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Abstract 

Using qualitative interview data from young adults in Mainland China (n = 24), the 

current study explored help-seeking attitudes toward marital therapy.  In general, significant 

relationship problems that participants labeled as communication difficulties, emotional distance, 

and thoughts of divorce were seen as legitimate reasons to seek out marital therapy. Nearly all 

participants reported that before seeking out professional services, they would first talk to friends 

and family members, and only if problems did not abate or continued to be a significant risk to 

relationship harmony and stability would they be open to seeking out professional services. 

Finally, the participants generally believed that their family and friends would support their 

decision to access marital therapy services. The results from this study point to the importance of 

developing effective, culturally relevant approaches to the treatment of marital distress in 

Mainland China.  
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Mental health practice in the People’s Republic of China (PRC) has experienced 

significant growth over the last two decades, although it remains in the early stages of 

development (Qian, Smith, Chen, & Xia, 2001). At the same time, the PRC has experienced 

rapid economic and societal changes since the market-economy reforms (Chang et al., 2005). 

One of these societal changes is the PRC’s divorce and remarriage rates, which have each 

increased over 200% since 1979 and are expected to continue rising at a “significant rate” (Wang 

& Zhou, 2010, p. 266). Increasing marital instability and distress could suggest a need for 

increased availability of marital therapy services from systemically trained therapists.  

On the other hand, research from one family therapy center in Beijing reported that 

couples therapy was the least sought out therapy modality, comprising only 6% of all cases. This 

was compared to family therapy (67% of cases) and individual therapy (27%) (Sze, Hou, Lan, & 

Fang, 2011). In addition, studies of young adults in the PRC have found a pervasive stigma 

attached to marital therapy services (Anderson et al., in press), in part, because seeing a mental 

health professional is more acceptable if the cause is perceived to be out of one’s control (as with 

a hereditary or environmental problem), than for problems such as interpersonal difficulties 

(Chen & Mak, 2008). While the Chinese traditionally try to handle problems within the family 

(Lim, Lim, Michael, Cai, & Schock, 2010), it is plausible that increased family instability due to 

the rising divorce and remarriage rates may lead young adults to seek more formal, professional 

sources of information to deal with their marital and relationship problems. The current study 

seeks to add an important piece to the growing literature around marital therapy in China (see 

Sim & Hu, 2009) by answering the following research questions: 

1. What problems would lead individuals to seek marital therapy in Mainland China?  

2. Who would the individual choose to include in marital therapy? 
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Method 

Participants 

Participants (N = 24) were recruited from two large urban universities, were comprised of 

undergraduate and graduate students and ranged in age from 19-27 (M = 22.17; SD = 2.75) with 

nearly equal numbers of men (11) and women (13). All participants were at least 18 years old 

and currently involved in a romantic relationship that was expected to continue. Although the 

participants were drawn from a convenience sample, this sample may consist of individuals most 

likely to seek out and have access to marital therapy services (based on education, financial 

resources, and location in large, urban centers). 

Interview Procedures & Data Analysis 

 Students were made aware of the study through campus advertisements and were 

instructed to contact WL and FZ (authors) of their interest to participate. Three translators were 

recruited at each university to provide a verbatim translation of the interview questions and of 

the participants’ responses during interviews that were conducted by the English-speaking 

researchers. All interviews were conducted by the authors and all adhered closely to the 

interview guide. Interviews averaged between 60 and 90 minutes in length.  

 A coding scheme developed by Auerbach & Silverstein (2003) was used by the 

researchers to analyze the data. This method involved identifying pieces of relevant text in the 

raw text (transcripts), followed by merging the relevant text into repeated ideas, which were then 

grouped into themes. Relevant text can be defined as any statement made by a participant that 

potentially answers any one of the research questions or allows the researchers to understand the 

participant(s) better (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003). Working independently, six researchers 

analyzed the raw text to identify relevant text from all 24 interviews. Pieces of relevant text that 
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were noted by at least two researchers were then labeled as a repeated idea. Finally, the 

researchers worked collaboratively to develop the repeated ideas into the themes, which 

represent the major findings of this study. Working independently and collaboratively to code the 

data among six different researchers helped to ensure triangulation of the data.  

Results 

Reasons to Seek Marital Therapy 

Marital distress, emotional distance, and the threat of marital dissolution emerged as key 

problems in marriage that participants felt would warrant seeking marital therapy services.  

 General marital distress. Participants commonly described general marital distress as 

partners’ inability to understand each other and frequent arguing. This lack of understanding was 

described as an “inability to see the other’s point of view” stemming from differences in 

communication styles or personality. Another participant described this lack of understanding as 

“having different opinions on important things,” such as how many children to have or whether 

to further the education of one or both spouses. Arguing was another type of marital distress that 

participants’ believed would lead a couple to seek marital therapy. Brief repeated ideas about 

arguing included “have conflict,” “don’t agree with one another,” and “always quarreling.” Some 

participants mentioned arguing might begin with small disagreements that would eventually 

develop into larger problems. For example, one participant stated: 

People usually quarrel about very tiny things, such as, who should buy the vegetables? 

Who should pick up the children? Which parent’s house should we visit for the Chinese 

New Year? These problems may not be solved in time and may become big problems. 

 Arguing was often said to exist when couples did not agree with one another or had 

complaints about each other. Specifically, two participants mentioned complaints about each 
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other’s “weaknesses” and “habits.” These participants noted that a couple should seek therapy 

when the couple is unable to manage these complaints themselves.    

 Emotional distance. Another subtheme that emerged was related to emotional distance. 

Participants shared that couples would seek services if the couple became emotionally distant 

and experienced a loss of love. Brief repeated ideas include, “don’t feel as before,” “not feeling 

comfortable living with one another [any longer],” “bad feelings toward each other,” and “a 

break in the relationship.” One participant put it this way: “two persons live together, then, as 

time goes on, the love between [them] may become less and less.” Another participant shared, 

“[if there is] not enough time spent together, they may forget each other.”  

 Threat of marital dissolution. The final subtheme for problems that would lead to the 

use of marital therapy services is the threat of the relationship ending. Words like “considering,” 

“thinking about” and “wanting” divorce all came up when participants described situations 

which would warrant the use of these services. Participants specifically discussed the possibility 

of divorce as being a key reason for seeking help. One participant stated: “the stage when one of 

them mentions divorce [is when] they may come to therapy…”  

 In addition to these three themes, there were a handful of notable reasons mentioned by 

participants, but that did not represent common themes across the majority of participants. These 

problems included sexual difficulties, financial problems, conflict with family of origin, 

differences in parenting style, infidelity, and intimate-partner violence.  

Who to Include in Marital Therapy 

 Participants noted they would also seek help from close friends or family members to 

help correct relationship problems and that the presence of a friend or family member in a 
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marital therapy session could enhance the therapy experience. The participants also noted that 

these persons would generally support the couple in their efforts to seek marital therapy.   

Normative help-seeking outlets. Participants reported that they would talk to friends and 

family members first if they were to experience problems in their future marriages. Participants 

described being very intentional regarding which friends and family members would be included 

in their problems. Participants reported choosing individuals who could provide objectivity and 

who could be placed in an expert position by having a certain amount of relational experience. 

Common repeated ideas reported by participants included “friends who are familiar with both of 

them [couple],” “friends with much experience,” “more objective,” and “elder member.” When 

asked where he would go for advice, one participant stated: “Where? To my parents, because I 

think they have a very harmonious relationship. I think they are doing a good job.” Another 

participant shared; “My friend, my friend who has the same problem, or some experience in 

marriage.” Regarding a desire for someone to be objective, one participant said: “only when the 

friends are quite familiar with the couple and the situation…” 

 Who to Include in Marital Therapy. While participants reported a willingness to seek 

advice from friends and family members about relationship issues, they were divided regarding 

whether or not it was acceptable to include them in therapy. Some participants believed that a 

friend or family member would be useful to the couple in therapy to make sure they speak the 

truth. One participant said: “they [couple] cannot describe their problems objectively; the girl’s 

sister who knows them very well will help the therapist to know “what’s the problem.” Another 

participant stated: “parents will be invited to therapy because they know more about you, your 

relationship with the other, and your happiness.” Reasons against including anyone other than 
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the couple were related to the issue of privacy. Repeated ideas included phrases such as ‘nothing 

to do with anyone else,’ ‘two is enough,’ ‘it’s their own problems,’ and ‘it’s private.’  

 Network Support in Seeking Marital Therapy. In general, participants reported that 

their families would be supportive, or at least open to the couple seeking formal marital therapy 

services. Several participants described their families as being supportive and open to the 

experience. Other participants used words like “would not oppose” and “they will respect my 

choice.” The perceived magnitude of the problem also emerged as a key distinguishing factor in 

the family accepting or not accepting marital therapy. One participant stated: “If there were some 

small problems between my partner and me, then my parents may not think it necessary. But if 

there is really…big problems then they may think you should go.”  

Discussion and Clinical Implications 

The purpose of the current study was to explore help-seeking attitudes toward marital 

therapy among a cohort of young adults in the People’s Republic of China. Specifically, we 

explored what relational problems would lead them to seek marital therapy, who they would 

choose to include in marital therapy, and whether they believed their family would support the 

decision to attend marital therapy. Related to the first question, a lack of understanding each 

other, frequent arguing, the development of emotional distance between partners, and the threat 

of divorce were all cited as relationship issues suggestive of accessing marital therapy services. 

These findings are similar to those of Doss and colleagues (2004), who found that a lack of 

emotional affection, problematic communication, and concerns about divorce or separation were 

primary reasons couples sought marital therapy in the U.S.  

The participants in this study reported that they would first turn to family members and 

friends who they respected, who could be objective and impartial, and who had experience in a 
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relationship/marriage, or their particular problem, before they would seek out a professional. 

This is consistent with previous literature that finds that Chinese young adults have a great deal 

of respect for their parents (McLaughlin & Braun, 1998) and are likely to seek out their parents 

for help first when encountering a mental health issue (Lee & Mock, 2005). Turning toward 

parents and respected elders may help to strengthen family ties and provide the young couple 

with wise counsel, however it may increase worry and emotional strain on these parents, or 

increase conflict within the family as the marital wisdom of the parent’s generation collides with 

the expectations and beliefs of the younger generation. This potential generational divide on 

relational issues is now more likely to occur, given the changing family dynamics related to the 

one child policy (Shi & Scharff, 2008) and to the changing values due to rapid industrialization 

and modernization (Chang et al., 2005). Therefore, a marital problem in one generation could 

have implications for treating additional family members other than just the presenting couple. 

Participants seemed to agree that their friends and families would be open to them utilizing 

services, and for some, that inclusion of these key support figures would be important to the 

marital therapy process. Others felt that it would be unnecessary to include family and friends in 

therapy unless they had lost the ability to talk openly and objectively about the problem. Due to 

the cultural deference to authority in Chinese society, it is possible that clients will not be as 

active in verbalizing what they prefer from treatment, being more comfortable to allow the 

therapist to direct treatment (Qian et al., 2001). Therefore, clinicians should be advised that in 

some instances Chinese couples may prefer to involve members of their larger support system in 

the treatment of marital problems, but may be hesitant to voice this preference out of a concern 

of offending the therapist. Informing the couples that friends and other extended kin are welcome 

to participate with the couple in therapy may help to ease the couples’ comfort level and increase 
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their willingness to continue with therapy. To accommodate for this, clinicians may need to 

rethink their assumptions about the qualities accounting for high functioning marriages. For 

instance, what could be seen as triangulating other family members or enmeshed boundaries 

within White or Western couples, may be appropriate in Chinese culture. Another strategy that 

therapists in the PRC could use to engage couples in marital therapy is to convey the strong 

research link between marital quality and child outcomes. The marriage often takes a distant 

back seat to child rearing and child focused family therapy cases tend to predominate in current 

clinical practice in the PRC (Sze et al., 2011). By linking marital quality to child outcomes, 

Chinese couples may be more likely to access marital therapy services in order to strengthen 

their relationship as one way to strengthen their child’s outcomes. Finally, given the concerns 

regarding stigma, marriage education and on-line or tele-therapy may also provide additional, 

less intrusive mechanisms for delivering marital strengthening interventions to couples in need.  

Limitations and Conclusion 

The findings should be viewed while considering the limitations of the study. First, the 

study included a convenience sample of Chinese young adults in committed relationships 

currently attending university; therefore, they are a unique group among young adults in China. 

On the other hand, this group of participants will have the economic means and live in a 

geographic region that will enable them to access such services in the future, if they so choose. 

Therefore, the sample does include individuals who are most likely to be open to and able to 

afford professional marital therapy and thus, their beliefs and values regarding marital therapy 

are particularly salient. Second, the use of translators to assist in the qualitative interviews could 

be seen as a limitation. To combat this limitation, translators were native Chinese fluent in 

English and were directed to provide a word for word translation of the participant’s responses. 
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Finally, we used multiple interviewers in the process of data collection as a result of our 

relatively large sample and the timeframe we had to conduct the interviews. This process likely 

created some variability in the interview process. In order to limit this variability, significant 

discussions occurred related to the meaning and purpose of each question and all interviewers 

met to debrief after each “round” of interviews.  

For a group of young adults from the PRC, significant relationship problems they labeled 

as communication difficulties, emotional distance, and thoughts of divorce were legitimate 

reasons to seek out marital therapy. Further, participants reported that they would seek out key 

friends and family members first, and only if problems did not abate or were significant risks to 

the relationship, would they be open to seeking out professional services. In addition, some 

participants desired to include family and/or friends in the marital therapy process, while others 

believed it should only involve the couple. Finally, the participants generally believed that their 

family would support their decision to seek professional services and would trust their judgment 

in the matter. The results from this study point to the importance of developing effective, 

culturally relevant approaches to the treatment of marital distress in Mainland China.  
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