
Korean J Women Health Nurs (여성건강간호학회지)
Vol. 21 No. 3, 241-251, September 2015

pISSN 2287-1640 | eISSN 2093-7695
http://dx.doi.org/10.4069/kjwhn.2015.21.3.241

Korean Immigrant Women's Taekyo Practices in the United States
as a Traditional Prenatal Self-care
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Purpose: The purpose of this study was to explore preserved belief system supporting Korean immigrant women’s 
Taekyo practices and influencing factors while they observe the tradition within US sociocultural context. Methods: 
Leininger's exploratory focused ethnographic approach was used. Semi-structured in-depth interviews were con-
ducted with purposive sample of sixteen Korean immigrant women who gave birth in the US within last 6 months. 
Researcher’s observation and reflective field notes were also integrated into the interview data. Leininger and 
McFarland’s four phases of ethnographic analysis guided data analysis process. Results: The perceived belief sys-
tem supporting Taekyo practices included Taekyo as an enculturated Korean tradition, connecting parents with fetus, 
and positive impacts on fetal development. And Korean immigrant women’s Taekyo practices were influenced by 
resources of information, woman’s orientation toward Taekyo, pressure from local Korean community, and child 
order. Conclusion: The findings from this research would serve as an important knowledge base to expand US health 
care providers’ understanding of Korean traditional Taekyo practices observed by Korean immigrant women’s as 
important prenatal self-care practices. The findings could also aid in providing more patient-centered and cultur-
ally-tailored prenatal care plan to Korean immigrant by including Korean traditional belief system supporting Taekyo 
practices.

Key Words: Immigrants, Prenatal care, Pregnancy, Culturally competent care

Corresponding author: Lee, Kyoung-Eun
Division of Nursing Science, Ewha Womans University, Ewhayeodae-gil 52, Seodaemun-gu, 120-750 Seoul, Korea.
Tel: +82-2-3277-5944, Fax: +82-2-3277-2850, E-mail: kyoungeun@ewha.ac.kr

Received: Jul 23, 2015 / Revised: Aug 30, 2015 / Accepted: Sep 15, 2015

This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Non-Commercial License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc/3.0), which permits unrestricted non-commercial use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

INTRODUCTION

Under the influence of the international migration 

trend, health care providers (HCPs) have been greatly 

challenged to provide more culturally competent care to 

diverse immigrant populations by being aware of and 

sensitive to different cultural health beliefs and tradi-

tional health care practices. Childbirth is considered as 

one of the most important life events not only for a 

mother but a family as whole. It is also largely influ-

enced and predetermined by the culture in which the 

birthing parents and their extended family originate[1]. 

Therefore, building cultural competence in the provi-

sion of prenatal care is essential for HCPs in obstetrical 

setting in the health care world which has continuously 

been diverse in terms of patients’ cultural background. 

Culture influences and shapes health belief system 

and has great impacts on its members’ traditional health 

care behaviors. In particularly, culture influences on how 

women perceive and interpret health care practices in 

terms of their childbirth experience and expectations 

from the cultural community[2]. It is evident that culture 

has a powerful influence on Korean perinatal beliefs 

and practices[3] and as a result, pregnancy is highly rit-

ualized in Korean culture. 

Once a Korean woman has conceived, she is sup-

posed to follow Taekyo includes various prenatal care 

rituals and behavioral taboos. Taekyo is a set of tradi-

tional prenatal self-care which originally starts from be-

ing prepared as a parent even before the conception. It 

has been observed by many childbearing women in 

Korean culture. Sajudang Lee’s Taekyo Singi, written in 

1801, has been referred as the book of originality related 
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to Taekyo practices[4]. It described Taekyo’s philosophy 

and principles which included childbearing women’s 

specific principles for behaviors and attitudes during pre-

gnancy. Taekyo Singi claimed that Taekyo practices cre-

ate the best environment for fetus’ physical and emo-

tional development as well as healthy growth. There-

fore, many Korean parents desire to transmit the benefi-

cial effects of Taekyo practices to their children when 

they become pregnant[5]. 

In observing Taekyo, a Korean woman is to appre-

ciate beautiful things in life and avoid certain taboos. 

From Taekyo, she is told that if she handles unclean 

things or kills a living creature, difficult childbirth or oth-

er misfortunes in the family may occur[6]. In the past, 

most Korean women were forced to strictly follow the 

Taekyo rituals and taboo. In a recent study[7], 92.2% 

(N=283) of participated Korean women still thought it 

was important to follow Taekyo during their pregnancy 

despite that the modality of rituals and taboos may be 

different. The importance of Taekyo in Korean society is 

largely associated with Korean’s traditional perspective 

accepting a fetus as a human being from the moment of 

conception[8]. Compared to the Western culture that im-

poses the meaning of life after birth, in Korean aging 

system, a baby becomes one year old at birth because 

the baby’s life began at the moment of conception in 

mother’s womb. Therefore, Taekyo is well accepted 

with confidence in Korean society that a fetus can ach-

ieve good psychophysical and emotional development 

from various prescriptive and restrictive modes followed 

during pregnancy[9,10].

Korean migration to the US began in the early 20th 

century. As of 2013, approximately 1.1 million Korean 

immigrants resided in the US, representing close to 3% 

of the 41.3 million foreign-born populations[11]. Many 

of those Korean immigrants are in childbearing age and 

would go through pregnancy in the US sociocultural 

context. Going through pregnancy in foreign country 

brings out various stress factors for immigrant women 

due to the complex nature of childbirth in different soci-

ocultural context. Therefore, immigrant women tend to 

adhere to their traditional perinatal health practices 

which they believe to have good impacts on psycho-

physical health[12]. Taekyo could be meaningful and 

powerful cultural practices for Korean immigrant wom-

en (KIW) which could motivate them to adhere to its rit-

uals and taboos when they are pregnant in the US con-

text. 

There is very limited number of studies that explored 

KIW’s childbirth experience in the US and most of those 

were studied 2~3 decades ago[13-15]. Two recent stud-

ies[16,17] found that KIW selectively accepted new cul-

tural beliefs and modified their perinatal health practices 

while they went through childbirth in the US. However, 

why KIW preserve the tradition of Taekyo during preg-

nancy and what make them motivate to follow the cul-

turally-embedded traditional prenatal self-care practices 

have not been properly explored. The purpose of this 

study was to explore preserved belief system supporting 

KIW’s Taekyo practices and influencing factors while 

they observe the tradition within US sociocultural con-

text.

METHODS
1. Design

Ethnography is an essential tool for exploring and un-

derstanding different cultural groups and researchers in 

many disciplines have used ethnography to understand 

and describe why groups of people do what they do. In 

this study, Leininger’s exploratory focused ethnography 

was used as a guiding qualitative methodology[18]. Fo-

cused ethnography has been frequently used in nursing 

research to discover how people from various cultures 

integrate health beliefs and practices into their lives [19]. 

The aims of this study required a methodology that al-

lowed researchers to discover what is happening to 

groups of people within a particular socio-cultural set-

ting, thus providing meaningful in-context data and to 

uncover cultural beliefs, values, and practices that ge-

nerate health behaviors of the subcultural group [20]. 

Therefore, focused ethnography which facilitates under-

standing cross-cultural experiences within the context 

of foreign country offered a useful methodology to ex-

plore KIW’s Taekyo practice in the US. 

2. Setting and Sampling

Upon the Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval., 

purposive sample of 16 KIW who met the inclusion cri-

teria were recruited from two large local Korean com-

munities in the State of Washington, US. Those criteria 

were a Korean-born immigrant women who were 18 

years of age or older, spoke Korean as their primary lan-

guage, gave birth within last 6 months in the US to a 

healthy full-term baby without any pregnancy complica-

tion, and practiced Taekyo (at any degree) during their 

pregnancy. Teen pregnancy and complicated preg-

nancy were excluded due to the complex nature of 
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Table 1. Sample Interview Questions

Categories Questions

General questionnaire Taekyo as an enculturated Korean tradition 
“Have you heard about Taekyo?”
“What do you think of Taekyo?”
“Did you practice Taekyo during pregnancy?”

Probing questions “What motivate you to observe Taekyo?”
“Can you tell me about more detail about what Taekyo practice did you observe and why?”
“How did you get information about Taekyo?”
“Would you tell me about the particular aspect of Taekyo experience you just described?”

pregnancies with possible multilayered psychophysical 

and medical factors that would restrict KIW to observe 

cultural practice regardless to their motivation. 

3. Data Collection and Data Analysis

Prior to starting any data collection, written informed 

consent form was obtained from each participant. To 

maintain participants’ confidentiality and privacy, a code 

was assigned to each participant. And any personal in-

formation (e.g. name, contact number etc.) was kept 

in the researcher’s personal computer with password 

locked. 

The researcher who was bilingual and knowledge-

able about Korean culture and tradition conducted an 

in-depth face-to-face interview, lasting 2~3 hours (inclu-

ding time for demographic data) in Korean language 

with each participant at her home and at her convenient 

time. Participants were asked to verbally respond to 

semi-structured, open-ended interview questions and all 

interviews were digitally-recorded as explained in the 

consent form. Sample interview questions were presen-

ted in Table 1. Demographic data, the researcher’s ob-

servation occurred during the interview and field notes 

written throughout research process supplemented the 

interview data. 

Statistics Package for Social Science software (Version 

20)(SPSS Inc., 2012) was used for descriptive analysis of 

demographics data. The interview data analysis process 

was guided by Leininger and McFarland’s [21] four phas-

es of ethnographic analysis which were a repeated cir-

cular process moving between different phases of analy-

sis simultaneously. The four phases were 1) collecting, 

describing and documenting raw data, 2) identification 

and categorization of descriptors and components, 3) 

pattern and contextual analysis, and 4) formulating ma-

jor themes, research findings, theoretical formulation, 

and recommendation[21].

Several strategies were used to obtain scientific rigor 

for qualitative research. According to Koch[22], the cred-

ibility of qualitative studies can be enhanced by careful 

attention to the transcribed data, member checking from 

participants, and thick description of detailed informa-

tion. The researcher paid careful attention to the tran-

scribed data, repetitively returned to the transcribed da-

ta, and contacted 8 participants for member checking to 

verify the descriptions of certain important issues and 

clarify unclear statements. Transferability for this study 

was achieved by a thick description technique describ-

ing detailed information of setting and participants[23]. 

To enhance trustworthiness of data and findings[20], the 

researcher as a research instrument kept reflective jour-

nal, focused on the self-awareness of her presupposi-

tions, values, and beliefs relating to childbirth from her 

experience as a KIW herself and as an Advanced Regis-

tered Nurse Practitioner (ARNP) in the US, throughout 

research process. In addition, an experienced nurse re-

searcher with expertise in ethnography, helped the re-

searcher in auditing the data gathering process, review-

ed the analysis process, and assisted with the final de-

velopment of the analysis. 

RESULTS
1. Characteristics of Participants

All participants were born and raised in Korea and 

varied in age (M=32.25, range from 27 to 41). Fourteen 

(87.5%) had been married for less than 10 years. All but 

one participant have college or higher degree level of 

education. Participants have been in the US range from 

14 to 17 years, most of them have been in the US less 

than 15 years at the time of their interview. The demo-

graphic characteristics of participants are summarized in 

Table 2. In addition, the key themes of this study result 

are summarized in Table 3. 
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Table 2. Demographics of Participants (N=16)

Characteristics Categories n (%)

Age (yr) 20~29
30~39
40~49

 4 (25.00) 
 9 (56.25)
 3 (18.75)

Education level High school 
College: Bachelor's
Graduate degree

1 (6.25)
10 (62.50)
 4 (25.00)

Years in the US 1~5
6~10
11~15 
16~20

 6 (37.50)
 5 (31.25)
 4 (25.00)
1 (6.25)

Employment status Full-time 
Part-time 
Housewife

 2 (12.50)
1 (6.25)

13 (81.25)

Annual family income $ 0~20,000 
$ 20,001~40,000 
$ 40,001~60,000
＞$ 60,000 

 5 (31.25)
 4 (25.00)
 7 (43.75)

Years in marriage 1~5
6~10
11~15

 7 (43.75)
 7 (43.75)
 2 (12.50)

Language at home Mostly Korean
Korean and English
Mostly English 

14 (87.50)
 2 (12.50) 
0 (0.00)

Religious practice Christianity
None

14 (87.50)
 2 (12.50)

Table 3. Main Themes of the Study Result

Categories Themes

Cultural belief system supporting Taekyo ․ Taekyo as an enculturated Korean tradition 
․ Perceived positive impacts on fetal development 
․ Connecting parents with fetus 

Factors influencing Taekyo practices ․ Resources of information ․ Woman's orientation toward Taekyo
․ Pressure from local Korean community
․ Child order

2. Cultural Belief System Supporting Taekyo

This main theme refers to the culturally believed val-

ues of Taekyo that motivated participants to practice the 

tradition during their pregnancy. There were 3 main 

themes in this category. Those are Taekyo as an impor-

tant enculturated Korean tradition, perceived positive 

impacts on fetal development, and connecting parents 

with fetus. 

1) Taekyo as an enculturated Korean tradition

All but one of the participating women acknowledg-

ed Taekyo as an enculturated pregnancy-related custom 

that they felt they should follow, even though 15 partic-

ipants had various years of stay in the US. They learned 

and absorbed the Taekyo through their Korean cultural 

membership when they grew up in Korea. 

I just know what it [Taekyo] is about because I 

grew up in Korea, where everybody practices [Tae-

kyo] when a woman gets pregnant. Hmm, when I 

was pregnant, I just thought I should practice it. 

Any Korean [woman] would know naturally what 

kind of thing she should or should not do during 

pregnancy. For example, let’s see, something like, 

hmm… do not watch anything too violent, just 

watch or think only pretty things like that. Every 

Korean, man or woman, might know about those 

practices… [Participant 2]

Most of participants commented that they had general 

ideas about Taekyo even before they became pregnant 

but once they were pregnant and motivated to practice 

Taekyo, they sought more specific information about 

the details about the specific (e.g., what to avoid, what 

to eat) through various resources. 

2) Perceived positive impacts on fetal development

Taekyo practices were strongly supported by the par-

ticipant’s belief in its positive impacts on fetal develop-

ment. Most participants believed that practicing Taekyo 

would facilitate healthy fetal development in three main 

areas: physical, emotional, and intellectual develop-

ment. Fourteen women said that they restricted those 

foods traditionally believed to cause health problems 

(e.g. octopus, duck) or unpleasant appearance (e.g. 

strawberries) in fear of any bad impact on fetal devel-

opment. As participant 07 stated, “I love strawberries. 

But, my mom said, ‘Don’t eat those [during pregnancy]. 
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Table 4. The Most Followed Taekyo Practices by Participants
(N=16)

Taekyo Practice  n (%)

Touching belly and talking to fetus  16 (100.00)

Listening to music a lot 15 (93.75)

Having peaceful mind 15 (93.75)

Avoiding certain behaviors such as watching 
violent scenes or sitting at a corner 

14 (87.50)

Avoiding certain foods like strawberries, 
sashimi [raw fish], chicken, octopus 

14 (87.50)

Singing to fetus 12 (75.00)

Reading books to fetus  9 (56.25)

Seeing beautiful things
(e.g. paintings, natural scenery) 

 9 (56.25)

Keeping body warm all the time  7 (43.75)

Keeping a Taekyo diary  6 (38.50)

Binding belly at 3rd trimester 2 (7.25)

Your baby would have strawberry-looking skin all 

over.’… I knew it could be just superstition. But, I just 

thought … what if? So, I didn’t eat those [laugh].”

Most participants talked to their fetus (n=16), listened 

to music (n=15), especially classical ones as often as 

possible, and sang a song (n=12). Eight women partic-

ularly mentioned the perceived positive effects of 

“Mozart music” on the emotional and intellectual devel-

opment of their fetus. Those women tried to listen to 

Mozart music all the time, even when they were driving 

or taking a nap. In addition, 12 women made an effort to 

have a peaceful mind, observe beautiful things such as 

paintings or natural scenery, and avoid watching any-

thing deemed violent or disgusting. 

I think, most of all, people practice Taekyo be-

cause mothers hope their baby will grow and de-

velop well inside, and think like “I should do this 

[Taekyo] for my baby’s good development.” And, I 

wished my baby to be a beautiful and smart one. 

Hmm, I think… that was why I listened to the 

Mozart music every day when I heard it was good 

for my baby’s I.Q. development. And, I also read 

from a book, saying that doing some handicraft 

work during pregnancy would help my baby be-

come smart. So I tried to do a lot of handicraft work 

like beading stuffs when I was pregnant with my 

first one. [Participant 15]

The ten most common Taekyo practices observed by 

the participants are presented in Table 4. 

3) Connecting parents with fetus

All participants were greatly motivated to practice 

Taekyo because they felt that Taekyo practices (e.g., 

touching the belly and talking to the fetus, writing a 

Taekyo diary) helped them feel connected with their 

fetus. Following response well illustrated this perspec-

tive: 

I think Taekyo is, hmm… a very good Korean 

tradition that makes a pregnant woman very careful 

about her behaviors, makes her think about her 

baby, and connects the mother and father with their 

baby [fetus]. I felt very much connected when I 

talked to my baby, I could imagine he was smiling 

while listening to my voice. In American culture, 

people count baby’s age after birth. But in Korean 

culture, you know, a baby is already one year old at 

birth. Uh, [we] accept our baby as a part of family 

from day one in mom’s belly. Hmm, I personally 

believe, it is very worthwhile to try to learn a lot 

about Taekyo and practice it. [Participant 10]

Another participant also shared her perspective on this: 

Every day, my husband and I had a moment to 

talk to our baby together before we went to bed. 

[Brief pause] Hmm, my husband told [the fetus] 

what happened at work for the day at night. We 

talked to her every day, and we prayed for her good 

health everyday together. When we did that, 

amazingly… she responded. She moved inside and 

my husband felt it by his hand too. [We] thought, 

‘Wow, we are really having a family now.’ So it was 

a very precious time to both of us. [Participant 15]

Fourteen women commented that they felt most 

connected with their fetus when they were able to 

feel fetal movement as a response to their talking, 

touching, or singing to the fetus. Six participants 

reported that they kept a Taekyo diary as a part of 

Taekyo. One of them who felt connected with their 

fetus when she wrote in their Taekyo diary and read 

it aloud to their fetus said, “I wrote a Taekyo diary 

pretty much every day, imagining her voice, face, 

and fingers… Just as if I am talking to her face to 

face. I felt so connected. [That] meant a lot to me.” 

[Participant 11]
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3. Factors Influencing Taekyo Practices

This 2ndmaintheme refers to the multiple sociocul-

tural factors that interactively influenced KIW’ decision 

making process on how they would practice the Taekyo 

tradition within the US sociocultural context. Four major 

factors were identified. Those were the resources of in-

formation, woman’s orientation toward Taekyo, pres-

sure from local Korean community, and child order.

1) Resources of information

Although most participants knew of Taekyo in gene-

ral., they actively sought more information in details 

about Taekyo practice modalities when they became 

pregnant. They obtained information from multiple re-

sources but major ones were participant’s mother and 

other elderly Korean females, other KIW who went 

through childbirth, reference books, and internet re-

search. For those women who identified their mother or 

other elderly Korean females as their primary resource, 

the traditional values of Taekyo was intensely reinforced 

based on the old ladies’ own experiences in the past. 

It was mainly my mom who told me about 

Taekyo during my pregnancy. Whenever I talked to 

my mom [in Korea] over the phone, she told me I 

should do this but never do that… like do not sit on 

cold seat, do not eat the ending part of Kim-bap 

[referring to Korean seaweed sushi roll]… some-

thing like that... And, especially, she oftentimes told 

me I should never go to a funeral and never talk bad 

about others. [Participant 13] 

Thirteen women identified hearing about other KIW’s 

Taekyo experience in the US as one of their main re-

sources of Taekyo-related information. One participant 

reported: 

Oh, I got most of things about Taekyo from those 

Korean women who already had children here. 

They told me what they had heard when they were 

pregnant and what they actually experienced. 

There were many Korean mothers who had very 

young kids in my neighborhood. They were in my 

age group. So, those stories [from them] were very 

helpful. [Participant 14] 

Lastly, many participants searched Korean websites 

and/or read Korean books for information about Taekyo, 

in some cases, in addition to the information from their 

mothers or other elderly Korean females. Several partic-

ipants who wanted to selectively follow the custom rath-

er than being forced to practice it in the traditional man-

ner tended to use the internet resources as their primary 

one. Those women enjoyed the variety of the infor-

mation they found (e.g., the original or traditional mean-

ing of Taekyo, some scientific evidence to support cer-

tain Taekyo practices). Furthermore, those types of in-

formation could be obtained at their convenience as 

long as they had computer access. One of the KIW com-

mented: 

I heard bad stories from [Korean] mothers. They 

did not want to, but they had to avoid so many 

things because their Korean elderly [relatives] for-

ced them to do so. I became curious why all Korean 

people are obsessive about practicing Taekyo. … So 

I started searching what Taekyo is all about through 

Korean websites. But what I learned from the sites 

was, in my opinion, it is best not to be stressed out 

too much, so to speak. So, I just followed some 

Taekyo practices that seemed not bothersome or 

restrictive to my life style. [Participant 08]

In this study, most participants obtained Taekyo re-

lated information from more than one sources. How-

ever, it was found that each participant’s primary re-

source for Taekyo information was closely connected 

with her orientation toward Taekyo, which is presented 

next. 

2) Woman's orientation toward Taekyo
This subtheme describes childbearing mother’s mind-

sets and attitudes toward the advice on Taekyo given by 

the elderly Koreans, especially their mothers and other 

female relatives. Three identified main types of orienta-

tion were collectivistic Confucianism orientation, Western 

science orientation, and individualism orientation. Col-

lectivistic Confucianism orientation was largely related 

to the relationship with participants’ attitude toward their 

own parents and other Korean female elderly relatives 

in Korea or in the US based on the traditional value of 

fidelity. The KIW with Western science orientation tend-

ed to seek certain scientific evidence related to Taekyo 

rituals and taboos to avoid any shamanistic practices. 

Individualism orientation was associated with partic-

ipants’ selective decisions about food restrictions and 

other behaviors perceived as stressful and inconvenient 

to them and fetus. For example, when a participant with 

very strong collectivistic Confucianism orientation, she 
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decided to practice Taekyo in more traditional ways 

with many behavioral restrictions. On the other hand, 

the other participant who was primarily oriented to 

Western science preferred to observe Taekyo practices 

proven by scientific evidence such as listening Mozart 

music or watching scenery DVDs for peaceful mind 

status. The story told by this participant demonstrates 

the influence of Western science orientation: 

I heard that I should watch what I eat during pre-

gnancy. I did not eat any instant food or caffeinated 

drinks like coffee or pop during my pregnancy be-

cause those foods were reported to be bad. I thought 

it was a very important issue. I know everything I 

ate went to my baby. When I think of it, I could not 

help myself being so careful about those foods. …

But otherwise, I did not restrict any food especially 

based on Taekyo… Oh, and, I heard that some 

research results showed the good impact of classical 

music on fetal IQ and EQ development. So, [brief 

pause] I really tried to listen to Mozart every day, 

even while I was driving. [Participant 08]

Interestingly, three participants with a strong Western 

science orientation stated that they were strongly en-

forced to follow certain Taekyo restrictions based on su-

perstition (e.g., eating squid would cause the baby to be 

born without a spine) by their mother or mother-in-law 

and they had to follow some of those to avoid some 

conflict between with them. 

Lastly, for those who had a strong individualism ori-

entation, practicing traditional Taekyo with so many be-

havioral restrictions was not appealing to them. Partici-

pant 12, who has the highest education among all par-

ticipants, stated that she did not practice most of Taekyo 

other than talking to the fetus and trying not to be 

“stressed out” because she did not want to put herself in 

that situation at that time. However, it is important to 

note that participant 12’s mother had passed away many 

years ago, and have any extended family members in 

the US. She was not involved much in local Korean 

community like Korean church either. Thus, her choice 

to practice Taekyo based on her own personal prefer-

ences might be related that she did not have any exter-

nal., respected Korean elders enforcing her to practice 

Taekyo in a traditional manner. 

3) Pressure from local Korean community

In this study, more than half of participants com-

mented that they felt pressure from other immigrant 

Korean in local community and it motivated them to ob-

serve Taekyo more actively. Participant 14 moved to the 

US when she was teenagers. When she was pregnant, 

she did not pay much attention about practicing Taekyo 

until people from a local Korean church and her mother 

mentioned it. She noted; 

[Korean] People told me, ‘Oh, congratulations 

[on your pregnancy]! Did you start Taekyo?’… But I 

thought, what?… I did not think much about 

Taekyo at first. But everyone told me about it. They 

told me lots of things I should do or something I 

have to avoid. So, what I knew about Taekyo was 

mainly from what I heard from my mom or other 

[female] Koreans at church. Among many Taekyo 

practices, talking to the fetus sounded great to me. 

So, my husband and I talked and sang a Hymn to 

my baby a lot until she was born. [Participant 14]

Another participant said:

It’s different generation. One old lady at church 

told me that I had to move to other seat because 

pregnancy woman is not supposed to sit at the 

corner seat. I felt it was ridiculous but I did what she 

said because I didn’t want to upset her because I 

have known her for many years. [Participant 2]

As indicated above case, several KIW in this study 

stated that they were certain level of pressure from espe-

cially elderly female Korean people from local commun-

ity and they had to listen to those people since obedi-

ence to the elderly is still considered as an important 

cultural value in Korean immigrant society. 

4) Child order

The stories from the interviews showed that child or-

der (first child versus second or later) also influenced on 

how the participants practiced Taekyo. When partic-

ipants got pregnant for the first time, they were very ex-

cited and usually well motivated to actively seek in-

formation about Taekyo through various resources 

based on their orientations toward the tradition as pre-

viously described. Participant 03 who recently had de-

livered her first baby said, “Gosh, when I found I was 

pregnant, I was extremely excited. First thing coming to 

my mind was Taekyo! I was careful not to be against 

what Taekyo says, tried to communicate with my baby 

… and followed many restrictions.” However, partic-

ipant 04 who had two children close in age commented 
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that she was not able to practice Taekyo much with her 

second child. She said: 

Um, I practiced Taekyo very seriously with my 

first one. Very seriously! [I] listened to classical 

music a lot, did meditation oftentimes, and wrote a 

Taekyo diary too. … But, oh, well, not with the 

second one. During the second pregnancy, my first 

one was too young [two years old] and he was a 

handful. He made me so tired all day long. Then 

[sigh], I did not have much energy to pay attention 

to Taekyo for my second baby. [Participant 04] 

Considering that most of KIW in foreign countries 

have very limited support systems, observing Taekyo 

practices in presence of young siblings to take care 

would be very challenging task for those women even 

though they are willing to follow the enculturated Kore-

an prenatal tradition. 

DISCUSSION
In this study, it was revealed that KIW acknowledged 

Taekyo as an important enculturated tradition to follow 

and they preserved Korean traditional prenatal belief 

system which motivated them to observe Taekyo even 

many years after they are internationally migrated to the 

different socio-cultural context with limited support 

system. The findings are congruent with two recent re-

searches on KIW’s childbirth experience in the US [16, 

17] that described Taekyo as an important Korean tradi-

tion embedded in Korean’s everyday life and main-

tained by Korean immigrants. The findings in this study 

are also consistent with the literature on the recognition 

of the traditional perinatal rituals and willingness to ob-

serve those practices among other Asian groups includ-

ing Chinese[24], Japanese[25], and Vietnamese[26] as 

well as those of Mexican heritage[27] immigrants. This 

suggests that many immigrant women from various cul-

tures including KIW tend to preserve and value their tra-

ditional belief system and prenatal self-care practices 

when they experience out-of-culture childbirth in for-

eign country despite of living many years far away from 

their home country. Therefore, HCPs in obstetrical care 

need to understand the different cultural background 

and traditional practice of patients and it will help them 

to provide better rapport and more patient-centered and 

culturally competent care to immigrant population. This 

also suggests that HCPs in the US need to be sensitive to 

cultural differences in prenatal beliefs and practices as 

the first step toward developing their cultural compe-

tence while providing prenatal care to immigrant pop-

ulation. 

The participants in this study felt connected with their 

fetus through following Taekyo, which could impose 

very special meaning to their life as an immigrant while 

living in foreign sociocultural context with lack of sup-

port system. The connected feeling of Taekyo was also 

found in the literature on the prenatal beliefs supporting 

Taekyo studied in Korea [28]. Traditional prenatal practi-

ces aiming at enhancing parental-fetal attachment (e.g., 

touching mother’s belly and talking to baby, writing 

Taekyo diary) are rarely found in the literature on Kore-

an immigrants or other cultural heritage immigrant 

groups’ prenatal rituals in the US. This study found that 

KIW practiced Taekyo with a focus more on enhancing 

parental-fetal attachment than on specific behavioral or 

dietary restrictions. This finding suggests that the great-

est emphasis of KIW’s Taekyo is rather on preferred ma-

ternal-fetal attachment modality than on avoiding ta-

boos and it could be a unique aspect of KIW’ Taekyo. 

In this study, enhancing the healthy development of 

the fetus was identified as a strong cultural belief system 

motivating participants to follow Taekyo. Similar belief 

system regarding the health benefit of traditional self- 

care practice was found in literature of other Asian groups 

like Chinese [29] and Thai [30] culture for various rea-

sons, for example, to prevent miscarriage, still birth, any 

physical disability in the newborn, and a difficult labor. 

Even though the specifics of practice modalities may dif-

fer, those cultural groups’ practices also focus on behav-

ioral and dietary restrictions/precautions during preg-

nancy as do the Korean Taekyo practices. However, un-

like Taekyo, not observing the prenatal behavioral re-

strictions and precautions could be believed to harm the 

newborn baby’s health in those Asian cultures which 

could impose more forcefulness to the women. For ex-

ample, in Chinese culture, if a baby is born prematurely 

or with a low birth-weight, the new mothers may be 

even blamed by family or relatives for not observing the 

cultural practices appropriately, thus causing physical 

harm to the baby[29]. 

In several previous studies on KIW’s childbirth expe-

rience in the US[13-15], the factors influencing KIW’s 

Taekyo practices during their out-of-culture childbirth 

period have never been systemically described in details. 

The findings in this study fill this gap and reveal that 

KIW’s Taekyo practices were influenced by multiple fac-

tors including resources of information, woman’s ori-

entation toward Taekyo, pressure from the local Korean 
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community in the US, and child order due to the burden 

of caring older sibling and given situation as immigrants 

with limited support system. 

The influence of confucianism, which teaches chil-

dren to respect and obey parents and other elderly even 

after they reach adulthood, was still found among par-

ticipated KIW who took the advice on Taekyo from their 

mothers and other female elderly in local Korean com-

munity in the US seriously but modified certain types of 

Taekyo practices based on their own type of orientation 

toward Taekyo in some cases. Interestingly, the partic-

ipants’ practice of Taekyo was influenced by the child’s 

birth order, a factor not previous examined in the liter-

ature on US immigrants’ prenatal practices. Experienc-

ing an important life event like childbirth for the first 

time usually motivated KIW to learn about Taekyo in or-

der to be better prepared. However, the findings sug-

gest that lack of the support systems and increased re-

sponsibilities for childcare of other siblings at home may 

limit KIW' ability to practice Taekyo in the US context. It 

was also found that several participants in this study 

practiced Taekyo selectively, based on convenience and 

personal preference while they were not under much 

pressure from their family or local Korean community in 

the US. The findings are consistent with two recent qual-

itative studies [15,16] that showed KIW’s selective prac-

tice of Taekyo with some modification based on their 

preference and conveniences. 

1. Implications for Nursing Practices and Research

In terms of health care for childbearing women from 

other cultures, the woman’s own cultural beliefs should 

be considered as a necessity to provide more holistic, 

individualized, and effective prenatal care for optimal 

health outcome. Understanding immigrants’ traditional 

prenatal self-care practices should be integrated into the 

prenatal care plan to provide more culturally competent 

and patient-centered care which would improve quality 

of care and immigrant patients’ satisfaction. In this study, 

it was found that the unique content of Taekyo is con-

sidered to have essential attributes that strengthen ma-

ternal-fetal attachment among childbearing KIW. Thus 

Korean traditional health beliefs and practices with par-

ticular attention to Taekyo’s maternal-fetal attachment 

should be considered when planning prenatal educa-

tion program targeting Korean immigrant population in 

the US, preferably conducted by bilingual nurses to 

maximize cultural competency and the effectiveness of 

the program.

According to original Taekyoshingi emphasizing Tae-
kyo’s being properly prepared as a parent, father should 

be important part of Taekyo practices. Therefore, future 

study exploring Taekyo’s meaningful aspects in promot-

ing prenatal health needs to design using the Korean im-

migrant couple as a unit of analysis. In addition, further 

research is required to investigate any conflict between 

KIW and HCPs such as maternal nutritional status re-

lated to the Taekyo restrictions on certain food which 

could be good nutritional sources. And the considera-

tion of the integrative knowledge development for the 

women’s best health outcome is also required.

Since the inclusion criteria for this study excluded 

KIW who gave birth to a baby with any pregnancy com-

plication such as teen pregnancy and preterm labor, it is 

suggested to develop further research on how Taekyo 

practices can be more beneficial for KIW with those 

complicated pregnancy in foreign health care system. 

And the effect of Taekyo-focused prenatal education on 

increasing maternal-fetal attachment and self-efficacy in 

dealing with high risk pregnancy situations among Ko-

rean immigrant family needs to be also studied. Lastly, 

considering the inevitable phenomena of globalization 

of society and increasing trend of internal migration, fur-

ther research studies using different methodological ap-

proaches of research are required to investigate, under-

stand and analyze traditional cultural health beliefs and 

practices related to childbirth observed by diverse cul-

tural groups so that HCPs can come up with more cul-

turally-tailored prenatal education program fitting in lo-

cal immigrant community’s health needs and improve 

their maternal-fetal health outcomes. 

2. Limitations 

In this study, one of limitation is from not measuring 

participants’ acculturation level to the US culture. Fur-

ther studies are guaranteed to investigate the influence 

of Korean immigrant’s acculturation level to the host 

country’s sociocultural context on observing Taekyo 

practices for better integrated research on traditional 

health belief system. Another limitation of this study is 

from the participants with relatively well educated, pre-

dominately Christian Korean women in the US. There-

fore, the study needs to be replicated with other KIW 

with various demographic characteristics to help HCPs 

understand more deeply the influence of traditional pre-

natal self-care practices of Korean woman in foreign so-

ciocultural context. 
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CONCLUSION
In Korean culture, a fetus is perceived and accepted 

as a human being from the moment of conception and 

the birthing mother is supposed to observer Taekyo as a 

set of traditional prenatal education and self-regulatory 

self-care aiming at healthy fetal development. It was 

found that KIW preserved the value of Taekyo and they 

were motivated to observe Taekyo practices while they 

go through pregnancy. The findings indicated that KIW 

preserved similar traditional belief system to women in 

Korea regarding Taekyo and multiple factors interacti-

vely influenced on how KIW practice Taekyo in the US. 

This study is filling the gap in literature on Taekyo prac-

tices among KIW in the US sociocultural context which 

has not been systematically examined. 

Considering the inevitable phenomena of globaliza-

tion of society and increasing trend of internal migra-

tion, HCPs in obstetrical settings need to better under-

standing immigrants’ traditional prenatal self-care prac-

tices and should integrate those practices into the pre-

natal care plan to provide more culturally competent 

and patient-centered care which would improve quality 

of care and health outcomes. Without such understand-

ing, HCPs may misinterpret immigrant women’s behav-

iors and provide ineffective or inappropriate health care 

based on a stereotype or the HCPs’ own cultural frame. 

Based on the findings in this study, implication for cul-

turally competent care and further research request are 

suggested.
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Summary Statement 

￭ What is already known about this topic?
Rituals and health care practices during pregnancy including Taekyo in Korean culture are largely 

influenced and predetermined by the culture in which the birthing parents.

￭ What does this paper add?
This study contributes to fill the gap in literature of how Korean immigrant women preserve traditional 

prenatal belief system and what motivate them to practice Taekyo while they reside in foreign 

sociocultural context. 

￭ Implications for practice, education and/or policy?
Considering the inevitable phenomena of globalization of society and increasing trend of internal 

migration, health care providers in obstetrical settings need to better understanding specific cultural 

group of immigrants’ traditional prenatal self-care practices like Korean Taekyo and should integrate 

those practices into the prenatal care plan to provide more culturally competent and patient-centered 

care which would improve quality of care and health outcomes. 


