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Abstract

The current study used a nationally representative sample to investigate how older adults in China with different socio-
demographic characteristics proactively sought support when social support of different sources and types was available; and
whether the pattern of social support seeking varied with age, gender and regions. We found that older adults in China tended
to seek social support from family members rather than from non-family members. Moreover, we observed a hierarchically
ordered pattern of social support seeking within the family such that older adults preferred to first seek social support from
a spouse and then turn to sons only when their spouse was unavailable or incapable of providing social support. We also
observed a strong trend for son preferences in social support seeking, which was even more salient among old-old adults
and older adults from rural China. The findings have implications for elder care and intergenerational support exchanges in

Chinese societies.

Keywords intergenerational support seeking - Socioemotional aging in China - Age - Gender - Region - Hierarchical
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Introduction

Literature has recognized social support as valuable
resources to buffer stressors and enhance health (Cohen
2004; Umberson and Montez 2010). This is particularly true
for older adults who may experience difficulties in handling
life challenges by themselves while experiencing increas-
ing declines in physical and cognitive health (Mao and
Han 2018; White et al. 2009). Cross-cultural studies have
observed that East Asians are more reluctant than Western
counterparts to seek social support, especially from friends
and neighbors (Kim et al. 2008; Taylor et al. 2004). How-
ever, relatively little is known about how people, especially
East Asians, proactively enlist others for social support in
everyday life (Dunkel Schetter 2017). The current study
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aimed to explore the pattern of social support seeking and
the potential socio-demographic variations in a large-scale
population-based sample of older adults in China.

Pattern of social support seeking among older
adults in China

Socioemotional selectivity theory argues that older adults
prioritize emotionally meaningful goals due to a limited time
perspective (Carstensen 2006). From a cross-cultural per-
spective, individuals are socialized to engage in socioemo-
tional activities in accordance with cultural values to fulfill
emotionally meaningful goals (Fung 2013). Consistent with
Confucian values of prioritizing family members (Liu et al.
2010), studies have found that older adults of Chinese origin:
(1) showed a greater preference for interactions with emo-
tionally close others (e.g., family members), (2) included
nuclear family members and fewer acquaintances into their
social networks and (3) trusted family members more than
younger counterparts (Fung et al. 2001, 2008; Li and Fung
2013). Extending socioemotional selectivity theory to social
support seeking, we propose that older adults in China may
also seek social support of different types and sources in
accordance with Chinese cultural values.
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For centuries, Confucian ethics have served as moral and
ethical guidelines for social conduct (Liu 2014). In the Con-
fucian system of ethics, individuals are obligated to place
family first and should support, protect and even shield fam-
ily members unreservedly (Ward and Lin 2010). Within the
family, father—son dyad is of the utmost importance through-
out the life span, followed by elder brother—younger brother
dyad and then husband—wife dyad (Yang 1993). As such,
sons are preferred to carry on the family line and provide
lifelong care for parents, but daughters bear the explicit
responsibilities to assist their husbands to take care of par-
ents-in-law (Cong and Silverstein 2008).

Nevertheless, Confucian cultural values have been revised
at least to some extent in the processes of modernization,
globalization and industrialization (Kulich and Zhang 2010).
With the forces of social policies (e.g., one-child policy)
and socio-demographic transitions (e.g., massive migration),
traditional multigenerational families have fragmented into
nuclear families, four grandparents—two parents—one-child
families or empty-nest families, creating structural barriers
for intergenerational support exchanges (Guo et al. 2009;
Jiang and Sanchez-Barricarte 2011; Song et al. 2012). Simi-
larly, traditional gender division of social support has also
been somewhat revised with the importation of more egali-
tarian gender ideology: While sons continue to undertake the
responsibility of supporting parents, daughters have begun
to provide more social support to parents than in the past
(Cong and Silverstein 2012; Song et al. 2012). Given the
prioritization of family members in Chinese cultural values,
older adults in China might seek social support from family
members, primarily spouses or sons.

This supposition was demonstrated in previous studies
of Chinese populations where the majority of older adults
sought social support from family members, with adult chil-
dren as the most cited sources of support among older adults
in Taiwan and Mainland China (Dai et al. 2016; LaFave
2017). Other studies found that Mainland Chinese older
adults identified spouses and sons as the major providers of
support and reported sons as the more preferred source of
support (Cong and Silverstain 2012; Li 1991; Sheng 2005).

Socio-demographic variations in social support
seeking

Although people of Chinese origin generally seek support
in accordance with cultural values, the pattern of support
seeking may differ in subgroups with diverse socio-demo-
graphic characteristics because they may endorse cultural
values as personal values to a different extent. In this study,
we focused on whether and how the pattern of social sup-
port seeking differs by gender, age and region among older
adults in China.

@ Springer

Gender is one salient determinant of social support seek-
ing. Social support systems are gendered in most cultures
for two primary reasons (Ajrouch et al. 2005; Fuller-Igle-
sias and Antonucci 2016). First, gender differences exist
in the quantities and qualities of available support among
older adults. Women tended to experience widowhood due
to longer life expectancies (Utz et al. 2002). Women have
larger social networks and received more support than men,
with women having more emotionally close ties and men
having more instrumental ties (e.g., coworkers) (Antonucci
and Akiyama 1987; Fuhrer and Stansfeld 2002; Yeung et al.
2007). Second, older women and men differ in their prefer-
ences for support. Studies from Western countries show that
older men report a spouse as the exclusive source of sup-
port, while older women seek support from multiple sources
(e.g., children, friends) (Antonucci and Akiyama 1987; Cut-
rona 1996). Findings from a national representative sample
showed that older men in China tended to receive care from
spouses, but older women in China tended to receive care
from children, especially when having no spouse (Chen et al.
2018). This suggests that gender may have a universal influ-
ence on social support systems cross-culturally.

The pattern of social support seeking may also differ by
age. Evidence points to age differences in the endorsement
of cultural values. Studies show that the endorsement of
Confucian cultural values is positively associated with age
among people of Chinese origin (Fung et al. 2011; Fung and
Ng 2006). If Chinese do seek social support in accordance
with cultural values, and the endorsement of cultural values
intensifies with age, age might be positively associated with
the tendency to seek social support from family members,
especially a spouse or sons.

Moreover, the pattern of social support seeking may also
differ by region. Two studies in the 1990s found that older
adults in China from urban areas had begun to rely on spouses
more and on children less relative to those from rural areas
(Li 1991; Treas and Wang 1990). A recent study showed that
older adults from Beijing sought social support following a
hierarchical order of spouse, children and friends (Li et al.
2014). Findings from a national representative study indicated
that older adults from rural China relied on adult children
more relative to those from urban China (LaFave 2017).

Based on this review, only a few relatively small sample
studies in the 1990s have examined the pattern of social sup-
port seeking among older adults in China, and these may not
be representative of recent birth cohorts (Suanet and Anto-
nucci 2016). Studies are also lacking that parse out preferred
ways to seek social support versus the availability of social
support. For these reasons, the goal of the present study
was to reexamine the pattern of social support seeking and
its variations in a recent population-based sample of older
adults in China.
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Given that Chinese cultural values prioritize family mem-
bers, particularly the spouse and sons, over non-family mem-
bers (Yang 1993), we hypothesized that older adults in China
would seek social support from family members, especially
the spouse or sons. Given that the endorsement of Confucian
cultural values may vary across different socio-demographic
subgroups, the above pattern of social support seeking may
be more salient among men, older-old adults (aged 85 years
or above) or adults from rural areas than among women,
younger-old adults (aged less than 85 years) or adults from
cities.

Method
Participants

This study utilized cross-sectional data from the 2011 wave
of the Chinese Longitudinal Healthy Longevity Survey
(CLHLS) (Center for Healthy Aging and Development Stud-
ies 2015). The CLHLS was a large-scale population-based
longitudinal study of psychosocial and health characteristics
of older adults randomly selected from 631 administrative
districts in 22 provinces in China (Zeng 2008; Chen and
Short 2008). The study received institutional review board
approval from Wuhan University and obtained the permis-
sion for data use from the Center for Healthy Ageing and
Development Studies at Peking University.

Measures
Social support seeking

Social support seeking was assessed by participants’
responses to three items: “the first person with whom you
talk frequently in daily life,” “the first person with whom you
talk when you need to tell someone about your thoughts”
and “the first person you ask for help when you have prob-
lems.” For each item, the original response options were
spouse, son, daughter, daughter-in-law, son-in-law, grand-
children and their spouses, other relatives, friends/neighbors,
social workers, housekeepers and nobody. The responses
were reduced to four categories: spouse, son and daughter-
in-law, daughter and son-in-law, and others. We created a
set of dichotomous variables (i.e., spouses, sons, daughters
and others) to represent participants’ responses on each of
the three items on social support seeking. For instance, when
participants cited spouse as a source of social support on an
item, the corresponding dichotomous variable (i.e., spouses)
was coded as 1 and the other three dichotomous variables
(i.e., sons, daughters and others) were coded as 0. Given the

high correlation between the three items on social support
seeking, we calculated the tendency of social support seek-
ing from each source of support (e.g., spouse) by dividing
the frequency of choosing the target source of support across
all items on social support seeking by the number of items
(.e., 3).

Age-group Participants’ age was computed based on year
of birth. Given that the sample included a larger portion
of older adults aged over 75 years, we divided participants
into young-old and old-old adults by the mean age of the
sample (M =85.78 years).

Gender Gender was coded by participants’ self-identifi-
cation as male or female.

Region Participants reported their place of residence in
terms of cities, towns and rural areas.

Marital status Participants reported their marital status
as married and living together, separated, divorced, wid-
owed or never married. We recoded married and living
together and separated as having a spouse and all the
other responses as not having a spouse.

Number of children Participants reported the numbers of
sons and daughters currently alive.

Analysis design

To distinguish the tendency of social support seeking from
the availability of social support, we created subgroups
according to having a spouse, sons or daughters or not.
We focused on subgroups with at least two sources of fam-
ily support, but not those with one or no sources of fam-
ily support. Given small sample sizes for some subgroups
(Ndaughters and spouse — 159’ Nsons and spouse — 365) and the fact
that a large portion of participants had missing data on sup-
port (N=2707), the final sample (N=5176) only included
subgroups with: (1) a spouse, sons and daughters (N=2073)
and (2) only sons and daughters (N=3103).

SPSS version 23.0 was used for data analyses. A mixed-
design analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used to reveal
the different patterns of support seeking between the two
subgroups, using subgroup as a between-subject variable
and four sources of support as a within-subjective variable.
Then, three parallel mixed-design analyses of variance were
conducted to examine how the subgroup differences in social
support seeking previously identified would be differed by
socio-demographic variables (i.e., age-groups, gender and
region). Specially, subgroup and socio-demographic vari-
ables were between-subject variables, source of support was
the within-subject variable, and the tendency of social sup-
port seeking was the dependent variable. For all the analy-
ses, statistical significance was set to p <.05.
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Table 1 Characteristics of two
subgroups of older adults in
China with different sources of

Having sons and daugh- 1/y® Tests
ters (N=3103)

Having a spouse, sons and
daughters (N=2073)

support Age (mean + SD) 79.18+8.29 89.17+9.82 39.44™
Gender (%) 593,37
Male 66.7 32.2
Female 33.3 67.8
Region (%) 1.74
Cities 21.0 19.7
Towns 36.0 35.9
Rural areas 43.0 44 4
Number of sons (mean + SD) 2.19+1.31 2.27+1.43 2.10"
Number of daughters (mean + SD) 2.15+1.50 2.22+1.33 1.31
*p value <.05, ™*p value <.001
Table 2 Tendency of social support seeking from different sources among older adults in China
Having spouses, sons and daughters Having sons and daughters
Spouse Sons Daughters  Others F 7 Sons Daughters  Others F n?
Total 0.72 (0.36) 0.16 (0.27) 0.04(0.17) 0.07 (0.19) 2414.87"" 0.54 0.64(0.39) 0.14 (0.30) 0.21 (0.31) 2014.05™" 0.40
Age-group
Young-old  0.74 (0.35) 0.15(0.25) 0.04 (0.16) 0.06 (0.18) 2149.77"" 0.58 0.60 (0.39) 0.15(0.30) 0.24 (0.31) 628.39™" 0.36
Old-old 0.66 (0.39) 0.21 (0.30) 0.05 (0.18) 0.08 (0.20) 352.13"" 0.43 0.66(0.39) 0.13 (0.30) 0.19 (0.31) 1408.11°" 0.42
Region
Cities 0.75(0.34) 0.12(0.23) 0.07 (0.22) 0.05(0.17) 597.55" 0.58 0.53 (0.43) 0.27 (0.39) 0.19 (0.31) 192.60"" 0.25
Towns 0.73 (0.36) 0.17 (0.27) 0.04 (0.15) 0.07 (0.19) 917.11°" 0.55 0.65(0.38) 0.11(0.27) 0.23(0.32) 835.18" 044
Rural areas  0.70 (0.37) 0.18 (0.28) 0.04 (0.15) 0.08 (0.19) 917.45™ 0.51 0.68(0.38) 0.11(0.27) 0.20 (0.31) 1181.91"" 0.47
Patterns of Social Support Seeking
Results 08
0.7 = Subgroup with sons and
Descriptive statistics indicated that compared with older 0.6 daughters
adults with a spouse, sons and daughters, older adults with 05 m Subgroup with a spouse,
. sons and daughters
sons and daughters only were older, included more females o
and had more sons. (For details, see Table 1.)
Results from the mixed-design ANOVA revealed a sig- 03 ‘
nificant subgroup X source interaction effect on social sup- 0.2 \
port seeking, F (3, 15,204)=3063.70, p <.001, 712= .38. 0.1 . T
Further analyses revealed that source differences in social 0 _— |
support seeking were stronger among older adults with a Spouse Sons Daughters Others

spouse, sons and daughters than among those with sons and
daughters. Older adults with a spouse, sons and daughters
tended to seek social support from a spouse, followed by
sons, others and daughters, and older adults with sons and
daughters tended to seek social support from sons, fol-
lowed by others and daughters. (For details, see Table 2.)
Older adults with sons and daughters showed a greater
tendency to seek social support from sons, daughters and
others relative to those with a spouse, sons and daughters;
see Fig. 1.
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Fig. 1 Patterns of social support seeking among subgroups with dif-
ferent sources of support. Notes. ~p value <0.001

Socio-demographic variations in the patterns
of social support seeking

Analyses of gender differences revealed a significant
source X gender interaction on social support seeking, F'
(3, 15,198)=6.42, p=.001, 5*>=.001, but the expected
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Fig.2 Patterns of social support seeking among males and females.
Notes. ™"p value <0.001

source X gender X subgroup interaction effect was nonsignifi-
cant, F (3, 15,198)=0.11, ns, 772 <.001. Males tended to seek
social support from a spouse, followed by sons, others and
daughters; females tended to seek social support from sons,
followed by a spouse, others and daughters. Males tended to
seek support more from a spouse and less from sons, daugh-
ters and others relative to females; see Fig. 2.

Analysis of age difference indicated that the sub-
group X source X age-group three-way interaction effect on
social support seeking was significant, F' (3, 15,198)=7.53,
p<.001, #*=.001. In the subgroup with a spouse, sons and
daughters, older adults in China tended to seek social sup-
port from a spouse, followed by sons, others and daughters,
and such source differences were stronger among young-old
adults than among old-old adults. (For details, see Table 2.)
Young-old adults in China tended to seek social support
more from a spouse and less from sons relative to old-old
adults in China, for spouses, F (1, 2051)=15.46, p <.001,
172=.01, and for sons, F (1,2051)=14.41, p<.001, 172=.01.
In the subgroup with sons and daughters, older adults in
China tended to seek social support from sons, followed
by others and daughters, and such source differences were
stronger among old-old adults than among young-old adults.
(For details, see Table 2.) Old-old adults in China tended
to seek social support more from sons and less from oth-
ers relative to young-old adults in China, for sons, F' (1,
3015)=19.12, p<.001, »?=.01, and for others, F (I,
3015)=18.28, p<.001, *=.01.

Parallel analyses for regional differences also revealed
a significant subgroup X source X region interaction effect
on social support seeking, F (6, 15,192)=9.15, p<.001,
7> =.004. In the subgroup with a spouse, sons and daughters,
older adults from cities tended to seek social support from
a spouse, followed by sons, daughters and others, and older
adults from towns and rural areas tended to seek social sup-
port from a spouse, followed by sons, others and daughters.

Source differences in social support seeking were stronger
among older adults from cities than among those from towns
and rural areas. (For details, see Table 2.) Older adults from
cities tended to seek support from their spouse more than did
those from rural areas, F (2, 2050)=3.30, p=.04, 772 =.01.
Older adults from towns and rural areas tended to seek sup-
port more from sons and less from daughters relative to those
from cities, for sons, F (2, 2050)=6.96, p=.001, 7]2= .01,
and for daughters, F (2, 2050)=7.21, p=.001, *=.01. In
the subgroup with sons and daughters, older adults from
cities tended to seek social support from sons, followed by
daughters and others, older adults from towns and rural areas
tended to seek social support from sons, followed by oth-
ers and daughters. Such source differences in social support
seeking were stronger among older adults from towns and
rural areas compared with those from cities. (For details, see
Table 2.) Older adults from towns and rural areas tended to
seek social support from sons more but from daughters less
relative to those from cities, for sons, F' (2, 3014)=33.99,
p<.001, ;12= .02, and for daughters, F (2, 3014)=67.32,
p<.001, 7*=.04.

Discussion

In the current study, we examined the patterns of social
support seeking and socio-demographic variations using a
nationally representative sample of older adults in China.
We found that a spouse was the most cited source of social
support among older adults in China if they had a spouse,
sons and daughters, whereas sons served as the most fre-
quently used source of social support if they had only sons
and daughters. This pattern was more salient among old-old
adults and old adults from towns or rural areas than among
young-old adults and older adults from urban areas. Relative
to older females, older males in China tended to seek more
social support from a spouse, sons or others, and seek less
social support from daughters.

The difference in the primary source of social support
between the two subgroups may suggest that older adults
in China tend to rely on a spouse for support first and then
turn to sons for compensation when the spouse is unavail-
able. These results provide a clear contrast from previous
findings that observed adult children as the primary support
providers for Chinese older adults (Dai et al. 2016; Tsai and
Lopez 1998). This may be because previous studies only
reflected the pattern of support seeking in the largest sub-
group of older adults in China—those who only have sons
and daughters. Our findings contribute to the literature by
highlighting the importance of stratifying the availability
of social support when examining the tendency of social
support seeking.
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Across the two subgroups, older adults in China pre-
fer to seek social support from spouses or sons relative to
daughters or non-family members. This is the first evidence
showing that the tendency to choose close family members
over non-family members exists in the process of social sup-
port seeking. Extending previous findings on social pref-
erences, social network characteristics, trust and prosocial
behaviors (Fung et al. 2001, 2008; Gong et al. 2017; Li and
Fung 2013), and selectively seeking social support from
close family members may also be an important regulatory
strategy for older adults in China to achieve emotionally
meaningful goals.

This study reveals an interesting gender-type pattern of
social support seeking across two subgroups. That is, older
men in China seek social support from their spouse more
and from all other sources less relative to older women in
China. These findings are commensurate with previous find-
ings that show that older men primarily rely on a spouse for
support and older women sought support from more diverse
sources across cultures (Chen et al. 2018; Cutrona 1996;
Rossi and Rossi 1990). If this pattern would be shown to be
consistent in cultures besides the USA and China, this could
represent a universal experience that intergenerational sup-
port exchanges are governed by gender roles.

Our findings show that old-old adults tend to seek social
support from sons more and from the spouse and others less
compared to young-old adults. This might be because old-
old adults in China endorse Confucian ethics that prioritize
father—son dyads more than other dyads, and thus they tend
to rely more on sons and rely less on spouses or close others
relative to young-old adults (Yang 1993). This finding may
also be explained by poorer marital relationships in older
generations. Among old-old adults, marriages were mostly
arranged by parents and are more emotionally distancing and
rarely egalitarian (Pimentel 2000).

We observe consistent regional differences in support
seeking from sons and daughters across two subgroups:
Older adults from towns and rural areas tend to seek social
support from sons more and from daughters less compared
with those from cities. More importantly, only a very small
portion of older adults in China seems to rely on adult
daughters for social support. This result is in sharp con-
trast to Western reports documenting that mother—daughter
bonds are the most intimate, consistent and enduring family
relationships and daughters are more responsive to parents’
needs and devote more resources to support aging parents
relative to sons (Antonucci and Akiyama 1987; Haberkern
et al. 2012; Sarkisian and Gerstel 2004). However, this con-
curs with other findings showing that aging parents in China
prefer to have intergenerational support exchanges with sons
in both one-child and multi-child families (Chen and Jordan
2018). Hence, Confucian male-superior gender norms and
associated son preferences may be still prevalent in family
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practices of modern Chinese societies, especially in rural
China.

In closing, several limitations of this study are worth
noting. First, we used cross-sectional data. Future studies
should utilize longitudinal data to disentangle cohort differ-
ences from age-related changes in social support seeking.
Second, this study assessed social support seeking with three
simple items, which may subject to social desirability bias.
An in-depth examination of specific forms of social support
(e.g., implicit support, tangible or financial support) with
more objective methods may be fruitful. Lastly, this study is
descriptive and does not investigate the potential confound-
ing effects of living arrangement. Future studies should rule
out this possibility and examine how living arrangement or
cultural factors would explain the observed relationships.

In conclusion, this study provides a reasonably accurate
portrayal of the pattern of social support seeking among
older adults in China. We found a hierarchically ordered pat-
tern of social support seeking such that older adults prefer to
seek social support from a spouse first and then turn to sons
only when the spouse is unavailable or incapable of provid-
ing support. We also observed a strong trend of son prefer-
ences, which was even more salient among old-old adults
and older adults from rural China. As the match of support
provision with support receivers’ preferences may optimize
health benefits, this study suggests that psychosocial inter-
ventions aiming to facilitate the proactive involvement of
spouses or sons in social support exchanges may be effica-
cious in the population of older adults in China. Meanwhile,
developing social support groups or home-based care in the
neighborhoods may be culturally competent to supplement
the eroding functions of the family in modern China.
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