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Abstract: This study aims to identify correlates of satisfaction in late life parental role, using a sample of 
432 older parents (not couples) aged 60 to 79 with 1,223 adult children living in one of the least devel-
oped counties of northern China. Drawing upon the symbolic interactionism perspective and Chin-
ese cultural emphasis on filial piety, we tested a parental satisfaction model including a set of vari-
ables capturing parental perceptions of relationship quality with each of their grown children (hereafter 
offspring), expectations of various forms of support from offspring, and evaluations of offspring’s filial 
piety (being filial). Most parents in our sample were satisfied with their parental role. Logistic regression 
analysis indicated that getting along with offspring, offspring met parental expectations in terms of pro-
viding emotional, practical, and financial support, and offspring being filial were significantly associated 
with parental satisfaction, respectively, net of parent and offspring characteristics. When simultaneously 
examined in the full model, however, only two correlates remained significant: getting along with offspring 
and offspring being filial. Offspring’s filial piety was associated with parental satisfaction in a dose-re-
sponse manner, indicating the importance of considering multiple children in a family on parental well-
being. Findings underscore the significance of parental perceptions of relationship quality with offspring 
and offspring’s filial piety for parental satisfaction. Findings suggest that filial piety, a multifaceted concept 
deeply rooted in Confucianism, continues to exert a strong influence today on Chinese family relationships 
despite the dramatic socioeconomic and cultural transformation China has been experiencing in the past 
three decades. 
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1. Introduction

Parental satisfaction has been identified to be positively related to health and well-being in late life 
(Reczek and Zhang, 2015; Umberson, 1992). Much less is known, however, about the factors asso-
ciated with parental satisfaction, which may operate differently at the various stages of the parental 
life course and across a variety of cultural contexts. In a review of parental satisfaction research fo-
cusing mainly on parenting young children, Goetting (1986) concluded that “very little can be stated 
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with any degree of certainty regarding satisfaction in the parental role” due largely to “the paucity of 
research efforts expended in this direction”. Twenty-four years after Goetting’s review, Mitchell (2010) 
extended this work to further explore components of midlife parental satisfaction using the par-
ent-focal child information. She found that income satisfaction, emotional closeness to the study child, 
parents’ main activity (e.g., paid work, retired, or other), health, age, ethnic background, and percep-
tions of how children “turn out” influence midlife Canadian parents’ subjective levels of satisfaction. 
In light of these developments, which aspects of the parent-adult child ties account for parental sa-
tisfaction in late adulthood remain to date unstudied. 

Identifying correlates of satisfaction in parental role is particularly important for older adults be-
cause intergenerational relations (and parent – adult child ties in particular) become increasingly 
important in old age (Bengtson, 2001). Longer life expectancy of both parents and their children is 
enabling parent and adult children today to share extended “linked lives,” a span of time commonly 
lasting as long as 50 years for the first time in human history (Umberson, 1992). Such extendedly 
shared lifespans make it possible for longer periods of interactions and increased exchanges of sup-
port between generations, as aging parents across the world all rely on family members taking pri-
mary responsibility to provide support and care (Angel, 2011). Indeed, empirical studies on parenting 
adult children have documented that the interdependent life course trajectories of parents and 
adult children remain an important influence on parental wellbeing across the life course (Umberson, 
Crosnoe, and Reczek, 2010). A better understanding of correlates of parental satisfaction in late life 
would help the development of evidence-based strategies to reduce parental dissatisfaction among 
older adults and in turn enhance their odds of experiencing healthy aging.  

Similarly, little evidence is available on correlates of parental satisfaction in late life in a Chinese 
setting. A China-based study examining this issue is of great significance for several reasons. First, 
China is experiencing rapid population aging, with more than 110 million people aged 65 or older in 
2010, more than 240 million in 2030, and 370 million in 2050 according to projections (United Na-
tions, 2015). Second, family support from adult children remains a primary source of support for 
older adults in China (Shen and Yeatts, 2013), where social welfare and health insurance systems are 
quite limited and are still being developed. Third, traditionally in Chinese culture, filial piety — the 
virtue of respect for, taking care of, and obeying one’s parents — has shaped the expectations 
and behaviors of Chinese families for thousands of years as a central value of family life (Ikels, 
2004). Older Chinese adults under the regulation and guidance of filial piety beliefs may have dif-
ferent expectations for the parental role in late life as well as for the interaction and exchange with 
offspring relative to their counterparts in other cultural contexts. They may thus likely be more sen-
sitive to adult children’s non-filial behaviors compared to those living in other cultures. Yet, little 
attention has been paid in previous studies to the cultural context in which parental roles are expe-
rienced (Mitchell, 2010). The current study aims to address these gaps in the literature by identifying 
factors associated with parental satisfaction in late adulthood using a sample of 432 older Chinese 
parents with 1,223 grown children living in a “below poverty level” county in northern China. Taking 
advantage of a rich and recent data set self-collected in 2014, information from each of the 
grown children in a family (hereafter offspring is used to represent each of the grown children) are 
utilized when measuring variables of interest (see Section 2.3.2 for details), as research indicated 
that it was important to consider multiple children when examining parent-adult child relationships 
(e.g., Fingerman, Cheng, Birditt et al., 2012). 

We identified relevant variables that might explain and contribute to parental satisfaction in 
the context of China and formulate our hypotheses by drawing upon the symbolic interactionism 
perspectives and Chinese cultural emphasis on filial piety and reviewing previous studies of parenting. 
According to the symbolic interactionism perspective, social roles such as being a parent, a worker, 
or a friend, are positions or statuses in the social structure regulated by a set of normative rights and 
obligations, which give identity, guidance, purpose and sense of meaning to life through role in-
volvements (Berkman, 2000; Thoits, 1983, 2011). The parental role is ranked at the top of most par-
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ents’ identity salience hierarchies, higher than their worker role (Thoits, 1992), accounting for a prom-
inent source of identity. Unlike most other social roles that have specified durations and clear boun-
daries, the parental role never ends. It may become even more important in late life because old age 
is a life phase that frequently brings in negative changes in social roles (Pudrovska, 2009). Older 
adults, for instance, often face the loss of some salient roles (e.g., the worker role, and possibly, the 
spouse role) undertaken in earlier adulthood (Orth, Maes, and Schmitt, 2015).  

It is the quality of experiences in social roles, however, rather than role occupancy per se, the 
number of roles, or the amount of time spent in a particular role, is more important to psychological 
outcomes (Barnett and Hyde, 2001; Thoits, 1992). Krause (1995; 2005) found, for example, that 
negative dimensions of social ties were a particular source of unhappiness and distress. Ryan and 
Willits (2007) further indicated that having a satisfying relationship with adult children, rather than 
the frequency of parent-child interactions, was significantly associated with older people’s personal 
feelings of well-being. These findings suggest that parent-perceived quality of relationship with 
offspring should be associated with parental satisfaction in later life. We thus formulated: 

 
Hypothesis 1: Relationship quality with offspring is positively associated with  
parental satisfaction. 
 
Furthermore, parental expectations of offspring’s various types of support may be related to pa-

rental satisfaction in late life in the context of China. Despite filial obligation to one’s parents being a 
moral imperative found in almost all societies (Silverstein, Conroy, and Gans, 2012), the norms go-
verning parental support differ between Western and Chinese cultures, with the former preferring 
independence and the latter valuing interdependence (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Unlike in West-
ern cultures where filial duty is often viewed as the practice of caring for aging parents “at times of 
need” (Gans and Silverstein, 2006), filial duty in the form of filial piety within Confucian culture 
requires offspring providing sufficient emotional, physical, and financial support to older parents 
(Johnson, 1983; Wang, Laidlaw, Power et al., 2010) regardless of parental needs (Kim, Cheng, Zarit 
et al., 2015). It is likely that such differential cultural norms can affect role quality by way of affect-
ing role practices (Barnett and Hyde, 2001), given that social integration and support may be condi-
tioned upon cultural context (Thoits, 2011). Therefore, we theorized our second hypothesis:  

 
Hypothesis 2a: Offspring’s emotional support is positively associated with  
parental satisfaction. 
 
Hypothesis 2b: Offspring’s practical/instrumental support is positively associated  
with parental satisfaction. 
 
Hypothesis 2c: Offspring’s financial support is positively associated with parental  
satisfaction. 
 
Moreover, filial piety, as a multifaceted concept, is a much broader belief system (Li, Pang, Chen 

et al., 2010) beyond providing emotional, practical, and financial support. It also prescribes, for in-
stance, a set of behaviors and attitudes requires a child showing love and respect towards one’s par-
ents. In contemporary Chinese, (being) filial is used to indicate that a child has successfully behaved 
in ways consistent with the parents’ cultural expectations of filial piety. Accordingly, learning to be a 
filial child is “the essential first step toward being socialized to be an acceptable adult member of 
society” (Ho, Xie, Liang et al., 2012). An adult child who fails to meet the parent’s expectations of 
filial piety thus exhibits filial discrepancy (Cheng and Chan, 2006) and is considered unfilial or less 
than filial. Consequently, offspring’s filial discrepancy may heighten parental feelings of social 
stigma and make parents view their parental role as a failure — self-critical thoughts that are detri-



Correlates of parental satisfaction: a study of late life family relationships in a rural county in China 

 

56 International Journal of Population Studies | 2016, Volume 2, Issue 1 

mental to parental wellbeing (Knoester, 2003; Milkie, Bierman, and Schieman, 2008). A study, for 
instance, indicated that unfilial offspring was a risk factor for depression among older Chinese par-
ents (Li, Pang, Chen et al., 2010). Given the significance of filial piety as an overarching family 
value in Chinese family and society, we formulated our last hypothesis:  

 
Hypothesis 3: Offspring’s filial piety is positively associated with parental  
satisfaction. 
 
Briefly, the present study tests a late life parental satisfaction model in China including variables 

tapping relationship quality with offspring, expectation of various forms of support from offspring, 
and offspring’s filial piety. The key purpose is to identify important correlates of parental satisfaction 
for older Chinese adults to provide evidence informing intervention design and policy formulation in 
order to promote healthy aging in China more efficiently. 

2. Methods 

2.1 Data  

Data were collected between June and August 2014 employing face-to-face interviews with a sample 
of 432 older parents in Linxi County, a traditionally agricultural county located in the Inner Mongolia 
Autonomous Region of northern China. Linxi County is one of 592 “below poverty level” counties 
nationwide as measured by the average annual disposable income of its residents (Central People's 
Government, 2012), with 28% and 24% of its urban and rural residents living “below poverty level” as 
of 2012, respectively, according to the documents from the county government. Survey data collection 
at this level is rare. 

2.2 Procedures 

The sample were drawn from forty-five neighborhoods within seven community centers of the two 
subdistricts of the county seat and a township (a subdistrict is the equivalent of a township). The 
source of the sample was the electronic resident roster kept in the computer system of each commu-
nity center that records itemized demographic information of all household members in each house-
hold within all neighborhoods under its governance. The selection criteria included residents who 
were 60 to 79 years old at time of survey, apparently cognitively capable of answering questions, from 
different households (not couples), and had at least one living child. 

A convenience sample method was employed to reach participants. At each participating commu-
nity center, a staff member first screened residents on the roster according to the selection criteria to 
make a list of eligible residents. Then the staff member contacted eligible respondents and scheduled 
interviews for those who were willing to take the survey. All face-to-face interviews were con-
ducted by a team of three interviewers (none of them were community staff and all were recruited 
and trained by the first author) and the first author. Interviews were conducted mostly at communi-
ty centers, without the presence of persons other than the respondent and the interviewer. The dura-
tion of each interview varied from one hour and a half to two hours and a half. Participants received 
¥50 ($7.60) on completion of the interview. Of the 464 eligible respondents that were contacted, 
432 completed the face-to-face interview, yielding a response rate of 93%. 

2.3 Measures 

2.3.1 Dependent Variable 
Parental satisfaction is the dependent variable based on a single-item question. Before asking this 
question, interviewers read the following sentences to each interviewee, “Next we’ll move into the 
Relationship and Exchange with Children section. Questions in this section are to ask your relation-
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ship with your children.” Then the interviewers paused a second and asked, “All in all, on a scale of 
1–6 with 1 being ‘not at all satisfied’ and 6 being ‘extremely satisfied,’ how satisfied are you 
with being a parent?” Similar one-item measurement was used in previous studies (Mitchell, 2010). 
Responses were highly skewed to “5 very” or “6 extremely” satisfied (n=280, 64.81%), with the rest 
of responses containing less satisfactory options ranging from “1 not at all satisfied”, “2 not too sa-
tisfied”, “3 somewhat satisfied” to “4 fairly satisfied”. As such, parental satisfaction is dichotomized 
into “satisfied=1 (categories 5 and 6)” and “not satisfied=0 (categories 1 to 4)”. Skewed distribution 
aside, the following two perspectives help theoretically justify the use of parental satisfaction as 
a binary measure: First, social desirability bias explains that people have a tendency to overreport 
positive feelings about their family life rather than their real sentiments. Second, from the perspec-
tive of dissonance theory (Secord and Backman, 1974), parents report high satisfaction in the paren-
tal role in spite of the presence of deleterious relationships with children because they respond to an 
attitude adjustment consistent with their earlier decision to have children. Dichotomizing this varia-
ble thus will help reduce the measurement error incurred by such tendencies. Moreover, ordinal logit 
models were fitted with the original categories of parental satisfaction maintained as sensitivity test 
and the results are comparable to those reported here (results available upon request). 
2.3.2 Independent Variables 
We tested five independent variables representing relationship quality with offspring, expectation of 
various forms of support from offspring, and evaluation of offspring’s filial piety, based on ratings by 
respondents of each of their grown children, respectively. Overall, the sample had 1,223 grown children 
(range 1–8, mean=2.83, SD=1.17). About 9.26% had one child, a little more than one-third (35.19%) 
had two children, almost another one-third (31.02%) had three children, and the rest had four or more. 
For each variable, responses of the parent’s evaluation to each child were combined across mul-
tiple children and organized into three categories: 1=all children met expectation, 2=at least one but 
not all met expectation, and 3=none met expectation. Relationship quality was measured by a single 
question that asked, “Overall, how well do you and each of your children get along together at this 
point in your life using a 4-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all well) to 4 (pretty well)?” Offspring’s 
support was measured by asking respondents to rate to what extent each of their children’s behaviors 
and activities met their expectations in terms of three types of support: emotional support (“listening 
to your problems”), practical/instrumental support (“providing practical assistance”), and financial 
support (“providing financial assistance”), respectively. Offspring’s filial piety was assessed by a 
question that asked, “How filial is each of your children rated using a 7-point scale ranging from 1 
(not filial at all) to 7 (extremely filial)?” 

2.3.3 Parent and Offspring Characteristics as Controls 
Measures of parental characteristics reflect late life variations in resources, which in turn, can create 
opportunities and constraints for the parent-adult child relations to influence the risk of parental sa-
tisfaction(Mitchell, 2010).Therefore, we included parental age (entered as a continuous variable), 
gender (1=female, 0=male), marital status (1=married, 0=widowed/divorced), financial strain (1=  
yes — family income barely took care of family needs, 0=no), and self-rated health as parental cha-
racteristics controls. Self-rated health was assessed using a single item asking respondents, “How do 
you rate your overall physical health on a 5-point scale ranging from 1 (poor) to 5 (excellent) these 
days?” A higher score indicated better parental health.  

Research indicated that parents’ perceptions of adult children’s problems (e.g., marital or partner 
relationship problems and lack of career success) were associated with poorer parental well-being 
(Cichy, Lefkowitz, Davis et al., 2013; Greenfield and Marks, 2006; Mitchell, 2010). We thus al-
so controlled for two offspring characteristics in the analyses, which reflected older parents’ evalua-
tions regarding how their adult children “turned out”. Offspring’s marital status was measured by 
asking, “How satisfied are you with each of your children’s marital status rated using a 7-point scale 
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ranging from 1 (extremely dissatisfied) to 7 (extremely satisfied)?” Offspring’s socioeconomic status 
(SES) was measured in the same manner. Like the independent variables previously mentioned, res-
ponses to each question were combined across multiple children and organized into three categories, 
respectively: 1=all children met expectation, 2=at least one but not all met expectation, and 3=none 
met expectation.  

2.4 Analyses 

We first calculated descriptive statistics and checked intercorrelations for measures employed. Next, 
we ran logistic regression models to examine the influence of the hypothesized correlates on parental 
satisfaction in late life, starting from relationship quality (Model 1), followed by emotional support 
(Model 2), practical support (Model 3), financial support (Model 4), and then offspring’s filial piety 
(Model 5). Parent and offspring characteristics such as age, gender, marital status, financial strain, 
self-rated health, offspring’s marital status, and offspring’s socioeconomic status were controlled for 
in each model. Model 6 represented the full model including all variables tested in previous models. 
The analyses were performed using Stata/MP 13.1. 

3. Results 

3.1 Sample Description 

Table 1 presents sample descriptive statistics. The sample was composed of 432 older adults with a 
mean age of 66.24 years (range 60–79; SD=5.00). The majority of the respondents were women 
(55.32%), married (77.08%), experiencing no financial strain (60.42%), satisfied with offspring’s 
marital status (67.36%), and satisfied with being a parent (64.81%). Less than half of the sample was 
satisfied (48.15%) with each of the grown children’s SES while near a third (27.08%) was satisfied 
with none of the grown children’s SES, though.  

3.2 Correlates of Parental Satisfaction 

Table 2 summarizes bivariate correlations among all variables included in the analyses. All indepen-
dent variables correlated significantly to parental satisfaction in expected directions and ranged from 
0.13 (practical support from offspring) to 0.32 (getting along with offspring). We assessed variance 
inflation factors (VIFs) for multicollinearity diagnostics. All calculated VIFs (1.08–1.50) fell 
well below 4.00, the suggested threshold of multicollinearity (Cohen, Cohen, West et al., 2003). 

Table 3 displays the results from logistic regression models. In the first five models, the five tested 
variables – getting along with offspring, offspring’s emotional support, offspring’s practical support, 
offspring’s financial support, and offspring being filial — each exhibited a statistically significant and 
positive association with parental satisfaction, respectively. Specifically, compared with respondents 
who got along with all children, respondents who got along with none of his/her children were con-
siderably less likely to report being satisfied with the parental role (odds ratio=0.19, p<0.001). Simi-
larly, parents who reported being satisfied with none of his/her children’s emotional, practical, or 
financial support, respectively, were markedly less likely to be satisfied with their parental role rela-
tive to those who reported all their children met expectations in terms of providing for them emotional, 
practical, or financial support, respectively. In the fifth and the sixth model, a dose-response rela-
tion between offspring’s filial piety and parental satisfaction was revealed. Older parents who were 
satisfied with none of their children’s filial piety were remarkably less likely to be satisfied with their 
parental role compared with those who were satisfied with at least one child’s filial piety, while the 
latter were less likely to be satisfied with their parental role relative to those who were satisfied with 
all children’s filial piety. The sixth model represents the full model in which only relationship quality 
with offspring and offspring’s filial piety remained significant. The overall model was statistically 
significant (χ2 = 101.19, p<0.001). 
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Table 1. Sample descriptive statistics (N=432) 

Variables Range M (SD) % 

Parental satisfaction (ref.= dissatisfaction) 0–1  64.81 

Relationship quality with offspring 1–3   

All children met expectation   70.60 

At least one but not all met expectation   18.98 

None met expectation   10.42 

Emotional support from offspring 1–3   

All children met expectation   69.91 

At least one but not all met expectation   17.59 

None met expectation   12.50 

Practical support from offspring 1–3   

All children met expectation   59.26 

At least one but not all met expectation   17.59 

None met expectation   23.15 

Financial support from offspring 1–3   

All children met expectation   72.69 

At least one but not all met expectation   13.89 

None met expectation   13.43 

Offspring’s filial piety 1–3   

All children met expectation   80.56 

At least one but not all met expectation   14.35 

None met expectation   5.09 

Controls    

Age 60–79 66.24 (5.00)  

Female (ref.=male) 0–1  55.32 

Married (ref.= widowed/divorced) 0–1  77.08 

Financial strain (ref. = no) 0–1  39.59 

Self-rated health a 1–5 2.31 (0.91)  

Offspring’s marriage    

All children met expectation   67.36 

At least one but not all met expectation   25.46 

None met expectation   7.18 

Offspring’s SES    

All children met expectation   48.15 

At least one but not all met expectation   24.77 

None met expectation   27.08 
a Higher scores indicate better health.   
ref. = reference group. 

 

4. Discussion 

This study identifies correlates of parental satisfaction in late life in a sample of 432 older parents aged 
60 to 79 with 1,223 adult children from one of the least developed counties in China. Results indicated 
that most parents reported being satisfied with their parental roles, and we found support to our three 
hypotheses. Specifically, relationship quality with offspring, offspring’s emotional support, offspring’s 
practical support, offspring’s financial support, and offspring’s filial piety were positive correlates 
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Table 2. Bivariate correlations matrix (N=432) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 

1 1.00             

2 0.06 1.00            

3 −0.02 –0.17*** 1.00           

4 0.00 –0.20*** –0.37** 1.00          

5 −0.15** 0.00 0.10* –0.07 1.00         

6 0.23*** 0.07 –0.19** 0.09* –0.23*** 1.00        

7 0.23*** 0.08 –0.05 0.09 –0.20*** 0.22*** 1.00       

8 0.32*** −0.11* –0.03 0.04 –0.06 0.14** 0.26*** 1.00      

9 0.23*** −0.13** –0.01 0.10* –0.07 0.14** 0.13** 0.38*** 1.00     

10 0.13** −0.16*** –0.02 0.01 –0.08 0.03 –0.01 0.20*** 0.15** 1.00    

11 0.21*** –0.13** –0.05 0.03 –0.13** 0.13** 0.17*** 0.36*** 0.51*** 0.12** 1.00   

12 0.30*** –0.16*** –0.00 0.05 –0.05 0.11* 0.16*** 0.50*** 0.39*** 0.20*** 0.34*** 1.00  

13 0.16*** –0.09 –0.02 –0.00 –0.04 0.07 0.19*** 0.29*** 0.24*** 0.15** 0.23*** 0.26*** 1.00 

* P<.05; **P<.01; ***P<.001; two-tailed  
Note:  
1=Parental satisfaction,2=Age, 3=Female, 4=Married, 5=Financial strain, 6=Self-rated health, 7=Offspring’s SES, 8=Getting along with offspring, 9=Emotional 

support from offspring, 10=Practical support from offspring, 11=Financial support from offspring, 12=Offspring’s filial piety, 13=Offspring’s marriage. 
 

of parental satisfaction in this sample, respectively; net of parent and offspring characteristics.  
The finding regarding the association between offspring’s emotional support and parental satisfac-

tion is in line with Western research that indicated older parents’ satisfaction improved when children 
gave emotional support (Lang and Schütze, 2002). Our findings that offspring’s practical support and 
financial support were positively associated with parental satisfaction, respectively, are consistent 
with Chinese cultural emphasis on filial piety. Filial piety in Confucian culture represents “a life-long 
responsibility” for offspring to demonstrate their dedication and efforts to their parents’ wellbeing by 
making parents free from worry (Kim, Cheng, Fringeman et al., 2015). In contrast, filial obligation 
required in Western cultures is primarily need-driven as older parents expect adult children to step in 
to help only when they are “at times of need” (Gans and Silverstein, 2006). Previous work documented 
no or only weak associations between exchanges of assistance and parental well-being in some 
Western settings (Lowenstein, Katz, and Gur-Yaish, 2007; Umberson, 1992). This contrast may help 
understand our study findings of why expectation of practical and financial support from offspring 
plays a significant role, respectively, in deciding parental satisfaction in late life in a sample of 
able-bodied older Chinese parents.  

Meanwhile, we found that the significant effects of parental satisfaction with offspring’s emotional, 
practical, and financial support disappeared in the full model when examining relationship quality 
with offspring and offspring’s filial piety simultaneously. This result indicates that child-to-parent 
support, in general, plays a less salient role than better relationship quality with offspring and 
offspring being filial among older adults who were satisfied with their parental role, suggesting spe-
cific forms of support from offspring in these dimensions may become less important even in one of 
the least developed counties in contemporary China. Contrary to this finding, the significant 
dose-response relation between offspring’s filial piety and parental satisfaction detected in the current 
study indicates that filial piety is a multidimensional concept. Its meanings go above and beyond 
various forms of support and this complicated and all-embracing concept remains influential in 
terms of affecting older Chinese adults’ wellbeing, manifesting that the parental role in late life is 
embedded in the cultural context in which the parent-adult child interaction and exchange occurs. 
These findings are consistent with the symbolic interactionism perspective underscoring role and 
relationship quality and the Chinese cultural norms emphasizing filial piety. In addition, the 
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Table 3. Odds ratio estimates from logistic regression of parental satisfaction (N=432) 

Variables 
Parental Satisfaction 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Relationship quality with offspring       

All children met expectation (ref.) 1.00     1.00 

At least one but not all met expectation 0.39**     0.61 

None met expectation 0.19***     0.30** 

Emotional support from offspring       

All children met expectation (ref.)  1.00    1.01 

At least one but not all met expectation  0.58    0.71 

None met expectation  0.31***    0.68 

Practical support from offspring       

All children met expectation (ref.)   1.00   1.00 

At least one but not all met expectation   0.77   1.03 

None met expectation   0.49**   0.66 

Financial support from offspring       

All children met expectation (ref.)    1.00  1.00 

At least one but not all met expectation    0.74  1.35 

None met expectation    0.35***  0.61 

Offspring’s filial piety       

All children met expectation (ref.)     1.00 1.00 

At least one but not all met expectation     0.31*** 0.46* 

None met expectation     0.10*** 0.15** 

Controls       

Age 1.04 1.03 1.03 1.03 1.04 1.06* 

Female (ref.=male) 1.25 1.15 1.27 1.26 1.18 1.21 

Married (ref.= widowed/divorced) 1.02 0.89 1.03 1.00 0.95 0.92 

Financial strain (ref. = no) 0.66 0.69 0.72 0.71 0.69 0.65 

Self-rated health a 1.52** 1.52** 1.62*** 1.57*** 1.54** 1.45** 

Offspring’s marriage       

All children met expectation (ref.) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 

At least one but not all met expectation 0.83 0.75 0.72 0.71 0.90 0.90 

None met expectation 0.44 0.45 0.34* 0.37* 0.40* 0.49 

Offspring’s SES       

All children met expectation (ref.) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 

At least one but not all met expectation 0.72 0.58* 0.55* 0.59 0.62 0.65 

None met expectation 0.62 0.50* 0.46** 0.53* 0.54* 0.65 

Overall model χ2 76.89*** 64.05*** 57.81*** 61.76*** 79.56*** 101.19*** 

df 11 11 11 11 11 19 
a Higher scores indicate better health. ref. = reference group.  
*P<. 05; **P<. 01; ***P<. 001; two-tailed 

 
dose-response association of filial piety and parental satisfaction pinpoints the importance of consi-
dering the effects of all children, rather than the focal child or children as a composite, on parental 
wellbeing when examining parent-adult child relationships, echoing previous research that called for 
such investigation (Fingerman, Cheng, Birditt et al., 2012). 
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This study has limitations that provide directions for future research. First, this study is a local-
ly conducted small-scale study. Although our sample fit the profile of Chinese aged 60 to 79 living in 
townships in terms of sex and education composition according to the 2010 Census (National Bureau 
of Statistics, 2012, Forms 3-1b and 4-1b), future studies with nationally representative data or 
large-scale sample are needed to ascertain our study findings’ generalizability. Future research could 
also explore the definition of “a filial child” among older Chinese adults to ascertain its various di-
mensions. Second, longitudinal analyses are warranted to provide more rigorous hypothesis testing on 
directionality of the associations, as components of parental satisfaction may change over time even in 
late adulthood, and longitudinal studies can help detect whether reciprocal effects exist. Third, we 
measured parental satisfaction using a single item. Research has indicated that single-item meas-
ures can be almost as effective, especially when the construct is unambiguous, as multiple items (e.g., 
Cheung and Lucas, 2014). For a complex rather than straightforward construct like parental satisfac-
tion, however, multiple-item scales if constructed appropriately might be better than a single-item 
measure. 

5. Conclusions  

Despite the limitations, this study is the first to identify correlates of parental satisfaction in late life 
and in a Chinese setting. It examines a range of relationship quality, interaction and exchange with 
offspring variables regarding parent – adult child ties across multiple children in the context of China, 
along with offspring’s filial piety. A particular strength of this study is the use of a rich data set re-
cently collected from one of the least developed counties in China, which offers unusually rich in-
formation about relationship quality, interaction, and exchange with each adult child in a family. The 
data set provides us a rare opportunity to go beyond the commonly used parent – focal child infor-
mation or aggregated measures viewing children as a composite to study parent-child relationship and 
exchange. The key take-home message from this study is that relationship quality and offspring’s filial 
piety are the most essential positive factors promoting parental satisfaction among older Chinese 
parents in our sample whereas specific forms of support and exchange are less important. Moreover, 
offspring’s filial piety was associated with parental satisfaction in a dose-response manner. That is, 
having none of the children meeting parents’ filial piety expectations was more detrimental on pa-
rental satisfaction than having at least one but not all children meeting expectations. Future work 
using data from different regions in China and different countries is needed to further test these hy-
potheses.  

Overall, findings of this study have implications for the development and implementation of ap-
propriate interventions aimed to reduce parental dissatisfaction. For example, we might extend gov-
ernment funded family-strengthening programs aiming to enhance the quality and stability of the 
relationships with children (mainly focusing on parents with a young child with behavioral problems, 
though; e.g., Kumpfer, Pinyuchon, de Melo et al., 2008) to help improve parent-adult child ties in late 
life. Such programs might be especially useful among older Chinese adults as getting along with all 
adult children apparently reduces parental dissatisfaction. Moreover, for Chinese practitioners, such 
educational intervention programs should pay particular attention to understanding the life histories, 
filial piety expectations, and values of both generations, considering that offspring’s filial piety in the 
family can clearly enhance parental satisfaction among older Chinese parents as evidenced in this study. 
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