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Historically, Chinese societies have been characterized by patriarchal structures
(Confucianism and filial piety) that assign distinct roles to men and women within the
family unit. These norms typically dictate that women take on the primary responsibility
for childcare and household duties, while men are expected to be the primary
breadwinners. As the authors observe the second generation of Chinese immigrants
settling in Portugal, the immigrants grapple with the significant challenge of striving to
preserve cultural heritage with the adaptation to Western norms. Therefore, there is a
growing recognition of the need to reassess these traditional gender norms. Women
in these families are increasingly participating in the workforce, challenging the notion
that childcare should be solely to their domain. This study focuses on the experiences
of Chinese immigrants, including both married couples and single individuals residing
in Portugal. Through qualitative research methods such as interviews (involving 25
participants) and observations, the research aims to gain a nuanced understanding of
the attitude and engagement toward childcare, and the ways it differs between men
and women in these immigrant families. Participants’ responses indicate that men'’s
anticipation of women dedicating more time to childcare is notably influenced by
educational attainment and financial circumstances. Conversely, women generally
believe that being exempt from labor is not a viable alternative irrespective of their
educational qualifications. The traditional distribution of caregiving duties does not
consistently apply to Chinese female immigrants. By exploring the influence of traditional
Confucian culture on migrants’ perspectives and challenges in assuming parental
responsibilities, this study highlights gender disparities among Chinese immigrants
and propose solutions to address this gender conflict on division.

KEYWORDS

gender roles, childcare, Confucian culture, transnational family, Chinese immigrants,
Portugal

1 Introduction

Gender inequalities in caregiving have long been a prominent and globally recognized
issue that has captured the attention of scholars. The vulnerable status of women, particularly
mothers, is underscored within the framework of traditional gender roles, where social
security predominantly relies on a male breadwinner (Puar, 2012). These gender disparities
are especially pronounced across various cultural contexts. In most East Asian societies, family
institutions exhibit highly divided gender roles, with mothers primarily shouldering caregiving
responsibilities and occupying a less prominent position as earners (Brinton and Oh, 2019).
Literature on post-reform China attribute the increased childcare burden on women to specific
factors (Zhang, 2017; Du et al., 2019).

01 frontiersin.org


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fsoc.2024.1453455&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-10-09
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1453455/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1453455/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1453455/full
mailto:yaqun08@outlook.com
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1453455
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1453455

Lietal.

Grzywacz and Carlson (2007) argue that achieving work-family
balance necessitates mutual understanding and agreement between
individuals and their role-related partners in both the work and family
spheres. This balance pertains not only to women, but also involves
negotiation regarding paid employment and personal life, which
encompasses domestic duties share by men and women (Gregory and
Milner, 2009). Men and women often express differing feelings about
the interplay between work and life. Middle-class women, in
particular, highlight their sense of scarification when attempting to
achieve a balance, whereas men tend to perceive work-family conflicts
as natural (Clark, 2000). This immunity of conflict may mean they
cannot understand their partner’s parental concerns (Shirani et al.,
2012). A shift toward ‘new fatherhood’ is evident, fathers are more
committed to be involved and to nurture their children. In Europe,
this new fatherhood is inspired by policy incentives aimed at
encouraging greater parental engagement childcare (Heers and
Szalma, 2022).

Migrants’ labor participation is usually attached to certain
employment characterized by low payment, precarious working
environment, and demanding workloads (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov,
2017). For transnational families, low income may make it less likely
for children to enroll in formal care (Blossfeld et al, 2017),
consequently, creating work-family conflict for immigrant women
(Vianello, 2022). Considering this, extended care work is taken on by
grandparents, mostly grandmothers (Da, 2003; Du et al.,, 2019). In
short, gender inequality seems to persist across generation. Current
literature of Chinese immigrants shows different views. Because some
are categorized as ‘middle class’ (Gao and Sacchetto, 2023), most of
them do not struggle with financial difficulties. However, gender
conflicts among them are inherited from traditional filial culture and
the rise of feminism. These immigrants are navigating an acculturation
process, both for mothers and fathers. In fact, immigrants often do not
fully embrace the viewpoints of their host cultures, while culturally
rooted parental roles and norms typically endure without significant
alteration (Huang and Lamb, 2015).

The Chinese community makes up a significant proportion of
migrants in Portugal. While existing literature has extensively
examined aspects such as care support by grandparents (Da, 2003;
O’Callaghan et al., 2023), aging caregiving (Bedford and Yeh, 2021;
Chow, 2006; Wang, 2020) and parenting (He et al., 2021) among
Chinese immigrants in other countries, there remains a scarcity of
research focusing on the gender gap in childcare in Portugal. This
paper zooms in investigating how Chinese immigrants in Portugal,
oriented by filial culture, navigate the gendered division of childcare
and aims at exploring the impact of Portuguese culture in such a
process. This study specifically addresses three key research questions:
(1) How do different categories of Chinese immigrants engage with
state-of-the-art childcare practices? (2) What role do traditional values
play in shaping gender dynamics in childcare responsibilities? (3)
What are the obstructions diminishing parental participation in
children’s daily activities?

The paper is structured in three major sections, as follows. It
commences with a comprehensive literature review on Chinese
culture, particularly on filial piety, Chinese migration process, and
gender role disparities related to domestic work. The subsequent
section details the methodology adopted in this research. Finally, the
paper concludes by presenting and discussing the data and
research findings.
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2 Literature review
2.1 Theoretical foundations

Modernization entails the examination of societal shifts entwined
with economic progress and industrialization. It acts as a
transformative force, influencing the cultural fabric of society
(Haviland, 2002). The dissemination of scientific knowledge from the
West to traditional societies has led to profound changes in their
cultural ethos. Adoption of foreign norms and practices has reshaped
family structures, cultural norms, religious frameworks, and societal
foundations (Charlton and Andras, 2003). Social and cultural
transformations within societies are spurred by the embrace of
modern principles by individuals. The increase of women participation
in salaried employment is also associated with societal changes
(Dioale and Seda, 2001).

Central to society is the institution of family. While traditional
societies embraced joint and extended family systems, modern
societies have catalyzed the prevalence of nuclear family structures
(Plowman et al., 2010). Traditional function of family has gradual
modification. The modern economy often displaces individuals from
their familial and local roots, channeling their skills into distant job
markets, thereby weakening the practice of filial piety. Scholars like
Silverstein et al. (2003) as well as Yao (2001) argue that this separation
challenges traditional values. Structural-functionalist perspectives
suggest that in a modernizing society, the concept of filial piety may
lose relevance due to changing roles of elders and extended
family structures.

In the western, the theses of family individualization,
deinstitutionalization and risk have become powerful explanations for
what is now called greater instability, fluidity and liquidity (Bauman,
2000; Beck et al., 1994) in family relationships. These theses argue that
the family has lost strength as a social institution, that its bonds are
weaker and its normative strength in the sense of conformity is lower.
This aspect correlates with the imperative to live oné’s “own life” (Beck
and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; Giddens, 1991), which seems to be the
predominant script imposed on individuals in late modernity. The
theses of family individualization, deinstitutionalization and risk can
provide an interesting and fruitful lens for studying filial piety in the
context of migration. In China, the rise of individualism has led
younger generations to prioritize self-development over traditional
priorities like political engagement (Sun and Wang, 2010). While
certain values such as family ties and patriotism endure, others like
Confucian ethics are on the decline amidst shifting societal norms.

2.2 Filial piety and gender norms

China is a nation with a long history of traditional value indicating
that childbearing duties are primarily mother obligation (Zhao, 2020;
Chan et al., 2012; Ni, 2020; Su, 2014; Xavier, 2017; Yeh et al., 2013).
Other East Asian countries (Miao, 2015), primarily referring to Japan
(Bornstein, 2017), South Korea (Guo, 2010; Park, 2010) share the
similar concept regarding gender roles in childcare arrangements, as
all originate from the Confucianism, as giving birth is a normal issue
for women who hold traditional concept of gender role within
domestic work (Liu and Lummaa, 2019). This gender perception
originates from the filial culture. Tracing back through history, “Xiao
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(#)” filial piety found its roots in the teachings of Confucius, a
staunch advocate of the Zhou order. He believed that through the
reshaping of institutions, a sense of social solidarity and harmony can
be upheld. The family, known as “jia” (5¢), was one such fundamental
foundational institution. As one of the three most influential schools
of thought in ancient China, Confucian emphasis on reverent respect
of children toward their patrilineal ancestors and how families were
central to human identity and to a family system organized
hierarchically (Ebrey, 2003). Consequently, patrilineal system is
created. In this system, a family traces its lineage through the male
line. It represents the parental authority was established within family,
where patriarchy being the rule, and fathers hold powers over children
and female family members (Qi, 2014). Filial piety not only stands for
a family hierarchy, but also means a filial obligation to care for parents
(Blair and Madigan, 2019).

Given the dominant position of Confucianism over the past
2,000years in China, nature of filial piety that requires obedience,
respect, and sacrifice of children to their parents remains among
Chinese families. Endeavor to fulfill the wishes of parents shows
authoritarian aspect of filial piety. To better understand the parent-
children relationship, Yeh and Bedford (2003) in their study
introduced dual filial piety model. Instead of a reciprocal relationship,
authoritarian filial piety attempts to highlight an intensively compliant
relationship between parents and children. In this relationship, other
than submission of male offspring to patriarchy stressed, women were
expected to defer to male authority within families. Obedient to
arranged marriage by parents was considered as being “filial” for
women, with a proof that they are subordinate to men’s position on
both individual and institutional level.

The entrenched notion that women are exclusively accountable for
household chores and raising children, as noted by Cook and Dong
(2011), persists within the older generation’s mindset, despite
conflicting with the preferences of contemporary Chinese women.
Marriage serves is a means to perpetuate the family lineage, a principle
elucidated in the Book of Rites where marriage was dedicated to
venerating ancestors in ancestral temples and securing the future
generations legacy. While men were restricted to one lawful wife,
there existed no constraints on the acquisition of concubines. While
having sons may afford women a semblance of authority in their later
years, they remain strongly reliant on men for all facets of life and lack
autonomy over their own rights (Mathur, 2023). Women are
dependent on their husbands and sons in the rest of lives. Even after
a husband’s passing, women were expected to adhere to the practice
of widow chastity, with remarriage permissible only after a three-year
mourning period. However, such remarriages went against tradition,
leading society to view these women unfavorably (Mathur, 2023). The
groundbreaking New Marriage Law of 1950 furthered the egalitarian
principle of free marriage and individual mate selection, liberating
women from traditional roles that confined them to domestic duties
without autonomy within patrilineal families. During the late 1970s,
China’s shift from a planned economy to a market-driven one through
“reform and opening-up” brought about increased wealth and
educational opportunities. This transformation led to young adults
deviating from traditional notions of filial piety, resulting in rising
divorce rates, remarriages, and delayed first marriages (Chen et al.,
2012; Pochinga, 2004).

Filial piety in differential geographical background shapes
different gender norms. China exhibits a significant urban-rural gap
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in terms of traditional values and production techniques (Wang et al.,
2024). In rural regions, residents involve themselves in agricultural
activities and uphold patrilineal tradition more staunchly than their
urban counterparts, thereby fostering an environment conducive to
gender inequality. Other strains of literature also put effort into
addressing this gender issue. Zhaos (2020) research compared the
division of childcare between urban and rural regions in China,
revealing that in rural areas, gender inequality is deeply entrenched
within familial responsibilities, as noted by Li (2004). The research of
Yang (2023) has indicated that although decreasing proportion
adhering to the traditional gender roles, most of the people still think
women should assume childbearing responsibilities. Contrary to such
beliefs, researchers like Wang et al. (2024) challenge this notion. Their
findings suggest that people’s attitude toward gender inequality does
not clearly improve over time, however there is a growing consensus
that women should have opportunities for independent careers
instead of being confined solely to family duties.

2.3 Migration and gender roles attitudes

As a cultural framework, the attitudes of gender roles start to
change with the changing of politics, economy and culture (Simpson,
2004; Cano and Hofmeister, 2022). Migration is an international
relocation of individuals to a foreign nation, leading to a temporary or
permanent settlement (Bartram et al., 2014). Migrating to another
country is motivated by various reasons, such as better employment,
family reunification (Buttiler et al., 2023; Gao and Sacchetto, 2023),
getting married, nicer living environment or looking for an elite
education for the children (Czaika and Reinprecht, 2022). During the
process of transitioning to a new cultural milieu, the inherent cultural
values, especially attitudes toward gender roles from one’s country of
origin, can undergo transformation (Harrison and Huntington, 2000).
Studies conducted in the United States and Europe have revealed that
immigrants hailing from comparatively conservative nations often
exhibit a susceptibility to the progressive gender norms prevalent in
these more advanced societies (Florian et al., 2022; Roder and Miihlau,
2014; Wang and Coulter, 2019). Notably, second-generation female
immigrants display a greater propensity toward embracing an
egalitarian approach to gender roles (Wang, 2019). However,
immigrants who are from a less developed country, managing for
familial conjunction of children to the host country need to redefine
their plans for the work and family (Gao and Sacchetto, 2023),
particularly immigrants from non-English countries encounter
greater challenges of languages barriers after migrating to English
speaking countries. Because of the low levels of proficiency in English,
making these immigrant parents hard to access to formal care (Sprong
and Skopek, 2023), the informal care turns into their final option. This
undoubtedly increases the burden on women, often forcing them to
prioritize caregiving over their careers.

Despite the rapid modernization and industrialization in China,
the enduring value of filial piety remains deeply ingrained in
contemporary Chinese society, even among those who have migrated
abroad. The cross-border migration of Chinese people dates to the
nineteenth century and has involved complex dynamics of family
separation, relocation, and transnational extensions. While this
historical context is significant, the more recent phenomenon of
one-child transnational migration adds a new layer of complexity. A
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notable trend includes a substantial influx of Chinese students
migrating to the United Kingdom for educational and professional
opportunities (Liu and Wang, 2020). These individuals often find
themselves distanced from extended family members, relying heavily
on parental support to maintain familial bonds. Struggling to establish
social connections in a foreign land, both within the local community
and among fellow Chinese expatriates, these young immigrants are
driven by filial obligations to excel academically or marry by a
certain age.

It is crucial to recognize that migration represents not just a
physical relocation but also a cultural transition, impacting individuals
differently based on gender. For instance, Chinese women who
immigrate to Western countries like the United States, Canada, and
Australia may encounter a return to traditional gender roles, assuming
caregiver responsibilities within their families (Ho, 2006; Meares,
2010; Zhou, 2000).

Migration thus shapes not only the geographic journey from one
country to another but also the intricate interplay between host and
home cultures, especially concerning family dynamics and gender
roles. Unequal allocation of childcare and household duties are going
through acculturation. In comparison to Chinese women living
abroad, their west colleagues admit that exists huge gender bias in
workplace, but the major pressure comes from intensive work rather
than gender inequality (Runyon, 2021). Research on Chinese migrants
in the Canadian context has established that cultural values originating
from the migrants’ home country significantly influence the formation
of new family dynamics in the host nation (Dion and Dion, 1996;
Lain, 1994).

2.4 Gaps in gender roles

Women are facing increased work demands entangling traditional
gender roles and societal expectations. These factors can have
significant implications for their physical and mental well-being
(McDonald et al., 2005) and further the life satisfaction (Bola Elegbede
and Adebayo Abidogun, 2023; Frone, 2000; Frone et al., 1997;
Grzywacz and Bas, 2003; Major et al,, 2002). In western society, care
work is rather a feminine task for professional caregiver, but also
applied within household (Polanen et al., 2017). In families where
both partners work full-time, wives generally bear a disproportionate
burden of household chores, often shouldering around twice as much
household labor as their husbands. Moreover, women tend to handle
a larger share of routine and daily tasks within the household (Bianchi
et al., 2000). Nevertheless, this unequal distribution of labor is not
perceived as unfair by women, who often express greater satisfaction
than their husbands while taking on a larger share of household
responsibilities (Stevens et al., 2005). The researchers discovered that
womens sense of fairness is more closely linked to their marital
relationship than to the division of labor itself.

Although both men and women derive satisfaction from childcare
than household labor (Poortman and Van der Lippe, 2009), mothers
typically shoulder a disproportionate share of childcare duties
compared to fathers, a trend underscored by Bianchi et al. (2000).
Particularly mothers often assume the primary parenting role, tending
to delegate tasks to fathers rather than fostering shared responsibilities
(Craig, 2006; Meteyer and Perry-Jenkins, 2010). We may tend to doubt
that having children results in the gender gap, while Giddens’ theory
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of ‘pure relationship’ (Giddens, 1992) has explained that parenting,
which is seldom gender-neutral, tends to worsen disparities in labor
division, leisure time, financial resources, and other advantages. The
impact of having children on couples stems less from children
detracting from their relationship and more from intensifying existing
gender inequalities.

Women are still bearing a disproportionate burden of domestic
responsibilities and childcare duties (Bola Elegbede and Adebayo
Abidogun, 2023). The inequality can be analyzed from two facets. On
one hand, it is attributed, to certain extent, to the women’s economic
level. Even though women’s labor participation is higher due to
liberalizing labor markets, migrants are still disenfranchised and
treated unfairly in the workplace (Solinger, 1999), and the wage gap
between men and women thus has increased (Maurer-Fazio et al.,
1999). To provide more forceful evidence of correlation of women’s
income and familial position, it was found that with the support of job
and income, women are powerful in decision-making within
household (Zhang et al., 2004). On the other hand, some researchers
argue that the unequal division of household is associated with men’s
educational level. In other words, egalitarian fathers with higher
educational level and more stable income demonstrate greater care
involvement than ones with traditional conception (Bulanda, 2004).

In the past few years, men’s involvement into domestic work and
childbearing has been increasingly advocated for Yang (2023). The
reason partly owes to the ‘intensive parenting’ ideology (Lareau,
2011). Through ‘concerted cultivation’ (Vincent and Ball, 2007),
parents want to ensure their children turn into responsible citizens
(Lister, 2006) and realize optimal development (Fox, 2009). However,
several practices prevent fatherhood model to be achieved, therefore
they switch to the financial supporters as to demonstrate their
involvement (Shirani et al., 2012). Mothers are deemed as primary
caregiver and usually fathers do additional help (Verniers et al., 2022).
Overall, the ‘intensive parenting’ continually make mothers spend
more time with children, the household division remains constantly
unequal (Zhao, 2020). It is notable that this ubiquitous gender
inequality exists within both transnational and native families
(Yeates, 2012).

3 Data and methods
3.1 Research design

Against this theoretical background and, more specifically, the
gender gaps previously identified in the context of the relationship
between Chinese migration and filial piety, it seems relevant to
develop a study that, from a sociological perspective, allows for an
in-depth understanding of the ways in which Chinese immigrants in
Portugal, oriented by filial culture, navigate the gendered division of
childcare, and the impact of Portuguese culture in such a process.
Specifically, the following additional questions seem particularly
important to answer: how do different categories of Chinese
immigrants engage with state-of-the-art childcare practices; what role
do traditional values play in shaping gender dynamics in childcare
responsibilities; what are the obstructions diminishing parental
participation in children’s daily activities?

To answer these questions, a qualitative research design seems
most appropriate, as it seeks to gain a broad and deep understanding
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of individuals” experiences and latent meanings (Flick, 2014; Miles and
Huberman, 1994). The study involves an in-depth, semi-structured
interview, as creating a direct way between researcher and participants
(Kvale, 1996; Mason, 2002). The conduction of such interviews aims
to gain insights into participants’ inner experiences, offering a depth
of understanding beyond what traditional quantitative social surveys
can provide.

In line with the qualitative paradigm, and taking into account the
research questions, objectives and the literature review, a semi-
structured interview was purposefully designed for this research to
gain in-depth insights into the experiences of Chinese migrants on
related topics. During the interview, a multitude of topics were
broached: What are your perspectives on women assuming
childbearing responsibilities? Is it essential for women to engage in the
workforce? How can conflicts arising from differing opinions on
household chore distribution within couples be resolved? In parenting
approaches, have you integrated any insights from your parents’
methods into educating your own children? Since relocating to
Portugal, which challenges have you faced when engage into childcare?
What are your opinions on parenting models of Portuguese culture?

3.2 Recruitment and data collection
procedures

To obtain a comprehensive understanding of gender roles on
childcare among Chinese immigrants in Portugal, most participants
hailed from two key immigrant groups respectively: local Chinese’
and newcomers.” A total of 25 interviews were conducted with
Chinese immigrants sourced from the capital city Lisbon and Oporto.
They all either had Portuguese citizenship or permanent resident
status and had been living in the country for a minimum 3 years at the
time of interview.

Selection criteria centered on these two cities due to their
significance. First, these two cities are selected for the large numbers,
as being the capital city and second largest city respectively, where
assembling the biggest two Chinese immigrants communities,
Martim Moniz and Vila do Conde. 11 informants are in Oporto, while
14 reside in Lisbon. Note that these two communities are categorized
as the major working places for Chinese migrants. More than half of
respondents resided in culturally mixed neighborhoods. Second, by
gathering insights from these distinct groups, the survey aims to
intricate connections between gender values and educational levels
among men and women. Last, the geographical diversity across China,
such as, Zhejiang province (southern region of China) and Liaoning
province (northern region of China), provides valuable insights for
readers to examine how regional cultures contribute to shaping
distinct gender attitudes.

1 Itisimportant to note the term ‘local Chinese'’ refers to individuals who run
their own business, including bars, restaurants, retail shops, and supermarkets.
Furthermore, they or their children were either born in Portugal or migrated
there at a very young age.

2 Compared to the mentioned above ‘local Chinese’, newcomers stand for
the certain group of immigrants who work in other than catering and retail

industries. Duration of staying is not applied to the division of these two groups.
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The interviews were conducted in autumn 2023. Interviews were
carried out by the first author through both face-to-face interactions
and WeChat (the most widely used social media application among
Chinese people, with multifunction and convenience) voice calls
(usually video calls were rejected by participants). Prior to
commencing the interviews, authors obtained participants’ consent
either in written form or orally. This consent was securely encrypted,
stored, and is scheduled for deletion upon completion of the study. In
adherence to privacy measures, all participants were assigned codes
for anonymity. For example, male participants were coded as “Mn”
(n=1, 2, 3, ..., 13), while female participants were denoted as “Fn”
(n=1,2,3, .., 12). Each interview typically lasts 40 min, ranging from
a minimum of around 20 min to a maximum of approximately 1.2h.
These interviews were carried out in the mother tongue of the
respondents, primarily Chinese Mandarin, then audio recorded,
manually transcribed and translated into English.

Participants spanning ages aging 20 to 67 were recruited through
direct outreach by the research team and a snowball sampling method.
Women above 35 comprised eight individuals, while men’s age
distribution was fairly balanced with 7 under and 6 over 35years old.
Of the 25 respondents, 13 men and 12 women were interviewed, with
five unmarried men and one unmarried woman. Female immigrant
educational levels varied from six with high school or lower education
to eight holding a bachelor’s degree or higher. Male immigrants
exhibited a similar trend, with seven possessing high school or lower
qualifications and the remaining individuals holding degrees or higher
education. Nine interviewees hail from various northern regions of
China including Liaoning, Shaanxi, Shandong, Xinjiang, and
Changchun. Conversely, the 14 interviewees originate from southern
areas such as Zhejiang, Fujian, Yunnan, Chongqing, and Shanghai.

All respondents provided valid information on their attitudes
toward gender roles in childcare and parenting behaviors, while also
offering reflections on how Portuguese culture influences their
perception of parenting. One notable facet is that all respondents hold
professional positions, whether full-time or part-time, with an average
monthly income of 1,500 euros. Nearly all informants indicated they
were not facing financial challenges at the time of the interview.

3.3 Data analysis

Each transcript underwent a minimum of three times reading
enabled authors to be familiarized with the data. A thematic analysis was
used to conduct the analysis process, playing an emphasis on exploring
aspects of filial culture and gender roles related to childcare rather than
theory building (Gray, 2013; Saldana, 2009). The analytical process
began with open coding (Charmaz, 2014) whereby codes were applied
to the data, for instance, “they (women) should assume the childcare
duties” and “both parents should share the childcare duties” Then, focus
coding and constant comparison (Charmaz, 2014) was undertaken.
Codes are subsequently used to form categories, for example, “strongly
agree upon the filial culture “neutral stance on filial culture” and
“negatively agree on filial culture” Data analysis was conducted manually
with the support of office applications and services at word processor
and spreadsheet level. The first author developed an Excel sheet to
record codes, categories and other detailed information, linking them
with respondents’ educational attainment, marital condition, financial
situation and geographical distribution in China. This approach
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enhanced the reliability of cross-case analysis when we were facilitating
the identification of key theoretical linkages and increased the validity
and transparency of the analysis (Deterding and Waters, 2021). At the
stage of crosschecking data, noticeably that codes and categories above
were allotted based on the previously mentioned migrant groups: local
Chinese and newcomers. Furthermore, in this process, authors reassured
precise translation, consistent conceptualization and those write-ups
reflected respondents’ narratives without imposing our voices on them.
By carrying out qualitative analysis, this paper aims to provide a
comprehensive and innovative insight into individual’s attitudes toward
childcare responsibilities and the impacts of filial piety.

4 Findings

4.1 Attitudes toward childcare and
household work

4.1.1 Chinese traditional values in shaping
perception of care work

For unmarried male participants, some of them considered
‘natural and common’ that women are expected to assume greater
share of childcare responsibilities. Several respondents from Zhejiang
province, China, have shared their opinions about it.

Actually, our subconsciousness expects women to dedicate more
time to caring duties, particularly towards children, such as spending
more time with children. Within my community, there exists a
collective understanding that individuals are bound by societal
norms as they age. For example, it is commonly accepted that
women prioritize caregiving over their careers after giving birth.
We all think it is quite normal, and it does not view as unequal
among genders (M., 26 years old, Zhejiang).

M, said ‘when envisaging the future with my wife, I hope her taking
on a significant role in childcare at home once we have children

(24 years old, Zhejiang).

The regional cultural context significantly influences these gender
dynamics, rooted in traditional values that prioritize women’s central
role in child-rearing.

‘Of course, striking a balance where women manage both a full-time
job and family responsibilities is seen as ideal, but its often
unattainable. Typically, when both partners work, the lack of
available support for childcare leads women to prioritize their
family over their careers. For me, may be a little boring to do full-
time household work. However, if my wife does the care work, it will
leave me feeling more energized at work, free from concerns about

managing conflicting responsibilities (M,, 23 years old, Zhejiang).

For a married couple, caregiving is often ‘automatically’ assigned
to women, likewise, one individual from Zhejiang described:

‘My wife is able to work primarily due to the additional support

from our parents, enabling her to actively engage in the workplace.
Without the assistance, she would have had to compromise her
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career to manage household responsibilities as well (Mg, 33 years old,
Zhejiang).

‘On my mothers side, she does not pressure her daughter-in-law to
take on household or childcare work.

Referring to expectation of caregiving from parents, another
respondent contemplated the familial relationship between a mother-
in-law and daughter-in-law:

‘We are very lucky residing with my parents, their support is
invaluable; they assist us by taking care of tasks like dropping off and
picking up my son from school. Despite not pursuing a professional
career after my son’s birth, my wife opted for a flexible work schedule
as being solely engrossed in household chores did not align with her
preferences. My parents have never imposed specific demands on my
wife; their approach is one of openness and understanding (M,

31years old, Zhejiang).

Although the older generation of immigrants may be more
accepting of traditional gender roles, a significant number of young
male immigrants adhere to gender stereotypes regarding women’s role
within the household. However, in contrast, elderly parents instead of
favoring to conventional values for women, are the ones who
frequently step in to offer care support to young couples, particularly
when it comes to aiding daughters-in-law who wish to return to work.

In response, women express differing views compared to men. For
instance, a 29-year-old mother shared:

‘We live together with my parents. Maybe the relationship between
mother-in-law and son-in-law is different from the mother-in-law
and daughter-in-law, my husband shares a close relationship with
my parents, sometimes they are much closer than with me. The
support we receive from them is entirely based on their willingness,
as we cannot impose on them for assistance. Taking care of most
responsibilities falls on me and my husband. With him primarily
focused on earning income, I made the decision to step back from
my career. Juggling motherhood is no simple task, often leading us
to make sacrifices willingly. Thankfully, our earnings are sufficient,
and living with my parents allows us to keep expenses low. (F,,
29 years old, Fujian).

The example demonstrates a prevailing trend where women
often willingly choose to leave their jobs to care for their children,
while the male interviewees seldom consider this option.
Whenever it is available, women are still trying to find even a part-
time job. Conversely, one respondent challenges this traditional
gender roles:

‘Everyone needs to work; it is essential to strive for economic
independence through work. Opting to be a stay-at-home mom can
lead to financial dependence on one’s spouse, which is passive and
can diminish a woman’s authority over time. In my opinion, women
should purse employment regardless of the income it generates. Even
amidst challenges of earning less, seeking additional support like
paid-care work can help women maintain their autonomy and self-
sufficiency (F;, 33 years old, Zhejiang).

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1453455
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Lietal.

T prioritize my own well-being above all else, finding it
inconceivable to sacrifice my life for another, even for my
own children’

Despite originating from the same province back in China,
women no longer view childbearing as exclusively their primary
responsibility; instead, they prioritize their own happiness and
autonomy. Similarly, interviewee M,, is against gender stereotypes by
emphasizing the significance of mental well-being for women from an
alternative perspective:

‘We both manage a Chinese restaurant while juggling our
professional commitments. Despite having given birth just one
month ago, my wife is able to care for our newborn because the
restaurant is not bustling, and we have supportive employees willing
to pitch in. Leaving her alone at home would be more exhausting,
as without any assistance, she would lack companionship and
be more exposed to postpartum depression (M,; 30years old,
Fujian).

‘On the other hand, I respect my wife’s autonomy. If she desires
to work, I will not compel her to remain at home.

When examining geographical disparity, we often distinguish
between northern and southern China. While Zhejiang and Fujian are
situated in the southern region, there exist differing attitudes among
men regarding gender dynamics. Interestingly, women’s perceptions
do not seem to align with regional cultural norms.

4.1.2 Educational level and financial status

Four male respondents from Zhejiang Province who have
reflected their attitudes toward gender roles inclined to traditional
values, without any exception, owned high school degree or below.
Findings from newcomers (as explained in the Method Section)
expressed their opinions which are different from the local
immigrants, particularly male migrants:

‘Women definitely have to work, its a way of expressing their self-
worth. If they do not work, then they are completely out of touch
with society and do not know what’s popular in the world, and the
way people think nowadays, they have to work. Although I can
afford the daily expenses of the family, and she may not make much
money from the job, but if you do not work and stay at home every
day with nothing to do, it will create a lot of family conflicts. At that
time, after our child was born, she did not give up her job and also
worked while taking care of the child in the shop (M, 62 years old,
Changchun, professor at university).

‘Both men and women must engage in employment. Earnings are
dependent on individual capabilities, yet staying connected with
society necessitates work as people inherently possess social qualities.
Interaction with others and acquiring knowledge remain crucial

aspects of life.

Childcare responsibilities fall on both parents, emphasizing shared
contributions rather than mom solely sacrificing her career for

family obligations (M,,, 44 years old, Shanghai, degree in Master).
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My wife is constantly working. Household chores are a shared
responsibility in our family, regardless of gender. We all chip in as
needed; when we are busy, we may do less or none at all, but
whenever someone has the time, they help out with tasks like
cooking, laundry, and cleaning. (M,;, 55 years old, Xinjiang, degree
in Doctor).

For female group, most of them value themselves and contribution
of women to family and regardless of educational level and original
background in China. Many mothers have stated:

In a family, there are no hierarchies based on status; instead, each
member must fulfill their roles, maintain a distinct division of
household, and offer assistance to one another as needed (Fs,
36 years old, Liaoning, degree in Master).

T am currently a devoted full-time wife. 1 believe that a wife’s
contribution to the family is as valuable as a husband’s financial
contribution. Each partner plays a unique role in the division of
labor within the household (F,, 38years old, Shanghai, degree
in Bachelor).

‘Our family adheres more closely to traditional Chinese cultural
gender roles, where women primarily manage household
responsibilities while men focus on providing financially. Since my
mom works, she takes on tasks like cleaning and caring for the
children at home. But I do not agree with this perception, in my own
family, my husband and I share the household work (Fs, 33 years
old, Anhui, degree in Bachelor).

In our family, we share equality with a distinct labor division; while
Dad focuses on long-term vision, I handle the present moment (F,,,
55 years old, Beijing, degree in Bachelor).

Interviewee F,;, with 37years old from Zhejiang province still
remains single and reflected that:

‘Men face challenges earning money outside, while women encounter
difficulties managing household chores and caring for children.
Thus, everyone contributes equally to the household (graduated
from middle school).

We can see that education level significantly influences men’s
attitudes toward gender stereotypes, as evident from their responses.
Shifting focus to female respondents, despite varying educational
backgrounds, they collectively emphasize the significance of women’s
contributions to caregiving and household responsibilities. While
prioritizing happiness and advocating for dignity, many women
persist in challenging societal norms.

Education level plays a pivotal role in shaping men’s attitudes
toward gender stereotypes, a fact underscored by their responses.
When considering female perspectives, it becomes apparent that
regardless of diverse educational backgrounds, women consistently
highlight the importance of women’s roles in caregiving and household
duties compared to men’s economic contribution to the family. In their
pursuit of happiness and dignity, numerous women bravely confront
societal expectations, striving to challenge entrenched norms.
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4.1.3 Effective communication and mutual
respect in the division of household work

In this section, data was explored having as focus the ways how
gender-based conflicts over household chores can be resolved. In the
case of dual income married couples, an understanding can be reached
regarding the division of household responsibilities, albeit not
necessarily in equal parts. As F, indicated:

Since both my parents work, there is not a set person assigned to
household tasks. We take turns based on availability. If my mom is
free, she takes on the responsibilities; if not, then my father steps in.
This same dynamic extends to my father-in-law, who actively
participates in housework, influencing my husband and me.
We believe that chores should come from a place of personal choice
rather than obligation. After long workdays, neither of us desires to
clean. Therefore, whenever one of us has some free time, we take on
the cleaning duties (29 years old, Fujian).

Among the interviewees, growing up in an open and egalitarian
family setting can influence a boy’s perspective on gender norms. M;
shared that in his family, his parents handle the household
responsibilities. He envisions a partnership where his significant other
is free to opt out of chores if feasible. He is open to supporting her
pursuits outside the home, including a career. Alternatively, if his
spouse prefers to focus on homemaking, he appreciates her dedication
to managing household affairs. Ultimately, he values her autonomy
and believes in letting her make her own choices without coercion.
The primary trait he seeks in a partner is positivity.

Data points to the existence of a culture in Wenzhou city (belongs
to Zhejiang) that seems to foster a culture that promotes gender
equality on household responsibilities. The evident distinction is
between household division and childcare. 15 of male respondents
express their agreement on sharing household duties with their
partners regardless of educational level or geographical background
in China. While four male interviewees regarded childcare work as
women’s primary task.

Furthermore, information offered by married women and single
ladies has emphasized the importance of respect in dealing with
disagreements over division and in maintaining a harmonious
family atmosphere.

4.2 Parental roles in Portuguese society

Numerous factors exert effects on performing specific tasks within
realm of childcare among fathers and mothers. In this section, we will
explore two key elements that are commonly observed among Chinese
married couples that prevent parents from actively engaging in their
children’s care activities.

4.2.1 Language barriers

Overcoming language barriers is likely a shared aspiration among
first-generation immigrants. In interviews, 12 informants highlighted
that either their parents or the younger immigrants who have resided
in Portugal for several years, still struggle to meet the linguistic
proficiency necessary to effectively use Portuguese in both their
professional and everyday lives.
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‘My parents migrated to Portugal nearly 20 years ago. Actually,
I was separated from my parents until turned 11 years old.
I have an older sister who lived with my parents in Portugal all
the time. They (my parents) once explained their choice of
locating me with my grandparents in China. Although they have
a shop selling various products to the local Portuguese people,
their language proficiency barely allows them to engage in easy
conversation with the Portuguese regarding the topic on price,
product quality or anything else. They are unable to attend
parent-teacher meetings at my sister’s school or consult a doctor.
Many of the time, my sister takes on the role of translating
Portuguese into Chinese. Therefore, it was not allowed for me
to live with them (M, 21years old, university student,

Chongqing).

Aside from older immigrants, newcomers also face the
same problem.

‘We are both not good at Portuguese or English. It is essential to
learn the language because it is useful in our daily life. In addition
to communicating with guests, we are planning to send our child to
an institutional nursery when she reaches 4- months old. In that
case, we will better understand what the caregivers are saying. Since
my wife and I will not have much time to care for the baby, paid care
is the best option (M,,, 30 years old, running a restaurant, Fujian).

T am alone in Portugal taking charge of my son’s everyday life and
his education. My wife is in China to take care of our aging parents.
While my English is just all right, I can communicate with teachers
in English. However, since Portuguese is the official language, it is
still necessary to master it. To be honest, I realized that language
fluency is crucial for parental involvement. If one parent has a better
understanding of Portuguese or even English, then he/she may
naturally tend to assume more responsibilities (M,,, 44 years old,
Shanghai).

F,, a devoted full-time mother, shared that her family temporarily
relocated to Portugal due to work commitments. Her husband is
employed by a Chinese company as a technician and speaks Mandarin
exclusively. In light of this, she has taken on the responsibility of
managing their child’s education.

After moving to Portugal, I picked up Portuguese, even though
I am fluent in English. Despite his strong willingness to engage, my
daughter’ father struggles to participate actively in her educational
pursuits, especially when he is away on business. Balancing
responsibilities, we have differing parenting styles but have discussed
and found a harmonious compromise that neither of us finds unfair.
Previously employed in Shanghai, a cosmopolitan hub, I can attest
that being a full-time mother is more challenging than one might

realize these days (F,, 49 years old, Shandong).

Data has indicated that a lack of proficiency in the local language
prevents Chinese migrant parents from enrolling their children in
formal education or care services, forcing them to balance work and
childcare responsibilities.
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4.2.2 Financial instability

Contrary to newcomers, local Chinese immigrants highlighted
the challenges they face in caring for their children. They explained
that as business owners, both partners are deeply involved in various
operational tasks such as stock replenishment, categorization,
arrangement, and financial calculations. When one partner is absent
from work, the workload significantly increases for the other. In the
absence of extended caregiving options or paid care services, many
business owners bring their children to the shop, though this practice
falls short of being considered proper ‘parenting’ One father shared:

‘Our dedication to work is undeniable, driven by both diligence and
the pursuit of financial stability. While we acknowledge the
limitations of upward mobility through this path, our business is our
lifeline. We do not rely on state welfare; our success is entirely
dependent on our own efforts. The relentless nature of our industry
means that working less equates to earning less, making hard work
a constant reality. Consequently, our time with our children is
limited, and having them accompany us at the shop is often the best

solution (M, 33 years old, Zhejiang).
M, who is unmarried demonstrated his opinions:

‘Most of Chinese immigrants I know lead a repetitive life: toiling on
weekends, moving from one shop to another as each one closes, in a
ceaseless cycle of work. Contrasting this, Portuguese parents
prioritize their children’s mental-health and development. They take
children to parks, to beach, to exercise, dedicating significant time
by the children’s side. Reflecting on this, I cannot help but feel a tinge
of envy, as my own childhood was confined to the familiar routine
of home, school, and the family shop. This divergence leads me to
ponder the uncertain trajectory of my future—a path sometimes

beyond our own control (M,, 24 years old, Zhejiang).

As interviewees expressed, amassing wealth entails continual
effort. Driven by the pursuit of improved financial standing, they find
themselves with limited time to spend with their children. Despite
experiencing this regrettable reality in their upbringing, they remain
overwhelmed managing both work and childcare responsibilities.

5 Discussion

To shed light on gender roles in childcare into specifical
perspective, this paper is based on 25 Chinese immigrants who
resided in Portugal over 3 years. Drawing from global literature on
gender inequality and traditional Confucian values, the study
contextualizes these perspectives within the unique setting of
migration. The sample is demographically diverse in terms of age,
marital status, education, income and geographical origin. Data
analysis shows that Chinese immigrant women are less likely to rely
on traditional cultural norms, while men’s involvement in caring is
strongly associated with their level of education.

In addition, the data analysis shows that regardless of age variation,
male migrants with lower educational attainment from Zhejiang,
China, seem more easily influenced by the gender perception where
giving birth is a priority task of women and they should assume the
care responsibilities. Male immigrants who obtained bachelor’s degree
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or above have a more egalitarian gender belief. Even though being
single, some men have expressed their willingness toward women
staying at home of caring for children. Regional culture of origin seems
to foster a strong cultural impact on peoples choice. In the case of
women, on the other hand, they all agree that being confined solely to
family tasks is detrimental not only to their ability to interact socially,
but also to their mental well-being. It refers to the spousal relationship
dynamics as well. This echoes the research that women with dependent
children lean toward a part-time job and other reduced working-hour
position (Houston, 2005). Taking part into workplace helps to build a
firm familial position compared to their working partner. Women’s
awareness of self-worth may attribute to the feminism progressed in
China since Reform and Opening-up in 1978.

Similarly, younger Chinese immigrants expose a more open-
minded approach to dividing household responsibilities, particularly
when it comes to childcare. The trend can be explained that second
generation immigrants reported less traditional gender roles than
first-generational immigrants (Van De Vijver, 2007). Both men and
women acknowledge the pivotal role of mutual respect in shaping how
household tasks are managed. Furthermore, there is a noticeable shift
away from the traditional expectation of mothers-in-law dictating
cleaning duties to their daughters-in-law among migrant families.

The other point to emphasize is the difference in parental
involvement according to gender, as women and men take on different
caring responsibilities. The results showed that mothers usually are the
ones who take primary responsibilities for children’s education and
daily care, while fathers are the breadwinners. However, this division
does not imply a lack of active involvement from fathers in child-
rearing. Rather, it reflects a shared understanding achieved through
effective communication and the utilization of each family member’s
strengths. In effect, Chinese immigrants engage closely to children’s
upbring, this intensive parenting is derived from the one child policy
implemented in the early 1990s, making Chinese families become
more child-centered (Liu and Lummaa, 2019). Both parents play
crucial roles in providing financial support, education background,
and personal skills necessary for raising children effectively.

However, the data also show that language barriers and financial
instability were often barriers to deeper involvement. On the one
hand, learning an additional language can place an extra burden on
individuals, often falling on women and exacerbating gender
inequality. This can also impact parental-child relationship as a lack
of prompt and appropriate conversation. On the other hand,
occupational characteristics, mainly referring to the Chinese
community from Wenzhou, where both spouses are unable to spare
more time to be involved in children’s upbringing, have led to a weaker
trend in gender differences between men and women.

Overall, this research, which focuses on Chinese migrants in
Portugal, highlights gender disparities in childcare—an area that has
been underexplored in scholarly discourse. By examining these
dynamics, the study significantly contributes to the understanding of
Chinese family structures and filial culture within the European
context. It enriches the discourse on the evolution of filial piety
beyond China, providing valuable insights into Asian family dynamics
in a transnational setting. This research serves as a critical foundation
for future studies aimed at exploring transnational families and
migrant communities, offering a nuanced perspective on how cultural
practices on gender roles adapt and evolve in new environments.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2024.1453455
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sociology
https://www.frontiersin.org

Lietal.

6 Conclusion

In contemporary western society, a successful woman is defined
to laden with expectations such as nurturing behavior, physical
attractiveness, and passivity (Toller et al., 2004). Thus, this definition
conduces additional encumbrance to working women. Immigrants
navigating global mobility often maintain strong ties to their original
culture, influencing their perspectives on gender and childcare
practices. Modernization accelerates the changes of family structure
and the shift of gender perception on domestic work. Within
Chinese migrant families in Portugal, the exact word filial piety “xiao
(3)” is rarely known among young generation immigrants, however,
it does not mean the erosion of filial piety. In effect, Chinese
migrants still view filial piety as the dominant conception for
maintaining family bond, providing filial obligation to aging parents
makes a human being “qualified” Although filial piety is hardly
heard within family, the younger generation embodies its essence by
demonstrating respect, care, and emotional support for their elders.
This cultural norm is evident in their actions, such as entering
marriage at a specific age. In terms of mate selection, older migrant
parents lean toward partners who embody filial attitudes,
emphasizing the importance of marrying early. Such unions fulfill
parental expectations by showcasing an understanding of traditional
Chinese values, ensuring seamless communication within the family
without language barriers. Chinese immigrants residing in Portugal
encounter unique gender dynamics compared to those in other
Western nations. While, surprisingly, migrant men and women in
Portugal, particularly men those from Zhejiang province, hold
different attitudes toward household labor and childcare. In general,
educational level determines the gender attitudes among Chinese
migrants. Highly educated immigrants endeavor to alleviate the
gender conflicts by means of resultful communications and respect,
seeking to realize familial harmony among couples as well as parents
and children, that corresponds to the core value of Confucian
culture. By delving into the attitudes of men and women toward
gender norms in childcare, this study offers valuable insights into the
complexities of immigrant experiences.

While shedding light on these dynamics, the study also reveals its
limitations. Notably, a lack of detailed exploration into how local
Portuguese cultural influences impact migrants’ engagement with
childcare practices represents a significant gap in the research. This
omission could affect the understanding of how cross-cultural
interactions shape the evolving gender roles within these families.
Future studies should aim to address this by delving deeper into the
nuances of these cultural exchanges, exploring how integration into
Portuguese society may modify or reinforce traditional childcare
practices and gender expectations within the migrant community.
Furthermore, the study’s reliance on a limited number of participants
introduces potential biases and constraints in capturing the full range
of experiences among Chinese migrant families. This limitation suggests
the necessity for larger, more diverse sample sizes in future research
endeavors. By expanding the participant pool, researchers can capture
a wider array of perspectives, including variations across different
socioeconomic backgrounds, regions of origin, and lengths of stay in
Portugal. This broader scope will not only enrich the findings but also
enhance the generalizability of the results, allowing for a more nuanced
understanding of the complexities involved in how gender roles and
childcare practices are negotiated in a transnational context.
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In conclusion, this study underscores the importance of
reevaluating gender norms in childcare within the context of Chinese
migrant families in Portugal, highlighting the complexities of cultural
influences, evolving gender roles, and the quest for familial harmony.
As immigrants navigate the intersection of tradition and modernity,
continued research in this area is crucial for fostering inclusivity,
understanding, and support within multicultural societies.
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