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CHAPTER FOUR: DISCUSSION 

Women’s stories of their life experiences in Taiwan included rich and emotional 

narratives. Although recurrent themes emerged, each participant offered a diverse and 

personalized explanation of her ideas and life events. While some women spontaneously 

elaborated on their thoughts, others needed to be guided firmly in order to justify their 

statements. This can be connected with the sensitivity of some of the themes, that were 

explored during the interviews. 

 

The findings were related to three main areas of interest: the use of community 

communications in the organization, the level of participation of spouses, and how these 

mediated and non-mediated forms of communication contribute to women empowerment. 

 

The collected results, besides being constructed to answer to the three research 

questions, could inspire further reflections on cultural, social, political, personal and 

gender issues.  

 

1.1 Community communication in CARES 

CARES is a Taiwanese self-financed association which originally gave assistance 

and help to people coming from Mainland China. From 1999 it started to offer services to 

Chinese spouses as a consequence of the increase of cross-strait marriages in Taiwan. Not 

only did the organization offer a service to spouses, but it also wanted to empower this 

category of women. In order to achieve this goal it initiated several activities and projects 

in which spouses were directly involved.  
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The interviews revealed that the methods employed within the organization could 

be considered community communications, this is supported by the definition proposed 

by Berrigan (1979). These techniques include both mediated and non-mediated forms of 

communication and they are adapted to the interests and needs of the community. 

According to Berrigan (1979), community communications “are not limited to particular 

types of media, to particular types of communication, to particular uses” because the 

community decides on their purpose and uses (p. 25). As we saw, CARES offered 

different kinds of mediated and non-mediated projects for the community of spouses. 

Women chose what they liked and what they needed most. In the mean time they had the 

possibility to propose new ideas and require new instruments. 

 

Jankowski’s (2002) model could also be applied to the communication channels 

employed by CARES. In CARES, these techniques provided news and information 

relevant to the needs of the community. Non-professionals and volunteers were involved 

in the production process. Their audience was limited to the community. Projects, 

activities and also the organization were financially non-commercial. These 

communications were controlled by CARES, a local association which cooperates with 

the government in order to offer a service to the community of Chinese spouses. 

 

1.1.1 Significance of CARES communications 

According to participants’ narratives, the communication techniques employed in 

CARES could bring several contributions to the community of spouses. As we saw they 

facilitated the empowerment at micro and in some way also at macro level. CARES 
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communications facilitated the exchange of information amongst spouses, and also the 

interaction between spouses and the public. Therefore, CARES constituted for them a 

place where they could create their collective identity. This means that spouses could 

interact with each other and could also: 

 

• Release their everyday frustrations and share their emotions. 

• Discuss projects and ideas 

• Discuss collective topics (e.g. group issues, governmental policies) 

• Become involved in activities and projects 

• Learn new skills 

• Collect and spread information 

• Become involved in voluntary activities 

• Participate in public activities and projects 

 

In contrast to other kinds of modern channels, CARES was a well-established 

organization in which each member had a specific role. It was based on a direct and 

personal communication rather than on an anonymous one (as in on-line chats for 

example). These factors favored the creation of reliable social networks in which 

individuals had to account for their actions. 

 

1.1.2 Traditional versus modern communications 

The findings showed that the communication channels employed by CARES 

varied from mediated to non-mediated, and from traditional to modern techniques. 
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However it should be noted that spouses and the organization relied mainly on 

non-mediated and traditional forms of communication. Telephone and face-to-face 

communication were preferred over computer use. When asked to compare the digital 

platform for Chinese spouses with CARES, women said that they preferred CARES 

because it was safer. In addition, even through there was the possibility to register for 

classes via the Internet, most of the women did it by person. Another problem was that 

although several women turned out to be computer proficient, they did not have an 

internal blog or digital forum to communicate with each other. As we saw, some of them 

made use of the digital platforms offered to Chinese spouses by the Association for the 

Promotion of Cross Strait Marriage Harmonization. CARES also used this channel to 

spread information to other spouses. Neither the organization nor the spouses thought 

about applying something similar to their internal communications. 

 

According to Berrigan (1979) the significance of community communication lies 

in the process, rather than in the way in which media are employed. We can offer some 

considerations to this regard. The extensive use of traditional and non-mediated forms of 

communications can be explained in the following three points.  

 

First, most of the women did not actually know how to use modern media. Basic 

and advanced computer classes were offered by the organization, but not all the women 

could attend them. In addition not all the spouses had a computer at home. The 

organization provided technological facilities to spouses, but there were only three 

computers available for them to use. Sometimes women had to rush in order to allow 
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others to use the facilities. As mentioned in the literature review, all these factors could 

constitute a barrier in the use of technologies and could contribute to widen the gaps 

between women who could use modern technologies and women who could not. 

 

Secondly, because the organization tended to propose mainly traditional 

technologies, this would also affect women capabilities. If women are not aware of the 

potentiality of modern technology, the organization should stimulate their interest. 

However, CARES tended to preserve rather than improve spouses’ status, proposing to 

them mainly traditional media. If we refer to Table 1, we can see that CARES relied both 

on those media and technologies which are “easy for the organization to use” (e.g. 

brochures, FAX, postal communication, Web) and on technologies which are “more 

challenging for the organization to use” (e.g. e-mail, Website, telephony) (O’ Donnell et 

al., 2007: 10). However CARES employed modern technologies inconstantly because of 

a lack of staff with technical skills. The same consideration was noted also by the authors 

of the aforementioned study. Therefore, we can say that CARES relied mainly on 

traditional technologies. As a reflection, this could become a barrier in the extension of 

the use of modern technologies for the women. 

 

A third factor, might be that women who joined CARES really preferred 

traditional channels of communication. This could be related to their personal, family, 

educational background and to their interests. For example, Zhang (2004) found out that 

most of the spouses who used the digital platforms Liang’an Gongyuan (兩岸公園) and 

Liang’an Jiating (兩岸家庭) were young (30-40 years old), educated (generally above 
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high school), and computer proficient. The author explained that a great percentage of 

Chinese spouses did not take part in these digital forums. This could be because they 

could not use the Internet or because they did not have a computer. Activities in CARES 

aim to involve a greater part of the population, but to do that they need to adjust to users’ 

capabilities and interests. 

 

This traditional orientation was emphasized also by the extensive use of non-

mediated communications in CARES. Women narratives explained the possible reason of 

it. Spouses considered CARES as a reference point where they could meet new friends, 

obtain release from everyday pressures, and learn new things. Non-mediated forms of 

communication might offer what women needed most: human contact. Indeed, Zhang 

(2004) emphasized that the digital platforms for Chinese spouses, besides promoting the 

expansion of social networks, could also cause cases of “bad communications”. This was 

because they were based on on-line relationships, which lacked personal contacts. In 

addition, anonymity could diminish the responsibility on what was said. 

 

1.2 The issue of participation 

As mentioned in the literature review, on the basis of Berrigan’s (1979) definition, 

is the concept of participation. The significance of community communication lies in 

“how far the notions of access and participation are accepted” within the community (p. 

18). Therefore, focused on the concept of participation, community media can be 

distinguished by a bottom-up and horizontal flow of communication (Vatikiotis, 2004). 

However, this case was characterized by what I have defined as a semi-horizontal and 
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semi bottom-up approach. This means that the organization still played an important role 

in the decision making and in the definition of communication contents. 

 

This concept can be better understood if we follow Berrigan’s (1979) definition. 

According to her, participation has to be considered under the three levels of access, 

participation and self-management. Findings showed that the first level was fully 

accomplished. This means that women had the right of choice and feedback on activities, 

media projects, and techniques. The second level was accomplished only in part. Spouses 

could participate in the definition of programs, activities, contents and scheduling. 

However, the control of the organization was not available to the women. The third level, 

self-management, was not accomplished.  

 

1.2.1 Reflections on self-management 

I would like to focus attention on the reasons why women did not achieve the 

third level of participation in the organization, also called self-management. Several 

suggestions are listed. 

 

Firstly, Berrigan (1979) admitted that this is the most extreme stage of 

participation since it “contains the most far reaching and total form of involvement” (p. 

19).  

 

Secondly, participation is something related to people’s education and culture. 

These women all came from mainland China. After decades of communist ideology 



   

 132

based on the overall authority and control of the party-state, this society has been opening 

to political and social changes. Even though nowadays we can see examples of people 

involvement in their communities, a top-down approach is still widely imposed all over 

the country (Heberer, 2008). When participatory projects are implemented in cultures in 

which the main values oppose with the principles of participation, individuals are in a 

“paradoxical position”. This means that they are required to do something which is not 

part of their natural inclination (Chenney, in Papa et al., 2000). Therefore, did not feel 

confident with the bottom-up and proactive approach typical of community 

communication.  

 

Participants’ statements can prove this point. Only one interviewee affirmed that 

she has previously been engaged in voluntary activity in China. Two said that they have 

never been asked to take part in the activities arrangements. Five said that it is not their 

duty to decide on activities management. These answers could be interpreted as a 

tendency to just accept authority. In the natural attempt of searching for patterns which 

are similar to those of their country of origin, women accepted top-down approaches 

whilst in Taiwan. According to Berrigan (1979), one of the most significant limitations to 

participation is the definition of the rights of the individual versus the role of the state. 

“This affects the individual right to information, as well as access to communication 

channels” (p. 18). The role of the state is still very strong in China, therefore the attitude 

of the respondents to participation can be influenced.  
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A consequence of such orientation is that the entire group tended to rely on the 

efforts of a few individuals only. This is reflected in the Hualien case. In Hualien the 

women are found to have more freedom than in Taipei. However participants did not 

show particular orientation or keenness to take the responsibilities of handling the 

communication with Taipei. Most of the duties weighed only on one spouse. This attitude 

could become a barrier to all levels of empowerment. 

 

Thirdly, this could also be a limitation of the organization. CARES only offered 

limited areas in which women could organize and decide their own activities and projects. 

This maybe because it is not in the organization’s interest to let the women participate in 

its decision making. Indeed, the organization considered women not ready to become 

involved in the decision making process. 

 

Another factor can be related to personal attitude. Not all of the women developed 

the same degree of participation in the community. This is because people are different, 

and they have different levels of social involvement. Indeed, amongst the participants, 

there were some who showed greater level of involvement and others who seemed to be 

more passive. The explanation offered by one interviewee, is that there is a link between 

education and participation. According to her, uneducated spouses tended to accept more 

easily, while educated women aspired to improve themselves and search for new 

stimulations. However, this was not completely confirmed by the findings of this research. 

For example a highly educated spouse showed a quite passive attitude towards the 
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projects and activities. She gave other kinds of explanation to her lack of active 

participation such as distance and family commitments.  

 

In such cases the factor of integrative thinking can be used to explain the 

women’s passivity (Buzzanelli, cited in Papa et al., 2000). In the literature review three 

factors were considered, when analyzing gender empowerment: cooperative enactment, 

integrative thinking and connectedness. This can also be extended to the issue of 

participation.  

 

Integrative thinking might be an obstacle to women’s involvement in the 

organization and in public affairs. Women would take into consideration the 

consequences of their action in all spheres of their life, e.g. personal, family. Therefore, 

they would often sacrifice themselves for the sake of their family. For example, a 

respondent said that “when you have children you have to do what the situation requires. 

You don’t have many other options” (Interviewee 011). The fact that women tended to 

place their family first, could limit their availability to take other responsibilities and 

commitments outside their home. This factor was confirmed also by respondent’s 

narratives. Most of them said that they had to stop volunteering because of children and 

family commitments. It is also important to note that the women who showed a more 

active attitude were those without children. 
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1.3 The issue of empowerment 

 A limited development of the concept of participation, causes other deficiencies 

in the communication system and in the community. As we see, participation and 

empowerment are a continuation of each other. There can not be empowerment without 

participation and vice versa. Therefore if participation is only in part accomplished, it 

will be difficult to fully achieve empowerment. 

 

The importance of empowerment in community communication was emphasized 

by Jankowski (2002). According to him, community media have the main goal of 

empowering “the politically disenfranchised” (p. 18).   

 

The literature review and the findings indicated that Chinese spouses are a weak 

category in Taiwan. They suffer society discrimination, legal limitations, family and 

personal difficulties. A state of powerlessness can develop as a result of factors such as 

social isolation, inappropriate services and systems, poverty and abuse. All participants’ 

narratives included at least one of these factors. The women perceived themselves as 

socially isolated, they would sometimes live in poor economic conditions, and they had 

violent husbands. They also suffered the legal limitations imposed by the government.  

 

Community communications needs to facilitate the process of empowerment at 

three levels: psychological, organizational and community. According to the findings the 

first level was fully accomplished. After joining CARES, women gained control over 

their life, perceived themselves as able to reach objectives, and improved the 
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understanding of their sociopolitical environment. On reflection, the organization was 

also empowered. The fact that women trusted CARES, gave power to the organization, 

for this reason CARES is considered by the government as a trustworthy agent in its 

dialogue with the spouse. Therefore, the government listens to CARES because it knows 

that spouses trust the organization.  

 

Volunteers could also be a source of empowerment for CARES. They helped in 

with everal projects, proposed ideas, and shared their skills with the entire group. 

 

However, aside from these two examples, women’s contribution at the 

organization level was still very low and ineffective. This is because spouses seemed to 

rely more on organization incentives rather than directly being active inside it.  

 

The excessive reliance of spouses on the organization also affected the 

community’s empowerment. Participants were aware of what Pardasani (2005) called 

“the collective bargaining power of the group” (p. 122). However, they perceived 

themselves as not influential nor powerful enough to act independently. They lacked 

information, contacts, time and funds. Therefore most of the interaction at community 

level was carried out by CARES (relations with the publics and with the government). 

 

1.3.1 The long way towards community empowerment 

Results showed that empowerment at micro-level (psychological) was fully 

achieved. However, the macro level empowerment presented several blind spots. Women 
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still strongly relied on CARES for help on issues related to community and organization 

empowerment. Spouses justified their lack of social collective action to insufficient funds, 

links, knowledge and time. Also other reasons might be highlighted.  

 

Firstly, the organization may also play a role, by handling most of the mediatory 

activities with the government and with society. This prevented women from being more 

active at the macro level. This phenomenon was called “paradox of design” (Cheney, in 

Papa et al., 2007) and it occurs mainly when the architecture for participation is created 

in a top-down way rather than bottom-up process (p. 116).  A consequence of such 

orientation can be that one of the main objects of community communication is not 

achieved. This is the community self-empowerment. In this case study we could see that 

spouses lacked an independent channel to speak out. Therefore, they had to rely on the 

activity of mediation carried out by CARES. 

 

Secondly, the organization’s goal was to favor women empowerment at a 

psychological level. While CARES expected spouses to independently gain control of 

their lives, it did not expect them to do the same at a community level. The empowerment 

of them as a community was conceived as a result of the organization’s efforts and 

dialogue with the public and the government. Women’s cooperation was welcome, but 

mostly as a supportive role to the organization’s activities, rather than as an independent 

action. 
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Thirdly, women might not be ready yet. This organization started to offer a 

service to Chinese spouses less than ten years ago. Therefore the process of 

empowerment is still in progress. Indeed Miss Ding confirmed that spouses have made 

great progresses in comparison to a few years ago when they were completely dependent 

on the organization. They were able to control their personal sphere and also to contribute 

on some occasions to the organization empowerment. The next step might be community 

empowerment. 

 

Fourtly, Chinese spouses did not have the basic capabilities to empower their 

community by themselves. To better understand this point, Moghadam and Senftova’s 

(2005) definition can be helpful. Their model on women empowerment was 

conceptualized in terms of basic capabilities of legal rights, and participation in the social, 

economic and political domain. This analysis has to be applied to women as a category 

rather than to single individuals. Therefore if we consider Chinese spouses in Taiwan we 

can say that their situation has improved in respect to a decade ago (e.g. policies, 

organizations that help them), but the road towards collective empowerment is still very 

long. For example they obtained the recognition of some basic legal rights (e.g. right of 

residing in Taiwan when the husband has passed away if they have offspring, right of 

working if they meet some specific criteria), but they still suffered several 

discriminations (e.g. the period of time to get naturalization is longer than other foreign 

spouses, education recognition). In addition, until they have Taiwanese ID, their sphere 

of action is limited because they are still considered as foreigners. Without these basic 

rights, women find it difficult to control the spheres of their collectivity. This could be 
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the reason why they had to rely on a local agent, such as CARES. It offered them the 

opportunity to be heard in the local community. 

 

Finally, this could be related to the reason why the spouses come to Taiwan. That 

is to follow their husbands or to marry. Most of them have to take care of the elders, of 

their family and children, so they are absorbed by the everyday life duties. They join the 

organization mainly to extend their social relations. Because of this, a gap between the 

organization’s goals and the spouses’ goals emerges: spouses focus on the personal 

empowerment while the organization on the community one. As a consequence, spouses 

have not developed a community awareness yet. It is also possible that women might 

have developed a different concept of community respect to the organization. This could 

be proved by the fact that often the participants had problems to understand the questions 

related to organization and community empowerment. In particular, when asked “What’s 

your contribution to the category of Chinese spouses?” or “Have you ever done anything 

for the category of Chinese spouses?”, participants tended to think in terms of the closest 

members in their group rather than in terms of the entire category of Chinese spouses in 

Taiwan.  

  

 

 


