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Chapter1 Introduction

MillionsofChinesefarmershaveflockedtocitiesinsearchofbetterjob
opportunitiesinthelastthreedecadesasaresultofunevendevelopmentin
urbanandruralareasinChina.AreportoftheNationalBureauofStatisticsof
Chinastatedthatthetotalnumberofmigrantworkershadreached288.36
million(NationalBureauofStatistics,2019).Whenthelabormigrantslefttheir
childrenbehindwithextendedfamilymembersorfriendstoworkinthecities,
avulnerablegroupknownasleft-behindchildrencameintobeing (Chan,
2009).

Thetermleft-behindchildrenwasdefinedas“childrenunder18whohave
beenleftbehindattheiroriginalresidencewhileoneorbothparentsmigrate
intootherplacesforworkandhavenotbeenlivingtogetherwiththemforat
leastsixmonths”(F.L.Zhou&Duan,2006).About37.7%ofruralchildren
under18,estimatedat61million,wereleftbehindwhentheirparentsmigrated
tocitiestowork(All-China Women􀆳sFederation[ACWF],2013),andthe
numbershavegrownsteadilyinChina􀆳svastruralareas.Left-behindchildren
wererecentlyredefinedas

childrenunder16whohavebeenleftbehindattheiroriginalresidence
whilebothparentsmigrateintootherplacesforworkoroneoftheparents
migratesintootherplacesforworkandtheotheronehasnocapacityof
parentalcustody(StateCouncilofChina,2016).
Thisdefinitionreducedthenumberofleft-behindchildrento6.97million

acrossthecountry(MinistryofCivilAffairsofChina,2018).
A2014nationalsurveyshowedthat46.74% ofleft-behindchildrenwere

separatedfrombothparents;amongthose,32.67%ofleft-behindchildrenlived
withgrandparents,and10.7%livedwithothers(i.e.,relatives,friends,or
neighbors)(ACWF,2013).InthewesternandcentralregionsofChina,the
proportionoftheleft-behindchildrenlivingwithgrandparentswasashighas
73% (S.Z.Lu&Lu,2006).Themostrecentnationalreportindicatedthat96%
oftheleft-behindchildrenweretakencareofbytheirgrandparents(Ministry
ofCivilAffairsofChina,2018).Whenentrustedwiththecareofleft-behind
children,grandparentsoftenexperiencedifficultiesprovidingthepsychological
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andemotionalsupportchildrenneed.InasurveyinSichuan,theprovincewith
thehighestnumberofleft-behindchildren,80%ofcaregivinggrandparentshad
difficultysatisfyingthepsychologicalneeds(e.g.,affection,companionship,
andcommunication)oftheirgrandchildrenbecauseoftheirphysicalweakness,
lowereducationallevels,andpoorerlivingconditions;infact,15%saidthey
didnotcareaboutsuchneeds(ChinaYouthResearchCenter,2008).Compared
tochildrenlivingwithbothparents,left-behindchildrenbecamelessattached
andmoredepressedwhentheirneedforloveandcommunicationwasunsatisfied
bybothmigrantparentsandcaregivinggrandparents(Chan,2009).

Comparedto childrenliving with parents,left-behind children were
furthermorereported to experience greater psychologicaland behavioral
problemscausedbylong-termseparationfromtheirparents(Xiang,2007).A
studyof250juniorhighschoolstudentswhowereleftbehindformorethansix
monthsinJichunCounty,HubeiProvince,showedthatmorethanhalfofthem
haddifficultiesadaptingtotheleft-behindlife,16.6%feltabandoned,12.3%
hadproblemsofexpressingdifficultiesorobtaininghelp,and6.5%feltanguish
aboutbeingleftbehind(Liang,2004).In2004asurveyconductedbythe
Women􀆳sFederationofMeishanCity,SichuanProvince,samplednearly12,000
students,51.2%ofwhomwereleft-behindchildren.Thereportsuggestedthat
left-behind children experienced high drop-out rates, poor academic
performance,andproblemsinsocializationandpsychologicaldevelopment(X.
Li,2004).Withoutproperintervention,theseproblems,takentogether,might
resultinemotionalsymptoms,peerproblems,andantisocialbehaviors(F.Fan,
Su,Gill,&Birmaher,2010).

TheChinesegovernmentissuedawhitepaperonmedicalreformandthe
draftofasocialinsurancelaw,bothacknowledgingtheneedsofmigrants
(Chan,2009).Thesocialinsurancelawspecifiedtherightsofmigrantworkers
tosocialinsuranceforthefirsttime.Toreducethefinancialburdenofrural
children,the Chinesegovernmenthasinitiatedthe “two-waiverandone-
subsidy”policy(Chan,2009).Studentsinthepoorestruralareasarenolonger
requiredtopaytextbookandmiscellaneousfees,andboardingstudentswith
financialdifficultiesaresubsidized.Inaddition,manyprogramsinChinahave
beendesignedtoimprovethesechildren􀆳seconomicstatus,physicalhealth,
schoolperformance(Luoetal.,2008),mentalhealth,andpsychologicalwell-
being(Jia&Tian,2010).
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1.1 ProblemStatementandRationaleoftheStudy

Severalscholarshaveexaminedrelationshipsbasedontheunderlying
principlethatrelationships do notsimply exist;instead,they must be
maintainedthroughvariousbehaviors(e.g.,Canary&Zelley,2000).Froma
relationalmaintenanceperspective,scholarspositthatpeoplekeeptheirclose
relationshipsintactthroughcommunication,whichreflectshow relational
partnersattemptandachievelongevityandcontentmentintheirrelationships
(Bute,Donovan-Kicken,&Martins,2007).

Oneofthemostpersonalandenduringrelationshipsexperiencedbyan
individualistheparent-childrelationship(Golish,2000).Unfortunately,“of
alltherelationtypesstudied,perhapstheonesmostneglected,overlooked,or
takenforgrantedbyindividualsarethoseoffamilialorigin”(Vogl-Bauer,
2003,p.31).Itisimportantthatparentsandtheirchildren maintain
relationshipswithoneanothertoensurethedevelopmentofphysicallyand
psychologicallyhealthychildren;however,parentingandcommunicationhave
becomemorecomplexinleft-behindchildren􀆳sfamiliesbecauseofchanging
rolesandgeographicaldispersion.

Contemporaryscholarshiphasprimarilyfocusedonmaintainingtwotypes
oflong-distancerelationships(LDRs)(Stafford,2005,2011):romanticand
child-parent(Stafford,2004).Giventhescarcityofresearchonlong-distance
dispersivefamilies,moreresearchhasbeenconductedonlong-distanceromantic
relationshipsthanotherformsofLDRs(e.g.,Janning,Gao,&Snyder,2018).
Definitionsoflong-distanceparent-childrelationshipshavebeenabsentfrom
theliterature.Childrenaregenerallyconsideredonlysecondaryinlong-distance
romanticrelationships,thatis,intermsofthewaytheirmereexistenceorage
affectslong-distancecouples;andonlyafewresearchershaveexaminedthe
long-distancefamilyasawhole(Stafford,2005,2011).Inadditiontochildren
oflong-distancepartners,parentsandchildren maybeseparatedwhenthe
parentsarenolongerromanticallyinvolved—asinthecaseofdivorcedor
never-marriedpartners.Childrenmayliveapartfromoneparentbecauseof
courtrestrictionsorotherfactorslimitingaccesstothatparent;long-distance
parent-childrelationshipsmayalsooccurbecauseofincarcerationormilitary
deployment.Littleresearchhasbeenconductedtoexaminethelong-distance
parent-childrelationshipwhentwoparentsareawayandthechildisunderthe
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careofasurrogate.
GiventhecomplexityanddifficultyofLDRsinvolvingleft-behindchildren

and their migrant parents,a systems perspective may facilitate full
understandingoftherelationshipanditsmaintenance.A metaperspectiveof
maintenance has demonstrated how all existing relational maintenance
behaviorscanbesubsumedwithinfourmaintenancesupracategories:theself,
thesystem,thenetwork,andtheculture(Dainton,2003).Theselfrefersto
theintrapersonalmaintenance,whichispsychologicallybased(e.g.,imagined
interactionproposedbyHoneycutt[2002]);thesystem referstothedyadic
maintenance(e.g.,fiverelationalmaintenancetypologiesproposedbyStafford
and Canary [1991]);the network referstotherelational maintenance
facilitatedbythirdparties(e.g.,familysupport);andcultureisconceptualized
asprovidingcontextfortherelationship(e.g.,maintenanceinfluencedbybelief
systems)(Dainton,2003).InthisstudyIusedthe metaperspective of
maintenanceasaframeworkandlookedmainlyatthefirstthreelevels:(a)the
self,thatis,imaginedinteractionsusedbyleft-behindchildrenonparent-child
communication,basedonHoneycutt􀆳s(2002)imaginedinteraction;(b)the
system,thatis,relationalmaintenancebehaviorsusedbymigrantparentsand
left-behindchildrentomaintainthelong-distanceparent-childrelationship;and
(c)thenetwork,thatis,grandparents􀆳supportforthemaintenanceofthe
parent-childrelationship.Thepossibleculturalinfluence,althoughunexamined
inthisstudy,isaddressedinthediscussionsectionandwillbeincludedinfuture
research.

Aform ofintrapersonalcommunicationin whichindividualsimagine
themselvesinrecent,anticipated,orhypotheticalinteractionswithothers
(Honeycutt,2010b),ImaginedInteractions(IIs)constituteatypeofmental
imageryandcognitioninwhichpeoplethinkaboutanticipatedencounterswith
othersaswellasreviewpriorconversations.IIshavebeenfrequentlyreportedin
therelationaldomainwithnumerousstudiesdemonstratingtheirattributesand
functionsin personalrelationships (e.g.,Honeycutt,2003;Honeycutt,
Vickery,&Hatcher,2015).IndividualshavereportedIIsinvolvingrelational
partners:romanticpartners,friends,family members,authorityfigures,

peoplefromwork,andformerandprospectiverelationalpartners(Honeycutt,
1989c).StudieshaveprovidedsupportfortheusefulnessofIIsinallowing
individualstocontinuetheirrelationshipsevenwhencircumstancespreventreal
interaction(Allen,1994),yetlittleisknownabouthowIIsfunctioninthe
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long-distanceparent-childrelationship.
Relationalmaintenancehasbeenconceptualizedastheactivitiesthatoccur

ininterpersonalrelationshipsaftertherelationshipisdevelopedandbeforeitis
terminated(Stafford,1994).Althoughmanystudiesofrelationalmaintenance
havebeenfocusedonvoluntaryrelationships,suchasfriendships (e.g.,
Forsythe&Ledbetter,2015)andromanticrelationships(e.g.,Goodboy&
Bolkan,2011),ahostofresearchershaveinvestigatedrelationalmaintenance
inavarietyofnonvoluntaryfamilyrelationships,includingthosebetween
siblings(e.g.,Goodboy,Myers,& Patterson,2009),grandparentsand
grandchildren(e.g.,Mansson,Myers,&Turner,2010),andyoungadult
childrenandparents(e.g.,Myers&Glover,2007;Vogl-Bauer,Kalbfleisch,&
Beatty,1999);yetlittleisknownabouttherelationshipmaintenanceofparents
andyoungerchildrenatadistance.

Fromtheperspectiveofrelationalmaintenance,supportinvolvesgiving
adviceandofferingcomfortandreassurance(Messman,Canary,& Hause,
2000).Inastudyofopposite-sexfriendships,researchersfoundthatsupport
wasoneofthemostfrequentlyusedmaintenancebehaviors(Messmanetal.,
2000);furthermore,theconceptualizationofsupportappearstooverlapwith
themaintenancebehaviorsofassuranceandadvice(Messmanetal.,2000;
Stafford,2003).Socialsupporthasthreecategories:emotionalsupport,which
includesmakingsomeonefeellovedandsupported;instrumentalsupport,which
includesgivingassistancetoaccomplishtasks;informationalsupport,whichis
theprovisionofeducationandknowledge(Fahey&Shenassa,2013;Negron,
Martin,Almog,Balbierz,&Howell,2013).Grandparentscanbesignificant
providersofallthesetypesofsocialsupport(Burgess,2015).Theresearchersof
intergenerationalsupporthaveexaminedthesupportexchangeofgrandparents
andgrandchildren(e.g.,Chen&Jordan,2018;Cong&Silverstein,2012;Hoff,
2007),butlimitedattentionhasbeenpaidtograndparents􀆳supportinhelping
maintaintheparent-childrelationship.

1.2 TheGoaloftheStudy

Accordingly,themaingoalofthisstudywastoexaminethecommunication
andrelationshipqualityofChina􀆳sleft-behindchildrenandtheir migrant
parentsfromthesystemsapproachofrelationshipmaintenanceatthreelevels
(i.e.,theselfcontext,thesystem context,andthenetworkcontext).Ifthe
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overlappingtheoreticalspace ofIIs (i.e.,theself context),relational
maintenancebehaviors(i.e.,thesystemcontext),andsocialsupport(i.e.,the
networkcontext)offersapotentialsourceofnewtoolsforpredictingand
explainingparent-childrelationshipsoccurringinthespecificcontextofthe
phenomenon ofleft-behind children in China,then it deserves careful
examination.

ThefirstobjectiveofthisstudywastoextendHoneycutt􀆳s(2002)previous
researchbyfocusingspecificallyontheIIsusedto maintain parent-child
relationshipsandthemannerinwhichitinturnaffectsparent-childrelationship
quality.IIsservesixbasicfunctions:(a)maintainingrelationships,(b)
managingconflict,(c)rehearsing messages,(d)aiding peopleinself-
understandingbyclarifyingthoughtsandfeelings,(e)providingemotional
catharsisbyrelievingtension,and(f)compensatingforlackofrealinteraction
(Honeycutt,2003;Honeycutt&Ford,2001);notably,anycombinationof
thesefunctionscanoccursimultaneously.IIshelp maintainrelationshipsas
peoplethinkabouttheirrelationalpartnersoutsidetheirphysicalpresence.
ResearcherstendtoignoreIIsusedin parent-childdyadsbecauseofthe
assumptionthatparentsandchildrenlivetogetherandhaveplentyofchancesto
communicatefacetoface.BylookingattheIIsusedinleft-behindchildrenand
migrantparents􀆳relationalcommunication,thisstudy may add empirical
investigationtothedomainofIIresearch.

Anotherprimaryobjectiveofthisstudywastoextendtheexistingliterature
aboutrelationalmaintenanceinlong-distanceparent-childdyads.Specifically,
inthisstudytheresearcherexaminedtherelationalmaintenancebehaviorsused
byleft-behindchildrenandtheirmigrantparentsandtheirassociationwith
parent-childrelationshipquality.Inrelational maintenanceresearch,little
attentionhasbeenfocusedonyoungchildrenandbothparentsingeographic
dispersion.VariousformsofLDRs(e.g.,romanticrelationshipandfriendship)
have received increased and adequate attention in the interpersonal
communicationdomain,butfewresearchersinthisareahaveexploredthe
parent-childrelationship(Vogl-Bauer,2003),whichalsorequiresmaintenance
bycommunicationandrelationalbehaviorsdespiteitsnonvoluntarynature.

Third,the aim ofthisstudy wasto accessthe mannerin which
grandparents􀆳support can help maintain the long-distance parent-child
relationshipandimprovetherelationshipquality.Previousresearchonfamily
supporthasseldomtoucheduponthegrandparents􀆳supporttohelpmaintainthe
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parent-childrelationship,makingitanaspectworthinvestigating.
Next,thestudyalsooffersanexplorationofthecommunicationbetween

left-behindchildrenandtheirmigrantparentsaswellasthewayitrelatesto
left-behindchildren􀆳sIIsandaffectsthelong-distanceparent-childrelationship
quality.

ThefinalaimofthisstudywastotestthewayIIs,relationalmaintenance
behaviors,andfamilysupportworktogethertoaffectthelong-distanceparent-
childrelationshipbyapplyingasystemsperspectivetotheresearchdomainof
relationshipmaintenance.

Inthenextchapter,IwillintroducethecurrentstatusofChineseleft-
behind children;summarize the three main factors of the four-level
metaperspectiveofrelationalmaintenancethatguidedthisstudy;identifyand
explain empiricalfindings of IIin terms of maintaining interpersonal
relationships; highlight relevant literature on long-distance relational
maintenance;summarizethepaststudiesaddressingfamilysupport;andpose
relevanthypothesesandresearchquestionsforthestudy.
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Chapter2 LiteratureReview

Thecurrentchapterprovidesan overview andsummary ofrelevant
literaturepertainingto each hypothesisand research question.First,an
introductionofleft-behindchildrenandmigrantparentsinChinaisprovided.
Second,anoverview ofthe maintheoreticalframework (i.e.,four-level
metaperspectiveofrelationalmaintenance)usedinthestudyisexplained,
followedbyasummaryandrelatedresearchonthefirstthreelevels:(a)the
selflevel(i.e.,left-behindchildren􀆳sIIswithmigrantparents),(b)thesystem
level(i.e.,relationalmaintenancebehaviorsbetweenleft-behindchildrenand
their migrant parents),and (c)the network level (i.e.,caregiving
grandparents􀆳support).Third,therelevanthypothesesandresearchquestions
ofthestudyareofferedattheendofthechapter.

2.1 Left-BehindChildrenandMigrantParentsinChina

Thefollowing sectionselaborate on the phenomenon ofleft-behind
children,definitionofleft-behindchildren,andcommunicationbetweenleft-
behindchildrenandtheirmigrantparentsidentifiedinthecurrentliterature.

2.1.1 PhenomenonofLeft-BehindChildren

Themassmovementofmorethan200millionrurallaborerstoChina􀆳s
citieshasbeendescribedasthegreatestinternalmigrationinhistory(Chan,
2009).Migrantworkershavebuiltthegleamingskyscrapers,superhighways,
andshoppingmallsthathavetransformedChinaoverthelastthreedecades;
theyhave workedforhourson endinstiflingfactoriesto producethe
electronics,clothes,andshoesdemandedbyWesternconsumers.

Migrantworkersseekjobsinbigcitiesbecausetheywanttobuildbetter
livesforthemselvesandtheirfamilies.Amassiveoversupplyoflaborliesinthe
Chinesecountryside,whereemploymentopportunitiesarefewandfarbetween
andincomelevelsareroughlyonesixthofthoseinthecities(Zhu,2008).Few
signsindicatethatthedisparityinruralandurbanChinawilldiminishinthe
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