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Understanding Client Agency and Practice Decisions
in the Context of Chinese Family Culture:
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This study examines how client agency is
understood and linked to practice decisions in
Chinese society, where family culture plays a
central role. Drawing on vignette-based inter-
views with 18 social workers, the study found
that two tendencies coexisted in practice deci-
sions: one respected the family values and
care norms held by the client and family
members while exploring the possibility of
home-based care; the other emphasized main-
taining the family’s overall living conditions
and reducing caregiving burdens, thereby pre-
senting institutional care as a realistic option.
These tendencies did not simply represent a
contrast between respecting and denying cul-

ture. Rather, they reflected differing frame-
works through which social workers balanced
the client’s wishes, family relationships, filial
piety, caregiving burdens, and living condi-
tions in the decision-making process. The
findings suggest that client agency in the con-
text of Chinese family culture should not be
understood solely as independent individual
decision-making, but as “relational agency”
formed and adjusted according to family rela-
tionships and living conditions. The study also
highlights the importance of assessing
whether cultural values support the lives of
clients and families or lead to excessive bur-
dens and the suppression of rights.






