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Abstract
Many studies on Hmong American youth represent what Eve Tuck (2009) describes as
damage-centered research. Damage-centered research focuses on the problems and deficits of
a community rather than the complexities, contradictions, and desires. This study centers
Hmong knowledge, values, and traditional ways of inquiry, and challenges and broadens the
current portrayals of young Hmong American women. Eight young Hmong American women
from Minnesota participated in this qualitative study. They shared the complexities,
contradictions, and desires of their lived experiences and sense of place as youth, Hmong, and
women. This study highlights the ways in which young Hmong American women resist,
maintain, and transform cultural practices, expectations, and traditions.
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‘It’s a constant push and pull’: Conceptualizing youth and place among young Hmong

American women in Minnesota
Since the arrival of Hmong families to the United States in the late 1970s, researchers

have been particularly interested in Hmong youth and their adjustment, acculturation, and
experiences in the United States (Moua and Vang, 2015). While studies have centered on
positive and healthy Hmong identity development, the conventional research approaches used in
these studies are often incongruent with the cultural, linguistic, and political and historical

identities of Hmong American youth. As a result, conventional approaches limit Hmong youth
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narratives and the possibilities and experiences of what it means to be ib tug hluas (a young
person).

More specifically, studies on young Hmong American women often portray young
Hmong American women as subservient and victims of Hmong culture and its patriarchal system
(Rumbaut & Ima, 1998; Teranishi, 2004). In other studies, they are troubled teens, escaping their
families by running away, joining gangs, or marrying early (Ngo, 2002; Xiong & Huang, 2011).
While many of these narratives aim to complicate young Hmong American women experiences,
they do so without the cultural nuance necessary to convey the complex space and place that
young Hmong American women occupy in Hmong communities and wider communities. Instead
of presenting these narratives along a spectrum of Hmong American women experiences,
oftentimes research and literature presents these stories as singular, competing experiences that
create a binary experience. In doing so, these damaging narratives use “a pathologizing approach
in which the oppression singularly defines a community” (Tuck, 2009, p. 413), resulting in
simplistic narratives of young Hmong American women as victims and disengaged youth.

These studies on Hmong American youth represent what Eve Tuck (2009) describes as
damage-centered research. Damage-centered research focuses on the problems and deficits,
resulting in recommendations for research focused on the same problems and deficits. Moreover,
research on Hmong American youth have been primarily written by non-Hmong researchers
(Moua & Vang, 2015). This research has perpetuated an “otherness” which has shaped practice
with Hmong American youth, policies that shape Hmong American youth lives, and subsequent
research on Hmong American youth experiences. Additionally, Hmong-identified researchers are
not immune to perpetuating damage-centered research about our own communities. Chilisa

(2012) writes, “[Researchers] can operate at the level of colonizer co-opted by the dominant
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Western discourse on methodology, which uses Euro-Western standards as universal truths” (p.
190). For example, Hmong researchers continue to write about “the Hmong” rather than use
“we”. As a result, research on Hmong American youth, whether produced by us (Hmong) or
non-Hmong, is not necessarily written for a Hmong audience, but rather, the intended consumer
of research, who is often non-Hmong. For Hmong audience members who do come across
research on us, it can be a jarring experience to read incomplete and unrecognizable stories about
us.

Additionally, Tuck (2009) argues that marginalized communities may participate in and
allow these kinds of studies because the studies may “pay off in material, sovereign, and political
wins” (p. 414). These studies lead to increased funding for programs and services and more
visibility and awareness about Hmong American experiences. In contrast, Tuck (2009) proposes
a desire-based framework in research that purposefully brings attention to the complexity, the
contradictions, and the self determination of lived lives.

This paper draws from a larger study that explored how young Hmong American women
storytellers story their lived experiences and make sense of youth, gender, and place. The current
analysis focuses on interview data from participants that conceptualize what it means to be ib fug
hluas (a young person) and how place shapes and informs ib fug hluas, using methodologies that
offer more nuanced and recognizable narratives.

Methods

There are several methodologies and frameworks that guided this study, including
portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997) indigenous methodologies (Chilisa, 2012;
Smith, 2008); and a desire-based framework (Tuck, 2009). Portraiture is a qualitative research

methodology that makes use of in-depth interviews and observations, and closely resembles
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ethnographic and phenomenological studies (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997). Indigenous
research methodologies help to center Hmong knowledge and makes space and use of histories,
politics, identities, relationships, and experiences not only as sources of knowledge but also as
ways to create knowledge. As Smith (2012) argues, indigenous methodologies draw on the
cultural protocols, values, and behaviors of Hmong American youth, resulting in a research
process that is both familiar and familial, and congruent and relevant to Hmong American youth
lives. In a desire-based framework, there is an epistemological shift from damage, deficit, and
pathology to “understanding complexity, contradiction, and the self-determination of lived lives”
(Tuck, 2009, p. 416). All three of these approaches are purposeful in co-constructing narratives
that counter, complicate, and interrogate dominant narratives.
Cultural Protocol

Research on Hmong American youth oftentimes uses approaches that are incongruent
with Hmong cultural values. For this study, I asked myself the following question: How have
Hmong asked questions and sought answers? As a result, I found that the cultural protocol
Hmong individuals use when seeking spiritual healing from Hmong shamans offers a model for
what inquiry looks like in Hmong communities. Shamans are traditional healers in Hmong
communities who have specialized, secret, and/or sacred knowledge related to health, well-
being, and healing. There are individuals who are knowledgeable about plants, herbs, and other
medicines; individuals who know sacred rituals and chants or engage in divination; and there are
shamans, who provide healing by establishing balance in the human and spirit worlds.
Traditional Hmong healers share their knowledge through oral traditions such as songs, stories,

and chants (Thao, 20006).
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The cultural protocol used in this study is based on my mother’s personal experience as a

shaman, and I have adapted the protocol to reflect the research process (see Figure 1). This

protocol not only provided the roadmap for this study, but also centered Hmong values and

behaviors that helped me as I navigated and negotiated myself within the Hmong community as

a researcher.

FIGURE 1. Hmong Cultural Protocol and Adapted Research Process
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Participants and Data Collection

The recruitment process was grounded in relational approaches that reflect Hmong
cultural values of connection and trust. Recruitment emails were sent to individuals and
community organizations familiar with potential participants, as well as to young women with
whom I had existing relationships. Eight participants who self-identified as Hmong women took
part in this study. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 22 and all resided in Minnesota, where a
significant Hmong American population has developed since resettlement in the late 1970s
(Pfeifer & Thao, 2013).

As previously mentioned, this study used the portraiture methodology, which shares
similarities with ethnographic research and emphasizes the co-construction of knowledge
through in-depth engagement with participants. Data were collected through qualitative, semi-
structured interviews that lasted approximately 60 to 90 minutes. Follow-up interviews were
conducted when clarification or elaboration was needed. The participants and I are bilingual in
Hmong and English, allowing for interviews to flow regularly between languages and for
participants to express themselves in ways that felt most authentic and comfortable.

Data for this paper come from a larger project on young Hmong American women
storytellers. For the purposes of this paper, I focused on two central research questions:

1. What does it mean to be ib tug hluas (a young person) in Hmong communities?

2. How does place shape experiences of ib tug hluas?
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Reflexivity

As a Hmong researcher, I recognize that my positionality shaped all stages of this
research from recruitment and data collection to interpretation. My shared linguistic and cultural
background with participants fostered familiarity and trust, and yet, it also required continual
reflection on the ways my own experiences and assumptions informed the research process.
Reflexivity was an ongoing practice of situating myself within the research, ensuring that
participants’ voices and meanings remained centered while acknowledging my role in co-
constructing their narratives.

Data Analysis

Data analysis was guided by Indigenous and relational research paradigms that prioritize
connection (Wilson, 2008). Based on a Hmong cultural protocol (see Figure 1), a shaman does
not heal alone but relies on ghua neeb (spirit helpers) and tus saib neeb (an assistant) who help
maintain balance and continuity throughout ceremony. Similarly, my analysis drew on both my
formal research training and my lived experience as a Hmong American woman. These dual
sources of guidance sometimes stood in tension, reflecting the ongoing negotiation between
Western analytic conventions and indigenous ways of knowing.

Following Wilson (2008), I approached analysis as a process of maintaining and
deepening relationships between participants, data, and researcher rather than reducing narratives
to discrete categories. This relational approach emphasized attentiveness to meaning, language,
and context as interconnected rather than separable elements.

Practically, data analysis involved multiple rounds of engagement and constant
comparison with interview recordings, transcripts, and field notes. Each interview was audio-

recorded and accompanied by notes that captured gestures, tone, and reflections. After
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transcribing, I reread transcripts alongside my field notes and listened to the recordings to
preserve the relationships among these forms of data. These iterative readings allowed new
insights to emerge while maintaining the integrity of participants’ voices and the contextual
richness of their stories. Through this process, I sought to construct portraits that honored the
complexity of ib tug hluas in place.

Emergent themes were developed through this iterative engagement and guided by the
study’s central research questions. Rather than coding for discrete concepts, I identified patterns
of meaning related to the experiences, expectations, and responsibilities of youth, and how place
is shaped by location and community.

Findings
Conceptualizations of Youth
Feeling Old

Participants commonly defined ib tug hluas (a young person) as someone unmarried,
however, contextual and experiential factors shaped this definition. Some noted that one might
be considered Ahluas among elders but not among children. Others used phrases such as paub tab
(mature) and paub gab hau (wise or knowing better) to express a sense of maturity beyond age
or marital status.

Although all participants were unmarried, several described themselves as “feeling old”
due to life responsibilities and experiences that fostered early maturity. For example, one
participant recalled her responsibilities as an older sibling, saying, “Personally, I know I am
young, but I feel old. I think it’s due to all the experiences that you always take on an older

person’s mentality. I feel old, but physically, I'm young. Maybe the feeling matters more.” Such
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statements reveal that participants conceptualized youth less as a biological stage and more as an
emotional, social, and/or cultural condition shaped by experience.
Expectations and Responsibilities

Participants consistently described youth as a time marked by heavy expectations within
Hmong and American contexts. Many expressed tension between familial obligations such as
maintaining language and attending ceremonies and academic or professional responsibilities.
One participant explained, “Being young is complicated. There’s a lot of expectations. My
grandparents expect me to speak Hmong all the time, to have perfect Hmong. They tell me, ‘You
have to speak Hmong and keep your language.” And there’s the fact that I have to go to school
and speak English...There’s this conflict of being American, becoming more mainstream, and
then embracing and keeping the Hmong aspect with our language and learning more about our
culture.”

Youth often find themselves balancing respect for family and community values with
desires for self-expression and social change. As the participant noted, “It’s a constant push and
pull because you have so many influences that you kinda get lost and it takes a while before you
can find yourself...to be ib tug hluas in the Hmong community is to be someone with a lot of
struggles but with a lot of love for the world so that they can make changes to the environment
that they live in and to the community that they love.” Others framed these expectations as
sources of pride and purpose. One participant described her artistic and creative endeavors as
“holding one hand to the past... and the other to the future,” articulating youth as a bridge
between cultural preservation and innovation. These reflections emphasize both the difficulty
and the possibility embedded in Hmong youth identities; that is, the struggle to reconcile

competing influences, and the deep commitment to care, culture, and transformation.
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And yet, many participants also spoke of the experiences and pain of being dismissed due
to age or their unmarried status. One described how “young people have to listen” and “hold
their tongue,” while other participant reflected on being “hushed a lot” and excluded from
decision-making spaces. Such narratives highlight how generational hierarchies within an
already marginalized community can compound young women’s experiences of invisibility and
self-doubt.

Overall, participants’ accounts suggest that youth among Hmong American women is
understood not merely as a stage of life but as a dynamic negotiation of maturity, responsibility,
and belonging across cultural and generational lines.

Sense of Place
Physical Location and Emotional Experience

Participants described home and place as both physical and emotional. For many, sense
of place was grounded in specific locations such as Frogtown, North Minneapolis, and East Side
St. Paul. These neighborhoods were connected to family and memory, shaping their sense of self.
One participant described her grandmother’s home in Frogtown as a site of care, cultural
learning, and belonging. She remembers learning about morals from her grandmother’s dab neeg
(folk stories) or when they would watch Hmong movies together, saying, “...the lessons were as
simple as, ‘Be a good person, and good things will happen’ or ‘Don’t do this or karma will
happen.”” In these ways, place shapes Hmong youths’ understandings of who they are and where
they come from, linking location, family, and culture in everyday life.

One participant compared Minnesota to another state, saying, “In Virginia, even though I
had my family, it didn’t feel like home, but coming back to Minnesota was home because I saw

people who looked like me.” For another participant, who resettled more recently from Thailand,
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notions of home were shifting. Although she once longed to return, her new ties in Minnesota
prompted her to share, “Everything I do, my family is here, everything is here.”
Community and Imagined Futures

For others, finding a sense of place was tied to community engagement and self-
discovery. Many envisioned futures rooted in service such as working with refugee families,
supporting Hmong youth, and sustaining cultural traditions in Minnesota. Many were already
engaged in this work. Others described a more introspective journey toward confidence and self-
understanding. One participant framed her path as “creating space for myself,” and another
participant desired to “be a stronger, more confident, more decisive person.”

These reflections illustrate that for young Hmong American women, place is not only
where one resides but also where one becomes. It encompasses the physical spaces of cultural
belonging, the emotional experiences of acceptance and safety, and the imagined futures in
community.

Discussion

Participants’ reflections on ib tug hluas reveal that youth is less of a biological stage and
much more about a relational and emotional condition. Within Hmong linguistic and cultural
frameworks, ib tug hluas is defined through context: one might be considered young among
elders but mature among children or peers. Participants frequently drew on words such as paub
tab (mature) and paub gab hau (wise or knowing better), suggesting that youth is understood
through relational and communal understanding rather than age alone.

Many described “feeling old.” Their sense of early maturity stemmed from caregiving
roles, financial responsibilities, and social expectations that required them to “know better.”

These expressions of being simultaneously young and old emphasize how cultural notions of

11
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youth are intertwined with family and community obligations. In this framing, ib tug hluas
becomes a social position shaped by context, and not simply a chronological category.

This understanding challenges Western developmental models that treat youth as a
universal stage of independence or a focus on self. Among Hmong Americans, youth carries
collective implications such as an expectation to sustain kinship networks and cultural practices
while navigating and negotiating American individualism. Recognizing this complexity is
important for practitioners who work with Hmong youth. When institutions acknowledge that
maturity and responsibility are culturally defined, they can better support young people whose
sense of becoming is shaped by interdependence rather than separation.

Lived Experiences: Ignored, Dismissed, and Marginalized

Participants’ accounts also demonstrate how generational hierarchies and gender norms
shape the experience of being ib tug hluas. Many recalled moments of being dismissed, spoken
over, or excluded from decision-making, especially when their unmarried or youth status
intersected with patriarchal expectations. “Young people have to listen,” one participant
remarked, while another described being “hushed a lot.” These stories capture how deference to
elders, though rooted in cultural respect, can limit young women’s visibility and voice.

However, participants did not only speak from a place of resignation. They shared about
a quiet resistance, asking questions, pursuing education, and engaging in creative expressions to
assert presence in spaces that often silence them. Their responses show how young Hmong
women navigate authority with nuance; they do not reject tradition outright, but reframe their
participation as an act of care and cultural preservation.

Understanding these experiences has implications for community and institutional

settings. Silencing reproduces marginalization within already minoritized groups, but it can also
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be transformed through intentional mentorship and dialogue. Programs that bring together elders
and youth, especially women across generations, can strengthen mutual understanding and
cultural preservation while affirming the need for young voices. Within these exchanges, ib tug
hluas becomes not a category of immaturity but a crucial position from which preservation and
innovation coexist.

Negotiating Responsibilities: Pride and Stress

For many participants, being young carried both pride and strain. They described holding
competing expectations such as maintaining Hmong language and ritual practices while
excelling academically and professionally. “Being young is complicated,” one participant
explained, describing the constant movement between cultural worlds. This tension was often
embodied, feeling fatigue, guilt, or perseverance, but it was also viewed as meaningful work.
Several participants understood their efforts as “holding one hand to the past and the other to the
future,” situating themselves as cultural bridges.

This duality shows how responsibility can be both a burden and a source of
empowerment. The same commitments that generate exhaustion also produce purpose and
belonging for young Hmong women. Participants’ reflections invite a rethinking of stress not
merely as pathology but as an embodied expression of care and an indicator of the deep
relational ties that define Hmong resilience.

These insights call for a broader understanding of youth well-being. Support structures,
whether in schools, mental health programs, or community organizations, should recognize that
what appears as overextension may, in fact, reflect cultural devotion. Affirming rather than

pathologizing these negotiations can transform how institutions engage with Hmong American
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youth. Helping young women name and navigate the emotional labor of responsibility may allow
pride and care to flourish without becoming sources of stress.
Place, Belonging, and Minnesota

Place also shaped participants’ sense of self and community. Minnesota, with its large
and visible Hmong population, functioned as both a geographical anchor and a symbolic home.
Neighborhoods such as Frogtown, North Minneapolis, and East Side St. Paul held deep
emotional meaning, where participants felt surrounded by familiar languages, foods, and faces.
For some, these areas were extensions of family, spaces where “home” was less a structure and
more of feeling recognized and being seen. This sense of spatial belonging highlights how
cultural identity and geography intersect; Minnesota is not merely where Hmong Americans live,
but where community enables visibility, safety, and resilience. Place was described as both
grounding and generative; that is, a site of memory, connection, and future-making.

Recognizing place-based belonging has implications beyond individual experiences.
Minnesota’s Hmong institutions, including non-profit organizations, businesses, schools, mutual
assistance associations, cultural centers, and places of worship, provide spaces for cultivating
leadership among young women. Investing in these infrastructures not only sustains community
but also ensures that spaces of belonging remain dynamic, inclusive, and intergenerational.

Conclusion: Reconsidering Youth and Place

The narratives of ib tug hluas challenge the damage-centered frameworks that have
historically shaped research on Hmong American youth. Rather than reproducing depictions of
young Hmong American women as victims of culture or as disengaged youth, their stories

illuminate how becoming youth is an active, relational process. To be ib tug hluas is to navigate
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visibility and deference, care and responsibility, and to sustain community through everyday
actions.

Approaching ib tug hluas through its linguistic and cultural meanings redefines youth not
as a stage of autonomy, but as a socially embedded process of becoming. This understanding
aligns with desire-based research frameworks that seek to move beyond deficit narratives and
instead emphasize complexity, agency, and self-determination. By centering Hmong
epistemologies and lived experiences, this study contributes to broader conversations on youth
and identity formation while also advancing more culturally-grounded research practices.

Ultimately, ib tug hluas reminds us that becoming is not solely about moving forward,
but also about holding close to language, to elders, and to the places and relationships that
sustain us. Recognizing ib tug hluas on its own terms invites scholars, educators, and
policymakers to reimagine youth not only as a site of intervention, but as a place where we desire

preservation, resistance, and transformation.
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