese society influenced by Confucian philosophy is patriarchal.  
Females are taught to follow their fathers or older brothers when they are young, their 
husbands when they are married, and their sons when they are old.  Female equality is a 
relatively new concept.  Elderly Chinese people still maintain their old values that men 
usually make important decisions and the women should follow. 

 
Family values and the role of a senior in the family 

¥ Traditionally, old age is revered in Chinese culture.  The elderly are often respected and 
honoured for their experience and wisdom. 

 
Parenting styles and seniorsÕrole in raising a child 

¥ Chinese parents believe in making personal sacrifice to enable their children to have 
better success in life.  They often place high expectations on their children to succeed 
academically and financially.  Pursuing one's own interest at the expense of a successful 
career is usually not encouraged.  Conflicts sometimes arise from different perspectives 
of the two generations. 

¥ In some two-income households, grandparents are recruited to help with child-care.  In 
some cases, babies are sent back to China and are raised by their grandparents so that 
parents can continue to work or go to school in Canada.  Seniors, therefore, play 
important roles in raising children in many situations. 

 
Intergenerational relationships 

¥ The generation gap is particularly acute between the two generations that were brought 
up in two different places and times, namely China and Canada.   
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HEALTH BELIEFS, CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES ON HEALTH AND HEALING 
 
Relationships and attitudes towards health care professionals and institutions 

¥ In general, Chinese people respect and fear health care professionals and institutions.  
They trust their knowledge and opinion but at the same time find the western medical 
approach too harsh. 

 
How seniors perceive Western medicine 

¥ Chinese seniors are so fearful of western medical treatment that they often believe it 
might do them more harm than good.  Some of the elderly Chinese patients will ignore 
their western doctor’s diagnosis and seek help from traditional Chinese doctors. 

 
Traditional medicine, herbal medicine and home remedies 

¥ Traditional Chinese medicine is viewed as gentle and thorough.  It is believed that it will 
eradicate the root of the sickness. 

¥ Many Chinese patients, unaware of the complications it may induce, sometimes take 
western and Chinese herbal medicine simultaneously.  Home remedies are widely used 
for common minor ailments. 

 
Mysticism, spirituality, supernatural beliefs, superstitions 

¥ Supernatural beliefs are fairly common in Chinese society, especially among elderly 
people.  They believe a person's health and fortune is related to the "Feng Shui" of one's 
residence or the time of one's birth.  One's health and fortune will improve if one 
manipulates some of the elements according to the governing rules of Feng Shui.  Many 
Chinese will also pray or give offerings to their gods for cures. 

 
Chronic diseases, mental health, diabetes and others 

¥ The number of elderly Chinese living with chronic diseases, such as diabetes, has risen 
drastically in recent years.  Many have difficulty getting help because of the language 
barrier. 

¥ In Chinese society, the general population is not educated about mental health.  They 
do not know how to deal with it and do not want to discuss it openly.  Many also 
deny mental illness as a serious disease that requires treatment. 

 
Caring for a senior 

¥ In Chinese culture, children are expected to care for their parents or grandparents.  
However, many children today either have too much to do or live far away from their 
parents. They are not able to look after their aging parents.  Many seniors who do not 
want to burden their children will try to manage their own problems.  Such seniors 
often feel isolated and lonely. 

 
Rehabilitation for a senior 
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¥ Chinese seniors who have suffered injuries or strokes need proper rehabilitation.  
However, they often have to rely on their children to take them to their medical 
appointments.  If they do not have the means to get there, they will sometimes stop the 
treatments altogether. 

 

SOCIAL AND FINANCIAL ISSUES OF SENIORS 
 
Change of roles in family life 

¥ In recent years, families break up because of divorce, separation or other reasons.  
Grandparents sometimes have become the main caretakers of their grandchildren.  
Taking them to school, doctors' appointments, preparing their meals and supervising 
them after school are some of the most common chores that grandparents are doing for 
their children. 

 
Social isolation 

¥ Many seniors have little knowledge of the language or the culture of the new country to 
which they have moved.  Some of them decided to move because they want to stay 
close to their families.  However, the new environment makes them feel socially 
isolated. 

 
Elder abuse 

¥ Elder abuse is sometimes difficult to detect because Chinese people find it shameful to 
talk about, particularly the abuse done by family members.  They will try to hide it 
from outsiders.  Mental abuse is usually more common than physical abuse. 

 
Financial situation 

¥ Many seniors lose their source of income and have to rely on their families for support 
when they move to Canada. Despite their advanced age (over 65), new elderly 
immigrants are not qualified to receive Canadian Old Age Pension until they have lived 
in Canada for more than 10 years. There is financial hardship for those who cannot find 
employment because of their age or language skill. 

 
Transportation 

¥ Chinese seniors who do not drive usually rely on their families to take them places.  
Some of the more independent ones learn how to use the public transportation system.  
There are also some who will not go out because they are afraid to get lost. 

 
Access to recreation and enjoyment activities 

¥ The language barrier is the main issue for Chinese seniors in accessing recreation and 
enjoyment activities outside of the Chinese community. 

 



85 | P a g e  

SOCIALIZATION AND HOSPITALITY 
 
Appropriate clothing- National or cultural apparel and valuing modesty 

¥ Older generations of Chinese are conservative and modest.  The ways they dress reflect 
that modesty.  When they reach a certain age, they will shy away from bright colours 
and revealing clothing.  Cultural apparels are worn only on special occasions such as 
weddings or Chinese New Year.  In general, regardless of their age, they are comfortable 
in wearing western style clothing. 

 
Cultural norms around hospitality 

¥ Footing bills at restaurants and giving lavish gifts to friends, relatives and colleagues are 
common practice in Chinese culture.  It is a sign of showing hospitality and generosity.  
In some situations, the person might like to show off his/her wealth. 

 

DEATH AND DYING 
 
Meaning of death 

¥ Whether being religious or not, the general Chinese population believes there is a link 
between the living and the dead.  Praying and giving offerings to ancestors on different 
occasions is a form of communication with family members who have gone to the other 
world.  This being said, Chinese people are terrified by the subject of death.  They will 
avoid any discussion or preparation for it.  Older people are especially afraid of it and 
do not want to be reminded of it even though it is inevitable.  The number "4" in 
Chinese, phonetically similar to the word "death" in Chinese, is sometimes omitted in 
buildings because of that.  Wills are often called "safety paper", to lighten up the 
subject. 

 
Autopsy and organ donation 

¥ Depending on the family's religious background, preparation of the body and burial is 
either done in the Buddhist tradition or Christian-style.  Cremation is not the preferred 
option because Chinese people believe in preserving the body.  Therefore, autopsy and 
organ donation are not encouraged.  
 

Mourning period after death 
¥  In the old days, the mourning period lasted from one to three years, during which any 

celebration was discouraged.  Nowadays, very few families maintain this tradition and 
they mourn for a much shorter time. 

 

DOS AND DONTS 
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¥ It is better to address someone you have just met with a title, such as Mr., Mrs. or 
Ms., followed by their last name.  If the person has a professional title, he/she usually 
prefers that it be used (Dr. Wong, Lawyer Chan, Director Lam, and so on).  Calling 
people by their first name right after introduction is uncommon. 

¥ Showing sexual affection in public by hugging, touching and kissing is considered rude.  
Older people are especially uncomfortable with this kind of behaviour. 

¥ Direct eye contact needs to be brief.  Chinese people are shy about looking directly at 
you during conversation. 

¥ In Chinese culture, red symbolizes luck and happiness.  Both white and black are 
associated with death.  Dress accordingly when attending Chinese functions.  However, 
these customs are not strictly followed anymore. 

¥ Starting to eat before everyone has arrived at the dinner table is impolite. It is common 
practice for the host/hostess to help you pick up food at the dinner table.  The best 
pieces are often offered to you to show hospitality.  Nowadays when eating with a 
group of people, diners will use a pair of serving chopsticks, other than their own. to 
pick up food from shared dishes, for sanitary reasons. 

¥ Chinese people like to serve food or refreshment to visitors to their home.  They feel 
honoured if the food is taken. 

 
Conducting interviews/assessments 

¥ Be sure to ask if the person speaks English and if a family member or a translator is 
required to facilitate the interview.  It is also important to know which dialect the 
person speaks, for purposes of booking an appropriate interpreter. 

¥ The interviewer needs to show sensitivity on the subject of wills or personal directives.  
Elderly Chinese people become very uncomfortable with the topic.  However, one can 
ask anything, depending on the purpose of the assessment. 

 

COMMUNITY AND MEDIA RESOURCES 
 
Assist Community Services Centre – 9649 9653 - 105A Ave., Edmonton, Alberta, T5H 0M3  
Tel: (780) 429-3111, Fax: (780) 424-7837, E-mail: info@assistcsc.org 
Edmonton Chinatown Multicultural Centre – 9540 - 102 Ave., Edmonton, Alberta  Tel: (780) 
424-8124 
The Canadian Chinese Times – 10638 - 98 St., Edmonton, Alberta  Tel: (780) 428-8886 
The Chinese Journal – 10553A - 97 St., Edmonton, Alberta  Tel: (780) 424- 0213 
Edmonton News – Tel: (780) 426-3452 
 


