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“We had no better choice”: Early and Prolonged Parent-Child Separation in Chinese Immigrant Families
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]Abstract
The present study aimed to understand the reasons for early and prolonged parent-child separation (EPPCS) and its impacts among separated-reunited Chinese immigrant families. Chinese dual-earner immigrant parents, especially low-income families, are likely to send their newborns back to China to be raised by their extended families. Prior research has not yet sufficiently investigated the reasons for separation and how affected families perceive the benefits and costs, especially among those who have reunited years after separation. Based on one-on-one qualitative interviews (N = 48 in 24 parent-child dyads) and supplemental screening survey data (N = 142), we identified common reasons for separation, including involuntary reasons (e.g., financial difficulties and lack of child-rearing time) and voluntary reasons (e.g., building bonds with Chinese culture). We used In addition, thematic analysis of the 24 parent-child dyad interviews and explored the impact of separation (i.e., benefits and costs) perceived by EPPCS affected the youth and their primary caregivers. Benefits of separation included improved financial and living situations and enhanced bonding with cultural origins. Costs they perceived included impaired relationships within nuclear families, substitute caregivers spoiling children, and introducing language barriers. These findings shed light on the development of policies and initiatives aiming to support Chinese immigrant families pre- and post-separation. 
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What is the public significance of this article?
	This study deepens our understanding of the cultural, economic, and social factors behind the phenomenon of parent-child separation among Chinese immigrant families and their perceptions of the impacts. Findings inform policymakers and practitioners to explore and develop policies and interventions that support the emotional, social, economic, and educational demands of families so that the costs of separation can be minimized. In addition, results provide guidelines for parents to make decisions for separation.















“We had no better choice”: Early and Prolonged Parent-Child Separation in Chinese Immigrant Families
Parent-child connection is a fundamental cornerstone of human development, with far-reaching implications that shape children’s emotional, cognitive, and social landscape throughout their lifespan (Kim & Kim, 2018; Lanjekar et al., 2022; Fu, 2023). However, due to migration, adoption, or other unforeseen circumstances, many children experienced parent-child separation. According to the American Community Survey, in 2009, only 45.8% of children lived with their biological parents until 17 (Fagan & Zill, 2011). In particular, separation due to migration is one of the leading causes of parent-child separation today (Conway et al., 2020). The phenomenon of parent-child separation among migrant or immigrant families has become a global concern. Early and prolonged parent-child separation (EPPCS; i.e., separating at 0-6 years old for at least six months) is particularly concerning because disruptions of attachment can evoke an indefinite amount of emotional concerns, both among the parents and their separated children (Liu et al., 2009). This separation can be a source of immediate distress to the separated parent-child dyad and can cast a lasting shadow in their later lives, such as lower school performance and a greater tendency to feel depressed, even after family reunification (Valtolina & Colombo, 2012).
In general, parent-child separation is a prevalent and serious issue with significant negative effects on the health and well-being of children and families (McIntosh, 2010; Waddoups et al., 2019), such as emotional challenges, problems in family relationships, and/or school sufferance (Aabbassi & Benali, 2021). Specifically, separated children are more likely to report depressive symptoms than children who have not been separated (Suârez-Orozco, 2002). Mothers who experienced separation from their newborns also reported higher levels of emotional strain and anxiety (Nyström & Axelsson, 2002). In addition, prolonged separation from migrant parents can put these children at risk for various psychological disorders, such as depression, anxiety, and behavioral problems (Zhao et al., 2018). Parent-child separation in the first years of life is complex and can be traumatic due to the disruption in attachment or family bonding (Lieberman, 2004). However, previous research overlooked the issues of EPPCS among separated and reunited Chinese immigrant families, possibly due to the model minority stereotype (Cheah, 2016).
In the Chinese immigrant community, it is common for dual-earner, especially low-income, families to send their infants back to their home country to be reared by their extended family before school age (Kwong & Yu, 2017). This form of separation is also commonly practiced in the Filipino immigrant community (Graham et al., 2012) and is known for presenting numerous social, emotional, and psychological challenges for both the parents and the children involved during and after separation (Zhao & Egger, 2020). Although parents expressed that they had no other options other than separating from their children (Wong, 2015) and often experienced feelings of guilt, shame, and regret during separation and following reunification (Wang et al., 2020), the media representation tended to depict the parents as cold-hearted (Niu, 2020). 
However, it remains unclear whether such depictions by the media were accurate given that research on understanding the reasons for separation is insufficient. Prior research has been conducted to understand the reasons behind this practice of parent-child separation (Zhang, 2019; Bohr et al., 2018; Kwong & Yu, 2017; Sun, 2023). The most prevalent reason is economic hardships (Srivastava & de Guzman, 2017). The cost of living and childcare is often lower in their home country, making it more financially viable for the family. Parents might also want their children to maintain a strong connection with their cultural heritage and traditions by spending time in their home country (Srivastava & de Guzman, 2017), which helps children develop a sense of identity and belonging. In these cases, children were often sent back to their home country to be cared for by extended family members, such as grandparents, who can provide supportive environments and relieve parents from caregiving responsibilities (Bohr & Tse, 2009). Further, traditional Chinese culture place an emphasis on intergenerational relationships and it is common for families in both urban and rural China to have grandparents care for their grandchildren (Chen et al., 2011). The reason behind sending children back to their home country is often complex and influenced by cultural and financial factors. Parents often weigh multiple factors before making such a choice. In addition, one must also consider the impact of parental immigration status on their ability to visit their children in China (Lu et al., 2018). Nevertheless, a critical gap exists in the previous literature, which only relied on qualitative interviews with parents, limiting the understanding of this complex practice (Liu et al., 2017). Additionally, much of the data on the reasons for Chinese immigrant parent-child separation and the separation’s impact on reunited families is outdated. Lastly, given the mixed findings in this research area, further investigation is needed to provide the latest information. The present study used qualitative interviews with supplemental evidence from a larger sample of quantitative data to explore reasons for separation and identify primary factors leading to separation. 
Additionally, although research has documented the impact of EPPCS on affected children and families, we are uncertain about the perceptions of separation within affected families, especially potential variations in understanding separation between parent-child dyads. Most studies rely heavily on data collected from parents and overlook the interplay and potential inconsistencies between personal voices and statistics (Trafimow, 2014), potentially leading to skewed perspectives that do not encompass the full complexity of the parent-child dyad. With limited evidence and resources to access information, Chinese immigrant parents were not likely to perceive separation as detrimental (Liu et al., 2017). This one-directional focus on parental viewpoints overlooks the valuable insights that children might contribute to the perceptions of separation. Therefore, a more comprehensive approach integrates perspectives from both parents and children in understanding the potential impact of parent-child separation, and further research is needed on youth who experienced EPPCS (Wang, 2018). Thus, we involved adolescents to gain a more holistic picture of parent-child separation among Chinese immigrant families. 
The present study aimed to understand the reasons for separation and the perception of separation among parent-child dyads using one-on-one qualitative interviews. We also included quantitative screening survey data to provide supplemental illustration to the qualitative analysis of the reasons behind separation. Research questions include: (a) What are the reasons for Chinese immigrant parents to send their newborns back to China for rearing by extended family caregivers? and (b) How did the affected children and their parents (primary caregivers) perceive the impact of early and prolonged parent-child separation? These questions allow us to gather evidence to understand the separation experiences and impact on affected Chinese immigrant families. 
Method
Participants
	Participants in the qualitative interviews included 24 youth (50% female) and their biological parents (N= 24, with 23 mothers) from 24 Chinese immigrant families (see Table 1). The participants were identified among a screening survey parent sample (N = 142), guided by a purposive sampling approach (i.e., varying by child age, gender, and length of separation of the child). Demographics of the participants of the two samples are presented in Table 1. 
Design and Procedure
First, to identify eligible youth and caregivers for qualitative interviews, we conducted a quantitative screening survey among 142 parents of separated-reunited children (ages 12-17). We selected multiple regions in New York and the greater Boston area (e.g., Chinatown areas) for sampling families affected by EPPCS based on meetings with our community advisory board and partner organizations. Participants in the screening survey were recruited on a rolling admissions basis through collaboration with several community organizations in the primary settlements for Chinese immigrants in New York (Queens and Brooklyn areas) and Greater Boston areas (Boston Chinatown, Quincy, and Malden), where more families are more likely to be affected by EPPCS, between April and September 2023. We also reached participants by utilizing newsletters/flyers on various social media platforms and presenting at community events. Families must meet the following criteria to be eligible for participation in this study: 1) have children who were born in the United States; experienced a period of being sent back to China between the ages of 0-6 for more than 6 months per year; reunited with their parents in the U.S. before or around school age; and currently live with their parents following the reunification of the family; 2) have caregivers who are the biological father/mother of the eligible child and act as the primary caregivers to meet the child’s most fundamental needs. In the survey, parents completed consent forms for participation and then reported questions about their demographics, reasons for separation, and separation experiences of each child (e.g., age at separation, duration, and reasons). Participants entered a raffle prize with a 10% chance of winning a $10 e-gift card. 
Second, we identified eligible youth and their primary caregivers based on a purposeful sampling matrix that maximizes the variation of the sample and invited them to participate in our semi-structured interviews. The research team conducted individual interviews among caregivers and children separately in a secure online setting using Zoom. Each interview lasted approximately one hour (the average duration of 60.39 minutes for parents and 52.61 minutes for children). We offered Mandarin Chinese and English as options for participants. All parents preferred to use Mandarin Chinese for parent interviews, and children chose English for children’s interviews. Families completing both parent and child interviews received $100 e-gift cards as compensation. After each interview, the interviewer filled out a record form including demographic information and other specific information (e.g., length of separation, risks, and other important notes). Trained research assistants transcribed interview recordings using Whisper (Radford et al., 2021) and translated parental interview transcripts into English with Chat GPT 3.5 (Open AI, 2023). This study was approved by the IRB of Boston College. 
Research Materials
Screening Survey Questions. We developed a screening survey to collect basic demographic information about parents (e.g., parents’ birthplace) and family (e.g., number of children). It also included screening questions (e.g., conditions of separated children) to determine whether the families were eligible for the following qualitative interview. In addition, we involved questions with multiple options to understand the reasons for separation. 
Qualitative Interview Materials. The interview included questions about 1) the reasons for separation (e.g., “How did you decide to send your child back to China for care?” and “What led to the decision to send him/her back to China?”) for parents and 2) the perceived impacts of separation (e.g., “How, if at all, has this experience affected you and your family?” and “If the separation had not occurred, how, if at all, would the lives of your family be different?”) for both parents and children. We also included questions about the reasons for and length of separation. Interview questions are presented in Appendix 1. 
Data Analysis
Separate data analyses were conducted for the two research questions: Reasons for separation and Impact of separation. First, to understand the reasons for separation, we conducted qualitative analyses of the interviews and supplemental analysis using the screening survey data (i.e., frequency and categories of reasons). Second, we used qualitative interview data to explore the impact of separation. Detailed procedures of qualitative analysis are presented below. 
To conduct qualitative analysis of the interview data, the coding team followed four steps during the coding process: (a) Using MAXQDA2, a software program designed for qualitative data analysis, each coder conducted qualitative coding on three interviews, guided by the codebook. The codebook is developed by the PI using open and axial coding based on three dyad interviews with rich information; (b) Inter-rater agreement was calculated among coders who coded the same three interviews in MAXQDA; (c) Coders within the same team discussed and resolved disagreements on the three interviews to achieve a 100% agreement rate; and (d) Each coder carried out coding for a portion (30-50%) of the remaining interviews (Apprx. 10 interviews per coder). We have six coders in total, three for parents and three for children, and each coder coded eight transcripts. The coders were Psychology- or Education-majored undergraduate and graduate students, and received four sessions (1-1.5 hours per session) of training in coding before transcribing interview scripts. Coders documented emerging codes, unclear codes, and other issues during the coding process and discussed them with the coding team through weekly email meetings. All transcripts were consolidated to generate codes for parent and child data. After 14 parent and 13 child interviews, limited new information emerged (<5%). Therefore, we consider our sample to have reached data saturation (Guest et al., 2020).
We utilized thematic analysis to examine the interview results of reasons for separation and impact of separation, specifically capturing themes and subthemes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). We followed six phases: (a) familiarizing with data; (b) generating initial codes; (c) capturing themes; (d) reviewing themes; (e) defining and naming themes; and (f) producing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). We considered the frequency and conceptual relevance of codes and extracted themes from high-frequency codes (≥10%) based on participants’ direct responses and their underlying or implicit meanings. This approach could potentially increase the accuracy of examining how parents and youth conceptualized their experiences, especially in cases where the parents or their children were initially reluctant to share their true perceptions of the separation process. 
In addition, we used screening survey data to conduct supplemental analysis to understand the reasons for separation. Specifically, we first described the attribution of participants in each reason for separation in the screening survey. We also explored if reasons for separation varied by key demographics, such as child gender, family income, as well as age at separation (i.e., < 6 months, 6 months and older) and length of separation (i.e., < 2 years, >= 2 years) using chi-square tests. These cutoffs were based on the demographics of EPPCS in our sample, with 6 months as the average age of separation, and 2 years as the median score regarding length of separation. 
Authors’ Positionality
All authors received education and research training in developmental psychology and education. All authors were born and grew up in Chinese culture. The first author is an Asian woman who studied psychology as an undergraduate student at the time of the study. All authors have research experience working with Chinese immigrant families. The corresponding author experienced EPPCS. The experiences provided research knowledge and skills, cultural competence, and lived experiences to understand the separation and reunification environment of families and participants. We also admit that due to our educational and professional backgrounds, we may have certain privileges in interpreting perspectives from our participants. To eliminate subjective biases in our study, we have involved a community advisory board, including community practitioners, EPPCS-affected Chinese immigrant families, and children, to advise on our research findings. 
Results
Qualitative interviews from parent-child dyads were used to understand the reasons for separation, supported by supplemental evidence from quantitative screening surveys with a larger sample. The benefits and costs of separation were explored mainly based on the qualitative results. All themes, subthemes, and direct quotes from participants were presented in tables or italics. 
Reasons for Parent-Child Separation
Thematic analysis of parent-child dyad interviews captured the following five main themes (see Table 2): Financial Stress, Lack of Child-Rearing Time, Unstable Living Conditions, and Limited Child-Rearing Skills and Experiences.
Financial Stress
Among the 24 parents interviewed, eleven (45.8%) decided to send their children back to China to be reared by extended families for Financial Reasons. Two parents were students when their first child was born, and thus, their financial situation would not allow them to take care of their child. One of the families was a newly married couple when they had their child and did not have much savings: 
We had just gotten married, and our financial situation didn’t allow us to keep the child (#44, mother).

Additionally, four parents explicitly expressed difficulties in their financial situation due to heavy mortgages and debts, and they could not afford to take care of their children on their own. Two parents mentioned that the daycare/preschools in the U.S. were too expensive for them to afford. 
We had difficulty finding a suitable daycare. We couldn’t afford the expensive ones, and the affordable ones wouldn’t accept us (#08, mother).

Lack of Child-Rearing Time 
Following financial difficulties, another primary reason for sending newborns to China is the Lack of Child-Rearing Time from the birth parents. Ten parents (41.7%) stated that their reason for sending their children back to China was that they could not find the time to take care of their children by themselves. Two parents expressed their initial intention to turn to their parents for childcare support, but the parents were also not able to provide the necessary needs. Two parents were working students when their child was born and could not balance taking care of their child and maintaining an academic career. 
I work seven days a week with two jobs, so I couldn’t find anyone to help support my child. Even my father-in-law and mother-in-law are here, but they both have jobs and couldn’t support my son (#12, mother).

At that time, it was due to work requirements, and my wife had to study and work, leaving no time for childcare (#14, father).

Unstable Living Conditions 
Five parents (20.8%) conveyed that they chose to send their child to China because they believe they have Unstable Living Conditions for their children due to job instability. One family mentioned that they chose to send their child to China to be raised because they could not find appropriate daycares/preschools in the U.S. 
Our living conditions weren’t good either, which wasn’t conducive to the child’s growth. At the time, we were living in a basement (crying) (#10, mother).

Limited Child-Rearing Skills and Experiences
Three parents (12.5%) reported that they chose to send their children to China because they believed they have Limited Child-Rearing Skills and Experiences in raising a newborn. They find their parents more suitable and experienced in caring for their children.
It was mainly for taking care of the child. Many people don’t know how to take care of him, and they lack experience (#04, mother).

To further understand the reasons for separation, we utilized the screening survey data from 142 parent participants for quantitative data analysis. Among these participants, approximately 97 (68.3%) chose more than one reason for separation, suggesting that for the majority of the sample, it was not a single reason but a combination of multiple reasons driving parents’ decisions. Among the reported reasons, Lack of Child-Rearing Time was the top one reported for separation (n = 72; 51%), followed by Having Trusted Family Members in China to Help with Child Care (n = 60; 42.4%) and Helping Child Build Relationships with Extended Families (n = 58; 40.8%). Forty-four participants (30.9%) reported Enhancing Cultural Bonding, and 42 participants (29.6%) reported Financial Stress as one of the reasons for separation (see Figure 1). Twenty-six participants (18%) reported Limited Child-Rearing Skills and Experiences, and 26 (18%) participants sent their children back to China due to Limited Child-Rearing Skills and Experiences. About 6 participants (25%) endorsed Other Reasons (e.g., “moving across states” and “other families sent children to China”). These reasons can be categorized into three primary themes: Financial Stress (n = 42; 21%), Child Care Challenges (n = 82; 40%; including participants who reported either Lack of Child-Rearing Time or Limited Child-Rearing Skills and Experiences), and Enhanced Cultural and Family Bonding (n = 72; 36%).
We also grouped the reasons for separation based on parents’ voluntary and involuntary decision-making. Specifically, among all parents, 85 parents (59.8%) reported reasons for separation either because of Lack of Child-Rearing Time or Financial Stress, which can be categorized as “involuntary separation.” Approximately 25 parents (17.6%) reported “voluntary separation” because they wanted to help kids Build Cultural Bonding, or Build Relationships with Extended Families in China. About 8 parents (5.6%) reported neutral reasons for separation merely because Having Trustworthy Family Members in China Can Help with Rearing Kids, Limited Child-Rearing Skills and Experiences, or Other Reasons such as moving across states.
Additionally, we examined the association between reasons for separation and child gender, family income, length of separation, and child age at separation, to further explore whether reasons for separation varied by family demographics. Chi-square tests of independence using Benjamini-Hochberg correction for multiple comparisons revealed that reasons for separation did not vary by child gender (highest χ2 = 3.43). Chi-square tests of independence using Benjamini-Hochberg correction for multiple comparisons showed that family income was associated with reasons for separation. Parents of family income between $50,000 and $99,999 were more likely to reported lack of child-rearing time (χ2 = 24.82, df = 2, p <.001), help kids build cultural bonding (χ2 = 28.00, df = 2, p <.001), lack of child-rearing skills and experiences (χ2 = 19.00, df = 2, p <.001) , help kids build relationships with extended families in China (χ2 = 40.77, df = 2, p <.001) and Trustworthy family members in China can help rearing kids (χ2 = 19.00, df = 2, p <.001), as reasons of separation than those of family income lower than $50,000 or higher than $99,999. Additionally, reasons of separation did not vary by length of separation (highest χ2 = 2.00), or age at separation (highest χ2 = 6.00).
Benefits and Costs of Separation
In analyzing the perceived benefits and costs of the separation based on interviews, we identified two positive and three negative themes. The two main positive themes were: Improved Financial and Living Situations and Enhanced Bonding with Cultural Origins. The three main negative themes were: Impaired Relationships within the Nuclear Family, Substitute Caregivers Spoiling Children, and Introducing Language Barriers. We also identified two neutral themes (uncertain about benefits or costs) of Limited Impacts on the Family and Children who were Unable to Remember. Table 3 presents these themes and related quotes.
Improved Financial and Living Situations 
Among the twenty-four families (48 individuals) interviewed, eleven individuals (22.9% of the full sample) believed the separation helped Enhance the Families’ Financial and/or Living Situation. Ten (41.7% of the parent sample) of them were parents, and one (4.2% of the child sample) was a child. When asked what would have been different if the separation had not occurred, these individuals expressed that their financial situation would be worse off than today. Specifically, three parents thought that the separation had helped them own their own house instead of living off of rentals.
We wouldn’t have been able to pay off the house so quickly, and our finances wouldn't have grown so rapidly (#12, mother).

If we hadn’t sent the child back, it would have had an impact on our economic entrepreneurship. Because at that time, we wanted to provide a better environment for our child, so we needed to start a business (#09, mother).

Enhanced Bonding with Cultural Origins
Three parents (12.5% of the parent sample) and seven children (29.2% of the child sample), including one parent-child dyad, believed that the separation process enhanced the child’s Bonding with their Cultural Origins. Within the subtheme of Building Strong Cultural Bonding with Chinese Cultures, one parent and one child believed that children’s Chinese Language proficiency was better during their time in China. Another child also considered that staying in China taught him important life values. Two parents found Bonding with Relatives in China to have a positive impact on their family, and five children believed that separation enhanced their relationships with relatives in China. 
A lot of cultural norms and also the language. I still hold on to much stronger than my peers (#29, male, 17 years old).

If anything, I would just be more distant to the relatives that adopted me, because I haven’t interacted with them (#02, male, 17 years old).

Impaired Relationships within the Nuclear Family 
One major cost of the separation perceived by the families was the Impaired Relationships within the Nuclear Family after reunification. A total of fifteen individuals (31.25% of the full sample); 11 parents (45.8% of the parent sample) and four children (16.7% of the child sample), including two parent-child dyads) expressed that it damaged the relationship, with eleven individuals (eight parents, three children) experiencing Less Closeness within the Nuclear Family and four individuals (two parents, one child) reporting More Hostile Relationships within the Nuclear Family. One parent noticed a significant difference in her relationship with her separated child and non-separated child. Additionally, two parents believed that in addition to damaging their relationship with their child, separation also affected their relationship with their spouses.
That kind of intimacy is unnatural, even when I try to be close to him. Although we’re together every day, there is still a barrier, there’s still a gap (#01, mother).

When you have a second child who is constantly by your side, and then you develop a bond with that child after bringing the first child back for a period of time, it really feels different (#08, mother).

After he came, I often argued with my husband about him. Sometimes conflicts would arise (#26, mother). 

Substitute Caregivers Spoiling Children
Five parents (20.8% of the parent sample) felt that the Substitute Caregiver Spoiled their Child, which resulted in conflicts with substitute caregivers, was a potential cost of separation: 
To be honest, I find many habits, to put it bluntly, that I dislike. Because the child didn't grow up with me, I see many things in him and in me that I dislike, many bad habits (#44, mother).

Introducing Language Barriers
Of the 24 children interviewed, three (12.5% of the child sample) expressed that they faced Language Barriers when they returned to the US because their first language was Chinese. They believed that their English would be better if they were raised in the U.S.:
Because my first words were in Cantonese and it took a little bit longer to learn English (#14, male, 15 years old).

Limited Impact
There were 16 individuals (33.3% of the full sample; nine parents and seven children, including one parent-child dyad) who believed the separation process had Limited Effects on the family. Two parents attributed the existing conflicts in their families to differences in their children’s personalities and opinions. Two children believed that the separation had a very limited impact on their families because they were too young to understand. 
I think children’s personalities are born the same everywhere, that is to say, when they are brought up by their own side, they will probably have the same personality, and when they are brought up outside, they will also have the same personality (#29, mother).

Since I was young, I don’t really understand anything, but I don’t think it affected me as much as people would think it does (#04, male, 15 years old). 

Unable to Remember
Of the 24 children, four (16.7% of the child sample) were Unable to Remember how they felt about the separation process. Because they could not recall details of their experiences in China, they considered the separation to have a limited impact on their families.
I don’t think it affected me much because I don’t remember anything (#10, female, 14 years old).

Discussion
     	The present study aimed to explore the reasons behind the parents’ decision to send their children to China to be raised by substitute caregivers and what the families (parents and children) perceive as the benefits and costs of the separation. Different from prior estimates that separation primarily occurred in low-income families (Ip et al., 2024; Kwong & Yu, 2017), our sample recruited from low-income communities suggest that 37.75% non-low-income immigrant families also send their children back to China for extended family rearing. This finding suggests that reasons for family separation may include other considerations in addition to family financial stress. Results of qualitative interview analysis combined with supplemental quantitative frequency analysis indicated that the most important reasons for separation (about 60% of the families) were Lack of Child-Rearing Time and Financial Stress, which are involuntary decisions made by parents. Voluntary reasons, such as building bonds with the original culture and extended family, emerged as an important reason for separation in quantitative data, whereas these were rarely discussed during interviews by both parents and children. We also found that low to medium income families ($50,000-99,999) were likely to practice EPPCS for voluntary reasons. Regarding the perceived impact of separation, our interview data found the most common benefit to be Improved Financial and Living Situations, and the most common cost to be Impaired Relationships within the Nuclear Family. Some families reported Limited to No Impact from separation on their family initially. Yet, some of them stated that their relationships could be closer without separation. The investigation of reasons for separation provided insights into services to support separated Chinese immigrant families, especially those who were separated for involuntary reasons. The identified impact of separation enabled us to understand both the benefits and costs of separation. Research and services should further examine and improve families’ awareness of the influence of separation. 
Reasons for EPPCS
	Our study deepened the understanding of the reasons for separation by categorizing them into voluntary and involuntary situations using both qualitative and quantitative data. Our findings show that the most common reasons parents choose to send their child back to their home country include Lack of Child-Rearing Time (reported by about 50% of survey participants and about 40% of interview participants) and Financial Stress (reported by about 30% of survey participants and about 50% of interview participants). Our interview data provides additional and more in-depth findings to understand why parents decided to send their children to China. These reasons were also identified in previous research among Chinese immigrant families with younger separated children (Zhang, 2019). For parents who made the decision for voluntary reasons, especially low to medium income families, it is possible that they valued the benefits of having their children exposed to Chinese culture and extended family care over the costs of separation. There are cultural reasons behind voluntary separation, including grandparenting practices (grandparents who are “involved” with raising grandchildren), language learning, and cultural bonding, which have also been identified in previous research (Wiscott & Kopera-Frye, 2000). Unfortunately, although the impact of parent-child separation on children’s mental health and well-being has been well-recognized, it is likely that parents still have a limited understanding of the costs of separation compared to its benefits (Waddoups et al., 2019). Considering the well-recognized impacts of EPPCS, parents should be provided with knowledge about the impact of separation so that they can make appropriate decisions on separation. For example, community services can provide more evidence-based information about the impact of separation to parents who are planning for or experienced separation. 
For families who were separated for involuntary reasons, they may have been aware of the potential impact of EPPCS but had no better options (e.g. limited availability and schedule flexibilities due to work commitments). Immigrant families often experience financial stress and challenges during immigration, such as difficulties in securing a desirable job and living environment and mental and physical health problems (Szaflarski & Bauldry, 2019). Given that many parents experienced trauma and difficulties during immigration and are still in the process of cultural adaptation, the birth of a child can bring further burden to the struggling family (Kwong & Yu, 2017). These challenges restrict their access to trustworthy and affordable childcare. Policies should, therefore, be developed to support childcare and financial challenges in these families. For example, low-income Chinese immigrant parents tend to work long weekend hours when licensed childcare is unavailable (Sandstrom & Chaudry, 2012). Affordable and certified childcare services during extended working hours may lower the likelihood of involuntary separation. Policymakers can also consider allocating resources to support affordable childcare during extended hours and weekends.
Another interesting finding of our quantitative analysis indicated that reasons for separation did not vary by child gender, family income, or child age at separation. However, parents who sent their children back to China due to a lack of child-rearing time and intention to build their children’s cultural bonding were likely to experience a longer duration of EPPCS (>= 2 years). Considering the well-recognized detrimental impact of EPPCS (Suârez-Orozco, 2002; Zhao et al., 2018), practices and services to reduce incidents of EPPCS, especially long-term separation, are needed. The combination of both voluntary and involuntary reasons for separation requires specific policies and services to support parents’ decision-making on separation. For example, affordable and accessible childcare support and more cultural activities to engage children in the US are needed to reduce the risk of prolonged separation.
Notably, mixed findings existed between qualitative and quantitative findings. Our supplemental evidence from the screening surveys indicated three commonly reported voluntary reasons for sending one’s children to China, which are Having Trusted Family Members in China to Help, Building Relationships with the Extended Families and Enhancing Cultural Bonding. However, these reasons were rarely mentioned in our interview data. More research with larger samples is needed to generate robust findings of both voluntary and involuntary reasons for separation. 
Perceived Impact of the Separation: Cost and Benefits
        	Based on our interview results, the most common benefit of the separation suggested by the families is Improved Financial and Living Situations (reported by about 20% of participants).  This finding supports early research and our current analysis of financial stress as a primary reason for separation. For example, Bohr and colleagues (2018) reported that many parents sent their newborns back to China to enhance their financial and living stability, including better housing quality, neighborhood safety, and more access to amenities. Upon reunification, the family’s economic conditions can often be substantially improved. The visible benefits of financial improvement may encourage the parents to continue engaging in the practice of separation by sending more than one child to China for rearing.
        	While the benefit of the separation may be preferable, the cost of Impaired Relationships within Nuclear Families cannot be overlooked (reported by about 30% of participants). The absence of parents in a child’s growth can lead to a poor bond between parent-child dyads (Zemp et al., 2016). As a result, upon reunification, parents may find it challenging to reestablish and reconnect emotionally with their separated children (Clark et a., 2013). Additionally, problematic nuclear family dynamics caused by long-term parent-child separation can have lasting negative effects. Children who grow up with strained family relationships may carry these issues into adulthood, affecting their interpersonal relationships (Dean et al., 1986) and parenting practices when they become parents (Azhari et al., 2020). Among the interviewed parents who reported that the separation had limited to no impact on their family, some admitted that their relationships could be better without separation when asked if anything would be different if the separation had not occurred. However, they were either not aware of or refused to acknowledge the negative impact of separation, possibly because of the Chinese values of maintaining a social reputation and afraid of “losing face” (Song et al., 2022). Indeed, previous research has indicated that EPPCS-affected youth who were separated at 6 months or older perceived less daily mother-child warmth than younger ages of EPPCS (Su et al., under review). However, current results were unable to indicate any causal relationship between the features of EPPCS and the perceived benefits and costs of separation. Future research should consider applying longitudinal design among a larger sample to better understand the long-term consequences of EPPCS.  Nevertheless, interventions and services targeting family relationships and functioning for EPPCS-affected families are still needed.
Limitations
        	There are a few limitations to the present study. First, all participants were recruited purposefully from the Eastern part of the United States. Although our sampling procedures were guided by a maximum variation sample matrix to ensure the representativity of the sample, the generalizability of our research findings to all Chinese immigrant families is still uncertain due to a small sample size. Future research should aim to involve a larger sample of diverse families from across the nation to improve the applicability of the findings. Second, although parents reported family financial situations and living environment in the U.S. during separation, we were unable to get a comprehensive understanding of separated children’s experiences when they were in China. Further studies should include field observations as well as reports from substitute caregivers, teachers, and community members to understand their experiences more thoroughly across contexts and time. Finally, qualitative research on the impact of separation may involve biases due to the subjective nature of data collection and analysis. Further studies using other methods, such as quantitative and mixed-methods designs, are needed to systematically unpack the impact of separation.
Implications
Findings of this research can provide insights into the reasons behind parent-child separation and parent-child dyads’ perceptions of separation. By recognizing the challenges and stressors faced by these families before separation, professionals (e.g., educators) can develop targeted initiatives to provide timely and adequate support systems for affected families prior to their separation practices and help parents fully recognize benefits and costs. Policies for welfare for children in immigrant families can consider improving the childcare and education system for childcare services during extended hours on weekends. 
Parents’ limited awareness of the negative impact of separation indicated the need to educate prospective immigrant parents about potential benefits and costs before separation. Such training may help them make appropriate decisions on separation based on their own situation. Such awareness will profoundly contribute to children’s development in multiple domains. For parents who insist on sending their newborns back to China after knowing the impact of separation, necessary services and interventions should be provided to ensure the adaptive development of affected children and families. For example, to strengthen their attachment and bonding during separation, parenting training for parents to maintain interactive relationships with their children may benefit their future relationships upon reunification. For reunited families, training is also needed to rebuild their relationships in their daily lives in the US. It is also important to improve the childcare knowledge and skills of substitute caregivers in China.  Additionally, our findings may reduce the social bias toward parents who made the decision of separation by providing a comprehensive understanding of the external and internal factors triggering separation. It is important for the public to recognize this phenomenon and provide tailored support for these families instead of blaming parents. 
The present study provides insights for future research to further understand the impact of separation on child development. For instance, quantitative research, especially longitudinal design with affected children and families, needs to be used to investigate the mechanisms through which the experience of separation and reunification shapes the later lives of the affected child and the impact of separation. These research and practices may benefit the adaptive development of separated-reunited children and families during separation and reunification. 
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Table 1 Demographics of study participants, N (%)/Mean(SD)
	               Variables
	Survey Participants (n =142)
	Interview Participants (n = 24)

	Parent Gender
	Female
	87(61.3%)
	23(50%)

	 
	Male
	55(38.7%)
	1(50%)

	Child age
	-
	14.25(1.65)

	 
	Ages 12-14
	47(52.8%)
	13(54.17%)

	 
	Ages 15-17
	42(47.2%)
	11(45.83%)

	Child gender
	Female
	36(40.4%)
	-

	 
	Male
	52(58.4%)
	-

	 
	did not report
	1(1.1%)
	-

	Length of separation(month)
	-
	32.96 (14.15)

	Length of separation
	< 2 years
	29(40.3%)
	6(25%)

	 
	>= 2 years
	33(45.8%)
	18(75%)

	Age at Separation (month)
	-
	-
	8.46 (8.26)

	Separated < 6 months old
	-
	-
	15(62.5%)

	Separated between 6- 12    months old
	-
	-
	7(29.17%)

	Separated > 12 months old
	-
	-
	2(8.33%)

	Family income
	< $50,000
	23(16.2%)
	13(54.17%)

	 
	$50,000-99,999
	70(49.2%)
	5(20.83%)

	 
	>=$100,000
	17(11.9%)
	4(16.92%)

	 
	did not report
	32(22.5%)
	-


Note. The survey data involved parents’ reports on separation demographics for all separated-reunited children in the family. However, we only involved children between 12 and 17 years old in the analysis. “-” indicates that information is not available. 

Table 2 Reasons for Parent-Child Separation
	Themes
	Sample Quotes from Parents

	Financial Stress
	At that time, my husband and I had debts and financial problems, and both of us had to work. Daycare in the US is very expensive, and you can’t really do anything if you’re constantly paying for it (#11, mother).

	Lack of Child-Rearing Time
	Because at that time the dad was not here and I was exhausted when I just had my child... And I couldn’t take care of all of them when my family was not here (#27, mother).

	Unstable Environment for Children's Development
	The environment in China is more suitable for a child’s growth. Besides, for a new mother like me, the environment here is not as favorable for the child (#48, mother).

	Limited Child-Rearing Skills and Experiences
	I'm not very experienced, so that's what I decided to do, and it just so happened that my parents were relatively young, and they were willing to take the responsibility to help us, so that’s when I made this decision (#30, mother).





Table 3 Benefits and Costs of Separation
	Themes
	Subthemes
	Sample Quotes from Parents
	Sample Quotes from Children

	
	
	Benefits
	

	Improved Financial and Living Situations
	
	I feel that it’s impossible to balance career and family during the initial stages. Sacrificing one is inevitable. If I had sacrificed my career back then, we would have had financial difficulties, and I believe our financial situation would have affected our interactions (#28, mother).
	I feel like the separation is quite good because my mom had to work, because she’s the only one working in the US (#27, female, 13 yrs old).

	Enhanced Bonding with Cultural Origins
	Building Cultural Bonding with Chinese Cultures
	The good side is that after he went back to China, he learned Chinese very well, he seemed to be interested in Chinese, and he continued to learn Chinese, and now his Chinese proficiency is very good (#31, mother). 
	I’m grateful they helped me and well it kind of makes me want to give back to the the community (#28, male, 12 yrs old). 

	
	Bonding with Relatives in China
	When he goes to his grandfather’s side, he becomes like a little child, very happy (#01, mother). 
	Yeah, because my grandparents weren’t planning on coming over here prior to this. So I think it would have been less fun because my grandparents wouldn’t be here (#14, male, 15 yrs old).

	
	
	Costs
	

	Impaired Relationships within the Nuclear Family
	Less Closeness within the Nuclear Family
	We would probably be closer to the children, and our relationship would be closer too. Right now, my relationship with my son and daughter is very polite (#14, mother).
	I feel like it took a very long time for me to be comfortable with my parents as well. Because even when I returned, there were times where for until a couple of years ago, having both parents in the house was very rare. So I really didn’t have time to build a strong connection with that (#29, male, 17 yrs old).

	
	More Hostile Relationships within the Nuclear Family
	So relatively, me and my husband will definitely have arguments because of these things, a subconscious kind of chain reaction. It will affect many other aspects (#44, mother).
	But I did remember that when I first came to America, my relationship with my mom was not the best. Yeah. I mean, my mom wanted me to do something and I didn’t want to do it. And then I almost dumped a garbage can over my mom's head (#11, female, 13 yrs old). 


	Substitute Caregivers Spoiling Children
	
	They were educated according to my parents’ ways, which sometimes involved indulging the children too much. For example, my father believed that children don’t need to brush their teeth until their permanent teeth come in. So when my son’s baby teeth came in, he didn’t brush them, and they all rotted away (#12, mother).
	

	Introducing Language Barriers
	
	
	Like English? English? I think English would be better if you grow up in the U.S. (#13, male, 14 yrs old).

	
	
	Uncertain Impact
	

	Limited Impact
	
	I don’t think it’s had much of an impact, at least from where we are now, we’ve basically forgotten about the past, and the kids have probably forgotten about it as well (#32, father).
	It doesn’t, I don’t know how to describe it, but my parents had to leave me in China because they couldn’t take care of me. (#14, male, 15 yrs old).

	Unable to Remember
	
	
	I’ve been like moved on since then. I don’t remember much from my days back in China. (#12, male, 15 yrs old).
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Appendix A: Parent Interview (Selected Questions Related to the Present Study)
1. Please tell me how you made the decision to send your child back to China?
2. How was your child doing following reunification (in the family, school etc.)?
a. What, if any, challenges/problems have your child experienced after reunification?
b. What, if any, strategies or practice have you used to overcome those challenges?
c. What, if any, advice or support have you received from others on how to deal with these challenges?
3. Please tell me your own experiences with your child following reunification?
a. Any moments when you feel that your child is close to you? What was it like?
b. Any moments when you had difficult relationship with your child? What was it like?
4. How, if at all, has the separation experience affected your family? (to yourself, your child, your partner, other family members? Relationships between parents, parent-child, and siblings?)
5. How, if at all, do you think your family might be different if you did not experience separation? (If yes) What differences?

Appendix B: Youth Interview (Selected Questions Related to the Present Study)
1. Tell me more about your interactions with your biological parents when you were physically away from them.
2. What does this separation experience mean to you?
3. At what age did you come back?
4. Based on your earliest memories, what was your family in the US like when you just returned to the US?
5. How were you doing when you reunited with your parents?
6. How, if at all, has the separation experience affected your current life?
7. How, if at all, do you think your life might be different if you were not separated from your parents?
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