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This study explores how career choices shape and reflect the cultural identity of second-generation Chinese immigrants in New Zealand. Although they have overcome the language barriers and employment restrictions experienced by their parents, their career choices continue to cluster in fields such as medicine, engineering, and law. While the prevalence of these model professions among this group is often attributed to parental expectations (Froiland & Davison, 2013; Leong & Tang, 2016), less attention has been paid to how these choices are negotiated, internalised, and ultimately connected to identity formation.
Using the Systems Theory Framework (Patton & McMahon, 2021) and Social Identity Theory (Tajfel &Turner 1979), this research examines the complex interplay between individual aspirations, familial expectations, and broader community influences in career decision-making. The study aims to address two questions: 1) To what extent are career choices driven by personal interest versus external expectations? 2) How do these career pathways or achievements influence the individuals’ sense of cultural identity?
Adopting a qualitative approach, this study draws on semi-structured, in-depth interviews with five second-generation Chinese participants of varying ages and professional backgrounds in New Zealand. The interviews facilitated rich, reflective accounts of participants’ educational and career trajectories, family dynamics, and identity negotiations over time. Data were analysed thematically, with attention to both individual narratives and shared patterns across cases.
The findings challenge a simplistic interpretation of career choice as primarily shaped by parental pressure. While parental expectations remain influential, participants’ decisions are more accurately understood as embedded within a broader sociocultural ecosystem. Notably, the presence of successful Chinese role models within local communities emerged as a significant factor, reinforcing certain career pathways as both desirable and attainable. These community-level influences often operate subtly, normalising particular professions and shaping perceptions of success without direct coercion.
Furthermore, the study reveals that career choice serves not only as an outcome of identity negotiation but also as an active contributor to identity construction. Participants reported that achieving success in culturally valued fields, such as science, business, or other high-status professions, enhanced their sense of belonging to the Chinese community. In some cases, professional identity functioned as a more salient marker of “Chineseness” than traditional cultural indicators such as language proficiency or daily cultural practices. This suggests a shift from heritage-based to achievement-based expressions of cultural identity among second-generation individuals.
Overall, this study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of career development and identity formation in migrant contexts. By situating individual choices within intersecting systems of influence, it underscores the importance of community dynamics and social identity processes in shaping both career pathways and cultural belonging. The findings have implications for educators, career practitioners, and policymakers seeking to support diverse student populations in making authentic and fulfilling career decisions.
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