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Shidu is the Chinese transliteration for ‘losing an only child,’ which indicates the death
of the only child in the family. Shidu is a unique social phenomenon resulting from the
One-Child Policy implemented in China for several decades. Shiduers are parents who
have lost their only child. The grief research scholar Neimeyer (2012) argued that grief
research should consider the role of different cultures in the grieving process. Familism
culture is a collectivist culture that has a profound effect on Chinese society and is
likely to produce a significant effect on the grieving process of shiduers; however,
this effect has not yet received systematic attention in research. To explore the effect
of familism culture on the grief of shiduers, we conducted semi-structured personal
interviews in Beijing, China, with seven shiduers. The study results show that the effect
of familism culture on the grief of shiduers includes three levels: cognition, emotion, and
behavior. These levels are reflected in a variety of relationships, including relationships
with ancestors, the deceased child, the spouse, relatives, Tong Ming Ren (the Chinese
transliteration of ‘people who share the same fate’), and the country. The first four types
of relationships are reflections of ‘direct familism culture,’ and the latter two types of
relationships are reflections of ‘extended familism culture’. The relationships with the
deceased child, relatives, and Tong Ming Ren are mainly supportive; the relationship
with ancestors is mainly stressful; the relationship with the spouse has a dual nature; and
the relationship with the country is contradictory. Over time, shiduers have abandoned
the concept of familism culture and have moved toward reducing stress and increasing
supportiveness. Psychological professionals, social workers, and government staff may
refer to the results of this study to help shiduers obtain support and reduce stress from
the described relationships. Specific suggestions are provided in the text.

Keywords: familism culture, shiduers, grief, qualitative study, China

INTRODUCTION

Previous studies examining the grief of parents who lose their child have primarily addressed two
aspects. First, the grief expressed by them has been studied. For example, Michon et al. (2003)
used a scale to measure the intensity of grief, whereas Olivas (2013) used a form of textual data
to illustrate their state of grief through qualitative research. Second, researchers have continuously
attempted to explore the factors that influence the grieving process among them. For example,
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Rando (1983) found that a previous loss tended to be associated
with poorer bereavement outcomes among those who lose their
child to cancer, whereas Ronen et al. (2010) interviewed parents
who lose their child and found that continuing bonds could
promote their grief adjustment. Because of language differences
and other barriers, however, the state of grief among Chinese
shiduers has rarely received scholarly attention.

Losing a child causes the most painful and lasting grief
(Gorer, 1965). China’s One-Child Policy was maintained for
approximately 30 years to control the population. This policy
ended only recently in 2015. During the several decades of the
One-Child Policy, losing an only child became a unique social
phenomenon in China. Parents who lose their only child are
called ‘shiduers.’ Using census data from 1990, 2000, and 2010 as
a basis, Wang estimated that as of 2010, the cumulative number of
deceased only children exceeded one million, which corresponds
to more than one million families that lost their only child (Wang,
2013). Wang also noted that although the One-Child Policy has
ended, the number of future families that will lose an only child
will continue to increase for a considerable period of time (Wang,
2016). The results of several studies have suggested that the state
of grief of Chinese shiduers is more severe than that of other
parents who lose their child. A survey of 226 Chinese women
who became shiduers due to earthquakes found that the state of
prolonged grief amongst the 116 women who did not give birth
again was more severe than that amongst the 110 women who had
given birth again (Xu et al., 2014). Furthermore, a cross-cultural
study of shiduers in China and parents who lost their child in
Switzerland found that those in China scored significantly higher
on the prolonged grief scale (Xiu et al., 2016). Therefore, the grief
state of shiduers is deserving of research.

A Chinese saying states that ‘losing one’s parent(s) in
one’s youth, losing one’s spouse in middle-age, and losing
one’s child in old age’ are the three great tragedies in
life. The shiduers population undoubtedly experiences an
unforgettable grieving process. Grief refers to ‘a primarily
emotional reaction to the loss of a loved one through
death. It incorporates diverse psychological (cognitive, social-
behavioral) and physical (physiological-somatic) manifestations’
(Stroebe et al., 2001). Qualitative studies have found that
most shiduers develop an intense grief response in terms
of cognition, emotion, behavior, and physiology (He et al.,
2014). If this type of intense grief response persists in the
long term, prolonged grief can easily develop. Prolonged grief
is also called complicated grief, which is a long-lasting and
permeating grief response characterized by longing for or
persistent preoccupation with the deceased and accompanied
by intense emotional pain (World Health Organisation, 2017).
According to another survey, the proportion of shiduers
who suffered from prolonged grief was approximately 30%
(Shang, 2016). Many factors affect shiduers with regard to the
suffering they experience from prolonged grief or from the slow
recovery process. The effect of culture on this grieving process
has been stressed by scholars. For example, the well-known
grief research scholar Neimeyer (2012) argued that ‘exporting’
the grief model primarily generated in the United States to
other cultures might be inappropriate and that grief research

should consider the role of different cultures in the grieving
process.

Studies on the relation between the grief of shiduers and their
culture are rare because shidu is a unique social phenomenon
in China. Recently, relevant studies have discussed the effect of
culture. For example, in Chinese culture, participants in funeral
rites are usually a group formed by ties of blood and geography
(Jia, 2010). The grieving process for shiduers is affected by the
negative influence of ‘stigmatization’ from traditional Chinese
culture (Xu, 2014; Zheng and Lawson, 2014). The ritualistic
behavior of grieving for shiduers has unique Chinese cultural
connotations. For example, according to traditional Chinese
customs, some shiduers hold a sacrificial ceremony for the child
every 7 days for 49 days after the child’s passing (He et al., 2017).
However, the objectives of these studies were not to systematically
examine the effect of culture. These studies provided only partial
information to understand the grief of shiduers from a cultural
perspective and lacked in-depth studies of a particular effect of
culture. Therefore, the question remains: for shiduers in China,
which type of traditional Chinese culture has the most profound
effect on their grieving process?

China is a country deeply affected by the collectivist culture.
Among the numerous types of collectivist cultures, familism
culture has an especially profound effect on Chinese society.
Familism culture refers to a type of ‘ingroup collectivism’ in
which family members attach primary importance to the family
(Schwartz, 1990). In China, however, the word ‘family’ refers not
only to close relatives, such as parents, spouses, and children, but
also to a social organization formed by ties of blood or marriage
that encompasses nephews, aunts, and other relatives (Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences, 2012). The famous Chinese social
psychologist Guoshu Yang generalized the social orientation
of Chinese people into four characteristics: family orientation
(the most important characteristic), relationship orientation,
authority orientation, and other orientation (Yang, 2004). In
his book The Essentials of Chinese Culture, the famous Chinese
thinker Liang (2011) noted, ‘Everyone knows that the family
is a particularly important relationship in the lives of Chinese
people; Chinese people value such relationships much more
than Westerners.’ The formation of this type of culture is
attributed to the family having served as the basic unit of social
structure and function in China’s traditional agrarian society
for several 1000 years. The core of familism culture is a set
of relationships of rights and obligations that attach primary
importance to the interests of the family in all things, including at
the three levels of cognition, emotion, and behavioral tendency.
An example at the cognitive level is the importance placed on the
continuance, solidarity, and reputation of the family. Examples
at the emotional level are a sense of belonging, a sense of
responsibility, and a sense of security. Examples at the behavioral
tendency level are reproducing one’s offspring, interdependence,
and striving for the family (Yang, 2004). Bowen (1978) proposed
the family systems theory, which considers the family as a
functional organic whole. Subsequently, scholars argued that grief
is not an individualized experience, and the family, as the most
important social organization for an individual, exerts important
influences on the grieving process (Detmer and Lamberti, 1991;
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Kissane and Bloch, 1994). Within the familism culture of China,
many grieving activities are shared with family members. For
example, making sacrifices and cleaning tombs with the whole
family during the Qingming Festival is a way for the family to
connect with lost loved ones (Jia, 2005). Thus, against the cultural
backdrop of familism, how might the grieving process of shiduers
in China be affected?

There are many expressions in familism culture regarding
carrying on the familial line. All are directly related to shiduers,
such as, ’There are three unfilial acts, of which having no
posterity is the greatest’ and ‘more children will bring more
happiness.’ Therefore, for Chinese shiduers, ‘shidu’ means more
than just losing their only child. It means losing the hope of
having descendants and carrying on the family line, and the
continuity of the family line in familism culture is seen as
a duty to the ancestors. This unrealized and unfulfilled duty
may have negative effects on the grief process of shiduers. In
the grieving process of shiduers, familism culture may play
an important role. For example, psychoanalysts emphasize the
positive role of a container in the grieving process and suggest
that other people can facilitate the completion of meaning
making and the integration of the life narrative by containing
the grieving person’s emotions (Rolls, 2007). Familism culture
advocates mutual support and help among family members.
Does this support allow the family to become a large container
for the grief of shiduers? Another survey found that 85.8% of
shiduers felt inferior (Fang, 2015). Is this feeling caused by the
enormous psychological burden experienced by shiduers due
to the importance that familism culture places on reproducing
offspring? From a more optimistic perspective, however, the
bond and harmony among relatives in familism culture may be
beneficial for the grief process of shiduers. To summarize the
above research, the present study poses the following questions.
How does familism culture play a role in the grieving process
of shiduers? Specifically, through which channels does it play a
positive role, through which channels does it play a negative role,
through which channels does it play both positive and negative
roles, and how are these roles played?

This study seeks answers to these questions to increase
understanding of the grief of shiduers in China from a cultural
perspective, both for the enrichment and development of theories
on grief and in the hope of providing useful suggestions to
psychological and social services aimed at helping shiduers.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Context and Design
This study is part of the project ‘Research on the Effect of
Familism Culture on the Grief and Mental Health of Shiduers.’
The data for this report came from the qualitative study
portion of that project, which was based on a phenomenological
perspective and used the semi-structured interview method to
survey seven shiduers individually in hopes of understanding the
impact of familism culture on their grief. The implementation
of this study was approved by the Ethics Committee of the
School of Humanities and Social Sciences at Beijing Institute

of Technology. All interviewees in this study signed a written
informed consent form.

Study Population, Sampling, and
Recruitment
We first performed volunteer service at multiple service agencies
that help shiduers in Beijing, China, including the ‘Homestead
for the Psyche’ for shiduers established in three subdistricts (a
subdistrict is the most basic level of government in Chinese
cities) and a self-service organization for shiduers. The subdistrict
‘Homestead for the Psyche’ had full-time government staff and
specialized venues, was open only to shiduers within the area
of jurisdiction, and held activities such as singing, dancing,
handicrafts, and culinary arts on workdays. The self-service
organization for shiduers existed in the form of a WeChat (an
instant messaging app) group. The members were shiduers from
all areas of Beijing, and the group leader organized occasional
gatherings and activities or organized group members to help
shiduers who were having difficulties. Based on the objective
of this study, we used a non-probability purposive sampling
approach. That is, by participating in activities, we observed
which of the shiduers were most likely to provide abundant
information for the research project and then individually sent
invitations to these shiduers to participate in the study. When
sending invitations for the study, we explained to the invitees
the study’s objective, content, possible risks, and the rights of the
participants. During the interviews, we continually summarized
the themes of the interview content. When every theme had
reached saturation, no new invitations for the study were issued.
At this time, a total of seven interviewees had participated.

Participants
We sent 12 individual interview invitations; five people refused,
and seven people accepted. These seven participants included
two males and five females ranging in age from 51 to 74 years
with a mean age of 62.7 years. The deceased children of three
participants were boys, and the deceased children of the other
four participants were girls. The age at which the children passed
away was between 6 and 33 years, with a mean age of 24.3 years.
The duration since the children had died was between 0.5 and
25 years, with a mean duration of 11.6 years. See Table 1
for more details on the corresponding relations among this
information.

TABLE 1 | Table of basic information on the interviewees.

Interviewee Gender Age Gender of
child

Age of child
at death

Time since the
child’s death

(Year)

A Male 67 Female 29 10

B Female 74 Male 29 20

C Female 64 Male 33 5

D Female 57 Female 26 5

E Male 68 Female 22 16

F Female 58 Male 6 25

G Female 51 Female 25 0.5
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Data Collection
The interviews were conducted between June and September
2017. In accordance with the wishes of the interviewees, three
people were interviewed at their homes, and four people were
interviewed in a quiet room at the activity venue for shiduers.
We used semi-structured interviews in which a summarized
interview outline was prepared in advance, and detailed inquiries
were made depending on the interviewee’s answers in the course
of the interview. In the first step, a detailed explanation was given
to the interviewee on the study’s objective, content, possible risks,
and the rights of the participants, including the information that
the interviewer was about to begin recording. If the interviewee
agreed to be recorded, a written informed consent form needed to
be signed. In step two, it was inadvisable to begin directly with the
themes because the interview themes could easily trigger negative
emotions. Therefore, the interviewer first exchanged pleasantries
with the interviewee and chatted about topics that were easier
to discuss, such as the participant’s hobbies. In step three,
after exchanging pleasantries and obtaining the consent of the
interviewee, the interviewer formally began the interview with
four summarized questions in the interview outline: (1) After you
lost your child, how do you feel your family influenced you in
various aspects, including favorable or unfavorable aspects? (2)
Do you feel that the influence you just mentioned was related
to traditional Chinese culture, especially traditional culture
involving family? (3) In the process of mourning your child and
slowly processing the pain in your heart, do you feel that some
things in traditional Chinese culture hindered you? If so, what
were they? Do you feel that some things in traditional culture
helped you? If so, what were they? (4) Is there anything else you
want to tell me? In step four, the formal interview ended, and the
interviewer observed the interviewee’s emotions, asked whether
help was needed, and informed the interviewee that relevant
resources could be recommended if professional assistance was
required. The interviewer paid the interviewee 100 Renminbi
(RMB; approximately 16 USD) as remuneration for participating
in the study and as an expression of gratitude. The interview
duration was 63–120 min, and the total interview duration for
the seven people was 585 min.

Data Analyses
In this study, thematic analysis was used to analyze the data.
The analyst in the following text refers to the first author of this
study, YZ. First, the analyst performed a verbatim transcription of
the audio recordings obtained from the interviews. Transcription
is an important means of controlling the quality of qualitative
research (Steinke, 2004). During transcription, the analyst strived
to maintain the original meaning by completely and accurately
recording the words spoken by the interviewees, the pauses, and
the tone. After the transcription was complete, a transcription
text with a total count of 86,696 Chinese characters was obtained.
Then, referring to the suggestions of Braun and Clarke (2006,
2012), the analyst took the following steps to analyze the data.
(1) A full-text reading of the verbatim transcription text was
conducted. While reading, the analyst recorded initial thoughts
with regard to coding. (2) The analyst generated initial codes
based on the text and obtained 1,440 codes. (3) The analyst wrote

the name of each code on separate pieces of paper and attempted
to organize them into candidate themes. Five candidate themes
were created: ‘relationship with ancestors,’ ‘relationship with
the deceased child,’ ‘relationship with loved ones,’ ‘relationship
with Tong Ming Ren,’ and ‘relationship with the country.’ (4)
The analyst discussed the candidate themes with XJ, another
author of this study who is a psychologist and has been engaged
for many years in research related to the loss and grief of
shiduers. The authors agreed that it was appropriate to divide
the theme of ‘relationship with loved ones’ into ‘relationship with
spouse’ and ‘relationship with relatives.’ In Chinese culture, the
spouse and relatives are both considered loved ones, but further
discussion between the two authors concerning the text and
coding clearly differentiated the shiduers’ relationships with their
spouses from those with their relatives. Therefore, these groups
were divided into different themes. The two authors reached
a high degree of consensus after dividing this theme based on
multiple discussions. (5) The themes obtained from this study as
well as the definition and description of the themes were sent to
two participants of this study with a request to assess whether the
division of themes was appropriate. Both participants expressed a
high degree of approval regarding the division of the themes. (6)
The study report was written based on the developed themes.

RESULTS

Starting from the perspective of familism, this study found that
the grief of the shiduers was primarily embodied in various
relationships, including those within the following six themes:
relationship with ancestors, relationship with the deceased child,
relationship with spouse, relationship with relatives, relationship
with Tong Ming Ren, and relationship with the country.

Theme 1: Relationship With Ancestors
In familism culture, producing an offspring is an important
responsibility, ‘continuing the ancestral line’ is an obligation
to the ancestors, and having no posterity is seen as unfilial.
The interviewees who lost their only child were deeply affected
by the traditional culture of familism and could elaborate
on their understanding of this culture by citing idioms or
traditional art forms, with examples provided from Interviewees
B and E. Interviewee B called these idioms ‘auspicious sayings,’
indicating that in his understanding, the opposite situation was
‘inauspicious.’

Ah, ‘more children will bring more happiness’ is what old people
used to say in the past. For example, someone says (asks), ‘Why
did you give birth to so many children?’ (He answers) ‘who knows
which cloud bears rain?’ He is saying that I have many children,
so one is bound to be successful. . . .If you do not have children. . .it
means it is a misfortune of a family. ‘There are three unfilial acts, of
which having no posterity is the greatest’ . . .there are three unfilial
acts, and ‘having no posterity’ means you do not have descendants;
it is the greatest unfilial act. (Interviewee B, woman, age 74, child
age 29).

Look at that little decoration; so many children are climbing
on the body of the big Maitreya Buddha. There are many
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auspicious sayings, like ‘more children will bring more happiness.’
A 100 children painting depicts a lot of children dressed in
ancient costumes playing all kinds of games. . .then, there’s that
other auspicious Chinese saying that is included on buildings,
‘get a pomegranate.’ Does a pomegranate actually look good?
It just has symbolic meaning because it has many seeds (in
Chinese, ‘seed’ sounds the same as ‘son’), so more children
will bring more happiness. (Interviewee E, man, age 68, child
age 22).

Although shiduers expressed their understandings, changes
occurred over time in ideas related to producing offspring. The
people of this generation who had lost their only child could
clearly understand the connotations of the concept of ‘continuing
the ancestral line,’ but they did not necessarily personally uphold
such concepts. In the interviews of this study, Interviewees B, E,
and G expressed disagreement with this type of traditional culture
and indicated they could feel changes occurring in the culture
over time.

‘There are three unfilial acts, of which having no posterity is
the greatest’; this was for the generation before me. They obviously
believe in that saying. As for me, I received a new education, so I do
not believe this idea. I feel it is fine that (this concept is) changing
(with the times) and has become weaker. In the generation after me,
there are dual-income, no kid (DINK) households. (Interviewee B,
woman, age 74, child age 29).

Like, in this type of situation where there is only one (child), once
she was gone—we were originally particular about having a boy or
a girl—only a boy can continue the ancestral line. Now, there is
only one; since there is no choice, it doesn’t matter if it is a boy or a
girl. . ..I do not put much stock in this so-called idea of continuing
the ancestral line. It is your only child, in any case. (Interviewee E,
man, age 68, child age 22).

(Speaking of ‘there are three unfilial acts, of which having no
posterity is the greatest’) this thing is basically nonsense. . .perhaps
the last generation was a bit more traditional, and we may
be slightly better at not sticking to the saying. In terms of
this thing of descendants, I am not particularly concerned with
having descendants. (Interviewee G, woman, age 51, child
age 25).

Theme 2: Relationship With the
Deceased Child
The approach to mourning and burial is an important part
of familism culture (Yang, 1992). With regard to the place of
mourning and burial, a strong relationship between life and
death is achieved among family members through burial at
the same or a nearby place. Many shiduers buried the child
next to their own parents (that is, the child’s grandparents) or
their own spouse, as Interviewee C did. Some shiduers also
chose or attempted to choose a cemetery with multiple plots
in preparation for the shiduer’s burial at the same gravesite
as the child, as Interviewees D and G did. In addition, the
things left behind by the child (such as photographs) served as
symbols of the child. Shiduers such as Interviewee C put the
left-behind things in their own home and sometimes evoked
emotional attachment with the child through the left-behind
items.

I go (to the cemetery) to visit every year during Qingming
Festival. I go once a year and visit my spouse also; they are together.
(Interviewee C, woman, age 64, child age 33).

After she left, I insisted on having it. . .it is so expensive here!
(Referring to a local cemetery that charged very high fees.) I must
put my daughter here even though I have to spend my entire
fortune. Since my parents are here, we are very close. . .she has a
double plot, and I will surely be beside her! She is waiting for me. I
feel I have no regrets, and I still want to be with her. (Interviewee
D, woman, age 57, child age 26).

At the time, I originally planned to have all three of us buried
together. I said, let us buy a site with three plots, but the site was not
available, so we could only let her have a single plot. (Interviewee
G, woman, age 51, child age 25).

I look at photographs to find the feelings when he was a small
child and recall the memories. (Interviewee C, woman, age 64,
child age 33).

Prior to the rise of research on continuing bonds, Western
culture tended to deem communication with the dead through
dreams and visual or auditory experiences a psychiatric symptom
(Olivas, 2013). However, Chinese familism culture holds a
completely different view. For example, a saying exists in
familism culture concerning the ‘spirit in heaven’ (Yang, 2000),
which can communicate with family members who are still
living so that the influence of the deceased individual does not
disappear. This ‘spirit in heaven’ mostly refers to one’s ancestors;
however, this study found that the spirit in heaven of a child
had a major influence on the shiduers. Interviewee A felt that
his motivation to live was to be worthy of the deceased child.
Interviewee B thought that she had to pull herself together
because only by being alive and well would there be a person in
this world who missed the child. Interviewee G believed the child
went to ‘another world,’ one not completely separated from the
real world in which the shiduers lived, and the two worlds were
linked through some sort of mysterious channel; therefore, the
child communicated with her through dreams, hallucinations,
and other activities. Interviewee D believed that after she dies, she
will go to the world where her child is and meet her.

I have to live and be strong. The most important reason is that
I (must) be worthy of my dead child. (Interviewee A, man, age 67,
child age 29).

How did I come around at the time? I thought that if we were
both in good health, then even in this world, there would still be
people who cherished his memory, who still thought about him. If
our health was bad and we die, then it would be completely over;
there would be no one to think about him. In this way, we both
came around later. I had to pull myself together. (Interviewee B,
woman, age 74, child age 29).

On the second day, she returned in a dream. . .later that night,
she embraced me, and the two of us slept for a night. It was equal
to saying a kind of goodbye; it seemed similar to saying goodbye.
(Interviewee G, woman, age 51, child age 25).

I was on an outbound flight and reached the skies over
Montreal. I was sitting next to the porthole on the airplane and
suddenly heard my daughter calling me, calling with vigor, ‘Mom!
Mom!’ I was a bit stunned at the time when I heard the first sound.
Afterward, she called two more times. It was unlike her usual (soft)
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calling, ‘Mama, Mama.’ Hers was a very loud shout, ‘Mom!’, as if
afraid I could not hear. I slowly turned toward the porthole and
looked outside. I said, ‘Are you calling for me? Are you calling for
Mama?’ (The interviewee cried and became silent for 40 s) I said,
‘Mama has come. I will bring you back.’ Then she did not call out
anymore. (Interviewee G, woman, age 51, child age 25).

In the future, I will be with my daughter. We will meet each
other there. She is definitely waiting for me. She thinks that the later
I come the better. She is fine there. I do not need to rush there.
(Interviewee D, woman, age 57, child age 26).

Theme 3: Relationship With Spouse
This study found that the obligation to produce offspring and
family unity proposed by familism culture generated conflict in
the shiduers. After the child passed away, the shiduers faced
choices in terms of how to handle their relationships with their
spouses. Should they maintain a good relationship with their
spouses in accordance with the obligation of family unity, or
should they vent emotions in the home because of their inability
to satisfy the obligation to produce offspring? Should they go
so far as to continue to produce offspring through divorce and
remarriage? The spousal relationships of different shiduers may
go in different directions. Some people are affected by the grief of
losing an only child and become irritable and prone to conflicts
with their spouse, particularly soon after losing an only child,
as in the situation mentioned by Interviewee A. None of the
interviewees in this study divorced due to the death of the child,
but Interviewee F lashed out when speaking of the phenomenon
of men who lost their only child divorcing and remarrying to
produce another offspring. Shiduer spouses who supported each
other and helped each other in simple ways were not lacking.
Interviewee F talked about the feeling of ‘depending on each other
for survival’ with her husband. Interviewee C’s husband passed
away a dozen years ago; she personally witnessed the situation
of people with spouses who had each other when they lost their
only child, and she sighed with heartfelt emotion and with some
envy.

After losing an only child, the first obstacle for the young parent
is marital crisis. Once the child dies, both people feel miserable.
People lose their reason when they are miserable. Sometimes, you
may not find me as pleasing to the eye, and I also may not find
you as pleasing to the eye. There is no other place to vent, so one
takes things out on the other. (Interviewee A, man, age 67, child
age 29).

You don’t want your spouse, right? You trade her in for a
younger one to give birth to a child for you. How old are you now?
Speaking based on my age, over 50. You want another one. You
live another 30, can you live for 30 more years? In the end, you get
a widow and a child. Just when (you) are needed, you are gone. Are
you not cheating others? I disapprove of this. I feel there is no need
for this! Having gone through thick and thin together for so many
years, this is the time when you are needed; you have no conscience!
(Interviewee F, woman, age 58, child age 6).

No matter how you look at it, having a spouse is having someone
to rely on. You lay there and can’t move; he cooks for you and
talks with you. You don’t feel well, so let’s go to the hospital to be
seen. At least there is someone who cares about you. Be considerate

to one another. If the couple is considerate to each other and
cares about each other, then it is not the same as with me (my
situation), where I am alone. (Interviewee C, woman, age 64, child
age 33).

It’s okay, okay. After all, we are an old couple, what can we do?
What do you do if you do not depend on each other for survival
again? You can only depend on each other for survival. Otherwise,
wouldn’t it be worse? It would be lonelier. That is, if you are sick,
someone will go with you, and it is fine if there is no major illness.
There are two people to care about each other and to discuss what
to do when something comes up. (Interviewee F, woman, age 58,
child age 6).

Theme 4: Relationship With Relatives
The relatives discussed here refer to family members other than
ancestors, the deceased child, and the spouse. Relationships
with relatives are established through ties of blood or marriage.
Under the influence of the concept advocated by familism
culture that ‘family members must stick together,’ the relatives
of shiduers often gave the shiduers some support but were
also subject to the influence of the concept in familism
culture that ‘having more children and grandchildren is lucky;
having no descendant is inauspicious.’ Relatives often believe
that shidu is extremely unlucky; it cannot be mentioned
to avoid upsetting the shiduers. Thus, on the surface, the
support of relatives is often not at an emotional level.
For example, they may provide material help or help with
activities or they may visit the child’s grave together, but the
motivation and emotions for providing these types of support
often were not expressed, as described by Interviewees A, B,
and E.

(With relatives) sometimes we visit each other; sometimes they
come over to see us. For example, if I were sick and hospitalized,
they would all come to the hospital to visit me. This is care, right?
(Interviewee A, man, age 67, child age 29).

Although they didn’t say it clearly, I can understand (their
meaning): ‘although your family is incomplete, you still have an
intact big family.’ I feel it is this way. For example, my birthday,
in the past, they have never celebrated my birthday, and also my
husband’s birthday. (After the child passed away,) they organized a
birthday celebration for us. . .They said to me, ‘Tell us right away
if you have anything going on! You have to tell us!” Don’t hold
out and keep it to yourself, especially things you need help with.
Don’t treat us like outsiders’....This issue is not discussed at all
in interactions with relatives. . .Everyone talks about his/her work,
life, family life, not about this event in our family. No one talks
about it. . .I feel the way everyone treats us is a type of respect. They
don’t want to open your scar. (Interviewee B, woman, age 74, child
age 29).

The child is buried in Wanan (name of a cemetery). I must go
every year, and the relatives also go. Sometimes we go together;
sometimes they go on their own. I’m the eldest in my family. . .at
the time, the effect was deeper because I was the first among
several brothers to have a second generation. Afterward, it lessened,
and now I’m also less affected. The relatives don’t bring up this
matter, and it’s slowly fading. (Interviewee E, man, age 68, child
age 22).
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Theme 5: Relationship With Tong
Ming Ren
‘Tong Ming Ren’ in this study refers to other shiduers. Most
shiduers like to be with Tong Ming Ren and are able to feel
family like comfort from this type of togetherness. Although
Tong Ming Ren are not each other’s family members, the mode
by which they get along is very similar to that of family members.
In Beijing, the government provides shiduers with specialized
activity venues, most of which are titled with the name ‘XX
Homestead.’ In the narratives of shiduers, ‘homestead’ and ‘loved
ones’ were words that appeared often, suggesting that the Tong
Ming Ren were quasi-family members without ties of blood or
marriage, as indicated by the narratives of Interviewees C, D,
and F.

To us, these people who lost the only child, having a homestead
seems to evoke a kind of feeling like being at home. (Interviewee C,
woman, age 64, child age 33).

I am now consciously increasing the frequency (of interactions
with Tong Ming Ren). Why? I feel comforted. (Interviewee D,
woman, age 57, child age 26).

All of us voluntarily joined this group. After joining, everybody
helps each other if anything happens. It is just like being
a volunteer. If something happens, everybody would especially
remember with concern. After all, since our hearts have suffered
trauma, we can understand each other. Perhaps at the time when
she was irritable, she would say something we didn’t like to hear,
but we could all understand it was due to being troubled by the
wounds. We could understand feeling some irritability, but people
in general didn’t understand. When all was said and done, because
she saw her own loved ones after coming here, that is, seeing us
come, these Tong Ming Ren, it was just like her loved ones, she
naturally. . .could not help it. But after it was over, she knew. . .after
getting under control, she would apologize on her own, knowing
that, ‘I did something wrong.’ Some people could not stand it; ‘You
have mental problems.’ No! It was because she had wounds for
many years that troubled her. In actually seeing loved ones, she
could vent her temper a bit; this was the case. . . (Speaking of the
name ‘homestead,’) yes, I treat it as my parents’ home. (Interviewee
F, woman, age 58, child age 6).

Theme 6: Relationship With the Country
In Chinese, ‘country’ is pronounced ‘guo jia’; ‘jia’ means ‘family.’
Chinese people often speak of the relationships with their own
families and the country as relationships with the ‘small family’
and the ‘big family,’ respectively. Therefore, the country also has
a cultural connotation of family to Chinese people. The loss
of the only child is related to the state policy; therefore, the
feelings of shiduers toward the country were relatively conflicted.
On the one hand, resentment and loss were expressed; on the
other hand, reliance on the country was very much desired,
similar to children at home who want to rely on their parents, as
stated by Interviewees F and G. For this generation of shiduers,
obedience to the state had been taught since childhood, and the
shiduers were similar to children who were afraid to disobey
their parents, as stated by Interviewee C. When government staff
organized group activities for shiduers, the shiduers were proud

of showing ‘conscientiousness’ and not being ‘mischievous,’ as
stated by Interviewee F.

In my time, having one was being advocated already. They said
it was good to give birth to one. You had resentment. . .that was
the system set by the state. We dared not have it, and what could
you do if you had it? In any case, at the time we just listened to the
leader on everything, listened to the state. (Interviewee C, woman,
age 64, child age 33).

In general, like in our case, if the subdistrict organizes activities
or something where we can move around in most conditions, we
would participate. Because, after all, to put it plainly, the party
and the government are quite concerned about this, so everyone is
willing to go. Also, after going, these people are very conscientious.
If you say, let’s gather, they would all return at the appointed time,
unlike those mischievous types who don’t return at the appointed
time. No, they are very obedient and very willing to participate in
this activity. (Interviewee F, woman, age 58, child age 6).

(Speaking of the lack of assistance) People like us have a sense
of loss; he is not complaining, he is lost. At the outset, people said, I
will make a contribution to the country; if the country doesn’t let us
have it (a second child), then we are willing to not having a second
child; it is fine either way. Except now, when we need the country
to manage us, there is no one. We are old and need someone to
take care of us, but there is no one. He has a special sense of loss.
Once the sense of loss is great, why can’t he complain? (Interviewee
F, woman, age 58, child age 6).

There is hate, but there is also a desire for reliance because, how
to say it after all, I am certain that in the end we still have to rely
on the government. Personal power is still nothing. . .state policy,
to the entire group that lost an only child, is truly beneficial to the
whole group. (Interviewee G, woman, age 51, child age 25).

In general, if you say you question the country’s policies, then
it is a bit. . . hard to say... because the [One-Child Policy] officially
began in the 1970s and persisted through the 1980s and 1990s. [The
government] being open to having a second child started only now.
So, I say that the generations born during the 1980s, 1990s, 2000s,
and 2010s are full of only children. It may be a bit better for the
generation born in the 2010s; you might have two [children] in
2010. Therefore, I say in terms of three generations, for sure up to
the present, there are still many shidu families. . . (Interviewee G,
woman, age 51, child age 25).

DISCUSSION

Presence of Familism Culture in the
Relationships of Shiduers
Xiaotong Fei, a well-known Chinese sociologist, used the
following analogy to describe the closeness of interpersonal
relationships among Chinese people: when a stone is thrown into
water and the entry point is used as the center, rings of ripples
are generated from the inside to the outside; the distance from
the ripple to the center of the entry point represents the closeness
of the relationship (Fei, 2012). To many Chinese people, family
members are the ripple closest to the entry point. This is the deep
influence of several thousand years of China’s agrarian society.
In traditional Chinese society, the family is the basic unit of
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structure and function. This understanding differs from Western
society, in which the individual is the basic unit (Yang, 2000).
In this study, familism culture was embodied in the lives of the
shiduers in a variety of relationships, including relationships with
ancestors, with the deceased child, with the spouse, with relatives,
with Tong Ming Ren, and with the country. These relationships
reflected the grief of the shiduers from different angles. Losing
an only child is a traumatic event resulting in the loss of an
important relationship, which can damage an individual’s sense
of security, sense of control, self-esteem, and sense of trust in the
environment (Herman, 1992). ‘Relating to others’ was found to
be an important indicator of post-traumatic growth (Tedeschi
and Calhoun, 2004), suggesting that grief caused by the loss of
a relationship needs to be rehabilitated with other relationships.

In the relationships of the shiduers with their ancestors, the
deceased child, the spouse, the relatives, Tong Ming Ren, and the
country, the first four types of relationships are relationships with
living or dead family members. In familism culture, death does
not affect an individual’s position as a family member; the saying
goes, ‘born as a member of a certain family, die as the ghost of
a certain family’ (Wu, 2011). Additionally, death does not affect
continued concern for the family, as indicated by the common
Chinese saying, ‘the spirits of the ancestors in heaven’ (Yang,
2007), which suggests that the ‘spirit in heaven’ sees whether the
behavior of the living is appropriate and may both protect and
punish living family members. These four types of relationships
do not exceed the connotations of familism culture and may be
called ‘direct familism culture’. In the past, discussions on the
connotations of familism culture were usually within the scope
of ‘direct familism culture.’ For example, Guoshu Yang stated
that the connotations of familism culture included unity and
harmony, reproducing for the family, and making the family
financial situation prosperous (Yang, 2004). This understanding
contrasts with the results of the present study in which unity and
harmony are the focus for relationships with relatives, whereas
reproducing for the family and making the family financial
situation prosperous are mainly obligations to the ancestors. In
addition, although the relationships with Tong Ming Ren and
with the country cannot be covered in a strict definition of
familism culture, the nature and the emotions contained in these
two types of relationships are quite similar to the first four types
of relationships and may be considered an ‘extended familism
culture.’

One case study argued that the relationship between shiduers
and Tong Ming Ren can act as a partial substitute for the
deceased child’s affections (Chen, 2014). In this study, interviewee
F directly called Tong Ming Ren ‘loved ones,’ which is a vivid
statement. With regard to the relationship with the country, due
to the influence of 1000s of years of ‘loyalty and filial piety culture’
in China, a type of conflict is reflected in the emotions of the
shiduers toward the country. On the one hand, the One-Child
Policy is one of the reasons for shidu, and shiduers may harbor
resentment. On the other hand, shiduers have often received
patriotic education since they were young and see ‘having utmost
loyalty to the country’ as their obligation. Although ‘having no
descendant’ is a type of unfilial act against the ancestors, in the
same vein, a saying exists in the Book of Filial Piety linking

‘substitute filial piety with loyalty to the country’; the saying unites
being loyal to the country with being filial to parents. Because
the country is the ‘big family’ and the individual family is the
‘small family,’ ‘giving up the small family for the big family’ is
an act praised by Chinese culture. At this level, the unfilial act
of shiduers against the ancestors can find a basis for forgiveness
in the culture. Because China is a society that places importance
on relationships, Chinese people often have an interdependent
self-construct in which the self is defined through relationships
with important objects (Markus and Kitayama, 1991). Therefore,
understanding the described relationships is conducive to a deep
understanding of the grief of shiduers and to understanding how
shiduers view themselves after their loss.

Support and Pressure of Familism
Culture on the Grief of Shiduers
Research has shown that shiduers not only need to handle the
pain of loss but also face pressure imposed by the social context
(Wang et al., 2017). However, this research did not indicate how
pressure from the different areas differs. A study found that social
support and the subjective sense of well-being in shiduers showed
a significant positive correlation (Yao et al., 2016), but that study
did not indicate how support from the different areas differed.
The effect of the six types of relationships on the grief of shiduers
found in this study is mainly reflected in two aspects: support and
pressure.

The relationships with the deceased child, with relatives,
and with Tong Ming Ren are mainly supportive. Shiduers gain
strength by staying connected with the child; for example, an
interviewee in this study mentioned burying the child beside
her future gravesite. Furthermore, making funeral arrangements
according to the interviewees’ own beliefs helped them gain
a sense of control over life (Jia, 2010). Relatives provided
some material or transactional support. Tong Ming Ren can
provide emotional support on the basis of mutual understanding.
Therefore, the deceased child, relatives, and Tong Ming Ren
provide support to shiduers from different angles. In the
introduction portion of this paper, we posed a question: familism
culture advocates mutual support and help among family
members; does this support allow the family to become a large
container for the grief of the shiduers? The results of this study
suggest that support from the first three types of relationships
may provide a huge container. For example, the results section
presented Interviewee F’s mention of a person who lost her only
child and vented her temper on the Tong Ming Ren, but the
Tong Ming Ren assumed a very tolerant attitude. According to
psychoanalytic theory, such a container is conducive to shiduers,
allowing them to rebuild a sense of security and a sense of
trust in the environment (Symington and Symington, 1996).
Another example is Interviewee G’s mention of communication
with the deceased child through her own dreams and auditory
experiences. One study found that after-death communication
(i.e., communication with the deceased child through visual,
auditory, or dream experiences) played a positive role in the
grieving process of shiduers (Olivas, 2013). In another example,
Interviewee B mentioned that her relatives repeatedly reminded
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her to ask for any help that she needed; this situation increased
the availability of her social support. One study showed that
the availability of social support amongst the elderly positively
predicts their social functioning (Guo et al., 2017). Furthermore,
according to the Selah grieving model of Cacciatore (2012),
providing community service, helping others go through the
grieving process smoothly, and other acts that require social
functioning are behavioral indicators of the adaptability of the
grieving person. A study found that Chinese people experienced
stronger grief and worse health than Americans did in the initial
grieving period, but the feeling of pain and self-reported health
conditions of Chinese people were better than those of Americans
after 18 months (Bonanno et al., 2005). This finding may be due
to the positive effect of these supportive relationships.

The relationship with ancestors is mainly stressful. This type
of pressure originates from the emphasis in familism culture that
posterity must fulfill obligations to the ancestors by ‘reproducing
offspring.’ If the obligation is not fulfilled, those who fail to
continue the lineage feel ashamed, thereby causing a decrease in
the level of self-esteem in shiduers (Hou, 2015). The relationship
with the spouse has a dual nature. On the one hand, some shiduer
spouses provided each other with concern and care in accordance
with the requirement for family unity and harmony requirement
within familism culture, especially spouses who became shidu for
longer periods of time. On the other hand, the propensity for
familism culture to condemn a lack of offspring prevented the
shiduers from recovering from their deep sorrow and made it
easy for contradictions to arise between certain shiduers and their
spouses, especially those who had not been shidu for long. The
relationship with the country is contradictory because support
and pressure coexist. On the one hand, the concern of the country
for shiduers makes them feel warmth and a desire for reliance on
the country, similar to a child’s reliance on adults at home. On the
other hand, most shiduers feel this type of support is insufficient.
Therefore, although they may feel the country’s assistance is
inadequate, pressure comes from concerns about how to live
well in the future. In addition, because of the emphasis that
familism culture places on parental authority, most shiduers have
difficulty expressing dissatisfaction with the government (the ‘big
parent’). For example, Interviewee G discussed the continuation
of the One-Child Policy for several decades, which was associated
with numerous shidu families. Emotions of dissatisfaction were
present, but she did not directly criticize the government; rather,
she spoke through euphemisms. This question was also raised
in the introduction portion. For example, one survey found that
85.8% of shiduers felt inferior (Fang, 2015). Thus, the question
arises: is this feeling caused by the enormous psychological
baggage placed on to shiduers by the importance familism culture
attaches to producing offspring? No obvious ‘stigmatization’
components were found in this study in this stressful relationship
with the country. This type of situation may be due to the
self-stigmatization of shiduers; however, because the interviewees
of this study all lived in a relatively inclusive and open major city,
specific causes require further study.

The study results suggest that shiduers and their family
members are abandoning some aspects of familism culture. For
example, although the interviewees in this study were very clear

on the obligations required by familism culture to ancestors, such
as ‘continuing the ancestral line,’ these shiduers no longer upheld
all of these concepts and were therefore subject to less pressure in
this respect. Additionally, in this study, many of the interviewees
reported support from relatives, and no interviewees reported
discrimination from relatives. This finding suggests that over
time, the stigmatization experienced from ‘having no descendant’
has decreased.

Recommendations for Psychological and
Social Professionals and the
Government
Psychological and social professionals and the government may
refer to the results of this study to help shiduers obtain support
and reduce stress from the described relationships. For example,
the cultural connotations of continuing the ancestral line can
be discussed with shiduers, who can be encouraged to abandon
this type of cultural expectation. They can be helped to establish
a positive connection with the deceased child that allows them
to hold the child in their hearts and to bravely face a new life.
When necessary, counseling or family therapy for partners who
lost their only child can be provided to improve the interpersonal
skills of the partners to make the relationship between them more
supportive. They can be counseled in communication skills that
help them in relationships with relatives and that encourage them
to ask for help from relatives to resolve difficult issues in their
lives. The shiduer population can be helped by the establishment
and improvement of self-service organizations, that is, the group
of ‘Tong Ming Ren.’ The government needs to increase assistance
efforts and care for shiduers, thereby allowing shiduers to truly
feel warmth from their ‘big family,’ the country.

Limitations
All interviewees in this study came from Beijing, a mega-city
with an inclusive and open cultural atmosphere. The support and
pressure that shiduers in Beijing experienced might differ from
that in small cities and rural areas. Therefore, caution is needed
in interpreting the results of this study, especially with regard to
the support and pressure experienced in the six described types
of relationships.

Chinese familism culture views the status of men as more
important and emphasizes the man’s authority in the household
(Yang, 2000). Because of the cultural value of this role, men are
often ashamed to place themselves in a position of weakness and
seek help. As such, far fewer male shiduers than female shiduers
were willing to participate in the activities of the service agencies.
Based on the observation of this researcher (no accurate count
was made), the number of male shiduers who participated in
activities was approximately one-fifth that of female shiduers.
The sampling location of this study was a service agency for
shiduers; therefore, finding male shiduers as subjects presented
some difficulties. In fact, only two of the seven participants of this
study were men. In addition to this gender imbalance, another
limitation of this study was the heterogeneity of the age range for
the deceased children of the participants in this study (6–33 years)
and the length of time since the child’s passing (0.5–25 years).
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CONCLUSION

In this study, six important relationships were identified in
the grieving process of shiduers: relationships with ancestors,
with the deceased child, with the spouse, with relatives,
with Tong Ming Ren, and with the country. The first four
types of relationships are relationships with family members,
embodying the effect of ‘direct familism culture’ on the
grief of shiduers. Although the latter two types are not
relationships with family members, they have characteristics
of the relationships with family members, embodying the
effect of ‘extended familism culture’ on the grief of shiduers.
Among these relationships, the relationships with the deceased
child, with relatives, and with Tong Ming Ren are mainly
supportive; the relationship with ancestors is mainly stressful;
the relationship with the spouse has a dual nature; and
the relationship with the country is contradictory. Over
time, shiduers have gradually abandoned the influence of
familism culture, causing the effect of familism culture on the
grief of shiduers to be mainly positive. Understanding these
relationships of shiduers is useful to psychological and social
professionals and to the government to help shiduers obtain
support and reduce stress, thereby enhancing their quality of
life.
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