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Abstract - Among the agents of cultural socialisation, parents play an important role in identity formation. Positive aspects 
of the cultural socialisation in terms of cultural heritage and pride are often studied, but the negative aspects are relatively 
unexplored by researchers. This study examined the parents’ role in cultural socialisation of ethnic groups in Malaysia. The 
specific aspects studied were cultural socialisation, preparation for bias, and promotion of mistrust. A survey was conducted 
among 272 students in a university. The results showed that the students reported relatively higher frequency of socially 
acceptable aspects of cultural socialisation than “negative aspects”. The reported frequency of cultural socialisation into 
pluralism is relatively higher, in that the parents had talked to them about pride in their cultural heritage and appreciation of 
other ethnic groups up to two times that year. This is expected because “unity in diversity” is the mainstay of harmonious 
ethnic relations in a plural society, and parents need to inculcate these values in their children. The study showed that the 
parents’ role in cultural socialisation had decreased by the time the students were in university. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Members of an ethnic group are defined as a group of 
people who share a common culture, religion, 
language, or nationality (Cooper, Garcia Coll, Bartko, 
Davis, & Chatman, 2005, in Hughes et al., 2006). It is 
through the cultural socialisation process that the 
cultural identity is shared among members of the 
group. In a multiethnic country, parents socialise their 
children to handle societal discrimination and bias 
and to develop pride in their ethnic identity. In some 
countries, ethnic identity is authority-defined. Jehom 
(1999, p. 83) argues that authority-defined ethnic 
identity may not correspond with “the everyday-
defined identity members of the group have of 
themselves”, and advocates the importance of 
studying “subjective aspects of identity formations 
among ethnic groups since it is through their 
interactions identities are constructed, reconstructed 
and reinforced”. Based on studies on how children of 
various ethnic groups negotiate culturally diverse 
contexts in the development of their ethnicity, 
Hughes et al. (2006) have identified the parents’ role 
to be among the most important of these socialisation 
processes.  
 
Hughes et al. (2006) also pointed out that there is 
limited empirical knowledge about normative 
developmental and family processes that may be 
unique to various ethnic groups although they live in 
the same country or sociopolitical entity. This 
includes knowing how parents socialise their children 
to handle societal discrimination and bias and to 
develop pride in their ethnic identity, particularly 
relevant in the case of ethnic minority groups. Other 
content of parents’ socialisation include issues such 
as “cultural heritage and group social status, 
including discussions about the prevalence of 

stereotypes and discrimination based on phenotypic 
characteristics, language competencies, and other 
group characteristics” (Hughes et al., 2006, p. 748). 
While pride in cultural heritage is often researched, 
less is known about cultural socialisation to prepare 
children for negative stereotypes and discrimination. 
The normative developmental and family processes 
may be unique to various ethnic groups although they 
live in the same country or sociopolitical entity.  
 
The role of the ethnic language in the ethnic 
socialisation process also needs to be singled out and 
investigated – not just whether the ethnic groups are 
passing on their ethnic language to the next 
generation (e.g., Campbell, Chuah, & Ting, 2012; 
Collins, 2001; Dealwis, 2008; Naji & David, 2003; 
Ting, 2012; Ting & Ling, 2012; Ting & Rose, 2014) 
but how the language mediates the inculcation of 
ethnic-based views, attitudes and practices. Musa and 
Ting’s (2015) survey of 200 university students of 
different ethnic groups on their ethnic and national 
identities revealed the importance of language in 
signifying group distinctiveness and the findings 
show that languages can bind or divide (see also 
Ting, 2017). For example, how the ethnic language 
feature in the communication of ethnic cultural 
values, beliefs and practices in the context of daily 
routines in which the ethnic language is spoken, 
traditional foods are served, and customs and 
traditions are observed. The degree to which the 
ethnic language is important in cultural socialisation 
may vary among ethnic groups in an ethnically-
diverse community, and needs investigation in light 
of the shift towards standard languages, most notably 
languages used for educational purposes.  
 
This study examined the parents’ role in cultural 
socialisation of ethnic groups in Malaysia. The 
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specific aspects studied were cultural socialisation, 
preparation for bias, and promotion of mistrust. 
 
II. METHOD OF STUDY 
 
A survey was conducted among students in a 
university using a questionnaire adapted from Hughes 
and Johnson (2001) which covered cultural 
socialisation, preparation for bias, and promotion of 
mistrust. The students rated the frequency of various 
cultural socialisation practices on an eight-point scale 
from none to several times per week. They were 
asked to write down 0 to 7 for their responses (0 for 
Never; 1 for Not this year; 2 for 1 to 2 times this year; 
3 for Several times this year; 4 for About once a 
month; 5 for Several times a month; 6 for Once a 
week; 7 for Several times a week). The last section of 
the questionnaire elicited demographic details to find 
out how ethnic socialisation processes may differ 
with age, gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status 
and urban/rural locality. Altogether 272 students 
responded to the survey, and their average was 21.5. 
A majority of them (72.4%) were female. The ethnic 
composition of the respondents was as follows: 
49.3% Malay, 21.7% Chinese, 25.4% Indigenous, 
2.6% Indian, and 1.1% Others. Their socio-economic 
backgrounds varied, as indicated by their father’s 
highest level of education: 18.0% had Primary 6 
education or less, 37.5% had Form 3 (Lower 
Certificate of Education) qualifications, 7.4% had 
Form 5 (Malaysian Certification of Education) 
qualifications, 19.5% had Form 6 or Matriculation or 
Diploma qualifications, 11.8% had degree 
qualifications but no information was available for 
5.9% of the respondents (some of the respondents’ 
father had left the family or passed away at the time 
of the study). Based on the respondents’ father’s 
highest level of education, most of the respondents 
come from families with low socio-economic status 
because the salary for those without a diploma or 
degree qualification is generally low. Interestingly, 
the percentage of respondents from families with and 
without intermarriage is the same (48.2%); the 

remaining 10 respondents did not report information 
on this. 
The data collection was conducted during a number 
of lectures. Students were informed that their 
participation in the study was voluntary, and they 
would be anonymous as no identifying information 
were requested in the questionnaire. Those who did 
not wish to participate in the study either did not take 
the questionnaire or did not return them. The 
questionnaires were collected upon completion. The 
data were keyed in Excel sheets and analysed for the 
frequency and percentages. 
 
III. RESULTS 
 
The results showed that the parents’ role in cultural 
socialisation had decreased by the time the students 
were in university. As is expected, the students 
reported relatively higher frequency of socially 
acceptable aspects of cultural socialisation than 
“negative aspects”. The reported frequency of 
cultural socialisation into pluralism is relatively 
higher, in that the parents had talked to them about 
pride in their cultural heritage and appreciation of 
other ethnic groups up to two times that year. Table 1 
shows the mean scores for items on pluralism. In 
Table 1, items 1 to 5 show that the respondents’ 
parents encouraged them to develop knowledge about 
other ethnic groups, including instilling awareness of 
equality among ethnic groups (mean of 2.69 showing 
that it is done several times a year), ethnic harmony 
(mean score of 2.85) but there is less talk about 
discrimination that other ethnic groups face (mean 
score of 1.62 showing that it is talked about less than 
two times a year). Items 6 and 7 in Table 1 are on 
cultural pride in their own ethnic group which 
occurred less than two times a year for the 
respondents who are of university age. The results 
showed that by the time the respondents were in 
university, their parents had probably stopped 
instilling appreciation for their cultural heritage. 
 

 
Table 1. Mean scores for items on pluralism 

 Mean score 
My parents have done or said things to show that all are equal regardless of race. 2.69 
My parents have said that different ethnic groups should try to understand each other so they 
can get along 

2.85 

My parents talked to me about important people or events in history of different ethnic groups, 
other than own. 

2.32 

My parents talked to me about discrimination against an ethnic group, not my own. 1.62 
My parents encouraged me to read books about other ethnic groups. 1.39 
My parents talked to me about important people or events in my ethnic group’s history. 2.50 
My parents told me that my ethnicity is an important part of self. 2.35 
My parents encouraged me to read books on my own ethnic group. 1.46 

Note: 0 for Never; 1 for Not this year; 2 for 1 to 2 times this year; 3 for Several times this year; 4 for About once 
a month; 5 for Several times a month; 6 for Once a week; 7 for Several times a week
. 
Next, Table 2 shows that mean scores for items on 

bias. The results showed that the frequencies are  
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much lower than the mean scores on pluralism 
reported earlier (shown in Table 1). For most of the 
respondents, their parents talked to them about 
discrimination against their own ethnic group less 
than two times a year (mean score of 2.15 in Table 2). 
This mean score is the highest in the whole set of six 
items. The mean score for parents talking to them 
about unfair treatment due to face was 2.05 which is 
for once or twice a year. In fact the results also 
showed that their parents mostly did not talk to them 
about discrimination due to race in the year the 

survey was conducted as the mean score for the 
remaining four items were below two. Their parents 
also hardly talked to other people about 
discrimination in their presence. Nevertheless, some 
of their parents had talked to them about others trying 
to limit them because of race, that they had to be 
better to get same rewards because of race, and that 
they might get unfair treatment due to race. Either the 
parents were not comfortable talking about negative 
aspects of cultural socialisation or their socialisation 
was restricted mostly to positive aspects. 
 

 
Table 2. Mean scores for items on bias 

 Mean score 
My parents explained something on TV that showed discrimination against own ethnic group. 2.15 
My parents talked to me about unfair treatment due to race. 2.05 
My parents talked to me about discrimination against own ethnic group. 1.95 
My parents told me I must be better to get same rewards because of race. 1.36 
My parents talked to me about others trying to limit me because of race. 1.19 
My parents talked to someone else about discrimination in my presence. 1.06 

Note: 0 for Never; 1 for Not this year; 2 for 1 to 2 times this year; 3 for Several times this year; 4 for About once 
a month; 5 for Several times a month; 6 for Once a week; 7 for Several times a week. 
 
The results were particularly revealing in showing a 
near-absence of the promotion of mistrust of other 
ethnic groups (see Table 3). Most of the students 
reported that their parents hardly did or said things to 
keep them from trusting people of other races (mean 
score of 1.39, showing frequency of less than two 
times a year). They also reported that in the year the 
study was conducted their parents had done or said  

 
things to encourage them to keep a distance from 
people of other races (mean score of 0.74 which is 
“not for this year”). The results indicated that the 
respondents’ parents did not promote mistrust in 
other ethnic groups. The results on mistrust concur 
with those on bias, showing that the negative aspects 
of cultural socialisation is not as frequent as positive 
aspects. 

 
Table 3. Mean scores for items on mistrust 

 Mean score 
My parents have done or said things to keep me from trusting people of other races. 1.39 
My parents have done or said things to encourage me to keep a distance from people of other 
races. 

0.74 

Note: 0 for Never; 1 for Not this year; 2 for 1 to 2 times this year; 3 for Several times this year; 4 for About once 
a month; 5 for Several times a month; 6 for Once a week; 7 for Several times a week. 
 
However, there was some level of preparation for 
bias due to one’s membership in a particular ethnic 
group. The parents had prepared them for the reality 
of living in a multiethnic society where despite the 
possible racial discrimination, their ethnicity was still 
an important part of self.    
 
CONCLUSION 
 
The study shows that it is more perceptive to examine 
the so-called “negative aspects” of cultural 
socialisation in order to understand ethnic relations, 
rather than overe a multiethnic society require both to 
be accounted for in the context of ethnic relations. 
This is expected because “unity in diversity” is the 
mainstay of harmonious ethnic relations in a plural 
society, and parents need to inculcate these values in 
their children. Although the parental emphasis on this 
had diminished by the time they entered university,  

 
the early upbringing would have left an indelible  
mark on their children and influenced their ethnic 
relations. 
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