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Rearing grandchildren is a cultural imperative for Chinese grandparents and takes place in 

a multigenerational context. Chinese grandparents live with their adult children and aid in rearing 

grandchildren out of obligation, love, and sense of duty.  A mixed-methods study was conducted 

to explore the stressors for Chinese grandparents sojourning to the U.S., the ways they coped, 

and their well-being while living abroad. The ABC-X family stress model served as the theory 

frame. The subjects of this study were 30 grandparents living in apartment complexes near a 

state university.  The study hypothesized that grandparents who scored higher on intercultural 

stressors, lower on family cohesion and lower social support would have lower levels of well-

being. The study also compared paternal and maternal grandparents, and grandfathers and 

grandmothers, on these independent and dependent variables. The results of the quantitative data 

analysis indicated that family cohesion was an important predictor of well-being but that 

intercultural stressors and social support were not significantly related to well being. Regarding 

gender differences, grandfathers had higher levels of social support than grandmothers.  

However, there were no differences between maternal grandparents and paternal grandparents. 

The results of in-depth interviews brought out other factors related to intercultural stressors and 
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well-being. Additionally, the qualitative findings showed that grandparents played important care 

giving roles, not only for their grandchildren, but for their adult children as well, as they pursue 

advanced degrees in the U.S. Chinese sojourners in the U.S. still maintain traditional family 

values, such as family cohesion and filial piety, these findings are discussed in the context of 

Chinese kinship systems. 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 

Grandparents’ routine involvement in rearing grandchildren is a common phenomenon 

among Chinese family. The circumstances surrounding Chinese grandparents’ involvement are 

different than American grandparents who are more likely to serve as surrogate parents only 

when adult children have problems such as child abuse, drug use, divorce, and mental illness 

(Dolbin-MacNab, 2006). Rearing grandchildren is a tradition for Chinese grandparents that takes 

place in a multigenerational context (Goh, 2006). Extended family that includes elder parents, 

their unmarried children, married sons and the daughters-in-law living together was the typical 

form of Chinese family structure before the revolution in 1949 (Goh, 2006). In this structure, 

Chinese grandparents were naturally involved in caring for grandchildren. Although the extended 

family is almost disappearing, the stem family with at least one parent living with one married 

child and his or her family is still an important family form in modern China (Wang, 2006). Stem 

families represent 16 percent of families in urban China and 25 percent in rural areas (Wang, 

2006). Housing shortages and the need for help with child caring are important reasons for co-

residence (Zhang, 2004). 

The practice of Chinese grandparents caring for grandchildren is rooted in Chinese culture. 

The collective culture values familism, which emphasizes kinship relations of extended family 

members and intergenerational family ties (Feldman, Mont-Reynaud & Rosenthal, 1992; Mjelde-

Mossey, Chi & Lou, 2006; Wu & Tseng, 1985). The family is the primary union of Chinese 

society that meets individual needs, without assistance from non-kinship groups, and there is 

strong emotional ties and mutual dependency among family members (Hsu, 1972). With 

familism as a guiding principle of Chinese life, Chinese grandparents have a strong obligation to 
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help caring for grandchildren. They also care for grandchildren out of love as they regarded it as 

a way of enjoying “family happiness” to be with grandchildren (Sheng & Settles, 2006). 

Chinese adult children who migrate to a new country for study or work still keep the norm 

of inviting their parents to assist in raising grandchildren (Da, 2003). When Chinese 

grandparents come to a new country, they face a whole array of circumstances they wouldn’t 

encounter while fulfilling their grandparent roles in China, including sojourning adaptation, loss 

of their former social network, and unfamiliarity with lifestyles in a new country. We would 

expect these to affect the well-being of Chinese grandparents, but because of lack of research on 

this topic the sojourning experiences and family adjustment are largely unclear.                                                     

For example, while Chinese grandparents may feel enjoyment from a reunion with their 

adult children, there is much potential for conflict. Grandparents are likely to have different 

values or living habits from adult children based on generational and situational differences, and 

conflicts may result. Furthermore, conflict between a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, a noted 

ongoing issue for Chinese Families (Davis-Friedmann, 1991; Wolf, 1968) is likely to also 

emerge in a cross-cultural setting.   

Although Chinese grandparents would seem to play an important role in grandchild-

rearing, even traveling great distances to support their families, there is little research on Chinese 

co-resident grandparents in their homeland (Falbo, 1991; Goh, 2006) or in a foreign country (Da, 

2003). The focus of Falbo’s work was on grandparents’ impact on grandchildren. Goh (2006) 

examined intergenerational differences of opinion about raising grandchildren through 

interviews with adult children and grandparents. Da (2003)’s work explored adult children’s 

views on Chinese grandparents’ involvement in raising grandchildren in Australia, focusing on 

Chinese cultural background and gender ideology as the reasons for Chinese grandparents’ 
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involvement. Prior research has not investigated the well-being of Chinese grandparents as they 

care for grandchildren, nor gender differences among Chinese grandparents in well-being thus 

far. In particular, the living experiences and well-being of Chinese sojourning grandparents in a 

new country and their roles in their immigrant families remains unexplored. 

There is good reason to look at Chinese grandparents in the context of the United States. 

According to Open Doors, the annual report on international educational exchange, mainland 

China was the origin of the second largest number of international students studying in the U.S., 

experiencing a 8% increase in the year 2007 to nearly 68,000 Chinese students attending colleges 

and universities in the U.S. (Institution of International Education, 2008). Although there are no 

statistics on the portion of Chinese grandparents who in the U.S., it is likely that the number of 

Chinese grandparents temporarily living in the U.S. to help care for grandchildren has also 

increased. In these situations, grandparents are considered “sojourners”, or temporary migrants, 

rather than immigrants, or permanent migrants (Matsumoto et al, 2001). 

Purpose of the Study 

The primary purpose of the study was to further our understanding of Chinese sojourning 

grandparents in the U.S by examining the roles, the experiences and well-being of Chinese 

grandparents raising grandchildren in a new country and. Moreover, the study sought to find out 

whether ABC-X family stress model applicable in a cross cultural content by exploring the 

stressors Chinese grandparents experienced, ways they coped, and factors associated with their 

well-being.  

Research Question  

The study addressed the following research questions regarding Chinese sojourning 

grandparents caring temporarily for grandchildren in the U.S. 



 

15 

• RQ1.What are stressors do Chinese sojourning grandparents face when they travel from 
China to the U.S, live together with their adult children and are involved in rearing 
grandchildren? 

• RQ2. To what extent do intercultural stressors, social support and family cohesion explain 
the well-being of Chinese co-resident grandparents in the U.S? 

• RQ3. How do maternal grandparents and paternal grandparents differ in their experiences 
of intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion and well-being? 

• RQ4. How do grandmothers and grandfathers differ in their experiences of stressors, social 
support, family cohesion and well-being? 

• RQ5. What are these grandparents’ perspectives on rearing grandchildren? 

• RQ6. What are the living experiences of Chinese grandparents in U.S? 

Hypotheses 

• H1A: Intercultural stressors, social support and family cohesion will be related to the well-
being of Chinese sojourning grandparents. 

• H1O: Intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion and well-being will not be 
related to the well-being of Chinese sojourning grandparents. 

• H2A: Maternal grandparents will report higher levels family cohesion and wellbeing than 
paternal grandparents and well-being. 

• H2O: There will be no difference between maternal and paternal grandparents in levels of 
family cohesion or well-being. 

• H3A: Grandmothers will report higher levels of intercultural stressors, social support, and 
well-being than grandfathers. 

• H3O: There are no gender differences between grandmothers and grandfathers in their 
reports of intercultural stressors, social support, and well-being. 

Definition of Terms 

Intercultural Stressors 

The definition of intercultural stressors was based on the definition of acculturation 

stressors. Acculturation refers to changes resulting from contact between two distinct cultures, 

which is marked by physical and psychological changes required in “diet, climate, housing, 

interactional styles, norms, and values to a new culture” (Nwadoria & McAdoo, 1996, p.477). 
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Acculturation stressors are the challenges or difficulties stemming from the differences between 

a host culture and an incoming culture (Nwadoria & McAdoo, 1996). As the participants in this 

study were just visiting, they probably did not have time to become acculturated, nor was it their 

goal to become a part of the new culture. For these reasons, the term, acculturation, does not fit 

well to sojourners. Instead, I chose the term, intercultural stressors, to refer to the challenges or 

difficulties encountering a new culture. 

Social Support 

This research adopts the definition of social support from McCubbin, Patterson and 

Glynn’s (1982) Social Support Index (SSI), which evaluated the degree to which family 

members are integrated into the community and view the community as a source of support. 

Social support has the functions of “emotional support”, “esteem support”, “network support” 

and “appraisal support” (Cooke, Rossmann, McCubbin & Patterson, 1988, p. 213). Emotional 

support makes one feel loved or cared for; esteem support makes one feel valued and respected; 

network support gives one a sense of belonging and security; appraisal support provides advice 

for dealing with difficulties;  and altruistic support makes one feel worthwhile for what he or she 

does for other people. The sources of social support in this study include friends in the 

community, community and church activities.  

Family Cohesion 

 This research uses Olson, Russell & Sprenkle (1983)’s definition of family cohesion as 

“the emotional bonding that family members have toward one another” (p.70). Family cohesion 

in this study refers to this emotional attachment between Chinese grandparents and adult 

children. 
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Well-Being 

 The psychological well-being of older adults has been widely studied by social and 

psychological researchers in the past 40 years (Schwirian & Schwirian, 1993). The definition on 

well-being involves two dimensions (Schwirian & Schwirian, 1993). Some researchers focus on 

the dimension of life satisfaction (e. g., Neugarten, Havighuri & Tobin, 1961), while others focus 

on people’s satisfaction with themselves (e.g., Lawton, Kleban & diCarlo, 1984) (Schwirian & 

Schwirian, 1993). The definition of well-being used here has incorporated both the dimension of 

life satisfaction and an internal state. Specific criteria are described in the Methodology chapter. 

Chinese Sojourning Grandparents 

In this study, this term refers to Chinese grandparents holding B-2 visa and staying in the 

U.S. temporarily. Generally speaking, these Chinese grandparents were issued a visa for a six 

months’ stay, and they could extend their stay to one year or longer with approval. For the 

purpose of this study, sojourning is defined as a less than 12 months’ stay in the U.S. 

Limitations 

Only the population of sojourning grandparents residing near a large southern university 

was included in this study, so results cannot be generalized to the larger population of 

grandparents in the U.S. Furthermore, the grandparents’ stressors are not representative of all 

Chinese grandparents in the U.S, but apply only to those sojourning grandparents. Also, 

grandparents in this study mainly lived in family housing apartments, where they typically 

encountered other Chinese families. Their social support from this community might be different 

than that of elder immigrants who live in houses and perhaps are more isolated. Furthermore, the 

adult children were mostly students or post-doctoral staffs at UF; their financial condition was 

likely to be less stable than Chinese immigrants with regular employment. Despite the focused 
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nature of the sample it provides a snapshot of the situation for grandparents who join their adult 

children while they advance their studies at a U.S. university. 

Finally, the research is based on a cross-sectional design; therefore, it is hard to tell the 

direction of causal links (Bryman, 2004). It is hard to say whether the grandparents’ intercultural 

stressors and social support determine the well-being of the grandparents, or their well-being 

prior to coming to the U.S. influence their intercultural stressors and social support.  

Significance of the Study 

Although it is common for Chinese grandparents to be involved in rearing grandchildren, 

there are few studies on this topic. Furthermore, no articles focus on the well-being of Chinese 

grandparents, especially the well-being of Chinese grandparents sojourning in another country. 

There is some research on the well-being of Chinese or Asian older immigrants who have 

established permanent residency in U.S. (Gee, 2000; Moon, 1996; Mui, 1998; Vo-Thanh-Xuan 

& Liamputtong, 2003). These immigrants might live in the new country for many years and not 

necessarily with their adult children. The grandparents in this study lived in the U.S. temporarily 

and all lived together with their adult children. The relationship with adult children is a vital 

coping strategy for this special group and also a potential source of strain and tension. In short, 

this study provides new information on the experience and well-being of the older generation in 

a unique form of transnational family.  

Furthermore, the existing research on Chinese grandparents raising grandchildren and the 

large amount of research on American grandparenting mainly focuses on grandmothers and do 

not examine the involvement of grandfathers. This research studied both grandmothers and 

grandfathers and documented the differences between grandfathers and grandmothers. According 

to Chinese patrilineal tradition, there should be more paternal grandparents involved in caring 

grandchildren. However, with one child policy in China, the preference on sons is on the 
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decrease.  And the relationship between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law is hard to deal with 

for Chinese families. This study examined the differences between maternal and paternal 

grandparents, which are not addressed in previous research.  

The mixed methods in this study have strengths for cross-cultural studies (Ungar & 

Liebengerg 2005). Quantitative research is helpful for exploring the relationship among 

constructs in theory frame. Qualitative research contextualizes the key concepts in theory frame 

and is useful for understanding the experiences of participants. Moreover, the results from 

qualitative portion of this study supported and expanded quantitative results in cultural and 

environmental contexts.  

Regarding possible future applications of findings, it is anticipated that the information 

from this study may be useful to practitioners who are in a position to supply services to 

sojourning grandparents. Also, this study provides useful information and increases awareness of 

the needs and well-being of Chinese grandparents among adult children, as well as in the host 

community. Supportive services and counseling services may be helpful both to the grandparents 

and their adult children 
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

A common phenomenon for Chinese families is for grandparents to be involved in rearing 

grandchildren, and in fact this pattern is embedded in traditional Chinese family structure and 

functions (Goh, 2006). Rooted in Confucian ideology, the extended family system was the 

typical Chinese family form before Mao. There were several generations in the family and more 

than one married child with his or her spouse and children would remain in the family of 

orientation (Davis & Harrell, 1993). The most distinctive character of the traditional Chinese 

family is that it was, and to a large extent still is, patriarchal, as well as patrilineal (Meredith & 

Abbott, 1995). Elder parents lived together with unmarried children, married sons, daughter-in-

laws and grandchildren. The oldest male headed the family and was the ultimate authority, and 

the family line was passed through sons. Furthermore, the Chinese economy, based on 

agricultural production, required collective labor. With additional laborers, extended families 

have more advantages than the nuclear family in terms of providing for family members and 

ensuring economic security (Meredith & Abbott, 1995).  

With Chinese modernization, the extended family is becoming less common, while the 

nuclear family is becoming the normative Chinese family structure (Wang, 2006). At the same 

time, the stem family at least one parent living with one adult married child and his or her family 

(called Zhi Xi Jia Ting in Chinese) is still an important form of Chinese family structure. Using a 

sample (1 percent) from the Chinese census in 2000, Wang (2006) analyzed Chinese family 

structure and found that in urban areas, 71% of families are nuclear in structure, 16% are stem 

families, 10% are single and 0.7% are extended families. In rural areas, 66% of families are 

nuclear families, 25% are stem families, 8% are single and 0.5% are extended family. From these 

figures, we can tell that extended families are less than one percent in urban areas and villages; 
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around twenty percent of Chinese families are intergenerational co-resident families; and the 

majority of households are nuclear families.   

Literature on Chinese family structure doesn’t show whether intergenerational co-

residence is temporary or lasts until the death of elder parents. It is mentioned in the literature 

that more and more Chinese people prefer non-coresidence. In Logan & Bian’s (1999) study of 

urban elder people, only 30 percent of elder parents indicated they preferred to live together with 

adult children. The actual living arrangement depends on elder parents’ needs as well as adult 

children’s needs (Zhang, 2004). On the one hand, with the lack of a social security system for 

elders in China, adult children still have a filial obligation to care for parents; on the other hand, 

adult children need to live together with their parents due to housing shortages and need their 

help in child rearing (Zhang, 2004). Today, newly married couples can hardly afford to purchase 

a house. They may choose to live in the house of their parents if they live in the same area. 

Grandparents, especially grandmothers, are regarded as the important resource for child rearing 

in China. While some couples send their children to the grandparents’ home, more often, the 

grandparents live with their adult children at least temporarily to help raise grandchildren. The 

odds of multi-generational co-residence are greater when young couples have a child less than 3 

years old compared with having an older child (Zhang, 2004). When the children are more than 3 

years old, their parents can send them to daycare or preschool while they are at work. 

Why Chinese Grandparents are Involved in Rearing Grandchildren  

Guberman, Maheu & Maille’ s (1992) research on why women are family caregivers found 

that a feeling of obligation mixed with love and responsibility motivated women to care for a 

dependent person. The finding can be used to explain why Chinese grandparents are involved in 

rearing grandchildren. Chinese elder grandparents have strong obligation of doing something for 

their children to reduce their burden. Furthermore, for Chinese people, having children means a 
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lifelong commitment that lasts through their children’s adulthood. (Da, 2003). Even after the 

adult children are married and have their own children, Chinese grandparents, both grandmothers 

and grandfathers, feel that caring for grandchildren is a way to help their adult children put their 

energy into career, which is important in Chinese modern society. Chinese grandparents also 

care for grandchildren out of love; they regard grandchild-rearing as “enjoying family happiness” 

(Sheng, 1991, as cited in Sheng, 2006, p. 304). 

Moreover, rearing grandchildren is also a “cultural imperative” for Chinese elders (Mjelde-

Mossey, Chi & Lou, 2006, p.20). Based in Confucianism, Chinese elders are highly respected 

and honored in the society. They are expected to play a meaningful role in both family and 

society by giving advice, comfort and help, thus ensuring harmony with nature. (Mjelde-Mossey, 

Chi & Lou, 2006). Adult children usually assume that grandparents will help with child care 

once the grandchildren are born. 

Chinese culture values familism, which emphasizes the kinship relations of extended 

family members and puts the needs of family above the individual (DeGenova, 2008; Feldman, 

Mont-Reynaud & Rosenthal, 1992; Kang, Shaver, Sue, Min & Jing, 2003; Mjelde-Mossey, Chi 

& Lou, 2006). Chinese people also emphasize intergenerational family ties (Feldman, Mont-

Reynaud & Rosenthal, 1992). The involvement in rearing grandchildren is an expression of the 

“intergenerational tie” for Chinese grandparents, particularly, for Chinese grandmothers (Chen, 

Short & Entwisles, 2000, p.572). Filial piety, which emphasizes devotion and service to elder 

people, is the cornerstone of Chinese traditional values (Da, 2003; Mjelde-Mossey, Chi & Lou, 

2006; Short, Sheng & Settles, 2006; Zhai, Xu & Yang, 200; Vo-Thanh-Xuan & Lianputtong, 

2003; Williams, Mehta & Lin, 1999). Although the Chinese Communist Party has broken away 

from some elements of filial piety, such as obeying parents absolutely and holding a traditional 
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funeral, the traditional value of interdependence between parents and children has never been 

attacked (Davis-Friedman, 1991). Furthermore, with the political and economic changes recently 

taking place, young generations have begun to take on some Western values and practices, and 

intergenerational relations tend to be more egalitarian (Chen & Silverstein, 2000; Yuan 1987).  

Filial piety in China today can be understood as an intergenerational commitment that 

works reciprocally (Da, 2003). Adult children are an important source of elder care, and on the 

other hand, elder parents are important source of daily help for adult children (Sheng & Settles, 

2006). This help includes temporary housing, financial support, housework and taking care of 

grandchildren (Sheng & Settles, 2006). 

 In a study of Chinese grandparents raising grandchildren in Australia, Da (2003) regarded 

Chinese-Australian adult children inviting their elder parents to Australia as conveying a deep 

meaning of filial piety. The traveling cost and living expense for Chinese grandparents is higher 

than using a local baby sitter. Chinese Australia adult children are willing to pay the cost for their 

elder parents who have few chances to go abroad. On the other hand, the “quality and safety of 

care of for grandchildren” and “emotional comfort for the migrant parents” given by Chinese 

grandparent is priceless (Da, 2003, p. 20).  

A recent emphasis on Chinese women’s employment combined with deficient childcare in 

China is another important reason for caring grandchildren (Goh, 2006; Zhang, 2004). In 

Chinese traditional society, Confucian ideology supported that women were subordinate to men 

and should stay at home to care for domestic duties and the family. “Three obedience and four 

virtues” doctrines were the idea expected for all women in Chinese traditional society (Ma, 1963, 

as cited in Lee, 1995). The “three obedience” means a woman should obey her father when 

single, obey her husband when married, and obey her son when the husband dies (Zuo, 1959, as 
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cited in Lee, 1995). With the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949, the new party wanted to 

break through Chinese traditional ideology and regarded women’s enrollment in the labor force 

was the key to equality and liberty for women (Bauer, Riley & Zhao, 1992). Thus, the 

government has implemented policies that lead women into the labor force.  

Chinese women’s involvement in the labor force increased sharply since the new 

government (Bauer, Riley & Zhao, 1992). Goh’s (2006) research on Chinese grandparents and 

adult children indicated it was rare for the mothers to stay at home and take care of children in 

contemporary China. Chinese women regard employment as both a way of bringing income back 

home and enhancing their social status (Goh, 2006).  Furthermore, mothers usually have to 

return to work right after maternity leave, which lasts around six months; because “movement in 

and out of wage jobs was difficult since labor supply far exceeded the demand” (Chen, Short & 

Entwisle, 2000, p.572). Part-time, temporary and self-employed jobs are not common in China 

and most often, women return to full time, year round jobs (Chen, Short & Entwisle, 2000; Da, 

2003, Goh, 2006).  

At the same time, child-care facilities are limited in China. Urban cities provide child-care, 

but these mainly target toddlers and pre-school children and infant care is scarce. There are few 

child care facilities for children under primary school age in rural places (Chen, Short & 

Enterwisle, 2000). What is more, Chinese parents think it is best for infants to be raised at home 

(Meredith & Abbott, 1995). There are no formal baby sitters in China. Domestic helpers mainly 

from villages are often viewed as unreliable (Goh, 2006). For instance, in a study of grandparents 

raising grandchildren in urban China, Goh (2006) reported that one mother found that her baby 

crying in the balcony in the cold whether while the helper was drying her hair. Later the 
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grandparents became the baby’s caregivers. Chinese parents regard grandparents as the most 

trustworthy care giver to grandchildren (Goh, 2006).  

With inadequate provision of child care, young couples often turn to grandparents for help 

(Chen, Short & Entwisle, 2000; Zhang, 2004). Chinese grandparents take for granted that they 

will be involved rearing grandchildren (Treas & Mazumdar, 2004). Grandparents are the persons 

adult children feel most comfortable taking care of the grandchildren since they have genuine 

love for the little ones (Goh, 2006; Xie, 1994). 

Furthermore, the Chinese tradition of “doing the month” might contribute to the co-

residence of grandparents with their adult children. “Doing the month” is a post partum practice 

of Chinese women (Holrlyd & Katie, 1997; Hung & Chung, 2001), when the mother is advised 

to take at least 30 days to recover from giving birth. During that period of time, women eat 

specific foods; avoid bathing, and rest, preferably in bed (Holrlyd & Katie, 1997). Generally 

speaking, it is the grandparents who come to help “doing the month” (Leung, Arthur & 

Martinson, 2005). They prepare meals especially the specific foods, do housework and take care 

of the babies. 

Chinese Sojourning Elders in the U.S. and Intercultural Stressors 

Chinese overseas population has steadily increased in recent decades (Poston, Mao & Yu. 

1994). Many of these immigrant families contain sojourning grandparents helping with 

grandchildren (Treas & Mazumdar, 2004). The reasons for Chinese grandparents involved in 

rearing grandchildren overseas are similar with which domestically. Chinese sojourners and first 

generation immigrants in the foreign countries also value kinship relations and are deeply 

influenced by filial piety, which is an important reason for Chinese grandparents rearing 

grandchildren (Da, 2003). Second, Chinese women immigrants bring their gender role ideology 

to the new country. Da’s (2003) study found that although Australia discourages women’s 
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employment with social policies and welfare benefits, and Chinese immigrant families may not 

have a financial need for women’s employment, Chinese women immigrants still regard 

employment as important. Chinese sojourning grandparents are an important resource to help 

these mothers to return to work or study soon after they have their babies. Still Chinese 

grandparents are the ones parents feel most comfortable with taking care of the grandchildren, 

whether in China or in foreign countries (Da, 2003).  

When Chinese grandparents come to a new country, they come into contact with a new 

culture and during the process of acculturation, elders meet many difficulties. As both the 

sojourning elders and elder immigrants have intercultural stressors, and there is lack of research 

on sojourning elders. Research on acculturation stressors of elder immigrants was reviewed.  

Acculturation stressors include being deprived of a social network, language barriers, 

lacking transportation, losing power in the household, lack of leisure activities and financial 

dependency (Moon, 1996; Mui, 1998; Treas & Mazumdar, 2002; Vo-Thanh-Xuan & 

Liamputtong, 2003). The greatest difficulty they have to deal with is social isolation (Vo-Thanh-

Xuan & Liamputtong, 2003). Most of new elder immigrants can’t speak English, neither can 

they drive. This makes them feel isolated and unable to control their own daily life (Treas & 

Mazumdar, 2002; Vo-Thanh-Xuan & Liamputtong, 2003). Busy with childcare and housework 

and isolated from society, grandparents have few chances to attend leisure activities, which they 

might enjoy in their home country and life can be boring (Treas & Mazumdar, 2002). Losing 

their social network, the grandparents feel lonely in the new country and then adult children may 

not be an available source of support. They are busy with their work or studies and may not meet 

the elder parents’ expectation for companionship (Trea & Mazumdar, 2002). Concerns about 

visa status also cause worries. Chinese grandparents’ dependence on adult children and their 
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value of family collectivism lead them defer to the desire of young generation (Treas & 

Mazumdar, 2002). Although the grandparents might have different opinions on living 

arrangements and grandchild rearing, they choose to respect the adult children’s authority since 

they think they live in their adult children’s household. This lose of power is a stressor for co-

resident grandparents (Treas & Mazumdar, 2002).  

Studies of Australian-Vietnamese grandparents (Vo-Thanh-Xuan & Liamputtong, 2003) 

and the study on Latina-American grandparents (Goodman & Sillverstein, 2005) showed kinship 

and lower internal conflicts were vital to the well-being to the elder immigrations. Research on 

Hispanic elders in the U.S. (Mui, 1996) and Korean elder immigrants in U.S. (Moon, 1996) 

found that cultural context was a factor in family social support. Family support might not be 

positively associated with elder’s well-being for all ethnic groups, but it is an important factor 

related to the groups that value family togetherness (Mui, 1996). It is not the size of family 

network but the elder immigrants’ satisfaction to family support that correlated with elder 

people’s well-being (Mui, 1998). Family relationship was found to be a predictor of satisfaction 

of Chinese Canadian elders (Gee, 2000). Demographic factors as age, sex, education level, 

travels with or without the company of spouse, and income are associated with depression 

among Chinese elder immigrants (Mui, 1998).  

Intergenerational Relationships in the Context of Co-Residence  

Research on well-being of Chinese elders has indicated that harmonious relationship with 

adult children is an important predicator of beneficial well-being (Chen &Silverstein, 2000; 

Zhang & Yu, 1998). However, the conflicts between mothers-in-law and daughters-in-law are 

common in Chinese co-resident families (Davis-Friedmann, 1991; Martine, 2000; Treas & 

Mazumdar, 2002). In the past, these were rooted in the traditional patrilineal family, where the 

daughter-in-law was considered inferior. In Chinese traditional society, a daughter-in-law moved 
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into her in-law’s house as a newcomer after marriage and was a stranger to the family and the 

community (Davis-Friedmann, 1991). The elder woman in the household had the authority and 

power. The daughter-in-law was often criticized, scolded, and even beaten by her mother-in-law; 

and a husband could not display any affection outside of their private bedroom (Wolf, 1968). 

Wolf (1968) proposed that the source of the tension between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law 

was “competition for the loyalty and affection of the young man who is the older woman’s son 

and the younger woman’s husband” (p.869). Davis-Friedmann (1991) revealed that at the 

beginning of co-residence, the mother-in-law is “especially watchful of any waste” of the 

daughter-in-law and conflict on household mismanagement were endless (p.72). Later research 

on Chinese intergenerational relationships showed that elder people feel they are losing control 

and power in the family with modernization (Sheng & Settles, 2006; Williams, Mehta & Lin, 

1999). The balance of power is shifting from the older to the younger generation, which is better 

educated and more likely to be employed outside the home (Williams, Mehta & Lin, 1999). As 

young women become more highly educated and earn money for the family, they are gaining 

authority in the household (Da, 2003; Williams, Mehta & Lin, 1999). Daughters-in-law are 

seldom controlled by mothers-in-law, especially in urban places in contemporary China. The 

sources of conflicts between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law in modern society not only 

include being “jealous” of mothers-in-law but also their different cultural background and living 

situations. The mothers-in-law has grown up in a comparatively old culture while the daughter-

in-law lives in a new culture (Williams, Mehta & Lin, 1999). While the older generation places 

more value on obedience, the younger generation strives for independence and freedom. In terms 

of raising grandchildren, the two might disagree with each other on disciplining, feeding, 

educating, dressing, potty training and other aspects of child care. The grandmother may wish to 
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supervise the young mother in caring for her child or even feel the need to intervene if the young 

mother does not raise the child in the way she thinks proper (Wolf, 1970). Also the grandparents 

tend to indulge grandchildren. She will most likely interfere if she thinks the young mother 

disciplines the grandchild in a way more harshly than she expected (Wolf, 1970). In in-depth 

interview conducted by Goh (2006), a young mother complained that her mother-in-law asked 

her not to hit the child when she was punishing the young child for bad behavior. Another young 

mother complained that her in-laws gave the grandchild candies and cookies as treats, which she 

thought were harmful for her daughter’s system. 

The research literature shows that the percentage of grandparents’ co-residence with sons 

is much higher than with daughters (Logan, Bian & Bian, 1998; Martine, L 2000; Short, Zhai, 

Xu &Yang, 2006; Williams, Mehta & Lin, 1999). This is due to the traditional ideology in 

China’s patrilineal society that only a son can carry on the family line. The daughter is just a 

temporary member of the family and belongs to her husband’s family after marriage (Williams, 

Mehta & Lin, 1999; Short, Zhai, Xu &Yang, 2006). Although the percentage of living with 

husbands’ parents is higher than with wives’ parents, the gap has decreased. One reason is young 

women’s higher education and enrollment in labor force, which leads them to break the tradition 

and chose to live with their own parents (Logan, Bian & Bian, 1998). The other reason is that 

because of China’s one child policy, it is impossible for most families to have both sons and 

daughters. The one child policy is weakening Chinese people’s preference for boys, especially in 

urban areas. Fertility Surveys conducted in 1985-1987 showed that the percentage of living with 

wife’s parents in Shanghai and Beijing, the biggest cities in China, was 2.3 times greater than the 

other nine provinces where rural places are the majority (Zeng, Li, and Ma, 1991: 425, cited in 

Zeng 2002). More and more urban elder people prefer to live together with daughters since they 
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give better emotional support and daily care (Sheng & Settles, 2006; Zeng 2002). Although 

paternal grandparents are still important sources of child care, the involvement in child care from 

the maternal side is on the increase (Goh, 2006). 

Reference: U. S. Grandparents Rearing Grandchildren 

Little research has been conducted on Chinese co-resident grandparents rearing 

grandchildren with the exception of Falbo (1991), Da (2003) and Goh (2006). However, with the 

dramatic increase of grandparents raising grandchildren in the U. S. in the recent decades, 

American researchers have addressed this issue (Dolbin-MacNab, 2006; Kelly, Whitley, Sipe & 

Yorker, 2000; Landry-Meyer, Gerard & Guzell, 2005; Mills, Gomez-Smith & De Leon, 2005; 

Ross & Aday, 2006; Sands & Goldberg-Glen, 2000). U.S. Census reports indicated that in 2000 

there were 5.8 million co-resident grandparents who lived with grandchildren under age 18 (U. 

S. Census, 2000). Different from Chinese grandparents, most of whom have a joint mission with 

adult children on rearing grandchildren, 2.4 million (40 percent) American grandparents had the 

primary responsibility for their grandchildren under age 18 in 2000 (U. S. Census, 2000). 

American grandparents rearing grandchildren mainly because of the problems of young parents, 

including: child maltreatment, AIDS, divorce, drug abuse, mental and physical illness, teen 

pregnancy and imprisonment of parents (Dolbin-MacNab, 2006). More than one third of co-

resident grandparents live in a skipped generation family with the absence of the parents (U.S. 

Census, 2000).  

Research on American grandparents raising grandchildren includes the following areas: 

description of demographic and economic character of grandparent-maintained households 

(Crisper & Bryson, 1998), grandparent-grandchildren relationship (Brown, 2003), role conflicts 

of grandparents  (Laudry-Meyer & Newman, 2004), ways in which grandparents parent 

grandchildren (Dolbin-MacNab, 2006), and much research focusing on stress among custodial 
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grandparents raising grandchildren in skipped generation family (Kelly, Whitley, Sipe & Yorker, 

2000; Landry-Meyer, Gerard & Guzell, 2005; Mills, Gomez-Smith & De Leon, 2005; Ross & 

Aday, 2006; Sands & Goldberg-Glen, 2000). Research has demonstrated that full-time 

responsibility for caring for grandchildren has negative impacts on grandparents’ physical and 

psychological health. The stressors include legal and financial issues, role conflicts, health 

problems, social isolation and concerns about grandchildren’s behavior and performance (Kelly, 

Whitley, Sipe & Yorker, 2000; Sands & Goldberg-Glen, 2000). Sands & Goldberg-Glen (2000) 

found that raising grandchildren with psychological or physical problems was more stressful for 

grandparents. Studies on parenting grandparents demonstrated that social support and family 

cohesion could buffer the stress of grandparents (Kelly, Whitley, Sipe & Yorker, 2000; Landry-

Meyer, Gerard & Guzell, 2005; Mills, Gomez-Smith & De Leon, 2005; Ross & Aday, 2006; 

Sands & Goldberg-Glen, 2000).  

Theoretical Framework 

Stress and coping theory is often used in the study of American grandparents’ well-being 

(Ross & Aday, 2006; Sands & Goldberg-Glen, 2000). This study will use ABC-X family stress 

theory as the main theoretical framework. In addition, I will discuss more theoretical frameworks 

that are relevant to my research: social support and family system theory.  

ABC-X Family Stress Theory  

Family stress theories focus on stress, coping and social support in the context of family. 

They propose to uncover why some families are able to cope with ease while other families give 

up when facing similar if not identical family transitions (McKenry & Price, 2000). Hill’s (1949, 

1958)’s ABC-X model described the interaction process among stressors (A factor), family 

resources (B factor) and family perception (C factor), which affects whether or not families 

experience a crisis (X factor). McCubbin and Patterson (1982) expanded Hill (1949)’s ABC-X 
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theory into the Double ABC-X Family Stress Theory which included precrisis and postcrisis 

factors to explain the families’ encompassing adaptation after the crisis was passed and the 

stressors were piled up (McCubbin & Patterson, 1982). 

      Double A refers to the original stressor event and pile up stressors (McCubbin & Patterson, 

1982). McCubbin and Patterson defined a stressor as a life event that provokes changes in family 

system such as death, birth of child, purchase of a house, etc. Stressor events not only refer to 

major life events like disaster or trauma, but also refer to daily hassles and trifles (McKenry & 

Price, 2000). Anything that changes some aspect of the family system can be a stressor event 

(McKenry & Price, 2000).  

The Double B factor refers to existing resources and coping resources in response to 

stressor events. They can reduce the effect of stressor events and prevent crisis of the family 

(McCubbin and Patterson, 1982). McCubbin and Patterson (1982) identified four parts of family 

resources: (1) “self-reliance and self-esteem”, (2) “family integration”, (3) “social support”, (4) 

“collective group support” (p. 45).  

 The Double C factor refers to the family’s perception of the stressor events and sense of 

coherence (McKenry & Price, 2000). Some families have a positive attitude toward the adversity 

and regard it as a chance to grow, while other families have a negative attitude and think it is 

hopeless. Family perception and coherence is a moderator between stressor and adaptation 

(McKenry & Price, 2000).  

 The Double X factor is defined adaptation, the outcome of family coping, stressor events, 

and the pile-up of demands. There are two result of adaptation: bonadaptation and maladaptation. 

Bonadaptation is a positive result, characterized as family member’s life satisfaction, good 

family relationships, and physical/psychological health. Maladaption is negative result of coping, 
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characterized as family member’s dissatisfaction of life or worsening family relationships 

(McKenry & Price, 2000).  

 In short, the Double ABC-X theory introduced the concepts of coping and adaptation to 

the study of family stress. It emphasized the role of coping and resources, including social 

support in facilitating family adaptation to an adverse situation (McCubbin, & Patterson, 1982; 

McKenry & Price, 2000).  

Stress, Social Support and Buffering Hypothesis  

At the beginning of 1980’s, numerous studies had shown that positive social support had 

positive relations to metal health (e. g., Aneshensel & Frerichs, 1982; Billings & Moos, 1981). It 

is generally regarded that social networks provide regular, positive experiences and stable roles 

for people that are beneficial to mental health (Cohen &Wills, 1985). Social support is associated 

with a person’s overall well-being, since it gives a person “a sense of predictability and stability” 

and “recognition of self-worth” (p. 311).  Moreover, support from social network prevents 

people from the negative impact of adversity such as financial or legal problem (Cohen &Wills, 

1985).  

The mechanism through which social support is associated with psychological health was 

unclear until Cohen and Wills (1985) outlined the framework of social support and the buffering 

hypothesis. Cohen and Wills (1985) proposed support may intervene at two points in the causal 

chain linkage of potential stressful events and illness. First, social support may intervene 

between stressors and a stress reaction by “attenuating or preventing a stress appraisal response” 

(p312). Support from others may strength people’s perceived ability to cope with stress events, 

thus the situation will not be perceived as highly stressful. Second, social support may intervene 

between the experience process and the outcome by “eliminating the stress reaction” or by 

directly “influencing physiological processes” (p312). Cohen and Wills (1985) summarized the 
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function of social support as “esteem support”, “informational support”, “social companionship” 

and “instrumental support” (p. 313). Esteem support helps people to build self-esteem and 

believe they are accepted, despite the stressful situation. This support is also referred as 

“emotional support” (p. 313). Information support is people advice to help with coping. Social 

companionship is having leisure time or other activities together with other people. This function 

helps people fulfill the need of connects with other people while distancing from a stressful 

situation for awhile. It is also called “belongingness”. Finally, instrument support is providing 

financial help and service.        

Circumplex Model of Marital and Family Systems 

The Circumplex model of marital and family systems includes three basic concepts that are 

also common in other models of family systems: cohesion, flexibility/adaptability, and 

communication (Gorall & Olson, 1995; Olson, Russell, & Sprenkle, 1983). Cohesion and 

adaptability are two dimensions of circumplex model (Olson, Sprenkle & Russell, 1979; Olson, 

Russell, & Sprenkle, 1983). Communication is the facilitating dimension of circumplex model 

(Olson, Russell, & Sprenkle, 1983).  

Family cohesion is defined as emotional bonding among family members (Olson, Russell, 

& Sprenkle, 1983). There are four levels of family cohesion: “disengaged” (very low), 

“separated” (low to moderate), “connected” (moderated to high) and “enmeshed” (very high). 

When the central parts (separated and connected) make a balance between “togetherness” and 

“apartness”, they are considered to be healthy type of family cohesion. The extreme high and 

extreme low type of cohesion will cause problem with time going (Olson, Russell, & Sprenkle, 

1979, 1983) There are four levels of family adaptability, from a low level to a high level: rigid, 

structured, flexible and chaotic; the central parts are regarded as an appropriate balance (Olson, 

Russell, & Sprenkle, 1983). When combining the two dimensions of cohesion and adaptability 
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into a complex model, 16 types of marriage and family systems result. Four of the 16 possible 

types, which fall in both central parts of family cohesion and family adaptability, are said to be 

balance. If the families fall into extreme levels of both the family cohesion and adaptability 

dimensions, the families are considered unbalanced. If the families are in extreme levels of one 

the two dimensions and are in moderate level of the other dimension, the families are regarded as 

having a midrange system (Gorall & Olson, 1995).  

 In summary, what seems to be important for Chinese grandparents in the U. S. are 

intercultural stressors, social support and family cohesion. My conceptualization of this process 

is as following: 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3-1. Theoretical conceptualization of intercultural stressors, social support, family 
cohesion and well-being of Chinese sojourning grandparents.  
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 

This research studied the living experience of Chinese sojourning grandparents in the U. S. 

and how intercultural stressors, social support and family cohesion affected their well-being. The 

research included both quantitative and qualitative inquiry. This chapter explains how the study 

was conducted, including research design, data collection, instrumentation, and data analysis.  

Research Design 

A cross-sectional design was used for the study. Bryman (2004) defines cross-sectional 

design as the collection of data on more than one case at a single point time in order to detect the 

association of two or more variables. This paradigm enables researchers to examine the existing 

differences among groups at one point of time. However, it doesn’t track the differences over 

time (De vaus, 2001). With a cross-sectional design, the relations between two or more variables 

can be examined, but we can not tell the direction of causal influence due to a lack in the features 

of the experimental design (Bryman, 2004). In this study, Chinese paternal grandparents and 

maternal grandparents were compared in terms of their intercultural stressors, social support, 

family cohesion and well-being. Grandfathers and grandmothers were also compared in terms of 

the four variables.  

Data Collection  

Population and Sample Selection 

The theoretical population of study is Chinese sojourning grandparents with B-2 visas who 

live together with their adult children in the U.S. to help in the rearing of grandchildren. The 

accessible population is Chinese sojourning grandparents with a B-2 visa living near to the 

University of Florida in Gainesville. I recruited 30 grandparents (16 grandmothers vs. 14 

grandfathers) living in family housing (Maguire Village, Corry Village and Diamond Village) 
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and Sun Island. The majority of Chinese families residing near the University of Florida are 

reported to live in these four apartment complexes. There were 25 of them (13 grandmothers vs. 

12 grandfathers) participating in in-depth interviews. 

A convenience sample was located through churches, housing organizations as well as 

word of mouth in the Gainesville, Florida area. To recruit the participants, advertisements on the 

study were put in the common rooms or laundry rooms of the four villages. Due to the small 

target population, snowball sampling was used. Snowball sampling is a non-probability sampling 

method that involves contacting a small number of people who are eligible for the research and 

using them to contact other eligible people (Bryman, 2004). Since the Chinese grandparents were 

not widely dispersed and they might know other Chinese grandparents in the same village, 

snowball sampling was an efficient way to locate potential study participants. The researcher 

also received several referrals from acquaintances in the Chinese community at UF.  

Procedure 

Prior to beginning data collection, the grandparents read and signed an informed consent 

form approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University of Florida. In the 

quantitative study portion, the researcher read the questionnaire to the participants as most of 

them had eyesight problems. If the both the grandfather and grandmother lived together with 

their adult children, both of them were asked to answer the questionnaire in a location of their 

choosing. In-depth interviews were conducted according to their willingness to participate and 

gender balance. The instruments were written in Chinese and interviews were carried out in 

Chinese. In-depth interviews were recorded and transcribed into both Chinese and later 

translated into English for data analysis.  
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Instrumentation  

 The self-completed questionnaire included five sections: intercultural stressors, social 

support index, family adaptability and cohesion evaluation scales (FACES II), well-being 

instrument, and demographic questions (see Appendix A). The instrument for the in-depth 

interviews was composed of open-ended questions (see Appendix B). The instruments were 

piloted with three Chinese grandparents who live in family housing at the University of Florida. 

These grandparents were asked for the feedback regarding the questions in the questionnaire and 

in-depth interview as well as the data collection process. The instruments were revised according 

to pilot participants’ feedback. It took 10-25 minutes to finish self-completed questionnaire.  

Intercultural stressors 

An instrument for Intercultural stressors was developed to measure the intercultural 

stressors Chinese grandparents living temporarily in the U.S. According to the literature review, 

the main intercultural stressors for the older immigrants in the U.S. were found to be: deprivation 

of a social network, language barriers, lack of transportation, loss of power in the household, 

lack of leisure activities, and financial dependency (Moon, 1996; Mui, 1998; Treas & 

Mazumdar, 2002; Vo-Thanh-Xuan & Liamputtong, 2003). An informal discussion with Chinese 

grandparents temporarily residing in the U.S. identified additional intercultural stressors as “feel 

uncertain using public transportation” and “feel inconvenienced by where grocery stores are 

located”. The draft instrument included indicators from research findings and pilot tested 

discussions, was pre-tested with six Chinese grandparents. Collins (2003)’ cognitive methods 

were used during the pre-test. For example, grandparents were asked their cognitive processes 

when answering the questions in order to make sure they thought in a consistent way and in a 

way I intended (Collins, 2003). The draft instrument was revised according to their reported 

cognitive processes and their answers to debriefing questions. The 11 items were measured by a 
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five-point score (1=Never, 2= rarely, 3=occasionally, 4= frequently, 5=very frequently). The 

negative items were reversely coded with the most positive one getting a score of 5 and the most 

negative getting a score of 1. Cronbach’s alpha score of intercultural stressor instrument for this 

study was .789. 

Social support index  

Social support was measured by the Social Support Index (SSI) (McCubbin, Patterson & 

Glynn, 1987). The 17-item instrument measured social support as the degree to which family 

members find emotional, esteem and network support from community (McCubbin, Thomposon 

& McCubbin, 1996). A 5-point Likert scale ranged from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” 

(1=Strongly Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Not Sure, 4= Agree, 5= Strongly Agree). The negative 

items (7, 9, 10, 13, 14, and 17) were reversely coded to ensure all the items are scored in the 

same positive direction. The Cronbach’s alpha of the SSI measure was found to be 0.82 

(McCubbin, Thomposon & McCubbin, 1996). The SSI has been used in a previous study of 

Chinese mainland mothers’ social support with a reported Cronbach’s alpha of .71 (Xu, Farver, 

Zhang, Zeng, Yu & Cai, 2005). Cronbach’s alpha score for this study was found to be .735. 

Family adaptability and cohesion evaluation scales  

Family cohesion was measured by use of the family adaptability and cohesion evaluation 

scales (FACES II) (Olson & Portner, 1983). FACES II consists of a 30-item scale including 16 

cohesion items and 14 adaptability items. Since adaptability is not closely related to the study, 

only the 16 items for family cohesion were used. There are two items for each of the 8 concepts 

related to family cohesion: emotional bonding, family boundaries, coalitions, time, space, 

friends, decision making and interests and recreation. A 5-point Likert scale ranged from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” (i.e., 1=Strongly Disagree, 2= Disagree, 3= Neutral, 4= 

Agree, 5= Strongly Agree); negative items were reverse scored. The instrument had been used to 
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test 2,498 family members with a Cronbach alpha score of .87 for cohesion. FACES has also 

been used for the study of Asian American families and supported the use with this group (Gorall 

& Olson, 1995). The Cronbach’s alpha for this study for this study was found to be .643. 

Philadelphia geriatric centre moral scale shouldn’t this be in caps if it is a title of a scale? 

Well-being was measured by the Philadelphia geriatric centre moral scale. The instrument 

was original designed by Lawton (1975) and was modified by Chen and Silver (2000) in a study 

of elderly Chinese people. The modified instrument contains 9 items asking how often 

respondents had the following feelings in the past week: (1) had as much energy as before, (2) 

felt less useful, (3) had a lot of fun in life, (4) felt depressed, (5) felt unhappy, (6) had nothing to 

do, (7) were willing to have contact with others, (8) liked to be alone, (9) became irritated. Chen 

and Silver (2000) used a 3-score scale ranging from 1 (never), to 2 (sometimes), to 3 (always). 

Negative items were inversely coded. The study used the same items as in Chen and Silver 

(2000)’s modified measure, but with a 5-point scale (1=never, 2=occasionally, 3=sometimes, 

4=frequently, 5=very frequently. The alpha reliability coefficient for the modified scale was .76 

(Chen and Silver, 2000). Cronbach’s alpha of the 5 point scale for this study was .814. 

Demographic questions  

Demographic data included Chinese grandparents’ ages, gender, educational level, their 

adult children’s household income, whether they came by themselves or together with spouses, 

whether they were paternal grandparents or maternal grandparents, their living place, and 

grandchildren’s gender and age. The first reason for collecting demographic information was to 

ensure that I had a large enough sample to include both maternal grandparents and paternal 

grandparents. The second reason for collecting the demographic data was to find out whether any 

of these variables were related to or affect Chinese grandparent’s Intercultural stressors, social 

support, family cohesion and well-being. 
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In-depth interview 

 In-depth interview included 24 open-ending questions asking the reason they came to the 

U.S., their roles, difficulties and inconveniences in the U.S., their pleasures, relationship with 

adult children, friends and activities in the community and their general feelings about being in 

the U.S. It took 20-45 minutes for each participant to complete in-depth interview. 

Instrument translation 

All the above instruments were created in English and translated into Chinese by the 

research. Van de Vijver and Hambleton (1996) suggested considering the linguistic and cultural 

differences among the target populations and the original population during the process of 

instrument translation. To improve ecological validity in a cross-cultural study, the questions 

asked should be culturally free (Van de Vijver & Hambleton, 1996). The instruments were not 

literally translated into Chinese. Some adaptations were made according to the cultural context. 

The Chinese translation of the instrument was reviewed by a Chinese faculty member and a 

doctoral student who were both familiar and well-versed in concept related to emotional well-

being both from a practitioner and researcher standpoint. The translation was further reviewed by 

two adult children who lived together with Chinese grandparents and were proficient in both 

English and Chinese.  

Data Analysis 

Pearson r correlation was conducted to assess the relation between and among intercultural 

stressors, social support, family cohesion and well-being. The Pearson r correlation is a method 

to exam the relationship of two interval/ratio variables (Bryman, 2004). It assesses “whether the 

amount of variance in one variable is related to the amount of variance in the other variable” 

(Nardi, 2006).  
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Multiple regression analysis was used to ascertain which independent variables 

significantly influenced the dependent variable), and to what extent all the independent variables 

explained dependent variable (Nardi, 2006). In this research project on Chinese sojourning 

grandparents, the grandparents’ well-being was the dependent variable; intercultural stressors, 

social support and family cohesion were independent variables.  

A Mann-Whitney U test was run to compare paternal grandparents and maternal 

grandparents in terms of Intercultural stressors, social support and well-being. The Mann-

Whitney U test is a non-parametric test that is used to determine differences between groups of 

paired data when the data are not sufficient (non-normally distributed) for a parametric test.  

The in-depth interview was conducted in Chinese, and was recorded, transcribed and 

translated into English. Qualitative data were analyzed via both traditional grounded theory, in 

which theory emerges inductively from data; and the extended case method, where the 

theoretical frame was deductively assessed and refined through comparison with the inductive 

findings generated from in-depth interview data (Hines, Merdinger & Wyatt, 2005). In this 

study, the themes from the ABC-X stress and coping theory were expanded with the inductive 

findings from in-depth interviews.  Also, additional themes that could not be easily classified 

into the unrelated to ABC-X theory emerged from the interviews.  

Before coding the data, themes related to the theoretical framework and emergent themes 

outside the theoretical framework were listed through reading the transcripts. Then the 

transcripts were coded line-by-line with a code book and the data were sorted according to the 

codes.  
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CHAPTER 4 
RESULTS 

This chapter presents the results of both the quantitative and qualitative inquiries. The 

purpose of this study was to find out to what extent Intercultural stressors, social support and 

family cohesion were related to Chinese grandparents’ well-being in the U.S., as well as uncover 

other factors that attribute to grandparents’ well-being. Thirty Chinese grandparents (14 men and 

16 women) in 17 households completed the questionnaire. There were 12 couples among the 30 

participants. Twenty-five of the thirty participants (12 men and 13 women) participated in in-

depth interviews, among which there were 7 couples. The demographic description of 

participants for the quantitative portion will be presented first, followed by quantitative and 

qualitative findings.  

Sample Demographics 

The demographic information collected on participants included: age; sex; education level; 

whether they come from urban China or rural China; whether they came to the U.S. with their 

spouses or by themselves; whether they are paternal or maternal grandparents; how many times 

they have been in the U.S. (including this time); the number of grandchildren they have; age and 

sex of grandchildren; adult children’s family income; and the apartment complex where they 

currently reside. The summary of the sample’s demographic characteristics is as follows as well 

as in the corresponding Figures: 

• Eleven grandparents (37%) were between the ages of 50 and 59; seventeen were in the 60-
69 (56%) age category; and two (7%) were 70 years old (Figure 4-1).   

• Fourteen men (47%) and sixteen women (53%) participated in the study (Figure 4-2). 

• Twenty-one participants (70%) were maternal grandparents and nine participants (30%) 
were paternal grandparents (Figure 4-3). 

• Twenty-seven participants (90%) came with spouses and three participants (10%) came by 
themselves.  
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• Twenty-seven participants (90%) came from urban China and three participants (10%) 
from rural China.  

• Fifteen households had just one grandchild. Two households had two grandchildren. None 
of them had more than two grandchildren in the household.  

• The mean age of first grandchild was 1.77 years. All first grandchildren were under four 
years old except one grandchild who was 13 years old. Taking out the outlier, the majority 
of first grandchildren (n=10, 63%) were under one year old (Figure 4-4).  

• Nineteen participants (63%) lived in family housing on campus, four participants (13%) in 
the Sun Island apartment complex and seven (23%) lived in other community-based 
housing (Figure 4-5).  

• Seven participants’ (23%) adult children’s households had incomes over $10,000, eight 
(27%) earned over $20,000, three (10%) made over $30,000, twelve (40%) had incomes 
over $40,000 (Figure 4-6). 

• For eighteen participants (60%), it was the first time to be in the U.S.; for nine participants 
(30%) it was the second time to be in the U.S. and for three (10%) participants, it was the 
third time to be in the U.S. (Figure 4-7) 

Statistical Analysis 

The intercultural stressors scale asked the respondents how often (1=Never, 5= Very 

Frequently) they had feelings or experiences with 11 given statements. The Social Support Index 

(SSI) asked the respondents the degree to which they agreed or disagreed (ranging from 

1=Strongly Disagree to 5= Strongly Disagree) with 17 given statements. The Family Cohesion 

Scale asked the respondents the degree they agreed or disagreed (ranging from 1=Strongly 

Disagree to 5= Strongly Disagree) with 16 given statements. The Philadelphia Geriatric Centre 

Moral Scale measuring well-being asked respondents how often (from 1=Never to 5= Very 

Frequently) they had experienced 9 stated situations. All the negative items were reversely 

coded. The statistical summary of the four variables was as follows (Table 4-1). 
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Hypotheses for Quantitative Inquiry 

• H1A: Intercultural stressors, social support and family cohesion will be related to the well-
being of Chinese sojourning grandparents. 

• H1O: Intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion and well-being will not be 
related to the well-being of Chinese sojourning grandparents.  

 
Correlation analysis using Pearson’s r correlation was conducted to examine the 

relationship between intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion, and Chinese 

grandparents’ well-being. Family cohesion was significantly related to well-being at the 0.001 

level (r= 0.529, p<.001). Also, Intercultural stressors were significantly related to well-being (r= 

0.320, p<.050). No significant relation was found between social support and well-being. Table 

4-2 illustrates this analysis.  

A multivariate linear regression was performed to examine the combination of influences 

of intercultural stressors, social support and family cohesion to Chinese grandparents’ well-being. 

Linear regression tests the predictive power of independent variables on the dependent variable. 

Intercultural stressors, social support and family cohesion were first tested individually on the 

predictive power to grandparents’ well-being. The results (Table 4-3) show that family cohesion 

was a significant predictor of well-being (p< 0.001) whereas social support was not a significant 

predictor. Intercultural stressors, which was significantly related to well-being in Pearson’s r 

correlation, was not significant in the combined regression model. However, the β value of .320 

indicated there was a relation between intercultural stressors and well-being. The first null 

hypothesis was therefore partially supported. Next, multiple regression was used to test the total 

amount of variance explained by the three predictors. The model summary (Table 4-4) shows 

that intercultural stressors, social support and family cohesion together explained 34.8% (R2 

=.348, p<.010) of the variance in Chinese grandparents’ well-being.  
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• H2A: Maternal grandparents will report higher levels family cohesion and wellbeing than 
paternal grandparents and well-being. 

• H2O: There will be no difference between maternal and paternal grandparents in levels of 
family cohesion or well-being. 

 
A Mann-Whitney U test was used to test the second hypothesis. The Mann-Whitney U test 

is useful for comparing two groups in terms of measures on dependent variables. It is used when 

the sample is small and non-parametric (non-normally distributed and skewed), and tests the 

differences between groups on medians rather than means. The skewness and kurtosis in Table 

4-5 tells us the distribution of maternal grandparents and paternal grandparents in terms of the 

four variables was not normal. The skewness for a normal distribution is zero and the kurtosis for 

a normal distribution should be about 3.0. 

The result of Mann-Whitney U test (Table 4-6) shows that there was no significant 

difference between maternal grandparents and paternal grandparents on measures of 

acculturation, social support, family cohesion and well-being. Thus the second null hypothesis 

was supported. 

• H3A: Grandmothers will report higher levels of intercultural stressors, social support, and 
well-being than grandfathers. 

• H3O: There are no gender differences between grandmothers and grandfathers in their 
reports of intercultural stressors, social support, and well-being. 

 
Hypothesis three was also tested using the Mann-Whitney U test. The skewness and 

kurtosis in table 4-7 shows that the distribution of grandfathers and grandmothers in terms of 

four variables is not normal.  

Results show that these grandfathers perceived having significantly higher level of social 

support than grandmothers. However, there were no significant differences between the two 
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groups on intercultural stressors, family cohesion and well-being (See Table 4-8 below). Thus 

the third hull hypothesis was partially supported. 

Qualitative Results 

In-depth interviews were conducted with 25 grandparents, including 13 grandmothers and 

12 grandfathers. The Double ABC-X model of family stress and coping served as the framework 

for coding; and then emerging themes not captured in this framework were assigned other codes. 

The concepts in Table 4-9 and Table 4-10 were based on participants’ words and abstracted 

according to themes from the theoretical framework and emergent themes. Line-by-line coding 

was used for data analysis.  

Theoretical Based Themes 

Stressors of Grandparents  

Stressors are represented by the A factor in the ABC-X family stress model. Grandparents 

reported a number of stressors, including intercultural stressors in the new country, differences of 

opinion with their adult children, their concern for their adult children and other stressors.  

Long trip. Although coming to the U.S. is a glorious thing for many Chinese people, these 

Chinese grandparents generally found the trip expensive, tiring and even frightening. One 

respondent shared his unpleasant experience of being refused when he applied for a visa the first 

time. “I spent over 3, 000 Chinese dollars (around 400 U.S. dollars), including the application fee 

and travel fee to the embassy. It was a big expense for us.”  

As there are just five cities in China with U.S. consulates, the elderly people had to travel 

to one of them to apply for their visas. Even though some of the respondents got their visas 

smoothly, their experiences in an unfamiliar Chinese city were not easy. Furthermore, their trip 

halfway around the world was perhaps their first time outside China sounded especially 

incredible for their old age; moreover, most of them could not speak English.  
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One elderly couple still felt frightened when talking about the turbulance during their trip 

from China to the U.S. The grandfather described, 

The airplane shook a lot. It flew high and low. We were very nervous at that time and 
worried a lot. I thought there was no need to have such trouble. It was not worthwhile. It is 
not absolute safe in the airline between China and the U.S. Air crashes are not rare in the 
world. People are destined to death. But there is no need (to be dead in air crash). 

Language barrier. When asked about the difficulties and inconveniences they 

experienced in the U.S., all participants indicated that the language barrier was the biggest 

problem. They couldn’t go shopping by themselves, couldn’t read the instructions on food 

packages, or watch TV programs. Neither did they dare to take public transportation as they were 

afraid of getting lost. A grandmother said: “It is inconvenient for me to go outside by buses 

because of the language barriers. I have to stay at home most of the time. My sphere is just this 

community.” Furthermore, participants felt they couldn’t communicate with non-Chinese 

speakers in the community and their social circle and life experiences were narrowed as a result.  

My neighbors are very nice. They say hello to me each time we see each other. I want to 
talk to them, but I can’t speak English. Neither do they speak Chinese…It is not like in 
China, once you open the door, you can talk with people outside. I can just greet people 
here and can’t chat and have fun together.  

The participants also described their difficulty in learning about and understanding the 

U.S. and its culture because of the language barrier. A grandmother said “When I visit 

somewhere, say, the museum, I can’t read the exhibit description. I am like an illiterate, just 

telling things by their appearances and not learning them in detail.” Her feeling was echoed by 

another grandfather: 

I bring my grandson to the museum sometimes. The staff there is very nice. But I don’t 
know what they are talking about. A lady in the museum always gives a lecture to the kids 
who visit there. We join the fun but don’t understand her.  

One grandfather expressed his embarrassment when American people started the 

conversation with him in the vegetable garden and he couldn’t continue. 
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Once a person asked me what kinds of vegetable I planted. I can only say “pepper” and 
“soybean”. I can’t say any other names of the vegetables I planted and I felt embarrassed. 
Then I said to him, “I Chinese, no English”. I wanted to tell him I am Chinese and I can’t 
speak English. And I said “sorry, sorry”. I didn’t want to continue the conversation. 

Another grandmother described her frustration when she couldn’t socialize with her 

grandson’s peers and their parents who did not speak Chinese. 

My grandson is bigger now. He needs to play with other children. There are children from 
different countries on the playground, white, black and other ethnicities. They speak 
English. I can’t talk with them and the parents. I feel bad that I can’t let my grandson blend 
into his peers.  

Different lifestyle. The majority of participants came from urban China where people 

lived near to each other due to high population density in urban areas. These grocery stores were 

within walking distance and the participants could go shopping by themselves. However, the 

participants complained they couldn’t go shopping without getting a ride from their adult 

children in the U.S. A grandmother who thought she couldn’t lead her life freely in the U.S. said, 

“It is like you have no leg if you don’t drive in the U.S. I can’t drive at my age. Even if I could, I 

don’t know the directions because of language barrier.” And the participants felt unused to 

shopping once a week in the U.S.; in China, they went to the market every day and bought fresh 

food. Moreover, most participants felt the price of vegetables in the U.S. was comparatively high 

and there was a lack of variety, particularly for preparing Chinese dishes. 

According to Confucian ideology, elders are respected in Chinese society. Community 

activity centers are popular in urban areas. The participants expressed they could attend group 

activities with other elders in the community in China. A grandmother over 60 years of age 

described a typical daily routine for most retired people in urban China. 

In the early morning, I attend group exercise in the park. There are people playing erhu, 
singing Beijing opera, playing taiji, dancing and doing other activities in the park. I dance 
for around one hour. One the way home, I buy food for three meals a day. Then I go back 
home, have breakfast, take a rest and then prepare lunch. After lunch, I take a nap and then 
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play majong with my friends. After dinner I do some exercise in the community, take a 
walk or dance. 

Lacking group activities and entertainment, most grandparents claimed their life in the 

U.S. was somewhat dull. As a grandmother stated,  

My life in China is more colorful. At my age, it is better to have a colorful and fulfilling 
life. While I am in the U.S., I just stay at home most of time, taking care of my grandchild 
and doing housework. My son and daughter-in-law are busy with their work. We can only 
go outside on the weekends. Life is dull. I feel lonely sometimes. 

During their stay in the U.S., the participants were separated from their former social 

network. One grandfather said he missed his relatives and friends in China, 

When I was in China, I could go around and talk to my relatives and friends when I was 
frustrated. I felt much better after talking with them. But right now, I just stay with my 
own family and have few social networks except several Chinese people in the 
neighborhood. 

Concern for adult children. Most respondents were concerned about their children’s busy 

schedule and current standard of living. Because most of adult children were students or post-

doctoral fellows at UF, their income was comparatively low to other U.S. residents as well as 

immigrants, and their current living standard was below grandparents’ expectations. 

Before I came here, I believed that their lives should be very good since they are well 
educated and have PhD degrees. But I find things are different when I get here. As you can 
tell from their apartment and the furniture, their lives are not easy.       

Some participants claimed their adult children’s living standard was lower than their peers 

in China and even worse than their own living conditions in China. Some participants said that in 

China, they lived in newer and bigger places; and, one of them owned a new car, while in the 

U.S.  her adult children were driving a used car.  

It was a common view for the participants that pursuing a Ph.D. degree in the U.S. 

required tremendous effort. In most participants’ eyes, their adult children led a tough life in the 

U.S. They were busy with their work, did not eat well, and were marginalized in U.S. society. 
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Two grandfathers compared their adult children to migrant workers in China who moved from 

rural to urban areas hunting for jobs to earn a living.       

They are like emigrants who seek life in Beijing. Their life is not stable and is full of 
competition and pressure. They have low economic status and do not belong to the 
American majority.  

Their adult children’s future has also been a potential concern for the participants. One 

grandmother was concerned about her son-in-law’s future and his decision to either stay in the 

U.S. or go back to China. Her daughter was currently a faculty member in a university in China. 

As she had no Ph.D. degree, it was not easy for her to decide to give up her job in China and join 

her husband in the U.S. What’s more, the son-in-law’s post-doctoral position was temporary. 

However, the whole family felt good about living in the U.S. and American society. It was a 

dilemma for the adult children to make a decision whether to stay in the U.S. or go back to 

China. 

We do worry about their future. No matter where they stay, either in the U.S. or China, we 
only hope that they can stay together and have a stable life. But right now, it is still 
uncertain for them. It is good if they would like to stay here since the social environment 
and natural environment (no air and water pollution) in the U.S. are good.  It is also good if 
they want to go back to China. Since they are well educated, they should have no problems 
getting a job. I only hope they have a clear goal, work towards to the goal, and be reunited 
sooner.  

Differences or conflict with adult children. Most participants admitted they had 

differences with their adult children over raising the grandchildren because of intergenerational 

and cultural differences. The upper generation tended to follow Chinese tradition, while the adult 

children were influenced by Western ways of childrearing. Five grandparents, whose 

grandchildren were all less than one year old, reported they had different opinions from their 

adult children on whether to feed the babies water. The grandparents felt that newborns needed 

to be fed with water according to Chinese traditional practices. However, the young parents 

insisted that babies younger than four months old should be only fed with breast milk or formula, 
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not water, following U.S. doctors’ recommendations. The participants expressed their worries 

that the grandchildren would become dehydrated without drinking water.  

It is hot and humid here. I feel worried that the baby is just fed with her mother’s milk. 
Milk is milk. Water is water. How can milk replace water? I do not understand why we 
can’t feed infants with water in the U.S. while in China we can.  

Another grandmother described a difference of opinion with her daughter on another issue 

related to feeding the newborn grandchild: 

After the baby was born, I want to feed him formula. But my daughter disagrees with me. 
So does the doctor. They insist the baby should suck for milk. But my daughter has no 
milk at the beginning. The baby was hungry for three days. I worried a lot. 

Chinese grandparents were also concerned their grandchildren wore too few clothes and 

ate too much cold food, thus threatening the Chinese value of keeping babies or children warm. 

One grandmother felt continually uncomfortable with her daughter giving her granddaughter 

cold milk, right from the refrigerator.  

I think milk should be warmed after taking it out of the refrigerator. Children should not 
drink cold milk, which is not good for their stomach. But my daughter doesn’t think so. 
She says American children always have cold food. She also lets my granddaughter eat ice 
cream. I feel it is too cold. 

Meanwhile, participants said that their children often complained about their spoiling their 

grandchildren. A grandfather said his adult children didn’t like when he cuddled the baby until 

he fell asleep. “They (adult children) told me not to hold the baby too often. In fact, I know the 

baby will be spoiled if I hold him too much. But the baby is so little.”  

Medical care. Basically, Chinese sojourning grandparents were issued visas for six month 

stays in the U.S., and some of them extended their visas for another half a year before they 

expired. As they planned only to stay temporarily in the U.S., only one of the participants had 

bought health insurance. The rest did not have any coverage while in the U.S. When asked 

whether they were worried about their insurance, some participants did not worry too much as 
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they were confident with their health. But others felt concern about this issue. A seventy-year-old 

grandmother who had diabetes, nephritis, high blood pressure and heart disease before she came 

to the U.S. brought all kinds of medicine from China and had injection everyday with the help of 

her spouse. “Whenever I feel uncomfortable, I take some medicine.  It is expensive to go to a 

hospital in the U.S. We can’t afford it.”  

A grandfather said once he had some symptoms he would fly back to China to be treated.  

Sometimes I feel worried about health insurance. Generally saying, health insurance is the 
biggest concern for us visiting parents. I heard that once you went to hospital, the fee 
charged were very high without health insurance. We haven’t been sick till now. But I 
have concern about this.    

East or West, home is best—homesickness. Most participants regarded the U.S. as an 

environment that was good for the development for young people. However, they thought it was 

not a good place for older people and they were looking forward to returning to China whether 

they enjoyed their stay in the U.S. or not.  

“There is an old Chinese saying, ‘fallen leaves go to the root’. My root is in China. There 

is no advantage for an old people to be in foreign country.” 

“Who doesn’t say one’s hometown is the best place? The U.S. is good, but our roots are 

not here, how can we blossom here?” 

“The U.S. is the battlefield for young people where they can struggle for a good life. We 

elderly people have no hope here.” 

Resources 

The B factor in ABC-X family stress theory refers to resources. In this study resources 

included support from family members, support from Chinese friends in the community, and 

church and community activities.  
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Filial piety of adult children. As shown in the quantitative portion of the study, family 

cohesion was related to participants’ intercultural stressors and was significantly related to 

grandparents’ well-being. The participants felt satisfied with the filial piety their adult children 

showed them and they all reported that they lived in harmony with their adult children. Most 

participants sensed their adult children’s filial piety by the material and emotional support they 

provided grandparents.  

“My daughter always buys food that is rare in China for us. I tell her the food is expensive. 

She says ‘but you didn’t eat it before. You should try.’ ” 

“My daughter buys food I like to eat. I like cookies with filling. My daughter bought me 

those kind of cookies. My wife likes peaches. My daughter bought big peaches for her.” 

“They (adult children) buy me many good quality clothing. Also they buy many gifts for 

me to take back to China, such as fish oil, a watch and ginseng. The prices are beyond my 

imagination.” 

“They treat me well. They do not earn much money. But they invited us to travel to New 

York, Washington D.C. and Niagara Falls with a travel agency.” 

The participants also described their adult children’s showing filial piety with emotional 

support. 

“We feel very happy as they (adult children) are very nice to us. My daughter-in-law is 

industrious. She is enthusiastic and considerate. She always shows a kind concern for our 

comfort.” 

A grandmother felt very pleased with her son-in-law who always spent time talking with 

her husband, 

I get along well with my adult children. There is no need to say my daughter since I bring 
her up and know her temper and character very well…. My son-in-law has good temper 
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and is nice to elder people. He is easy-going. Whenever he is available, he talks with my 
husband. They chat on everything, politics, life, sports, everything, even alligators. We are 
very happy and have nothing to be unsatisfied about.  

Pleasure from grandchildren. When asked “What pleasures do you have in the U.S.?” 

Most participants referred to their pleasure in having grandchildren.  A grandmother stated that, 

“My pleasure is I have a grandchild, who brings me much happiness. The baby is not 

naughty at all. He seldom cries and he is healthy. I am happy to be together with him.”  

“My grandson just begins to sit by himself. He smiles when I play with him. It is the 

happiest thing in one day.” 

A grandfather stated that, 

“We enjoy the pleasure of three generations being together. My grandson is just one-year-

old, but he knows how to please us. When I say I am tired, he will massage my back with his 

little hand. When his grandma says she is tired, he will massage hers.” 

“My grandson is very lovely. All of us like him very much. We feel happy even though we 

are busy in taking care of him.” 

Participants also indicated being pleased with their grandchildren’s intellectual 

achievements. A grandmother felt pleased that his two year old grandson knew the names of 

many auto brands. The participants whose grandchildren were school aged also reported feeling 

very proud of their grandchildren’s intelligence and their achievements in study. An elderly 

couple demonstrated pride when talking about their 13 year old grandson who got five trophy 

cups in a math competition. The maternal grandfather expressed, “I feel happy when I tell my 

other family members in China (such as my son) that my grandson is doing very well with his 

study.” 
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In summary, the quantitative and qualitative results show Chinese sojourning grandparents 

receive support and pleasure from their adult children. And feeling pleased with and by 

grandchildren related to their well-being. 

Chinese friends in the community. Because most participants lived in apartments near 

campus, where other international students were housed, they had many chances to encounter 

other Chinese elders in the community. For many participants, Chinese friends were a part of 

their daily life. They greeted each other, dropped in to visit each other, chatted in common public 

community areas, went fishing or planted vegetables together. The quantitative results showed 

that social support was not significantly related to the participants’ well-being. However, I heard 

diverse comments on the importance of Chinese friends in the community. Some of them 

regarded their Chinese friends in their residential community as very important to their life in the 

U.S., while others thought they were just part of daily routine or unimportant.  

A grandmother said Chinese friends in the community were highly important to her 

because she could talk with them in their own language. “We can understand each other and talk 

about family and anything we’d like to talk about and not worry about a language barrier.” She 

continued to describe friends concern for each other: “We will ask each other if we haven’t met 

for several days. Like just now, “I asked the elderly lady why she hasn’t been to the pavilion (an 

outdoor community meeting place) these days. She said she caught a cold.” 

When the grandparents chatted with each other, their topics were mainly on their 

experiences in the U.S., their feelings, the adult children’s work and how to take care of the 

grandchildren. The conversation had a therapeutic value for them as they always shared their 

feelings in the U.S. and found they had similar experiences.  

A grandfather describes how important Chinese friends in the community were to his life,  
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It is fun to be with them (Chinese friends) and they are big comfort to me. I felt lonely and 
bored when I first came here since I could not communicate with others. I felt better once I 
could chat with Chinese people in the community. We have a sense of attachment to each 
other since we are all Chinese people. We say hello to each other and encourage each 
other. We tell each other that it doesn’t matter that we are not used to life in the U.S. 
Things will get better after we stay here for some time. It is very good to see them. 

The participants also regarded their adult children’s close friends as their own friends. A 

grandfather referred to instrumental support from his daughter’s friends. “They give help as we 

need. For instance, when my daughter gave birth in the hospital, her classmates, who I am also 

familiar with, gave us a ride to the hospital and brought us back.” 

The grandparents who thought Chinese friends in the community were routine or not 

important explained that the friends here were just temporary. They had fun when they chatted 

with each other, but there was a lack of intimate communication. Furthermore, once they got 

familiar with each other, they would be separated because of their visa limitations. As one 

grandmother said, 

To tell you truth, these friends are not important to me. We get along well with each other. 
But we just live here temporarily. We will go back to China sooner or later. We will not 
see each other after we go back. They are just acquaintances and are not friends for long. 

More men regarded friends in the community as important than women (7 men out of 12 

vs. 2 women out of 13). Women were more likely to regard family members as far more 

important than friends. Men were found to spend more leisure time with friends in chatting, 

fishing and gardening. 

Community and church activities. The participants attended community or church 

activities infrequently. Some participants attended community activities on special occasions, 

such as on Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Independence Day, Easter; etc. and some of them 

attended church activities occasionally. Generally speaking, the participants looked at these 

events as entertaining and interesting, but not as important. As a grandmother said, “Those 
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activities enrich my life. Life is more fun if we join the activities since we always stay at home… 

They make life interesting, but it is hard to say they are important.” 

Most participants had been invited to attend church activities and felt good about the 

church environment. However, as most of them did no have religious beliefs, they did not go to 

church regularly. For most of them, church activities were not an important part of their life. 

Perspective to stressors and resources 

Perspective is the C factor in the ABC-X family stress theory. The participants were found 

to cope with the stressors associated with their current sojourning status through their own 

perspectives. 

“Staying in the U.S. is just temporary”. Most participants thought they just would stay in 

the U.S. for a short period of time, a thought process which was helpful in coping with 

intercultural stressors. A grandfather stated, “It is normal that there are some differences between 

China and the U.S., especially the culture and food. But these differences are ok for me since I 

just stay here for a short time.” A couple of participants expressed that their clear goal staying in 

the U.S. was to “give help, not [be here] for fun”.  If they have intercultural stressors, the 

grandparents “take things as they come”.  As a grandmother explained, 

After my daughter accomplishes her master degree, I will have completed my task (of 
taking care of grandchildren) and will go back to China… Some Chinese elder people say 
it is not fun to stay in the U.S. But I think I come not for fun, but for taking care of my 
grandchild. 

Moreover, the participants felt good about sacrifices they made for family members. A 

grandmother said, “It is a happy thing for us older people to do what we can to reduce their 

(adult children’s) burden”.  

Perspective on differences with adult children. All participants reported they lived in 

harmony with their adult children although they had different opinions about raising 
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grandchildren. Most participants said they followed their adult children’s suggestions when there 

were differences, even though at times they insisted their own opinions were right in their hearts.  

I think I need to respect them since they (adult children) are the parents of my 
granddaughter. They have more authority than me and should decide for the baby. They 
will live in the U.S. for a long time. I will leave after staying here for half a year. 

The participants thought their adult children’s opinions, whether from books or from 

doctors, were more scientific. Moreover, their goal was the same as their adult children’s, which 

was to ensure the health and well-being of the grandchildren. Additionally, many participants 

said they would not interfere with adult children’s business since they did not necessarily 

understand some things about their lives. For example, one grandmother said, “We manage our 

own lives respectively.”  

Hope for their adult children’s future. Most participants had hope for their adult 

children’s future even though they felt their current life was difficult. Most participants felt their 

adult children should have a bright future as a result of their high education. A grandfather told 

me, “If they (adult children) can sustain such a hard life, their life in the future will be better.” 

Well-being 

When asked “In general, what are your feelings about being in the U.S?”, only one 

grandmother and two grandfathers said they were unhappy being in the U.S.; the others (N=22) 

expressed that their feelings about being in the U.S. were “Ok”, “good” or “the same as in 

China”. Most participants went on to give one explanation after generalizing their feelings, 

which included family cohesion (n=3), pleasure from grandchildren (n=2), adult children’s good 

life (n=1), social or environmental advantages of the U.S. society (n=2), positive perspective on 

their stay in the U.S. (n-=3), feeling good about self-sacrifice (n=2), limited length of stay in the 

U.S. (n=1), support from spouse (n=2), or a more relaxed life in the U.S. (n=1). Most of the 

factors had been discussed previously and would be discussed in the emergent themes portion as 
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the factors related to the participants’ well-being, with a few exceptions, “feeling good about 

self-sacrifice”, “more relaxed life in the U.S.” and “support from spouse”. There was one 

participant who referred to the language barrier as the biggest problem for his life in the U.S. 

after expressed his generally feeling. Generally speaking, Chinese grandparents felt positive 

about being in the U.S. and this may be tied to their well-being.  

Emergent Themes—should this be a centered heading or is this where editorial wants it? 

Reasons for coming to the U.S. 

The majority of participants reflected that their primary reason for coming to the U.S. was 

to provide help in raising grandchildren so that adult children could spend more time on their 

work and studies. One grandfather stated, “I came to take care of my granddaughter. They (adult 

children) are busy with their studies.” 

Several participants indicated that they came to take care of the new mothers, after the 

birth of their babies, thereby following the traditional Chinese practice of “doing the month”, 

during which the mother rests postpartum and is cared for by an elder for a full month. A 

grandfather said, “My daughter just had a baby. According to Chinese traditional culture, we 

need to help her by ‘doing the month’.”  

Another reason grandparents came to the U.S. was that they missed their adult children. 

Some of them expressed they hadn’t been together for several years and some hadn’t even met 

their daughters-in-law or sons-in-law before they came to visit.  

My son just got married and I have never seen my daughter-in-law, thus I want to see them 
and learn about their family, lives and study... I just want to see them and their lives so that 
I am no longer worried about them. 

Others mentioned that their additional reason for visiting was the opportunity to look at the 

U.S. and find out more about what the country is like. “People all say America is great. I want to 

take this chance to have a look at this country.” 
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Grandparents’ responsibility 

Generally speaking, Chinese grandparents had a strong sense of obligation to help in the 

care of grandchildren. The majority of grandparents in the sample regarded themselves as their 

grandchildren’s main caregivers. Only three of the twenty-five grandparents felt that adult 

children should take most of the responsibility for their own children.  

Traditionally, Chinese grandparents help raise their grandchildren in the extended family 

setting. Although extend family is decreasing in China, Chinese grandparents still hold the 

traditional obligation to be involved in caring for grandchildren. As a grandfather said, “My 

grandparents also raised us. The tradition (of raising grandchildren) is passed from generation to 

generation”.  

Another dimension of grandparent obligation was a strong obligation help adult children 

manage their responsibility for children and studies/work, and this was shared by all participants.  

A seventy-year-old grandmother showed pity and sympathy toward her adult children when she 

described the adult children’s busy schedule.  

My daughter and son-in-law leave home very early in the morning and are back at home 
late. They are much busier than people in China. They do not eat well, drink well or sleep 
well.  And the baby is so young. They have low income. If they send their baby to day care 
or hire a baby sitter, their income will be even less. We are here relieving their burden. 

 
A grandfather explained his daughter was busy with school as she was soon going to 

graduate. He and his wife were taking good care of the grandson so that the mother could better 

concentrate on her studies. During the interviews with participants, I heard the following 

statement again and again: “We want to do more things so that the adult children can spend more 

time on work and study.”  

Chinese people share a value of strong commitment to extended families. In the 

grandparents’ eyes, it was a difficult time for the adult children to be pursuing a degree and 
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raising children at the same time. It was also difficult to raise children while holding a post 

doctoral position, as this was considered low paying and unstable. They felt a strong obligation, 

as one grandmother expressed, to “help the adult children to get through their difficulties.”   

Grandparents’ role 

As the quantitative results showed, the majority of grandchildren were under three years 

old. While parents were away, grandparents provided most of the hands-on care for their young 

grandchildren: preparing food, feeding, changing diaper and taking them out to play.   

The participants did the majority of household chores as well. They described that they 

cooked different kinds of Chinese food for the adult children to improve their diet. One 

grandfather found his adult children gained weight after he and his spouse came here,  

They (adult children) don’t know how to cook. Neither do they have time to cook. They 
ate a lot of fast food before we came here. Now they eat Chinese food, which is tastier and 
healthier. They have regular meals in a day. We cook dishes and make Jiaozi, noodle, rice, 
Baozi (steam stuffed bun) and other baking stuff. They especially like the Shangdong 
biscuit. They eat more than before.  

The respondents contributed to educating the grandchildren who were toddlers or older. A 

grandmother who was once a singer in the army described, 

I emphasize communication with my grandaughter and the explosion of her language 
ability. I teach her dances and children’s songs. I try my best to encourage her intellectual 
development. I teach her Chinese and take every opportunity to educate her. For example, I 
encourage her to read the license place numbers on the back of cars so that she can learn 
numbers and letters. 

In order to enhance the grandchildren’s Chinese language ability, another grandfather read 

the Chinese novels to his grandchild including, Water Margin, Journal to the West, and Laotze, 

Analects of Confucius. His grandson had finished primary school in China before moving to the 

U.S. with his parents. The grandfather, a professor in China, was also involved in monitoring his 

grandchild’s homework progress. He emphasized the grandchild’s psychological and physical 
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development. He taught the grandchild chess, played basketball with his grandchild and always 

coached him on how to adjust his feelings, an important part of Chinese children’s socialization.  

 You know the concept of health in modern psychology includes three dimensions: 
physical, emotional and social. My grandson is intelligent, but he has a bad temper 
sometimes. I always tell him it is important to know how to control his feelings and how to 
face failure. I also tell him he needs to increase physical exercise and communication with 
other people. 

In some families, grandparents claimed that they served as mediators between adult 

children and grandchildren. A grandmother, who thought her adult children were too strict on the 

grandchildren, tried to change the adult children’s parenting style by playing parent educational 

programs brought from China. After watching those programs, the adult children apologized to 

the grandchildren. The grandmother explained, 

My adult children have too high expectations for their son. They are too anxious. I suggest 
them to be patient. My son-in-law has changed his parenting a little bit after we came here. 
My grandson is at a rebellious age. He is quick to rebel from his parents if they are too 
harsh on him.  

She also encouraged her adult children to spend more time with the grandchildren. She 

believed, “Children need affection. A family full of love is in children’s favor”.  

Other factors related to well-being 

The ABC-X family stress theory was helpful in explaining some factors related to the 

participants’ well-being. However, the following factors did not fit into any construct in the 

model, but were also from participants’ perspective important to their well-being.  

Adult children’s good life. As a grandfather said, “We don’t need their (adult children’s) 

material support. I only need them to have a good life. It will be a great comfort to us. We will 

have long life.” For Chinese elders, adult children’s good life meant a good financial situation, 

steady job, and stable family. 
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As mentioned in the previous section on stressors, adult children’s financial strain was a 

stressor. Correspondingly, the participants felt satisfied once their adult children’s financial 

situation got better. For example, a couple whose adult child recently got a job reported that they 

felt “reassured”, “happy” or “satisfied”. A grandfather whose son-in-law started working for 

several months said, “We have no financial stress. If a family does not experience financial 

stress, the atmosphere at home is more peaceful. And we appear to have a closer bind to each 

other.” Another grandmother whose son has just achieved his Ph.D degree and got a job offer 

explained, 

I feel happy. My three sons are all married and have started their careers. You know at our 
age, I feel at ease that I don’t need worry about their losing their jobs. Each of them has a 
good job and leads a comfortable life. I have brought them up with no regrets.  

The daughter’s education or career in the U.S. was also a symbol of good life for the 

maternal grandparents. A maternal grandfather told me, “I feel happy that my daughter is now 

studying for a master’s degree in the U.S.”  

A grandmother concluded, “We elder people feel happy if the family lives in harmony, all 

people are in good health, and the adult children do well or things go smoothly with their work.” 

In these Chinese grandparents’ eyes, if the adult children have good jobs, they can lead a 

good life, which makes their parents feel “reassured”.  

“The air is fresh and the sky is blue in the U.S.” Participants frequently expressed 

positive comments about the natural and social environment in the U.S., regardless of whether 

they liked other aspects of their life there or not.  

“The sky here is high and blue. The sky in my hometown is always overcast. Moreover, 

there are many trees and a lot of grass in the U.S. It is green everywhere.” 

“People breathe fresh air in the U.S. People and wild animals live in harmony. You can see 

squirrels here and there. Wild birds, alligator and tortoise in the river are well protected.” 
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Many participants indicated they have better health in the U.S. due to the better 

environment.  

I always felt uncomfortable with my throat when I was in China. I feel better while in the 
U.S. and I haven’t coughed since I came here. The environment here is good and the local 
climate is suitable for living, especially for elderly people. 

“American people are polite and civilized.” The participants felt positive about 

Americans and always said, “The U.S. people are nice and polite. They say hello to me no matter 

whether they know me or not.” They also felt American people were civilized. “They seldom do 

rude things such as skipping on a line.” “There are no counterfeit things in the U.S.” (Largely 

refers to food and ingredients. The ingredients in the food label in the U.S. tell consumers the 

true composition of the food). “There are fewer worries about thieves in the U.S.” A grandfather 

made comment on the traffic in the U.S., 

Though there are much more cars in the U.S., there are fewer traffic jams in the U.S. I see 
many stop signs in intersections. I feel funny at the beginning since all cars make a stop 
there whether there is another car or not. I feel drivers in the U.S. more often observe the 
rules.  

Another grandmother also compared drivers in China with those in the U.S. and said, 

“Drivers in the U.S. hoot the horns much less than those in China. And they always stop the car 

to wait for passengers to cross the street. Drivers in China seldom do this.” 

The participants had been educated in China at a young age and taught that capitalist 

society was materialistic and people had uncaring, unemotional relationships with each other. 

However, they found it was untrue after they came to the U.S.  

“I find many American families have multiple children and they value family life. It is 

beyond my imagination. ”  

“American people lead a free and comfortable life. They have no political pressure and 

they know how to enjoy life.” 
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“When I was in China, I always worried about my adult children as I often heart violence, 

bombing happening in the U.S. from media. After I come here, I find they live in harmony and 

have sense of secure.” 

“The U. S. is a heaven for grandchildren.” The participants mentioned that the facilities 

for babies were good in the U.S. Diapers, baby food, strollers and other baby supplies made it 

convenient to take care of grandchildren.   

 I think if the financial situation is good, it is better to raise child in the U.S. than in China. 
More types of baby food are available here than in China. There is formula, baby cereal 
and different kinds of baby food including meat, noodles and vegetable. They are ready to 
eat and are nutritious. 

A grandfather said his friends in China felt it was very tiring to take of grandchildren. He 

didn’t feel that way as his grandson used diapers, which saved a lot of work. “If in China, we 

need to wash cloth diapers. Also there are many toys for babies and children in the U.S. When 

my grandson cries, I give him toys, which makes it easy to make him calm down.” 

Another grandmother pointed out the sidewalks in the U.S. had no steps, which made it 

easy for her to push strollers.  

“It is fun to see the growing of vegetable.” For some participants, vegetable gardening 

was an important part of daily life. Those participants had vegetable fields in the student gardens 

on campus. According t participants, there were many advantages to planting vegetable. First of 

all, they supplied the family with organic vegetables, which were fresh and healthy and provided 

big savings. Also they received from pleasure growing vegetables, as a grandmother said, “I feel 

happy when I see the vegetables growing well.” Moreover, the garden was a social place for the 

participants. A grandfather described the friendship he built with other Chinese elders, who 

gardened together: 

The longest time I spend with my friends is in the vegetable garden. Every morning after 
doing some work in the garden, we sit together and chat with each other. We talk about 
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planting vegetable, fishing, news and everything. I call it ‘the vegetable garden party’. We 
give each other help such as exchanging vegetable seeds.  

Planting vegetables was a good exercise for the elders at the same time. A grandfather who 

had high blood pressure in China said his blood pressure was normal in the U.S., which he 

attributed to gardening, “Planting vegetables is a physical exercise. We elderly people are in 

great need of exercise”. 

Several participants who planted vegetables together said they also went fishing together.  

 It is pretty fun to go fishing. My two friends always invite me to go fishing with them on 
weekends. It is important to my life. I feel very disappointed if I do not go fishing for one 
weekend [Laugh]. 

Fishing had a similar function to planting vegetable. The difference was the participants 

could work on a vegetable garden daily, but they couldn’t go fishing every day as they relied on 

transportation from their adult children to go fishing whereas the vegetable garden was isolated 

on campus.  

Staying occupied. In addition to leisure activities, the participants kept busy most of time 

with child care and household chores. A grandfather said, “I feel enriched everyday. We are busy 

the whole day because of the little one (grandchild) [laugh]. Every day ends before we realize it.”  

 The participants’ busy schedule appeared to contribute to their well-being. In contrast, 

participants also described that they felt somewhat bored and had nothing to do when the 

grandchildren fell asleep or went out with adult children. A grandfather who was not directly 

involved in raising his grandchild said, “I feel somewhat depressed. I don’t have such feelings 

when I am growing vegetables or talking with other people. But I feel lonely when I stay by 

myself.” 

Exercise. Several participants talked about taking a walk at their leisure time. One 

grandmother jogged every day and regarded it as a coping skill, 
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I like doing exercise. I go dancing every day in China. Because there is no place for me to 
dance in the U.S., I started jogging. It is good for both physical and mental health. I feel 
somewhat bored taking care of my grandchild for a whole day. After I go jogging at night, 
I am all in a sweat. It is a release for me. And it is very relaxing to take a shower after 
exercise.  

The grandmother never stopped jogging, even when it was raining and she always 

encouraged other elderly Chinese people in the community to start jogging as a way to ease the 

adjustment to life in the U.S.  

Length of time in the U.S. The participants were experiencing an intercultural adjustment 

while they stayed in the U.S.  A couple of them reported that they felt much better and got used 

to life in the U.S. after staying for a period of time. A grandfather who had been in the U.S. twice 

said, 

At the beginning when I came here, I felt strange and nervous. With two living experiences 
in the U.S., I feel very at home. I am more familiar with the environment this time and feel 
freer.  

Some participants gradually changed their perspectives on different living style in the U.S. 

Several participants told me at the beginning they felt it was not convenient to go shopping, as 

the grocery stores were not within walking distance; but now they felt shopping by cars was 

convenient. They also felt that not all food in the U.S. was expensive. A grandfather said tropical 

fruit, milk and flour were even cheaper than in China. Moreover, the longer they stayed the less 

inclined they felt transform the prices in U.S. dollars to Chinese dollars, since their adult children 

earned U.S. money. One grandfather stated, “The price in the U.S. is lower than in China when 

compared with local income.” 

Summary of the Qualitative Findings   

The primary reason the study participants came to the U.S. was to help in caring for 

grandchildren. They felt a strong obligation to give help as they regarded it was a way to relieve 

their adult children’s burden so they could concentrate on their work and studies. Most 
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participants were the main care takers of grandchildren and they also helped with household 

chores.  

During their stay in the U.S., the participants experienced intercultural stressors, concern 

for their adult children, medical issues and other stressors. Family cohesion, social support from 

friends and a positive perspective, the concepts from ABC-X family stress theory, helped explain 

the factors related to well-being of the participants. Family cohesion, expressed by filial piety 

from adult children and pleasure from grandchildren, was especially important to these 

participants. 

 Other factors, such as adult children’s financial improvement, advances of American 

society, vegetable gardening, leisure activities and length of stay in the U.S. all appeared to be 

associated to the participants’ well-being. Generally speaking, the participants had mixed 

feelings about staying in the U. S., but their well-being was positive. Further explanations of 

these research findings are in the next chapter.  
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Figure 4-1. Distribution of participants by age group 
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Figure 4-2. Distribution of participants by gender. 
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Figure 4-3. Proportion of paternal and maternal grandparents  
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Figure 4-4. Distribution of first grandchild’s age excluding outlier 
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Figure 4-5. Distribution of participants’ current living place  
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Figure 4-6. Distribution of adult children’s household income 
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Figure 4-7. Distribution of grandparents’ time in the U.S. 
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Table 4-1. Intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion and well-being summary 
statistics. 

 

Variable                                     Mean                  SD                Range                  N 
           
          Intercultural stressors                35                      6.0                 31                      30 

Social support                            65                      4.6                 20                      30 
Family cohesion                        61                      3.6                 16                      30 
Well-being                                 35                       3.5                 13                      30 

 

 
Table 4-2. Correlation and significance test results between well-being and intercultural stressors, 

social support, and family cohesion. 
  
                                                      Grandparents’ Well-being             p-value 

      Intercultural stressors                           0.320                               0.042* 
      Social support                                      0.245                                0.096 
      Family cohesion                                  0.529                                0.001*** 
 
Note. *** p ≤ .001  * p ≤ 0.05 

 

Table 4-3. Predictive power of intercultural stressors, social support and family cohesion on the 
variance in grandparents’ well-being 

 
       Independent Variable              R2            B               SE B              β              p-Value 
       Intercultural stressors           .103          .225             .126            .320             .084 
       Social support                      .060          .351             .262            .245            .192 
       Family cohesion                  .280          .903             .274            .529             .003** 
 
** p ≤ .01      
 
 
Table 4-4. Multivariable linear regression model summary for independent and dependent 

variables 
 
 Model                 R                  R2                           Adjusted R2                     F                      Sig  
    1                     .590              .348                       .273                   4.635               .010** 
 
Note: a.   Predictors: Intercultural stressors, social Support and family cohesion 

b. Dependent variable: well-being  
c. ** p ≤ .01      
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Table 4-5. Skewness and kurtosis of maternal grandparents and paternal grandparents in terms of 
intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion and well-being 

 
                                                                 IC               SS              FC                 W  

                           Maternal                       .212            -.097          .868            -. 134 
Skewness           Paternal                        .261            -.092          -1.975          -.703 
 
                           Maternal                       .720            -.453         .671              -.073      
Kurtosis              Paternal                        -.451          -.1.383       4.658           2.018 
 
 
Table 4-6. Mann-Whitney U test: maternal grandparents and paternal grandparents on the 

ranking of intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion and well-being 
 
                                                                        X           n                 U               Sig     
  
                                          Maternal               16.38                21                 76          .400 
Intercultural Stressors       Paternal                 13.44                 9 
  
                                          Maternal                16.26                21                78.5        .468 
Social Support                   Paternal                 13.72                 9 
 
                                           Maternal                14.10                21                 65          .179 
Family Cohesion                Paternal                 18.78                 9 
                                

           Maternal                14.81                 21                 80          .505 
Well-being                          Paternal                17.11                   9 
 
 
Table 4-7. Skewness and kurtosis of grandfathers and grandmothers in terms of intercultural 

stressors, social support, family cohesion and well-being 
 
                                                                     IC             SS              FC              W  

                           Grandfather                   -.082           -1.027         1.322            -.564 
Skewness           Grandmother                 -.009           .881             -.079            -.155 
 
                           Grandfather                    .632           -.928           4.264             .212    
Kurtosis              Grandmother                 .082            .892            -.843              .797 
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Table 4-8. Mann-Whitney U test: grandfathers and grandmothers on the ranking of intercultural 
stressors, social support, family cohesion and well-being 

 

                                                                            X           n                 U            Sig     
                                          Grandfather              18                   14                 77          .144 
Intercultural stressors        Grandmother           13.31              16 
                                          Grandfather              19.93             14                 50           .010** 
Social support                   Grandmother            11.63              16 
                                         Grandfather               14.18              14                93.5        .439 
Family cohesion               Grandmother            16.66               16 
                                         Grandfather               17.46              14                84.5        .246 
Well-being                       Grandmother             13.78              16 
** P ≤ .01      
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Table 4-9. Themes and categories based on theory frame 
 

Theoretical-Based Themes Categories 
Stressors Long trip to the U.S. 

Language barrier 
Different lifestyle 
Lonely or dull life 
Concern for adult children 
Concern for grandchildren 
Medical care 
Different opinion with adult Children 
Homesick 
 

Resources Support from spouse 
Filial piety from adult children 
Pleasure from grandchildren 
Chinese friends in the community 
Community or church activities 
 

Perspective on stressors and 
social support 

Perspectives about relations with adult 
children 
Feelings about friends in the community 
Feelings about community or church 
activities 
Feelings about sacrifices for family 
members 
Staying in the U.S. is temporary 
Have clear goal in the U.S.: give help, not 
for fun 
 

Well-being Happy 
Unhappy 
Get used to life in the U.S. 
Not used to life in the U.S. 
Steady mood 
Other 
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Table 4-10. Emerged themes and categories 
 

Emerged Themes Categories 
Reasons for coming to the U.S. 
 

Assisting after childbirth 
Take care of grandchildren 
Visit adult children and grandchildren 
Travel, take a look around 

Perspective on the grandparents’ 
responsibility 

Obligation  to reduce adult children’s 
burden 
Chinese tradition  
Social responsibility 
Make sure the grandchildren are not sick, 
cold, fall down, hungry, etc 
Adult children should take the main 
responsibility 
 

Grandparents’ role 
 

Take care of the baby or child 
Educate grandchildren 
Do house chores 
Supply the family 
Deal with relationship between adult 
children and grandchildren 

Other factors related to well-being Adult children’s life 
Natural environment in the U.S. 
Social environment in the U.S. 
Good facilities for baby or child 
Planting vegetable, fishing 
Occupied or not occupied 
Exercise 
Leisure activities 
Good health 
Length of stay in the U.S. 
Characters 
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This chapter will summarize and discuss some of the key findings emerging from the data 

analyses.  The first section of the chapter will synthesize the findings based on the research 

questions and hypotheses guiding the research. Next, the limitations and recommendations for 

future research will be discussed. The chapter concludes with a discussion on the important 

implications of the research for practitioners.  

Research Questions 

RQ1.What Are the Stressors of Chinese Co-resident Grandparents When They Travel 
from China to the U.S. on a B-2 Visa, Live Together with Their Adult Children and Are 
Involved in Rearing Grandchildren? 

Both the quantitative and qualitative analyses revealed that Chinese grandparents 

experienced intercultural stressors when they came to a new country, which includes language 

barriers, losing their daily life style and social networks, lack of transportation, inconvenience of 

shopping and feelings of isolation. Qualitative analyses showed that in addition to intercultural 

stressors, Chinese grandparents also had stressors from differences of opinion with their adult 

children, adult children’s financial strains, difficulties receiving medical care, and feelings of 

being homesick for their usual life in China.  

RQ2. To What Extent Do Intercultural Stressors, Social Support and Family Cohesion in 
Explaining the Well-being of Chinese Co-resident Grandparents in the U.S? 

Pearson r correlation indicated that intercultural stressors and family cohesion were 

statistically related to Chinese grandparents’ well-being, and there was no significant relation 

between social support and their well-being. The regression analysis showed the three predictors 

together explained 35% of grandparents’ well-being, with family cohesion alone explaining 28% 

of grandparents’ well-being. The findings from the qualitative portion of the study were 

consistent with the quantitative results.  
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The majority of participants reported that family relationships were more important than 

friends in the community, who, while valued, were ultimately considered just temporary 

acquaintances who would separate in a few months. Many participants felt that friendships and 

community activities enriched their lives, but were not central to them. Although they felt less 

lonely by talking with other Chinese elder people and attending community activities, they 

perceived family as the most important aspect of their time in the U.S.  

The qualitative analysis showed that other factors, such as Chinese grandparents’ 

perspectives on the U.S., their busy daily schedule, and the length of time they stayed in the U.S 

also impacted grandparents’ well-being.  

RQ3. How Do Maternal Grandparents and Paternal Grandparents Differ in Their 
Experiences of Intercultural Stressors, Social Support, Family Cohesion and Well-
being? 

Statistical analyses revealed no significant differences between maternal grandparents and 

paternal grandparents in terms of intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion and 

well-being. I assumed that maternal grandparents would have higher family cohesion than 

paternal grandparents. The statistical results (see table 4-4) showed the opposite: Paternal 

grandparents had higher, although but not significantly greater, family cohesion than maternal 

grandparents.  

RQ4. How Do Grandmothers and Grandfathers Differ in Their Experiences of 
Intercultural Stressors, Social Supports, Family Cohesion and Well-being? 

There was no statistical evidence that grandmothers and grandfathers differed in their 

experiences of intercultural stressors, family cohesion and well-being. However, both statistical 

and qualitative analyses showed that grandfathers had higher levels of social support than 

grandmothers. It appeared from qualitative results that grandfathers placed more value on their 

friendships, and often spent time together with their friends. The grandmothers placed less value 
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on friendships in the community, but spent more time with family and regarded family issues as 

most important.  

RQ5. What Are Grandparents’ Perspectives in Rearing grandchildren? 

The qualitative data clearly showed that Chinese grandparents followed the Chinese 

tradition of giving help to adult children in caring for grandchildren. The participants believed 

that they were obligated to provide their assistance, and regarded it as a way to support their 

adult children’s work and studies. Additionally, according to cultural presumptions, Chinese 

grandparents had an obligation to educate grandchildren who are over one year old.  

RQ6. What Are the Living experiences of Chinese grandparents in U.S? 

The qualitative data showed the participants’ daily life in the U.S. was much different than 

that in China. And they experienced inconveniences and difficulties from intercultural stressors, 

the pressures of adult children’s work, adult children’s financial strains and differences of 

opinion with their adult children. At the same time, they enjoyed family happiness, both from 

bonds with their grandchildren and the closeness and filial piety offered by their adult children.  

During Chinese grandparents’ stay in the U.S., they also experienced the advantages of 

American society. They felt positive about the quality of the natural environment, the social 

system, and the people in the U.S. They attended church activities, observed American festivals, 

and grew vegetables in community gardens. All these activities they might never or seldom do in 

China. Also they made friends with other Chinese elders in the community, people with diverse 

backgrounds whom they might never encounter in China. These friends and community 

activities enriched their lives and made them feel less lonely.  

Many participants held the perspective that their stay in the U.S. was just temporary. Their 

goal in the U.S. was very clear, that was taking care of grandchildren so as to support their adult 

children. They were trying to make adjustments in different ways. Generally speaking, Chinese 
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grandparents showed positive well-being, but they all claimed that they couldn’t stay in the U.S. 

for a long time and they were looking forward to returning to China after they completed their 

task. 

Hypotheses 

The first null hypothesis that “Intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion and 

well-being will not be related to the well-being of Chinese sojourning grandparents” was partly 

rejected by both quantitative and qualitative analyses. The statistical results showed that 

intercultural stressors and family cohesion were significantly related to Chinese grandparents’ 

well-being. Also, the in-depth interviews showed that Chinese grandparents experienced 

difficulties from intercultural stressors; and also happiness from their attachment with 

grandchildren, and filial piety from their adult children. Statistical results did not show 

significant relations between social support and grandparents’ well-being. In-depth interviews 

also revealed that friends in the community were not important for all participants, and they did 

not attend regular community activities. 

The second null hypothesis, that “There will be no difference between maternal and 

paternal grandparents in levels of family cohesion or well-being” was supported. The results of 

both the statistical analyses and in-depth interviews did not show differences between maternal 

and paternal grandparents on measure of family cohesion and well-being. 

The third null hypothesis, that “There are no gender differences between grandmothers and 

grandfathers in their reports of intercultural stressors, social support, and well-being” was 

partially rejected. The results of both the statistical analyses and in-depth interviews did not 

reveal differences between maternal grandparents and paternal grandparents on intercultural 

stressors and well-being. However, statistical analyses did show significant differences between 
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the two groups on social support, with grandfathers reporting higher social support.  In-depth 

interviews also revealed that grandfathers placed more value on friendship than grandmothers. 

Reflections on Findings in Relation to Previous Research 

As reported in Chapter 4, findings of this study revealed that these sojourning Chinese 

grandparents were an important source of help with child rearing; these results are consistent 

with previous research on Chinese immigrant families (Da, 2003; Tam & Detzer, 1998). Also, 

the findings showed that the participants felt a strong obligation to help in raising grandchildren, 

which has not been discussed in previous research. Chinese traditions, the adult children’s busy 

schedules, and financial strains were the important reasons for their elder parents’ strong feelings 

of obligation. Chinese grandparents believed their help in raising grandchildren could help adult 

children concentrate on their work and studies. 

Stressors, Resources and Well-being 

This study identified intercultural stressors, such as language barriers, a different life style 

in the U.S., and lack of access to medical care, that appeared to be associated with the well-being 

of older Chinese people sojourning in the U.S.; this echoes previous studies on elder immigrants 

(Moon & Pearl, 1990; Mui, 1996). Among the intercultural stressors, the language barrier was 

the most serious problem, a finding supported by previous research (Lee, 2007).  

An important finding of this study is that the concern grandparents had about adult 

children’s current life and future could be a stressor for Chinese grandparents. This study also 

found that the differences of opinion with adult children over raising grandchildren were 

stressors for Chinese grandparents. This recalls a previous study of Chinese grandparents that 

pointed out intergenerational differences in parenting practices that might give grandchildren a 

“double message” about discipline (Goh, 2006). Power distribution is also an issue coming from 

intergenerational differences. Previous research on Chinese grandparents raising grandchildren in 
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Australia found that Australian Chinese women had power over their mother-in-law (Da, 2003). 

This study also found that grandparents gave power in the family to their adult children, whether 

willingly or reluctantly, because grandparents believed that adult children should have more 

authority as parents and their child-raising practices might be more scientific. 

At the same time, both the quantitative and qualitative results in this research indicated that 

family cohesion was vital for Chinese grandparents in the U.S.; this is consistent with previous 

research on older ethnic immigrants (Mui, 1996; Moon, 1996; Goodman & Sillverstein, 2003; 

Vo-Thanh-Xuan & Liamputtong, 2003), as well as research on American grandparents raising 

their grandchildren (Sands & Goldberg-Glen, 2000).  Moon’s (1996) study among Korean elder 

immigrants in the U.S. found “intimacy with children” was one of the four strongest predictors 

of the elders’ well-being. The qualitative part of my study showed that besides filial piety from 

adult children, pleasure from grandchildren also contributed to the grandparents’ well-being.  

The study also indicated the grandparents’ positive perspectives on their experiences in the U.S. 

might mediate the impact of their stressors. Previous research hasn’t touched on the impact of 

perspective to Chinese elder people, even though other research and theory on stress and coping 

has emphasized the importance of this factor.  

Furthermore, the study found that other factors also contributed Chinese grandparents’ 

well-being: adult children’s financial improvement, the advantages the natural and social 

environments in the U.S., gardening, exercising, fishing, staying occupied,  and the length of 

their stay in the U.S. This bigger picture of influences on well-being has seldom been addressed 

in previous research.  

The study participants reported comparatively positive well-being in this study, in contrast 

to previous research showing that older immigrants often experience depression (Gelfand & Yee, 
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1991). These differences may be explained by the temporary stay of the sojourning grandparents 

in this study, compared to the long term residency of immigrant elders. These grandparents were 

supported by their adult children and, at the same time, were occupied and got happiness from 

being together with grandchildren. Further discussion on the differences and similarity of 

sojourning and immigrants of elders will follow. 

Maternal and Paternal Grandparents 

Little research has been done comparing maternal grandparents and paternal grandparents, 

though Chinese tradition would lead me to expect that the intergenerational relationship will be 

better between adult children and maternal parents than with paternal grandparents. In this 

sample there were more than twice as many maternal grandparents than paternal grandparents--

21 maternal grandparents versus 9 paternal grandparents. An adult child’s decision about 

whether to invite maternal or paternal grandparents to the U.S. partly depends on who is 

available to help; some grandparents in China are still working and cannot leave their jobs, or 

they can’t get a visa, and others are no longer living. Some maternal and paternal grandparents 

alternated their visits to the U.S. to give help in caring for grandchildren. Other research suggests 

that the disparity in the number of maternal and paternal grandparents may be because adult 

children generally prefer to choose maternal grandparents as helpers to avoid potential conflicts 

between mother-in-law and daughter-in-law that traditionally have been somewhat troublesome 

for Chinese families (Davis-Friedmann, 1991). Also, previous research has shown that more 

elders prefer to co-reside with daughters rather than sons (Logan, Bian & Bian, 1998), an 

unexpected pattern considering Chinese patrilineal tradition. The larger proportion of maternal 

grandparents than paternal grandparents in this study is congruent with this tendency. 

In addition, many participants (n=18) have grandchildren under 1 year old, and young 

mothers may prefer their own parents to come to “do the month” for them because they are more 
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familiar with their daughters’ food preferences and living habits and consequently, might be 

better able to anticipate and respect to their needs after childbearing. The Chinese one child 

policy implemented at the end of 1970’s is another reason for maternal grandparents’ 

involvement. Because some young parents are single children due to the policy, there is no 

competition from siblings for elder parents’ help in caring for grandchildren. Also because of the 

one child policy, the view that only sons can carry the family line is weakening, and daughters 

are regarded as “functionally equivalent to sons” for Chinese urban families (Ikels, 1996, p. 138). 

Grandfathers and Grandmothers 

There is little previous research comparing the involvement of grandfathers and 

grandmothers. Even previous research on U.S. grandparents raising grandchildren has mainly 

focused on grandmothers (Kelley, Whitley, Sipe & Yorker, 2000; Sands & Goldberg-Glen, 

2000). This could be explained by that fact that tasks associated with childrearing are often 

assumed to be performed mainly by women. In contrast, this study found that both grandfathers 

and grandmothers were involved in rearing grandchildren. Only three grandmothers came to the 

U.S. by themselves; the other 27 participants came together with their spouses. Perhaps 

grandfathers came to the U.S. intending to become involved once they arrived. Another 

explanation is that the sojourning status brings husband and wife closer, a possibility suggested 

by Man (1995). It is very possible that these grandfathers and grandmothers depended on each 

other to overcome the difficulties in a new country. The grandfathers may have spent more time 

at home than in China because they had fewer social activities at their disposal; and the 

grandfathers and grandmothers helped each other when providing hands-on care with 

grandchildren. [do you really mean grandfathers helped gmothers?] 

One interesting finding of this study was that the grandfathers valued more social support 

from Chinese friends in the community than grandmothers.  In Chinese patriarchal society, men 
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are supposed to engage in the public sphere while women are associated with private sphere of 

family life (need a citation here), perhaps giving men greater access to social networks, even in 

the U.S. Although most Chinese grandfathers were involved in caring grandchildren and doing 

household chores after they come to the U.S., the grandmothers were still generally regarded as 

the primary caregivers. My informal observations were that grandmothers spent more time with 

the family and with grandchildren. When the grandmothers did gather with other Chinese elders 

in the community, they usually took their grandchildren with them. However the grandfathers 

were more likely to spend time with friends in the community, without grandchildren. For 

instance, for the elder couples who grew vegetables, usually it was the grandfathers who worked 

in the gardens, and the grandmothers just dropped by with the grandchildren occasionally or 

worked in the garden on the weekends.   

Rethinking the Theory Frame and Introducing Other Theories 

ABC-X Family Stress Theory 

The ABC-X Family Stress theory was a valuable framework for this research. The 

concepts of intercultural stressors, social support, family cohesion and perspective on stressors 

proved to be important factors for grandparents’ well-being, as evidenced in both the quantitative 

and qualitative portions of this study. The statistical analysis showed that intercultural stressors, 

social support and family cohesion explained 35% of the variance in participants’ well-being. In 

interviews, these Chinese grandparents expressed that they felt lonely or frustrated from the 

language barrier, a different lifestyle in the U.S., and other intercultural stressors. Furthermore, 

the interviews revealed that Chinese grandparents had other stressors, such as adult children’s 

current financial strain; but they also gained happiness from grandchildren’s attachment and 

adult children’s filial piety. And, they felt their lives were enriched by socializing with Chinese 

friends in the community and attending community activities. Chinese grandparents’ perspective 
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(the C factor), such as, “regarding living in the U.S. as just temporary,” also may have mediated 

the impact of stress among Chinese grandparents sojourning in the U.S. 

 The main disadvantage of the ABC-X theory is that the theory is too structured and linear. 

It doesn’t explain the interdependence of different levels of social systems--individual, familial, 

community and cultural/historical (Walker, 1985). Perhaps resilience theory is more useful in 

understanding the adjustment process as well as environmental conditions that impact adjustment 

(Walsh, 1998). A resilience perspective would encourage an exploration of the risk factors and 

protective factors of Chinese sojourning grandparents, instead of focusing on stressors, resources 

and perspective, in exploring the adaptation or adjustment of participants (Rutter,1987).  

Other Theory Frames  

The human ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) is recommended for future study 

because it would incorporate the social context into stress studies. The central concept of the 

ecological theory is that a person and the environment are related to each other reciprocally. The 

advantage of using ecological theory is that it looks at the linkages between Chinese 

grandparents and all levels of environment: co-resident family, friends in the community, adult 

children’s work, and the U.S. society.  

Family systems theory could be also used as a framework for future research. The co-

resident family is a family system; and grandfather and grandmother, mother and father, 

grandparents and grandchildren, grandparents and adult children are all subsystems. Family 

systems theory assumes that all parts in the family system interact with each other. The change in 

one part of the system will cause changes in other parts of the system (White & Klein, 2002). 

“Input” and “output” are important concepts of family system theory that would be applied. 

Grandparents’ help in raising grandchildren is an “input”, and the adult children putting more 
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energy on work and study is an “output” for the family system. Goals, power hierarchies and 

equilibrium are some other key concepts of family system theory that could be applied to 

intergenerational immigrant studies (White & Klein, 2002). Additionally, clearly there is a 

common goal of the co-resident unit, to bring up the grandchildren with the help of grandparents 

and to ensure the adult children have enough energy for their careers. For example, future 

research could explore more about the interactions of generations within the extended family 

system, the generational and gender hierarchies in the family, and the processes creating 

equilibrium of the family system. 

Although those other theories could be useful, my conclusion is that a multicultural 

perspective could be the most suitable theory frame for this research topic. The multicultural 

perspective assumes that the diverse experiences of families and women are constructed by the 

intersections of “gender, race, ethnicity, nationality, class, sexual orientation, age, ability, and 

religion” (De Reus, Few & Blume, 2005, p 448). When examining the dynamics of Chinese 

immigrant families, ethnicity and immigration experiences should be integrated.  Future research 

could explore within group variations of Chinese grandparents in the U.S., including their social 

economic status (SES) in China and in the U.S., educational background, and community 

environment (Iwamasa & Sorocco, 2002). Studies could also explore the differences across 

ethnic groups, including Asian grandparents in the U.S., grandparents of other ethnic groups in 

the U.S., and White American grandparents.  This study only addressed gender in a basic way, 

looking at grandfathers and grandmothers on selected variables. Future studies could do much 

more on gender differences, especially based on a larger sample.  

Multiculturalists propose that social institutions and structures influence an individual’s 

opportunities and identities (De Reus, Few & Blume, 2005). The U.S. society emphasizes 
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independence and the importance of the husband-wife relationship over others, while Chinese 

society values interdependence and accentuates the parent-child relationship (Lin & Liu, 1993). 

Filial piety, a cultural value strongly influencing intergenerational relationships in China, has no 

structural and institutional support in the U.S. (Lin & Liu, 1993). 

Furthermore, the multicultural movement has shifted from respecting differences to a 

critical analysis of power relationships associated with multiple identities (McDowell & Fang, 

2007).  Chinese grandparents in the U.S. are less acculturated than their adult children. They 

might have less power than adult children in the family. Future research could explore more 

about power in the co-resident family and the identity of Chinese grandparents in the U.S.  

Rethinking Data from Multicultural Lens 

From the perspective of the multicultural framework, Chinese grandparents raising 

grandchildren can be regarded within the context of Chinese culture and elder sojourning. In the 

following section I reflect on the study findings in terms of cultural and environmental contexts 

affecting sojourning Chinese grandparents. 

Regarding Chinese culture 

 Chinese culture is rooted in Confucianism (Hsui, 1972; Lam, 1997). In order to 

understand the phenomenon of Chinese grandparents caring for grandchildren in the U.S., there 

is a need to understand Chinese culture and the impacts of Confucian philosophy on family life. 

Chinese culture is characterized by collectivism (Hsu, 1972; Ho, 1979). In contrast to the 

individualism embedded in Western cultures, Chinese individuals are taught to value 

interpersonal relationships more than personal needs. Chinese people tend to be more 

“situational-centered” and “socially or psychologically dependent on others” than Americans 

(Hsu, 1972, p. 10). Lam (1997) suggested that this practice is rooted in the Chinese collective 

agricultural economy and Confucian teachings on social interactions. According to Confucian 
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thinking, the individual is not an isolated entity; instead, the individual plays a specific role in 

relation to others (Hwang, 1999; Lam, 1997).  

Chinese familism, which emphasizes family relationships, is the central part of Chinese 

culture (Wu & Tseng, 1985). The family is the fundamental unit of Chinese society that typically 

serves all an individual’s social needs; in fact, it is hard to find a non-kinship organization or 

association to meet individual needs (King & Bound, 1995). According to important work by 

Lau (1981), Chinese familism includes “orientation toward family as a collective entity”, 

“identification with family” (p.977), and individual responsibilities and obligations to the family.  

These ideal affect relationships among family members. There are more frequent exchange 

between generations and family members in Chinese families, and Chinese parents are less likely 

to encourage behavioral autonomy than American parents (Lam, 1997). Chinese parents “take 

great interest in the children throughout their lives” (Chao, 1983, p.71). For example, the 

transition of having a new born baby might be a symbol of independence from parents in 

Western culture as a couple begins their “own” nuclear family. However, in Asian culture, the 

goal of this transition is not for the individual’s separation for his or her parents. Rather, 

grandparents will always help their children go through transitions (Lebra, 1994). Furthermore, 

the adult children remain an integral part of their family of origin throughout their lives (Lam, 

1997).  

It is not surprising then, in the context of Chinese familism, that grandparents felt a strong 

obligation to help raise grandchildren. In Chinese collective culture, older people derive meaning 

in life largely from their contribution to family members and the community (Mjelde-Mossey, 

Chi & Lou, 2006). They also enjoy happiness from grandchildren and from a reunion with their 
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adult children. It is a family happiness (tian lun zhi le) for Chinese people to be with 

grandchildren.  

The intergenerational relationship in the Chinese family is imbued with the doctrine of 

filial piety (Chao, 1983), a cornerstone of Confucianism and a building block of familism. Filial 

piety is generally regarded as obedience, respect and affection toward parents. It is regarded as 

the root of virtue and morality (Chao, 1983); a person who does not show filial piety to his or her 

parents is viewed as immoral. Accompanying filial piety, there is authoritarian relationship in the 

family and society where parents and superiors are at a higher level in the power hierarchy. 

However, the Confucian ethic also encourages mutual affection between parents and children. 

One Confucian axiom states, “a kind father makes a filial son” (Chao, 1983). In this study, the 

affection and love of the grandparents to their adult children is consistent with the teaching of 

filial piety. Moreover, family is a diachronic concept for Chinese people; Chinese grandparents’ 

giving help with child care is a practice of filial piety to their ancestors. 

 At the same time, this study showed that adult children still practiced the norm of filial 

piety to their parents, including providing material and emotional support. Their filial piety 

might be following Chinese tradition because they were educated by their parents and teachers 

about filial concepts from a young age, and it also could be reciprocal as a way to show their 

gratitude to their elder parents for their efforts in raising them and caring for their children (Yeh 

& Bedford, 2003). These findings of keeping traditional norms echo with research on the willing 

practice of filial piety among one-child generations in China (Zhan, 2004). That research 

suggests that the culture of filial piety is not declining and the one-child generation still firmly 

keeps the tradition. However, other research suggests that relations between Chinese 

grandparents and adult children seem to be becoming more egalitarian, as adult children gain 
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access to higher education and adopt Western ideologies (Chen & Silverstein, 2000). This study 

also shows that grandparents may be turning over power to their adult children in the co-resident 

family. 

Another important aspect of Chinese culture based on Confucian teachings is an emphasis 

on education and regarding it as a way to acquire “personal advancement”, “higher social status”, 

“wealth” and “respect” (Lin & Fu, 1990, p. 430). From a traditional perspective, being successful 

is not only a personal issue but also a family issue (Yau & Smetana, 1996). Success brings glory 

to the whole family, while not being successful could bring disgrace to the Chinese family (Lin 

& Fu, 1990). In Chinese utilitarian modern society, people with a high education, a high standard 

of living, and a privileged position are regarded as being a success. The adult children of the 

participants in this study were doctoral students or post doctoral fellows, clearly on the way to 

success by Chinese standards. The grandparents felt a strong obligation to relieve their adult 

children from child care so they could spend more time on their work or studies and achieve 

success. Furthermore, achievement is the highest form of filial piety, as it honors the parents and 

ancestors; the less is not to disgrace oneself and the least is to be able to support parents (Chao, 

1983). From this perspective, Chinese grandparents’ involvement in caring for grandchildren is a 

way to help adult children practice filial piety.  

With the modernization of Chinese society, the differences between Chinese families and 

Western families appear to be diminishing, but the above aspects of Chinese culture will remain 

and probably continue to be the distinguishing characteristics of Chinese culture (Philips et al, 

1998).  

Regarding sojourning status  

 The Chinese grandparents in my study encountered many changes during their stay in a 

new country as they cared for grandchildren. They would usually stay in the U.S. less than one 
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year before going back to China. Language barriers and different living styles might be the 

biggest intercultural stressors for elder sojourner. At the same time, they enjoyed the natural and 

social environmental advances in the U.S. and these might be related to their well-being in a 

positive way.  

The Chinese grandparents in this study were in the U.S. temporarily. They had a chance to 

enjoy their respected status and feel filial piety from their adult children, then returned to their 

well-regarded status in China. In contrast, older Chinese immigrants do not necessarily live 

together with their adult children or enjoy a privileged status in the U.S. society (Gee, 2000). 

Both the grandparents and the adult children in my study are sojourning in a foreign 

country. Most of the adult children of the participants were students or held postdoctoral 

positions at a University. The adult children did not have stable status in the new country. They 

lived in apartments; their living standard is comparatively low and they face the dilemma of 

whether stay in the U.S. or go back to China. Thus the sojourning adult children’s current life 

could be a concern for their parents.  

On the other hand, Chinese immigrant families may have a more stable financial situation 

and grandparents visiting immigrant children may not be worried about adult children’s financial 

issues. However, there may be more intergenerational conflicts, especially with teenage 

grandchildren who are adopting western lifestyles. 

Among Chinese sojourning grandparents visiting sojourning adult children, sojourning 

grandparents visiting immigrant adult children and Chinese elder immigrants, the first group 

faces the greatest risk on medical issues as they are least likely to purchase medical insurance 

due to their expected short stay in the U.S. and their adult children’s low income. They can’t 
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benefit from governmental medical services because as they do not have stable status in the U.S. 

If they have a serious health problem, it could be a traumatic for the whole family.  

Limitations 

Methodological Considerations 

This study used a cross-sectional design. The major limitation of a cross-sectional design is 

that it can’t provide information about change over time (De Vaus, 2001). The length of time of 

grandparents’ stay in the U.S. at the time of the interviews varied from one month to one and half 

years.  A longitudinal study design is suggested for future research to examine the changes in 

Chinese grandparents’ well-being during their stay in the U.S.  

Nearly all participants reported that they lived in harmony with adult children and no 

participants reported family conflicts. One reason might be that the study was based on self-

report and Chinese elder parents were reluctant to reveal conflicts in an interview. Chinese 

culture values harmony, and Chinese people tend to avoid and ignore situations where there is 

conflict, whereas North Americans generally try to find ways to resolve conflicts (Chiu & 

Kosinski, 1994). In addition, the recording equipment might be a barrier to self-disclosure for the 

participants, adding to their discomfort about revealing personal situations. It would be beneficial 

in future research to combine observational methods with personal interviews to uncover their 

family conflicts. Researchers that become part of the community where the participants are 

located and build a good relationship with them before conducting interview, as with 

ethnographic or participant observation methods, will likely have more success in tapping into 

some of these concerns.  

Another potential problem is that a self selection bias was operating whereby grandparents 

who got along with their children chose to come to the U.S., while those with conflictual 

relationships might have stayed for shorter periods of time or simply were unwilling to come to 
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the U.S. Another limitation with the sample was that the study participants were gathered 

through referral sampling and the grandparents who had more social network linkages and 

support were reached, while those with fewer contacts and lower well being might not have been 

reached. Thus, the participants were not representative of all Chinese sojourning grandparents. 

Moreover, the sample size of 30 people was comparatively small; a larger sample size is 

suggested for future studies.  

Moreover, there were limitations and challenges in using Western theory and research 

instruments with Chinese grandparents and these may have affected study results by not 

adequately tapping culturally-rooted factors affecting well-being.  The results of studies of 

resilience in African American families are instructive; these have shown that cultural factors, 

such as spiritual and collective coping were just as important as family cohesion and social 

support (Utsey et al, 2007). The measures used in the quantitative portion in this research didn’t 

tap into cultural factors that might affect the well-being of participants and this may have limited 

our understanding of well-being. For example, cultural factors such as filial piety might be just 

as important as family cohesion for Chinese elder people. In addition, some scale items were 

difficult to translate into Chinese and appeared not to be culturally relevant or valid for Chinese 

people. For instance, the items in the family cohesion scale, “Family members pair up rather than 

do things as a total family,” sounded confusing for most participants after translation because 

there was lack of correspondent words for “pair up” in Chinese. Also some items in the social 

support scale were too long and complex when translated into Chinese. As a result, some 

participants were lost and asked me to explain when I read those items to them. In short, the 

existing scales based primarily on Western families may in practice be Eurocentric and may not 
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be applied to wider, international audiences (see Ungar & Liebenberg, 2005, for similar 

points).Culturally sensitive instruments are essential for cross-cultural research.  

Furthermore, the ABC-X family stress model looks at the whole family as a system. This 

study focused on individual grandparents as the unit of analysis instead of the family unit. 

However, and most importantly, the concepts furnished by the ABC-X model served as a useful 

guide for understanding stressors and coping.  

Despite these limitations, this research provided a useful snapshot of Chinese sojourning 

grandparents’ lives in the U.S. and helped to frame their experiences in a cultural context. In 

addition, it brought out limitations inherent in the process of conducting cross-cultural work that 

researchers can take into account in the future.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

There is little previous research on Chinese sojourning people in the U.S., and is especially 

limited with regard to sojourning older adults in the U.S. and in comparison with the more 

permanent immigrant populations. It would also be beneficial to compare the different stressors 

and resources of social support of Chinese grandparents visiting sojourning adult children and 

immigrant adult children in the U.S.  

Second, as the phenomenon of Chinese grandparents raising grandchildren intertwines 

with Chinese culture, cross cultural studies need to examine the role of cultural factors in relation 

to the well-being of Chinese people. It would be best to develop instruments for Asian and other 

non-Western cultures. For example, an instrument to tap filial piety needs to be created for future 

quantitative research on Chinese families. Besides examining the universal factors (such as 

family cohesion), research on ethnic groups also need to explore the culturally specific factors 

(Utsey et al, 2007). Importantly, qualitative studies provide a way of deeply understanding the 

mental health and related factors of ethnic groups (Ungar & Liebengerg, 2005). 
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Furthermore, it would be interesting to discuss the issue of Chinese grandparents raising 

grandchildren from the perspective of their adult children. Why did they invite elder parents to 

give help in raising grandchildren? How do they benefit from grandparents’ presence? What 

kinds of difficulties or conflicts do they have in their family after their parents come to the U.S.? 

What’s their relationship with their parents? What do they think of the differences between 

paternal grandparents and maternal grandparents? If they could choose one more time, would 

they still invite grandparents to give help? These interesting questions deserve future exploration 

to help better understand the Asian family experience in the U.S.  

In addition, it needs to be noted that the majority of participants came to the U.S. with their 

spouses. Future research could examine the influence of spouses on the grandparents’ well-being. 

Other demographic factors such as grandparents’ education level and economic status could also 

be explored in the relations to their well-being.  

Finally, the importance of geographic location should be pointed out for resources of social 

support of sojourning people. The study city is an urban area with a major state university. The 

participants all lived in the apartment complexes near campus, where it is easy to encounter 

Chinese people in their common living areas and outdoors, in courtyards and on playgrounds. 

Future research might compare the experiences of Chinese sojourners in large metropolitan areas 

with a large Chinese population, and smaller cities and rural areas with a small Chinese 

population. 

Implications for Practice 

As extended family network and kin relationships are vital to Chinese families, both the 

elder parents and the adult children in co-resident families may benefit from culturally-sensitve 

family life education and perhaps counseling that facilitates the intergenerational relationship. 

For instance, adult children could be encouraged to show their love and support to elder parents. 
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As most differences between Chinese grandparents and the adult children come from views 

about the correct way of raising grandchildren, educational programs on child rearing that 

facilitate intergeneration discussions could target both Chinese adult children and grandparents.  

Although social support from the community was not significantly related to Chinese 

grandparents’ well-being, friends and activities in the community were still important resources 

for them, keeping the grandparents occupied and enriching their lives. Data presented in Chapter 

4 indicated that Chinese grandparents in the U.S. did not attend many activities. Practitioners 

could provide opportunities for Chinese grandparents to interact with other Chinese elders in the 

Chinese community. Housing offices could consider offering or arranging culturally appropriate 

activities and planning Chinese cultural events and celebrations. As most grandparents missed 

their group activities in China like dancing and taiji, and they have difficulties accessing 

transportation, such activities are suggested to be held in the grandparents’ residential areas.  

Additionally, community programs could target Chinese families with activities involving all 

family members. 

Practitioners could facilitate Chinese grandparents’ perspective and encourage them to be 

less worried about the adult children’s current life and work, when these concerns become 

detrimental to their own well-being. Practitioners could also inspire Chinese grandparents to use 

appropriate coping skills, such as gardening and exercising. Vegetable gardens could be provided 

near the apartment complexes where Chinese families live. Since medical care is a big concern 

for Chinese sojourning grandparents in the U.S., short term medical services should be provided 

to the grandparents with the assistance of Chinese-speaking health care providers.  
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APPENDIX A 
SELF-COMPLETED QUESTIONAIRE  

Part I How often do you have the following feeling or experience while you stay in the U.S? 
Please circle the answers that best describes how often you feel this way. 
 
1= Never, 2=Rarely, 3=Occasionally, 4=Frequently, 5=Very frequently 
 

1. Feel lonely. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2. Feel I have language barriers. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3. Feel at home. 
1 2 3 4 5 

4. Feel life is boring.  
1 2 3 4 5 

5. Feel isolated. 
1 2 3 4 5 

6. Feel inconvenienced to go around town by 
myself. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. Feel uncertain using public transportation. 
1 2 3 4 5 

8. Feel inconvenienced by where grocery stores are 
located. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. Feel adult children do not spend enough time 
with me. 1 2 3 4 5 

10. Feel a loss of power while living together with 
adult children. 1 2 3 4 5 

11. Feel my coming to the U.S put more financial 
pressure to adult children. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Part II 
Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each of the following statement about 
your community and family. Please circle the answers that best describes your situation. 
 
1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Disagree 
 

1. If I had an emergency, even people I do not know in 
this community would be willing to help.  

1 
 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

2.  I feel good about myself when I sacrifice and give time 
and energy to members of my family.  

1 
 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

3.  The things I do for members of my family and they do 
for me make me feel part of this very important 
group. 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

4.  People here know they can get help from the 
community if they are in trouble. 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

5.  I have friends who let me know they value who I am 
and what I can do. 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

6. People can depend on each other in this community.  
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

7.  Members of my friend seldom listen to my problems or 
concerns; I usually feel criticized.  

1 
 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

8.  My friends in this community are a part of my everyday 
activities. 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

9.  There are times when family members do          things 
that make other members unhappy.           

                                                        
 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

10.  I need to be very careful how much I do for my friends 
because they take advantage of me.  

1 
 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

11. Living in this community gives me a secure feeling.  
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

12. The members of my family make an effort to show 
their love and affection for me.  

1 
 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

13. There is a feeling in this community that people should 
not get too friendly with each other.  

1 
 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 
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1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Disagree 

14. This is not a good community to bring children up in.  
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

15. I feel secure that I am as important to my  
friends as they are to me. 

 
1 

 
2 

 
3 

 
4 

 
5 

16. I have some very close friends outside the family who 
I know really care for me and love me. 1 2 3 4 5 

17. Member(s) of my family do not seem to understand 
me, I feel taken for granted. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Part III Please indicate how strongly you agree or disagree with each of the following statement 
about your family relationship. Circle the number that best describes your feelings. 
 
 1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Disagree                                                       

 
1. Family members are supportive of each other during 

difficult times. 
1 2 3 4 5 

2. It is easier to discuss problems with people outside the 
family than with other family members. 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Our family gathers together in the same room. 1 2 3 4 5 

4.  Our family does things together. 1 2 3 4 5 

5．In our family, everyone goes his/her own way.                 1 2 3 4 5 

6.  Family members know each other’s close friends. 1 2 3 4 5 

7.  Family members consult other family members on their 
decisions. 

1 2 3 4 5 

8.  We have difficulty thinking of things to do as a family. 1 2 3 4 5 

9．Family members feel very close to each other. 1 2 3 4 5 
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1=Strong Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strong Disagree 

10. Family members feel closer to people outside the 
family than to other family members. 

1 2 3 4 5 

11. Family members go along with what the family decides 
to do. 

1 2 3 4 5 

12. Family members like to spend their free time with each 
other. 

1 2 3 4 5 

13. Family members avoid each other at home. 1 2 3 4 5 

14. We approve of each other’s friends. 1 2 3 4 5 

15. Family members pair up rather than do things as a total 
family. 

1 2 3 4 5 

16. Family members share interests and hobbies with each 
other.  

1 2 3 4 5 

 
Part IV How often in the past week did you have the following feeling? Please circle the number 
that best describe how you feel. 
1=Never, 2=Rarely, 3=Occasionally, 4=Frequently, 5=Always. 
 

1. I felt I had as much energy as before. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. I felt I was less useful.  1 2 3 4 5 

3. I felt I had a lot of fun in life.   1 2 3 4 5 

4. I felt depressed. 1 2 3 4 5 

5. I felt unhappy. 1 2 3 4 5 

6. I felt I had nothing to do. 1 2 3 4 5 

7. I was willing to have contact with others. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. I liked to be alone. 1 2 3 4 5 

9. I became irritated. 1 2 3 4 5 
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Part V Demographic questions: 
1. What is your age?  

 A. younger than 50 years old 
B. 50-59 years old  
C. 60 years old and above 
D. 70-79 years old 
E. 80 or above 
 

2. What is your sex?   
A. Male  
B Female 
 

3. What is your education level?  
A. Less than high school  
B. High school  
C. Three years college  
D. Four years University   
E. Graduate degree  
 

4. Where are you come from? 
A. Rural China    
B. Urban China 
 

5. Do you come together with your spouse or by yourself? 
A. With spouse     
B. By myself 
 

6 Are you paternal grandparent or maternal grandparent?   
A. Paternal grandparent  
B. Maternal grandparent 

 
7.  How many times have you been in the U.S before? 
   A. I never been in the U.S before. 
   B. I have been in the U.S once before I came this time. 
   C. I have been in the U. S twice before I came this time. 
   D. I have been in the U.S three times before I came this time. 
   E. I have been in the U.S more than three times before I came this time. 

 
8 What is or are the age and gender of the grandchildren you are taking care of?  
    

Grandchildren Age Gender 
  1 
  2 
  3 
  4 
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9.  What is annual income in adult children’s households who currently live together with you?    

A. Below $ 10,000    
B. $ 10, 001-20,000    
C. $ 20,001-30,000    
D. $ 30,001-40,000    
E. Above $ 40,000   
F. I don’t know 
 

10. Which village do you live currently? 
   A. Maguire/UVS 
   B. Diamond 
   C. Corry 
   D. Tanglewood 
   E. Sun island 
   F. Others 
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APPENDIX B 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS  

1) Why did you come to the U.S.? 
 
2) Tell me a little about the household you live in the U.S (adult children and the 

grandchildren). 
 
3) What do you think and feel about your life in the U.S.? 
 
4) What difficulties and inconveniences you have in your life in the U.S? 
 
5) What pleasures do you have? 
 
6) What do you do to take care of your grandchildren? 
 
7) What difficulties do you have in taking care of your grandchildren in the U.S? 
 
8) How do you feel about the responsibility of raising grandchildren? 
 
9) What do you usually do with your friends here? 
 
10) How important are these friends important for your life here? 
 
11) What kinds of activities do you attend here? 
 
12) How are these important to your life here? 
 
13) How do you get along with your adult children? Can you describe your relationship with 

the adult children you live with? 
 
14) What kinds of differences do you have with your adult children?  
 
15) What are the different opinions you have on rearing grandchildren? 
 
16) How do you feel about the differences with your adult children? 
 
17) Did you have any health problems when you come here? What were those health 

problems? 
 
18) Do you have health insurance? Do you worry about this?  
 
19) What did you expect your adult children’s life to be like before you came to the U.S.? 
 
20) How do you feel about their current quality of life? 
 
21) How do you feel about their work or study in the U.S.? 
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22) What do you feel about the adult children’s future? 
 
23) In general, what are your feelings about being in the U.S? 
 
24) Is there anything else affecting your well-being in the U.S.? 
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