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Abstract 

This qualitative study asks: How do Chinese immigrant women working in New York’s restaurant industry negotiate economic survival, cultural adaptation, and gendered caregiving roles while constructing a renewed sense of identity and belonging in the United States? Drawing on in-depth, semi-structured interviews with women aged 20–60, the analysis traces adaptation pathways shaped by economic precarity, linguistic marginalization, and intergenerational care obligations. Many participants—formerly professionals, educators, or homemakers in China—enter restaurant work for the first time post-migration. While employment often begins as a strategy of survival and dignity, it evolves into a platform for community integration, skill acquisition, and identity reconstruction.

Findings illuminate a dual burden of paid physical labor and unpaid domestic care, alongside emergent collective strategies—peer mentoring, rotating childcare, language brokering, and informal labor advocacy—that convert constraint into capability. These practices cultivate everyday agency and a sense of belonging that travel across borders as forms of transnational care. Intersectional analysis shows how gender, migration status, and class co-produce labor conditions and emotional well-being, reframing “menial” service work as socially vital, relational, and transformative.

By centering women’s voices, the study advances theorization of immigrant labor beyond assimilation/deficit models, offering a praxis-oriented lens on resilience and care infrastructures. Policy implications include targeted language access, childcare supports aligned with nonstandard hours, and recognition pathways that translate informal skills into formal mobility. Community recommendations foreground women-led networks as engines of integration and empowerment. Ultimately, restaurant work emerges not merely as economic participation, but as an ongoing negotiation of identity, dignity, and belonging in diaspora life.
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