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Abstract 

Background: China is the world´s most populated country with a high percentage of old 

people. The happiness of old people in Eastern countries is related to the 

living situation and the family concept. China´s sprit of filial piety and the 

rules from the government are saying that care for old people is the 

responsibility of adults in China. Given the country´s rapid development 

and skewed population growth, Chinese adults have a hard time balancing 

expectations from their old parents and the demands from the modern 

society. 

Aim: The aim of this study was to explore Chinese adults´ perceptions of old 

Chinese people and the traditional care taking of old people in China today.

Method: This is a qualitative study, with four semi-structured interviews with four 

back-office Chinese adult workers aged between 25-40 years. The 

interview was conducted in a manufacturing company in Shenzhen and 

lasted between 25-35 minutes. In the analysing of the data a qualitative 

content analysis by Yin (2013) was used. 

Results: The resultat of this study shows that the respect for the culture is important 

for the well-being of the old people in China. Old Chinese people consider 

the financial support from the sons as a proof of a successful Chinese 

family and that the Chinese people are forced to adapt to the rapid 

development even within the care taking of old people in China.



Discussion: The result discussion is based on the context of the human being and the 

theory, Transcultural Care, of Madeleine Leininger and with reflections 

from previous research. Brought to attention from the discussion was that 

old people felt a strong need of having their culture respected and valued in 

order to perceive themselves and to be perceived by others as a valuable 

human being.  A nurse needs to understand that cultures are inconsistent 

and at the same time respect the cultural heritage of a patient, and thereby 

understand the patient as cultural being. The individual culture emerge in a 

patient when the nurse understands the patient as the individual he/she is. 

Only then can the nurse offer care which leads to individual well-being, for 

both old and young people. 
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Sammanfattning  

Bakgrund: Kina är världens mest befolkade land med en stor andel äldre. Äldre 

människors upplevelse av lycka i östländer relateras ofta till deras boende 

situation och deras känsla av familjesamhörighet. I Kinas finns den ständiga 

andan av respekt för sina äldre där också regering säger att det är de vuxna 

kinesernas ansvar att vårda sina äldre. Den snabba utvecklingen i landet och 

den skeva befolkningsväxten har resulterat i att vuxna kineser har fått det 

svårt att balansera kraven som de äldre ställer med kraven från landets 

samhälleliga moderniseringsprocess. 

Syfte: Syftet med studien var att utforska vuxna kinesers uppfattning av äldre 

kineser och den traditionella äldrevården i Kina idag.

Metod: Detta är en kvalitativ studie, med fyra semi-strukturerade intervjuer med 

kontorsanställda, vuxna kineser i åldrarna 25-40 år. Intervjuerna varade 

mellan 25-35 minuter och utfördes på ett produktionsföretag i Shenzhen. I 

analysen av datan användes en kvalitativ innehållsanalys med ramar från 

Yin (2013).  

Resultat: Resultatet av studien visade att respekten för kulturen var viktig för äldre 

kinesers välmående. Att det finansiella stödet från söner fungerade som ett 

bevis för familjelycka och att det kinesiska folket har tvingats anpassa sig 

till den snabba utvecklingen när det gäller vårdandet av äldre kineser. 

Diskussion: Resultatet har diskuterats med tidigare forskning och kring den 

transkulturella omvårdnadsteorin av Madeleine Leininger med fokus på 

konsensusbegreppet människan. Utifrån denna diskussion framkom det att 

äldre personer har ett starkt behov av att få sin kultur respekterad och 

värdesatt för att kunna uppfatta sig själv och bli uppfattad av andra som en 

värdefull människa. Sjuksköterskan måste förstå att en kultur är föränderlig 

och samtidigt respektera den nuvarande kulturen hos patienten och på så vis 

förstå varje patient som en kulturell varelse. Individens kultur uppenbarar 

sig först när man förstått personen. Först då kan sjuksköterskan erbjuda vård 

som leder till individuellt välbefinnande, för såväl äldre som yngre patienter. 



Nyckelord: Kultur, äldre, åldrande, Kina, vuxna, transkulturell omvårdnad
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Introduction 
For some time, China has been the land of opportunities with one of the worlds fastest 

growing economy(Globalis, 2015). Cities have developed from rural to urban within only two 

decades. Because of this development Chinese families are nowadays not living together in 

the same way as they did only a decade ago. A country with one law stating that old people 

should be cared for by the family and another law restricting couples to only have one child, 

aroused my curiosity. I would like to get an insight into Chinese people´s reflections on aging. 

To understand different kind of people and their perception on aging and well-being 

contributes to a more open interaction with people in need of care. As a Swedish nurse 

student, I am curious in the Chinese elderly care because I have understood that my future 

profession as a nurse will constantly contain encounters with people from different cultures 

and with different traditions. China has always have been close to my heart as I have spend a 

lot of time as a young adult in this big and unfamiliar country.  

Background 

China 

China is the world 's most populated country with a population of nearly 1.4 billion people 

(United Nations Development Program, UNDP, 2015). The life expectancy is estimated to 75 

years and 11.8 percent of the population are living in poverty. Measuring the human 

development through life expectancy, education and income per citizen in a country, China 

was estimated to 0.719 in the Human Development Index, this can be compared to the 

Swedish rate 0.898 (Globalis, 2015). The main exports from China are fabric, electrical 

devices, oil, chemicals, industrial goods and weapons. China is also a country rich in natural 

resources like coal, oil and iron-stone and the investments in foreign countries have increased 

the last couple of years mainly in Africa, Europe and North America. 

The people of China are officially atheists, but more than 18 percent of the people are 

Buddhists and five percent of the people are Christians (Landguiden, 2014). The earlier 

propagation of atheism has now ceased, but to be a member of the communist party, atheism 

is a must. Despite religious freedom in Chinese constitution, the religious communities are 

under strict supervision of the state. The spirit of China are strongly influenced by the ethical 

and political philosophy, the confucianism (Morton & Lewis, 2004). Confucius who is the 
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father of this philosophy died in 479 BC. His philosophy contained the importance of virtues 

like show respect for old people, filial piety. For centuries, China was one of the most 

advanced civilizations in the world, homeland of inventions such as the compass, gunpowder, 

paper and the art of printing.

China has been ruled by dynasties until the middle of the 19th century(Landguiden, 2014).  

Since 1947 the communist party, is ruling the country. After the death of the leader Mao 

Zedong 1976, China has become more liberal and willing to collaborate with foreign 

countries. Still the communist party is the only party allowed, without any real opposition. 

The government has in recent years opened up the borders to the western countries, as one 

step forward to meet the Millennium Development Goals established by United Nations, UN 

(2015). With this initiative the country have experienced a great economic success and 

became a member of World Trade Organisation more than ten years ago (World Trade 

Organisation, 2015). The living conditions in China have been developing at a steady and 

stabile rate since the 1980s (Gapminder, 2015). Yet three quarters of the Chinese population 

are engaged in agriculture. The government has helped millions of people out of poverty but 

extreme poverty is still widespread in the countryside (UNDP, 2015). China’s per capita GDP 

was estimated to 10,771 dollar in 2012, compared with Sweden’s 41,840 dollar per year. 

The Chinese politics are driven by the social stability and the economic growth, which has 

been a successful but have also led to the ever widening gap between rich and poor and also 

between the rural and urban areas (Globalis, 2015). The respect for human rights is low, as 

China exercise death penalty which affects hundreds of people every year, mainly because of 

corruption and other disloyal and economic crimes (Amnesty International, 2015). Even 

though there is a lack of respect towards the human rights it is becoming more and more 

important for China to be considered as a nonviolent and a responsible international 

superpower (Landguiden, 2014).

Development in China 

In the year of 2010 the former prime minister, Wen Jiabao, wanted the whole world to get to 

know the real China and said, in a press-release in New York for UN General Assembly, that 

China has come a long way in modernisation in some areas but remains behind in others. He 

confirmed China as a reaming developing country, in the primary stage of socialism (UN, 

2015). 
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 Development can be defined as a process of broadening people´s choices. It is no longer 

interesting how rich a country is but how rich the population is when it comes to well-being, 

access to healthcare and the opportunity to fulfilling lives (Lindstrand, Bergström, Rosling, 

Rubenson, Stenson and Tylleskär, 2006). Countries under rapid economic growth are often 

missing the healthcare factor which leads to favoring the young and strong of the population. 

To judge a country´s development as good or bad is, according to Nussbaum (2011) how well 

a country is able to create capabilities for individuals.  

 The people in China have witnessed the largest socioeconomic change and urbanisation in 

the world (The World Bank, 2015). When China opened up the borders to the rest of the 

world, the country experienced a rapid economic and social development. The Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) growth is estimated about 10 percent a year, which has lifted more 

than 500 million people out of poverty. With this, all of the Chinese Millennium Development 

Goals have been reached or are within reach. Nevertheless China still has the second largest 

number of poor in the world after India (Gapminder, 2015). The income per capita is still not 

high enough, this is why China still remains a developing country.  

 Because of the rapid development the government of China is facing both challenges and 

opportunities, as they have had a short period of time to steer the country through this social 

evolution (UNDP, 2015), and China is facing a battle against climate change, inequalities and 

a rapidly ageing population. Migrant workers and the ageing population, are demographic 

groups who require particular attention in the urbanisation process.  

 This group of people cannot afford to take any chances and they need help from the society 

to create the ability to fight their way forward (Bateman, 1995). This is also why the health 

care needs to develop at the same pace as the rest of the society, because health professionals 

can function as a tool for this social group with special needs. A developed healthcare will 

recognise population´s needs to obtain wellbeing and to be the stepping stone for people with 

special needs to adapt to the development. 

One-Child policy in China 

In the middle of the 19th century the government tried all means to get the citizens to birth 

fewer children, because the population pressure worried the leaders of China (The World 

Bank, 2015). The One-child policy was presented in China 1979. This policy stated that it was 
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against the law to have more children than one (Landguiden, 2014). The government made 

only one exception and that was minority populations, and later on another one for people 

who were living in the countryside who were allowed to have two children if their first one 

was a daughter. Only two years ago, they allowed couples, where one or both of them were 

the only child, to have more than one child. The 29th of October 2015 the government of 

China announced that all people in China are free to have two children (China Daily-Asia, 

2015).  

 The population of old people has, during the last 25 years, nearly doubled and during the 

same period the child population has, as expected, declined slightly (UN, 2015). This skewed 

population growth of old and young people will continue, and  in year 2034 it is expected to 

double again while the child population will continue to decline. 

	 The old population will increase from almost 15% and 2013 to 23.4% in 2030 (UN, 2015). 

This age shift will put a great pressure on the pension systems and family structures, because 

this means that most of the families will have one child responsible for two parents and four 

grandparents. The age shift also means that the number, of adults who are working, for every 

old person will drop from 7.9 in 2008 to 2.4 by 2050.  The shrinking adult population will 

have to pay for the increasing health and pension benefits for this growing elderly society. 

 Guo (2014) found that having many children also contributes to the happiness of  Chinese 

people. Children contribute to their economic and psychological well-being late in life. The 

Chinese tradition says that old people can rely on the family support systems, where parents 

reside with their adult sons(The World Bank, 2015). Some are considering this problem, “the 

missing girls”. Girls are supposed to take care of the husband´s parents, there fore why, would 

anyone in China prefer to have a girl child when it means that they will end up without any 

support when they grow old. This also contributes to a skewed population. Although the one-

child policy has generated short term economic benefits but what does it lead to in the long 

run? As a consequence larger group of men will be employed, many of them will never get 

married and they will be alone with none to support them in their old age.


The situation of the old population in China 

According to Dehlin, Hagberg, Rundgren, Samuelsson and Sjöbeck (2000) people are living 

longer and are getting older because of the good conditions in today´s society. As a result a 
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growing number of old people in the communities around the world, and in a bigger need of 

care for old people. China, with the largest population in the world, are according to Svenska 

FN-förbundet (2013) getting to experience this phenomena as well. As one would expect from 

the worlds most populated country, China has a large number of old people, more particularly 

12.4 percent of the population is over 60 years old (Globalis, 2015).  

 According to Zhang (2007), interviews with the chief of social welfare shows that China is 

exploring and increasing the divers care for old people. Still remains at-home elderly care as 

number one. Followed by community based services and ultimately institutional care. The 

family makes the decision about nursing home entry or not for their old ones (Liu & Tinker, 

2001). To get a place in a nursing home, the family has to pay a lot of money and have a valid 

reasons. The Chinese law states that not taking care of their old people may lead to 

imprisonment (Gustafson & Baofeng, 2014). The traditional and most common way of 

growing old in China is together with the oldest son and his family, but there are studies 

showing that old people think of their own home and hometown as a suitable place to live and 

grow old in. When investigating older people´s needs while ageing in their hometowns, some 

important factors were found which could make it possible for old people to avoid moving to 

their children in large cities (Cao, Guo,Yu, Chen &Mcdonald, 2014). Despite a relatively 

good health old people are still required insurance to cover the costs for health problems, 

access to home care services and more recreational programmes/services to maintain their 

health.  

 One other reason to not co- residing can be, according to Chen and Ye (2013), that adults 

are less available for family caregiving because of their busy life. The authors of the study 

wanted to investigate the role of the children´s support in elders´decision to live in a 

residential long-term care in Shanghai, based on their initiations and actual experiences. The 

result was shown after both quantitative and qualitative data.  

 In a qualitative study of Zhang, Shan and Jiang (2014), were they wanted to investigate the 

meaning of life and health experience of old Chinese people with chronic illness and identify 

health potential from a positive perspective, found that old Chinese people with chronic 

illness described worries concerning loss of  the ability of self care because they are afraid to 

become a burden to their children. They also described the meaning of life and health as a 

sense of responsibility. To keep a good health should be a mission, according to the 
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participants, for themselves, others and even the society. A good health is their mission in life, 

because they must avoid adding burdens to their country which is part of their filial 

obligation.  

 Even though the filial piety philosophy is thousand years old, it still plays a huge part in 

the psychological well-being of old people in China (Cheng & Chan, 2006). It is important for 

old people, as well as young people, to feel that reciprocal relationship between them is 

prioritised  (Tsai, Chen & Tsai, 2008). This feeling can bring both parents and children 

happiness and well-being. Chen, Hicks and While (2014) found that old Chinese people who 

are living alone and only had one adult child felt worried about whether the child is going to 

put up with social support or not, and they also expressed a feeling of loneliness or fear of 

becoming alone. At the same time they clearly expressed the filial piety as something obvious 

and not something they were worried about within the family. The filial piety can be present 

despite fear for loneliness and the lack of social support.  

 Old people´s happiness in Eastern countries is related to the living situation and the 

concept of the family (Nan, Ni, Lee, Tam, Lam, Leung & McDowell, 2014). In Eastern 

cultures the happiness in life is more collective and holistic in its essence. The happiness in 

Eastern cultures is achieved  trough harmony with other individuals, with the society and with 

nature. 

Elderly care in the western world  

The increasing number of old people in the need of care has already forced welfare societies 

to face major challenges (Dehlin, Hagberg, Rundgren, Samuelsson & Sjöbeck, 2000). Elderly 

care in the western world contains home health care, nursing home care, emergency geriatric 

departments and of course emergency care and hospitalisation (Dunér & Blomqvist, 2009). 

According to Nygren and Lundman (2009) the western context of an elderly care promotes 

good aging through compensating for the aging body's frailty and disability, supporting and 

strengthen the internal strength, helping to find a balance between activity and rest and 

helping to experience meaning in life.  

 Western old people living in nursing homes are often relieved, according to Melin-

Johansson, Eriksson, Segerbäck and Boström ( 2013). The old people experience a safe and 

secure place in nursing homes with a western context of elderly care. 
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 According to Haugan (2014) can a good nurse-patient interaction influence hope, meaning 

in life and self-transcendence in nursing home patients and can also be an important resource 

in relation to patient´s health and global well being. The Norwegian study is stating that to 

care for old people with a positive approach and with good interacting and communicating 

skills facilitates patient´s health and the global well being. A western picture of aging with the 

sense of well being includes good health, good cognitive ability, social skills, personal 

control, life satisfaction and a long life (Hagberg, 2000).  

 It is the nurse's duty under the competence description to identify and work with the entire 

older persons needs and resources (Riksföreningen för Sjuksköterskan inom Äldrevård, 

2012). Also to utilize the older person's life experiences and knowledge, that will be based on 

old persons strengths, the identity and the perception on well being.  

Problem statement 

A fast growing number of the old population, in the need of care, in China is a challenge 

which must be addressed. This is a challenge to adress with consideration for a developing 

Chinese society, with a skewed population growth. Rapid development and society changes 

often favours the young and strong and seems to neglect the old and frail. This can lead to the 

old and frail part of the population being deprived of their capabilities, minimising their 

chance of well-being. The old people of China, as old people around the world, are sooner or 

later at a stage where they are in need of care. The country is facing a situation were the 

traditional and governmental elderly care are caught between the past and the present 

modernised Chinese society. The future Chinese elderly care system is going to need support 

and the Chinese people acknowledging of the problem can be a step in the right direction. 

Aim 

The aim of this study was to explore Chinese adults´ perceptions of old Chinese people and 

the traditional care taking of old people in China. 
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Transcultural care as theoretical framework 

In the science of caring, the human being is a concept to understand different theories where 

the human are being perceived in different contexts. The human being as a concept includes 

how a theory understands human resources and human living standards, and how this affects 

the nurse´s actions (Kristoffersen & Friberg, 2015). 

 The theory of transcultural nursing by Madeleine Leininger are describing the sunrise 

modell which are telling the nurse to first make an holistic assessment of the patient in order 

to understand the patient´s cultural context (Leininger & McFarland, 2006). Then in order to 

plan the patient´s care, the nurse is expected to have a cultural competence to include the 

patient´s mores, valuations, methods and routines.  In the implementation of care, the nurse is 

expected to be open yet suggest all options available, adapted to the patients world view.  

 An important part in the role of a nurse according to Leininger and McFarland (2006) is to 

be culturally sensitiv to both well-known and alien cultures. In order to respect different 

cultures the nurse has to understand the human being as a cultural being. The theory of 

transcultural care avoids the concept of the human being as one person and instead puts the 

human in a bigger perspective such as a member of a family, a group and as a member of a 

society.  Understanding the human being as a cultural being means that the human being can 

never be understood separately from his/her particular cultural context.  

 The human beings of cultural and religious diversity among countries, communities and 

even within the same families must be recognised and accepted with human dignity as a 

unconditional value (Cheraghi, Manookian & Nasrabadi, 2014).  

 For this study the theoretical outset of transcultural nursing was chosen as it defines the 

transcultural world the people of China are facing today. The theoretical outset is going to be 

highlighted in the discussion, when discussing the result and previous research on the basis of 

the transcultural care approach with focus on the human being. Transcultural care and support 

can, according to Debesay, Harslof, Rechel and Vike (2014), give people the same 

opportunities to receive help and care no matter what culture they are surrounded by. From a 

transcultural point of view, people in position to help others may provide extra time to 

minority groups to help them be understood and to give them the care and support they need.  
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Method 

According to Yin (2013) a qualitative research method used in this study, means getting in 

contact with experiences and describing these in a subjective way. This means as if the 

researcher looks at every situation as new, without preconceptions and understands that one 

can interpret and witness experiences in different ways. The method is suitable to understand 

how Chinese adult´s perceive the aging in China because it is based on a holistic view. With a 

holistic view the focus is on the big picture, containing the separate and individual parts as 

well as the whole of the collected data. This makes the phenomena visible, leading to a better 

understanding of this particular data. 

Participants and procedure 

The study was performed at a private company in the city Shenzhen, located close to the 

border of HongKong. To inform about the purpose of the study, the author send an 

information e-mail (Appendix 1) to the contact-person at the company, who then forwarded it 

to all employees in one unit at the company. In the e-mail were employees asked if they 

would like to participate, without any obligations.  

 Three female employees and one male employee with similar positions, within in the age 

group of 25-40 years, volunteered for interviews. They all had reasonably good skills in the 

English language and they were working full time, which in this company was ten hours a day 

with a lunch break of two hours.  

 After a feedback from these four persons, who confirmed that they were willing to 

participate, time and place for the interviews were scheduled. The contact-person provided a 

private meeting room where the interviews were held. 

 To be sure that the interview questions were sustainable and were perceived correctly, the 

author carried out a test interview with a person who was not involved in the study. It did not 

contribute to any changes to the opening question but enabled the author to embrace a slightly 

more reclusive attitude during the interviews, which may have led to less forced and more 

profound and honest response from the participants.  
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Data collection 

The interviews were held in a private room with only the author and one participant present at 

the time, and the interview lasted for 25-35 minutes. The interviews were semistructured 

which means that the participants were asked open-ended questions, and the same opening 

question was asked each participant (Appendix 2). The data was collected in English 

language, without an interpreter. The participants native language is Mandarin and this factor 

contributed to reformulations of the interview questions in the interview guide. The 

interviews were recorded with a recording device and short after that the interviews were 

transcribed verbatim. 

Data analysis 

The analysis of the collected data started with a phase of compilation of data which according 

to Yin (2013) is the beginning to create a solid ground for analysis of the data. To create a 

database and to get to know the data, the author did multiple playbacks of the recorded data 

and had several re-interpretations of the transcribed data. Then the data was organized into an 

easily accessible document, with a constant reflection on how the study stands out, how the 

data is related to the purpose and if new insights emerged.  

 According to Yin (2013) the next phase, which the author followed, was the dismantling of 

data. The author selected units of analysis, so called meaning units. Meaning units are 

statements or a set of words which relate to central meanings. To form meaning units the 

author condensed the transcribed data. To condensate a text means to shorten a text without 

any loss of quality or significance of the content. Further on in this phase the author 

formulated codes from the meaning units with the constant reflection on how the codes are 

linked together and in which possible category they could be placed. During this phase the 

author kept memos of  thoughts and reflections, which was dismissed or brought up to 

discussion during the final of the analyzing process.  

 Then took the authors remounting of data place which according to Yin (2013) was to look 

for categories to place the codes in and then throw all the data around and put one code with 

the “wrong” category just to test the analysis or to review with fresh eyes. In this phase 

categories and sub-categories were found. Categories are groups of different contents but 

share common qualities. When creating the categories the author made sure that the data 
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always was related to the purpose of the study and all of the categories and sub-categories 

were presented in the result.  A table was made where meaning units, abstraction, codes, 

categories and sub-categories were sorted in numbered columns. An example of this is 

provided in Appendix 3.  

 The interpretation phase, which is the last phase in the analysis of data, enabled the author 

a chance to write the own point of view to the remounted data (Yin, 2013). When the author 

added the own point of view to the analysis, there was a constant reflection whether the 

outcome was reasonable, empirically correct, trustworthy and valuable. This was made with a 

descriptive interpretation in the result presentation and with a critical and inductive 

interpretation method when presenting the result in a discussion with the goal to get an full 

and interesting outcome.  

  

Ethical considerations 

The Research Ethic Committee at the Department of Health Care Science at Ersta University 

College (diarienr. 1506/A) approved this study. According to Vetenskapsrådet (2015) the 

ethical application must be approved before the interview takes place. After the application 

was approved the participants received an information E-mail, this informed the participants 

about the purpose of the study and that the participation was voluntary with the right to 

terminate the participation at any time without any explanation or excuse. The information 

also contained how the study assured confidentiality. The participants were renamed and the 

data was kept in a safe during the process of the study. Further on the participants were 

informed that the data only would be used for this study and that it would be destroyed when 

the study was finished.  

 To show the participants reverence for the loss of working hours the participants were 

offered compensation which they all turned down. They still received a gift as thanks for 

making this study possible.   

Results 

The perception of growing old in China today was summarized into three main themes. The 

first theme was The culture as a basis in the ideal care of old Chinese people. The second 
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theme was highlighted as Financial support from the sons is a proof of a successful life for 

old Chinese people. The last theme that emerged was Adapting to rapid development in the 

traditional care of old Chinese people. 

The culture as a basis in the ideal care of old Chinese people 

There is a definite idea of how the old people prefer to be cared for. The participants 

described that according to their culture, the old people in the family were to be taken care of 

by the oldest son. “They like living with their sons and don´t like to go to the home for old 

people, they do not like that”. The participants also described how the sons and the wives of 

the sons have the full responsibility for parents when they are growing old. The participants 

agreed on that the old people firmly believe that the only proper care is to live with their sons. 

“In China the son has to take care of the parents”. 

 For the old people to even think of another place to live than together with the family is 

very hard. Several of the participants say that the old people take living with the families of 

their sons for granted. The participants described that, it is just as obvious to take care of your 

elderly as it is to take care of your children. “Chinese people raise and look after babies, when 

babies grow up and they live together. Just like the parents look after their babies, the children 

look after their parents, normal families are like that”. 

 The participants described how the filial piety characterizes the Chinese people´s everyday 

life and the respect must also be considered in public places. “It is our responsibility to take 

care of them［the older people］, we have to, in China like it is our responsibility”. The 

participants also described that the most important thing in life is to honor old people, and for 

them the respect means that you always keep your old people in mind and to always put them 

first no matter what. “This is the most important virtue［in relation to］, your parents and 

your grandparents, to put them first”. 

 According to the participants, the happiness of the old people depends on the family who 

takes care of them. If they are happy together with the family and if the family members are 

treating the old family members well they will consider themselves happy. “If my uncle, his 

wife and their children are nice to them ［to the grandparents］ they will be happy”. 
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Financial support from the sons is a proof of a successful life for old Chinese 

people 

Old people receive financial support from two parts. The participants explained that it is the 

son or sons of the family who are not only responsible for the practical care but also for the 

financial support of the old person “The sons have to pay, the living of the parents”. The 

participants described how old people get financial support from the government but they 

described  that the amount depends on whether you live in rural or urban cities, but the 

amount is rarely enough.  

 The participants described that if an old person lives in a nursing home today it is because 

there was no other solution to be found. The decisions depended on whether they had a son 

who could support them or not. If not, there was no other choice than to live in a nursing 

home. “It is not about the money. Most of them have the traditional thinking, so if they need 

to go to the nursing home it means that have no children to support them”. 

 According to the participants the happiness of an old person can be measured by how 

many sons they have and where they live. “My uncle has four brothers so my grandmother 

got much happiness”.  The general assumption in China is that old people live rich lives if 

they have many sons and a poor lives if they had to go to a nursing home, even if the cost of a 

nursing home can be higher than the cost of living together with their family.  

Adapting to rapid development in the traditional care of old Chinese people 

The development has forced this generation of adults to adapt to a new way of living. The 

participants explained how the traditional living situation has been changed because of the 

rapid development. The adults have to move to earn money into big cities where they can find 

a job.This means that eventually the old people also have to move from their habitual 

surroundings because of their need of being supported by their children or because old people 

are expected to help their children to look after their children. According to the participants, 

old people miss their children when they are gone, forced to move away to earn money, “We 

even have a famous song that ask children to come back home to see their parents”. This 

problem has grown to the proportion that the government is now forcing people to go back 

home to visit their parents and grandparents as often as they possible can, “According to the 

new law children have to come back home and stay more often with parents”. When it gets to 

Page �  of �19 36



that point that the old people have to move away,  they mourn their hometown and have a 

very hard time adapting to the new living situation together with their children in the cities. 

“In their heart they would like to stay in their hometown. My husband has no brothers and no 

sisters. So we take care of his parents”. 

 The participants described that many of the children who are supposed to look after their 

parents often are too busy and need to find assistance to get the right care for their parents, 

“But no one can take care of the grandmother ［of my friend ］ so they have to hire 

someone”. Today´s China consists of family members who are working full-time with not 

much time to take care of their old people. The participants described how some families 

either have to hire staff to take care of their old family members or even put them in daycare 

while the rest of the family are working “In Shenzhen we got many, like kindergarten or 

something like that but for old people”.  The participants described that even if the parents are 

leaving their hometown to come and live with their children, it does not mean that they get 

full time care from their children, “Their children in the city are busy working so I think they 

will have to ask someone else to take care of the parents”. 

 The participants described how adjustments within the cultural rules are made in order to 

solve the situation of their old ones. They meant that even though it is not the best way to 

have the parents living with one of the daughters in the family or with someone else in the 

family, the most important thing is to make it work. “If there are no sons it would be the 

daughters. But mostly they should live with sons”. These adjustments to the tradition are 

allowed as long as all the family members are treated nicely and taken care of within the 

family. In the end anyone in the family is good enough, “If someone has time to take care of 

the grandmother then it is ok. And maybe other children can pay money ［to the one in the 

family who takes care of her］”.  

Discussion 

The aim of this study was to explore Chinese adults´ perceptions of old Chinese people and 

the traditional care taking of old people in China. The result shows divided minds towards 

aging in China and how young and old people have to juggle the demands of tradition, the 

demands from the government and the demands caused by the rapid development. The result 
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is discussed from a nursing student´s point of view. The discussion of the result is presented 

in relation to the concept of the human being and the theory of transcultural care. 

Methodological considerations 

When using a qualitative method the analysis will always imply some subjective 

interpretations from the researcher and this can comprise a risk for the trustworthiness of the 

result of the study. The author took on the words from Yin (2013) not to be afraid of 

interpretation but to look at this part as encouraging. The analysis of data is unlimited even if 

it is to be with an empirical basis. To obtain a good interpretation the researcher must be 

aware of and familiar with the data, and at the same time have a creative mind which can link 

ideas and interests with the data. The interpretation has to be presented in the very last part of 

the study in order not to increases the risk of the data presentation to be selective.  

 The trustworthiness of the study can also be put in to question, due to the fact that the 

selected participants were chosen because of their skills in the English language.  Although 

the participants voluntarily agreed to participate, they were selected by the contact person, on 

the basis of their English skills. The prefered way of choosing the participants and 

interviewing the participants would have been in their native language (Yin, 2013). This was 

not an option since the researcher did not have the skills to perform the study in Mandarin, 

which is the native language in China. Considering whether it would have been better with an 

interpreter, the researcher came to the conclusion that it would have complicated the 

interpretation of the study even further and that the result could have been put in question in 

yet on more angle.  

 The interview was conducted as semistructured, which means that the researcher handed 

out open-ended questions. According to Backman (2008) this is a good way to assure that the 

researcher is not leading the participants to any answer. To test how the questions were 

perceived by the participants, the researcher conducted a test interview with an unattached 

person who was not part of the study more than during this occasion. Language difficulties 

arose, which forced the researcher to ask questions to be sure that the researcher understood 

the answer correctly. Some difficulties about understanding the questions, among the 

participants, arose which forced the researcher to explain and rephrase the questions until the 
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participants understood them. To counteract this as a problem and to avoid stress, the 

interviews could have been a bit longer.  

 The place, where the interviews were held, could also be put in question due the fact that 

they were performed in the participant´s own work environment. The place was quiet and 

without any distractions although it could have lead to pressure the participants to perform 

and fullfil the duty  rather than participate in something voluntary they would like to 

contribute to. This was, in spite of the mentioned above, the only option since the participants 

was busy with work. The author looked at this option as something beneficial for the 

participants given that they lost minimal labour time, nor any of their leisure time. 

 In an ideal qualitative study the data should be slightly limited, to make it possible to dig in 

deep into the data (Backman, 2008). This was brought to attention of the researcher, and the 

researcher decided that four interviews was suitable and affordable, given that the study is 

conducted by only one researcher with limited time frame.  

 As the result of this study is summarizing the perception of growing old in China, it would 

be of great interest to get to know the perception of growing old in China by the old people of 

China. When searching for articles to provide a scientific basis for this study there was a lot of 

articles which was using old Chinese people in the collection of data, but they often had a 

narrow aim with a specific problem. 

 There is always a risk when using a qualitative method to interpret data to form an answer 

to a study. The researcher need therefore to have a critical approach towards the own analysis 

of data. The researcher can keep a diary and note thoughts and ideas that arise during the 

process of the study to facilitate and maintain the critical approach (Yin, 2013).  The author 

also co-operated closely with the supervisor of this study in order to arrive at the most 

plausible themes and conclusions. The author was keen on keeping a critical approach as she 

at the same time constantly reminded herself to be sharp, be familiar with the subject, have 

perseverance, show concern for the data and try to be open and honest towards the study in its 

entirety. 

Results discussion 

The rapid development in China are putting great demands on the family members,who are 

supposed to take care of their old ones. The demands are forcing the Chinese population to 
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adjust and evolve in order to survive and and put together the life puzzle. At the same time the 

old generation sees the aging situation as a cultural matter where the culture and traditions are 

determine who is going to take care of them when they grow old. 

Perceptions of old Chinese people today 

According to this study´s findings the perception is that the culture is a basis in the ideal care 

of old Chinese people. The financial support from the sons is a proof of a successful life for 

old Chinese people and a forced position to adapting to rapid development in the traditional 

care of old Chinese people. In a study were Wang, Chen and Han (2014) wanted to investigate 

if the old people was associated with better psychological well being if co- residing with adult 

children, the cultural and traditional thinking of the old people in China also found in this 

study, was confirmed. The study stated that co- residence with their adult children contributed 

to both physical and emotional health. This facts were especially presented in widowed old 

people. 

 Receiving support from the family and especially from the adult children is contributing to 

a positive affect on old people´s psychological well-being (Chen, Hicks & While, 2014). Old 

Chinese people tend to feel lonely and are missing out the social support when they live alone 

and when they see or hear of others who live, traditionally together with their children. Old 

people in China find it hard to exist as one person, with only themselves to care for. They are 

loosing the sense of connection and belonging when they are forced to live alone or moving 

to their children in urban cities, only to be cared for by people they do not know. 

 The old people of China, can be described as cultural beings, Leininger and McFarland 

(2006) are saying that the one human being is not that central in order to be understood. To be 

understood as a cultural being with all demands it brings, nurses need to look at their patients 

as a part of a bigger system for example the family. When old people are co-residing with 

their family, they come closer to their culture and therefore closer to the better psychological 

well-being.  

This study are showing that a constant adapting to the development is a fact in China. Old 

people have to adjust their traditions and adults have to make adjustments to juggle both 

modern and the traditional demands. As every culture contains subcultures within families, 

generations, occupations and so on, the culture is constantly developing in order to be 
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practiced in every day life (Leininger & McFarland, 2006). This is confirmed by how the 

culture and traditions clearly have changed from including all family-members to, only co-

residing with a spouse.  Another sign on the developing of the culture and traditions is that old 

people are not that keen on moving to their children because of the unfamiliar city life. Thus 

the culture and traditions are adapting to the development, but in a much slower pace than the 

rest of the society in China. The old people in China are not yet ready to face a lonely 

resigning life, they are also not ready to live with- or be taken care of by strangers in their 

declining life. 

 According to Li, Xu, Chi, and Guo (2013) one reason to this is how old people in China 

also have a great need of feeling that they can provide assistance to their family. The feeling 

of being useful contributes to their well-being. To provide assistance is a duty that is 

culturally driven and is maintained in China as the concept, filial piety. To be useful late in 

life can there fore be an important source of well-being among old people in China (Hsiao, 

Xu, Chia & Silverstein, 2013). Old people in China have, as stated above, a great need of 

being useful, which consequently have a great importance in their well- being. The feeling of 

being useful late in life is something the culture and traditions have thought the Chinese 

people for centuries and there fore something very important to respect. To make the old 

person feel useful within the family is something the developing society and the health care 

have to see as a part of the old people´s cultural beings. When respecting this as a part of their 

culture and therefore a part of their beings, old people in China can live a dignified and 

meaningful life with a sense of coherence to their cultural surroundings (Cheraghi, 

Manookian & Nasrabadi, 2014). 

 Sun, Kang, Wang and Zeng (2013) did a research to investigate if the aging process could 

be delayed to contain the feeling of well being, by educating old people in how to get a good 

night sleep. The result showed that old people could fend for themselves longer in life, and 

care and costs could be significantly reduced. This only proves how long a person could 

manage by themselves bodily and biological. They are missing the fact that old people in 

China would find it hard to mentally exist if their, according to Leininger and McFarland 

(2006), cultural context was drastically changed. Old people are still going to perceive 

themselves and their family as a failure when their cultural context is torn apart. According to 

Li, Xu, Chi, and Guo (2013) the spirit of managing by themselves longer in life, could instead 
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cause the feeling of not being needed or wanted would lead to find a sense of belonging in the 

modern society. 

 Drastic cultural changes can cause mental illness in people, and especially old people who 

find it harder to adapt. (Leininger, & McFarland, 2006). Cultural changes must proceed in a 

adapted pace to the the cultural beings. Old Chinese people as cultural beings with ancient 

culture and traditions need to be given time to adjust. Cultural beings live in learned cultures, 

by generations of socialiszing, which have convinced them that this specific way of living is 

safe and inclusive.  In order to let a human continue living a dignifying life the culture needs 

to be respected and seen as a way the humans, as a cultural beings, are experiencing life and 

perceive the world (Cheraghi, Manookian & Nasrabadi, 2014). 

Perceptions of the traditional care taking of old people in China today 

The cultural and traditional living situation of adult´s in China today sooner or later includes 

their old ones. This study and the study of Zhang, Gu & Luo (2014) can confirm that the old 

people of China have expectations on their adult children to be their first supporter and 

caregiver as it is their culture heritage and is the Chinese law. Further on Zhang, Gu and Luo 

are contributing with the knowledge that the co-residence with their old people not only can 

be considered as a solution for the care taking of old people. Factors like adult children´s 

characteristics can play a major role in the decision making of taking care of their old ones or 

not. The authors mentioned characteristics like filial attitudes, socioeconomic status and the 

quality of the relationship with their old ones. This confirms the Chinese people as cultural 

beings, when interpreting Leininger and McFarland (2006). Cultural beings with the family as 

their way of understanding and feeling a connection to themselves and the society. The adult´s 

characteristics come from family subcultures which play a huge part in deciding things as 

important as co-residing with old people or not. 

 The co-residence with old people and the caregiving of old people can be a burden and 

strain for the adult children, but it can also can also have beneficial effects (Hogstel, Curry & 

Walker, 2006). The study found four beneficial factors in caregivers within the family, 

videlicet they are appreciating the small things in life, they quickly resolve past hurts and 

conflicts within the family, they are developing personal strength in their own perception of 

growing old and they have the benefit of experiencing the older person´s full life. Leininger 
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and McFarland (2006) are stating that a human being can maintain a feeling of well-being if 

surrounded by people from the same culture, as they can on a higher level understand and 

appreciate particular values and traditions of the human being holds. This is why a beneficial 

way of living is most likely among people who have, together, created and adjusted a culture 

suited for this particular group of people, for example a family. 

 Although the most important benefit for adult children and the Chinese society when co-

residing with old people is of a more practical nature namely, child care (Zhang, Gu &Luo, 

2014).  As long as the old people are healthy when co-residing, they facilitate work 

opportunities for the adult´s by taking care of children. Sometimes it even makes living 

arrangements as intergenerational transfers (Silverstein, Cong and Li, 2006). This was not a 

finding in this study but it is important to highlight because of the beneficial economic effects 

on the adult´s and the beneficial well-being of children living with their old people. The 

family can there fore arrange a living situation were the old people are raising their 

grandchildren. This is to let adult children to get a chance to work as much as possible and 

still feel secure with the upbringing of their children. But when the grandparents are to frail 

and need care one can never escape the fact of the adult´s as the largest form of care for old 

people in China (Lin, Yin & Loubere, 2014). According to Liu, Guo and Bern-Klug (2013) the 

caregiver situation, for their old ones, among adult´s can cause economic stress, especially 

among low-income adult´s and among those who are the eldest son of the family. The oldest 

son have the culturural and traditional pressure to be the primary caregiver and the first 

responsible for the old ones well-being. When the culture and society are demanding the 

young people of China to support their old ones, it puts pressure on them to perform 

according to the traditional and cultural ways (Liu, Guo & Bern-Klung, 2013). At the same 

time try to catch the rapid development which forces them to evolve, move forward and start 

to moderate the culture. Chinese adult´s are forced to adapt their culture in order to meet 

demands from the society and their old ones. When adult´s are experiencing stress and other 

mental and psychological illness, Leininger and McFarland (2006) explain this according to 

the transcultural nursing as an ignorance of the culture they associate themselves with as 

human beings. 

 When discussing the result of the findings that anyone in the family is good enough in the 

question of care and support of old Chinese family members, one can according to Zhan 
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(2005) understand that this someone is often of a specific gender. The care for the old ones 

often ends up a Chinese women responsibility. The financial part often holds the 

responsibility of the Chinese men. Even tough the caregiving context make no gender 

distinctions among daughters and sons of their share of financial responsibility, this is not 

what is happening in reality. Women adult´s are lacking the actual ability to be the financial 

supporter. This is because women generally make less than men and are more likely to be 

unemployed because they often have to stay home to provide family care. This can be a future 

problem when these women are getting old, with no rights to a pension and perhaps only one 

adult child who is supposed to be the caregiver and supporter of her.   

 The adult children of China are within a moderate and more modern culture where even 

the old Chinese people seem to accept that any one in the family can be their caregiver and 

financial supporter, not necessary the oldest son. The governmental manipulation on the 

population growth has forced the culture and families to create their own and moderated and 

modern version of their ancient Chinese culture. This is according to Leininger and 

McFarland (2006) how we also can understand the human being as a evolutionist and a 

survival species by, in different ways and under diverse circumstances find new ways in 

difficult situations and show concern for the old and frail in our society. This can summarize 

the adult people of China as a generation with big respect for their old ones and their culture, 

including the filial piety.  

  

Clinical implications 

Because of the increased length of life worldwide and the decreasing number of newborns, 

the population growth is becoming increasingly skewed. China as well as western countries is 

experiencing this phenomena. The western world consists of multicultural societies with a 

high percentage of old people. The elderly care in multicultural societies can therefor be 

perceived in multicultural ways.The nurse must consciously be aware of raise aging from a 

cultural aspect when it comes to elderly care. A nurse with an open, reflective and adapted 

approach can increase patient´s feeling of being understood and be perceived in cultural 

contexts in an elderly care situation. Nurse´s need to have a  cultural sensitivity with the 

ability to detect differences among old patient´s but meet those differences with equality. 

Within the context of care, nurses have to accept the existence of cultures and traditions 
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within the patient´s, in order to be able to understad them as cultural beings. With this said it 

is important to be educated about different cultures, but we can never sort people from only 

facts like this. The care-taking of old people can be successful if it reflects on their cultural 

contexts. When caring for old people we must accept the fact that we never could know their 

cultural context by knowing their origin. People are creating a culture based on their 

surroundings, and a nurse can never know a patient´s surrounding if he/she have never met 

that person before. The culture within all people, old people, young people, patient´s and 

nurses are constantly developing, and it is in the meeting of cultural beings we can develop 

our own cultural being.  

Further research 

In multicultural and fast developing countries, the elderly care need to meet the demands from 

rapid developing societies. Further research about how a constantly changing elderly care can 

be put into reality need to start. Research about a constantly mutable elderly care with focus 

on transcultural care, will hopefully bring out specific and important factors for a well-

functioning elderly care.  

Conclusion 

The respect and the understanding for Chinese people of different generations as culture 

individuals have led to cultural adjustments. The old Chinese people would like their care to 

be created with a record to their cultural heritage. Adult Chinese people want to give their old 

ones the care they need. In order to make their old ones happy and at the same time adapt to 

the modernisation, adults are making adjustments in their culture and traditions. With this said 

the adult´s have great respect for the old culture and traditions. Old people in China still 

appreciate their old culture and traditions, including the filial piety as their greatest virtue and 

seem to understand that their adult children do too. The cultural and traditional elderly care 

has started to adjust in order to follow the Chinese governmental demands, the Chinese 

modernisations demands, the old Chinese people´s demands and the young Chinese 

generations demands. 
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Appendix 1. Request for participation 

��� Stockholm January 10, 2015

Request of participation 

We would like to ask you to participate in this study in which the bachelor candidate in 
nursing Caroline Israelsson makes about growing old in China. The study results in a 
candidate thesis in nursing and may give some suggestions how to improve a understanding 
of old people with different cultural contexts. 

The interview is carried out as a normal conversation for maximum one hour. With your 
permission, the student will record the conversation to facilitate processing of data. All data 
are confidential and only the student and her supervisor have access to the recorded 
interviews, no names or places are given in the candidate thesis. 

The recorded interview will be saved on a data storage device (USB) which will be kept in a 
safe place during the data analysis. After the report is written and published both on paper and 
electronically at Ersta Sköndal Library the device will be destroyed. 

Your participation in this study is voluntary and you can always withdraw your participation 
without any explanation. If you have any questions about the study, please contact us. 

The Research Ethics Committee, the Department of Health Sciences at Ersta Sköndal 
University approved the study 2015-02-25, Dnr 1506/A . 

Bachelor Candidate:  
Caroline Israelsson  
+46 735524861 caroline.israelsson@student.esh.se 

Supervisor: 
Vera Dahlqvist, Senior Lecture  
 +46855505082, +46766365142 
 vera.dahlqvist@esh.se 
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Appendix 2. Interview Guide 
Introductory questions 

How does the situation of your old ones look like today? 

(For example your grandparents, parents, grandparents in law, parents in law?) 

Interview questions 
1 Could you describe your contact with your old ones? 

2 How do you experience the old ones place in your family? 

3 Could you tell me about a situation when something with a sudden happened one of your 
old ones?  
- How did you experience the family members in that situation?  
- How did you experience the old one in that situation? 
  
4 What could be positive with growing old in China today?  

5 What could be negative with growing old in China today? 
       
Final question  

6 Would you like to add something to this interview? 
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Appendix 3. Matrix with examples from the analysis
Meaning units Abstraction Code Theme

“They like living with 
their sons and don´t 
like to go to the home 
for old people, they 
do not like that”

Like to live with their 
sons family  
…………………. 
Do not like to live in 
a nursing home 

Old people live with 
their sons  

………………… 
Old people do not 
like the idea of living 
in a nursing home

The culture as a basis 
in the ideal care of 
old Chinese people

“In China the son 
has to take care of 
the parents”

The sons are 
responsible for the 
care of the parents 

Old people are being 
cared for by the sons

The culture as a basis 
in the ideal care of 
old Chinese people 

“The sons have to 
pay the living of the 
parents” 

The sons pay for the 
parents living

Old people get 
financial support 
from their sons 

Financial support 
from the sons is a 
proof of a successful 
life for old Chinese 
people 

“My uncle has four 
brothers so my 
grandmother got 
much happiness”.

With five sons the 
parents will have a 
lot of happiness

Old people with a 
many sons is 
considered happy

Financial support 
from the sons is a 
proof of a successful 
life for old Chinese 
people 

“We even have a 
famous song that ask 
children to come 
back home to see 
their parents”

A famous song about 
parents who are 
missing their children 

Parents who are left 
behind, a problem so 
big that they sing 
about it

Adapting to rapid 
development in the 
traditional care of old 
Chinese people

“In their heart they 
would like to stay in 
their hometown. My 
husband has no 
brothers and no 
sisters. So we take 
care of his parents”

They are sometimes 
forced to leave their 
hometown

Old people find it 
hard to leave their 
hometown

Adapting to rapid 
development in the 
traditional care of old 
Chinese people

“In Shenzhen we got 
many, like 
kindergarten or 
something like that 
but for elder people”

Kindergarten  for old 
people in urban cities

Daycare for old 
people as a solution 
in urban cities

Adapting to rapid 
development in the 
traditional care of old 
Chinese people 
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