Huang and Li The Journal of Chinese Sociology
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40711-019-0094-0

(2019) 6:5

RESEARCH ARTICLE

The Journal of
Chinese Sociology

Open Access

Understanding leisure satisfaction of
Chinese seniors: human capital, family
capital, and community capital
Chenchen Huang1* and Ying Li2
* Correspondence: huangc@
buffalostate.edu
1
Hospitality and Tourism
Department, State University of
New York- Buffalo State, Buffalo, NY
14222, USA
Full list of author information is
available at the end of the article

Abstract
This study investigates the impacts of human capital, family capital, and community
capital on Chinese seniors’ leisure satisfaction. One thousand seniors living in five
Chinese cities participated in this quantitative study. The findings suggest a
significant impact from family capital, while the impacts of human capital and
community capital are mixed and inconsistent. A discussion of the findings and
suggestions for practical implication are presented.
Keywords: Leisure satisfaction, Chinese seniors, Human capital, Family capital,
Community capital

Introduction
In China, age 60, rather than 65 as in most developed countries, is used as a marker
of old age. The 5-year difference implies that population aging is a relatively new
phenomenon in China, compared with the Western world. The graying of Chinese
society is a cumulative effect of a low fertility rate and rising life expectancy resulting
from the implementation of one-child policy and its more recent economic takeoff
since the late 1970s. China’s life expectancy rose from 50 years old in 1950, to 73
years old in 2010, and is expected to rise to 80 years old in 2050 (National Bureau of
Statistics of China 2013). The figure in metropolitan cities is even higher (e.g., life expectancy in Hangzhou, one of the survey sites for this study, reached 81 years old in
2010). While the population aging phenomenon is new, it is happening at an unprecedentedly rapid pace and the sheer size of the elderly population is enormous. China
is already an aging society with 15.5% of population aged 60 and above in 2016. By
2030, the proportion of elderly population is estimated to increase to 25%, or about
340 million. By 2050, China is predicted to have one-fourth of the world’s 60+ population, nearly 450 million, which will count for about 30% of its total population.
It is particularly important to note that the current legal retirement age in
China is 60 for male workers and officials, 50 for female workers, and 55 for
female officials (in certain professions with harsh working conditions, men can
retire at 55 years old and women at 45 years old) (findlaw.cn 2014). With a life
expectancy of 74.8 years, most Chinese elders will spend, on average, almost
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15 years in retirement. This number is significantly higher for those who are
women and/or live in metropolitan cities.
Retirement can be challenging and sometimes even considered problematic for
the wellbeing of the elderly. Renowned gerontologist Moody (2000) once said:
“what is problematic about retirement is not that work is always better but that the
abundance of free time in late life is not adequately structured for any larger social
purpose or meaning” (p. 268). It is well established in the literature that leisure is
central to later life wellbeing (e.g., Gibson and Singleton 2012). The concept of leisure referenced here is commonly defined as follows: (1) time free from the necessity
to labor for a livelihood, such as work and daily chores; (2) activities that free one
from his or her obligations; and (3) experience that is positive and pleasant in its
participants’ view (Hurd and Anderson 2010; Kelly, 2012).
While the definition of leisure being leisure time, leisure activities, and a subjective experience has been adopted and adapted into research studies on leisure in
China, there is no consensus on how Chinese culture shapes the understanding of
leisure in the Chinese context. Dong and Chick (2012) find in their empirical study
that time and money are the biggest constraints to leisure participation perceived
by Chinese people, same as reported in western societies. Based on their survey of
over 900 Chinese seniors, Li et al. (2017) report that leisure is understood as to
relax (84% of the respondents), to do things that make oneself happy (83%), to kill
free time (53%), to do job-unrelated things (34%), and to do nothing (20%). Most of
the ideas are generally consistent with the definitions of leisure by Hurd and
Anderson (2010), and Kelly (2012). There are, however, some evidence that the
Chinese interpret the subjective leisure experience differently. For example, some
Chinese people do not view perceived freedom as central to their leisure experience
(Walker and Wang 2009).
A brief survey of literature published in Chinese on elder leisure indicates that
most empirical studies focus on leisure behaviors, and the space and temporal distribution of leisure behaviors (e.g., Sun 2000; Sun et al. 2001). These studies provide
a foundation for understanding leisure behaviors and for making public policies to
provide leisure opportunities for elders in China. Nevertheless, there is a scarcity of
studies on leisure satisfaction of elders in China.
The existing body of literature on the elderly population in China, mostly accumulated in the past 10–15 years, is fragmented to some extent. In particular, the
focus of previous studies is considerably lopsided. The distinctive culture of filial
piety in China emphasizing adult children’s obligations for elder care and the
effects of the more recent one-child policy on family structure have drawn most of
the attention of scholars in this field. Elder care (financial care and/or physical care)
provided by family has been the central focus of studies on later-life wellbeing, including leisure satisfaction. Essentially, family has been the main, if not the only,
focus of aging studies in China. As a result, the roles of self and community have
been largely ignored.
The current research focuses on leisure satisfaction of Chinese seniors, a largely
uncharted area of study. We examine direct and indirect indicators of social advantages and disadvantages in shaping later life quality in leisure satisfaction. While
recognizing the important role of family and family capital, we are also interested
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in investigating the roles of self (human capital) and community (community capital). Specifically, we investigate the impacts of human capital, family capital, and
community capital on leisure satisfaction of Chinese seniors.

Literature review
Leisure satisfaction and human capital

Two dimensions of human capital are investigated in this research: demographic characteristics and physical health. Demographic variables indicate individuals’ leisure preferences, interests, abilities, and resources. Research studies investigating the connection
between demographic characteristics and leisure satisfaction have long been reported
in the literature. Individuals with different demographic backgrounds have sometimes
shown different leisure preferences and experienced different levels of leisure satisfaction. For example, Son et al. (2008) find that age and gender variables affect constraint
negotiations in physically active leisure. Li et al. (2017) report that various demographic
variables affect how Chinese seniors perceive different leisure constraints.
Leisure research often includes demographic variables in the analysis as control variables,
as well as the main variables under investigation. As control variables, demographic variables
help researchers discern different cohorts and explore alternative explanations. When studied
as the main variables, demographic variables have provided ample opportunities for research
inquiries for the last few decades. Some of the main findings can be read in works such as
Floyd et al. (2008) on race and ethnicity, and Freysinger et al. (2013) on gender issues.
The literature is generally inconsistent and inconclusive with regard to the connection between demographic variables and leisure participation and satisfaction of Chinese seniors.
Demographic variables often interact with each other and make the efforts of deciphering
their impacts on leisure more complicated (e.g., Tsai 2006). In addition to the complexity of
the relationship itself, empirical research studies in the English literature are often based on
samples of overseas Chinese seniors living outside of China and are often dated, with most
studies conducted at least 10 years ago. There are, however, a few exceptions where empirical
studies on leisure activities of elders in China are reported in the Chinese literature. For example, Sun et al. (2001) report some connections between gender, age, and income and leisure time and leisure activities among elders living in Beijing, China.
After a brief summary of the literature as follows, it is clear that a re-examination
of the relationship between these demographic variables and contemporary Chinese
seniors is warranted. Research on leisure satisfaction in older age cohorts is especially
intriguing because work roles for seniors have largely been relinquished. Consequently, leisure plays a bigger and more important role in the lives of seniors. Clearly,
then, age can be related to leisure satisfaction even in later stages of life. Gender
seems not to play a significant role in leisure participation and leisure satisfaction
among overseas Chinese in Australia (Tsai and Coleman 1999), in the USA (Li and
Stodolska 2006), and in Canada (Spiers and Walker 2008). However, in a study of
Chinese residents in Macao, China, Ngai (2005) uncovers that men expressed greater
levels of leisure satisfaction than women. In a large-scale cross-sectional survey of
over 2000 older adults living in Hong Kong, Chou et al. (2004) find that gender and
level of education attainment correlate with participation in leisure activities, although there is no consistent pattern.
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According to China National Nutrition and Health Survey cited by Bauman et al.
(2010), Chinese with higher educational attainment are more likely to engage in
leisure-time physical activities. Similarly, Yu et al. (2000) find that educational attainment is inversely associated with lack of leisure-time physical activities among
Chinese seniors. Unlike findings in American studies such as Satariano et al.
(2002), Chou et al. (2004) find no connection between income/financial situation
and participation in leisure activities among Chinese older adults in Hong Kong.
Chou et al. (2004) report that marital status is related to participation in one out
of seven categories of leisure activities by Chinese elderly in Hong Kong. Tsai’s
(2006) in-depth interviews with Taiwanese women find that being married limits
and constrains interviewees’ participation in leisure activities.
In addition to these demographic characteristics, physical health is likely affecting
leisure satisfaction of seniors. The literature has long established the relationship between health and leisure (e.g., Coleman and Iso-Ahola 1993). Payne et al. (2006) find
evidence to support the argument that leisure activities help the health of older adults.
Chick et al.’s (2014) study reports a strong connection between leisure satisfaction and
self-reported health after surveying over 700 individuals in 6 big cities in China. For the
elderly, the connection could be even stronger. Good physical health not only enables
seniors to enjoy leisure activities but also frees up financial resources and time for leisure participation (e.g., Rosenberger et al. 2005).
Hypothesis 1: human capital has significant positive effects on leisure satisfaction of
Chinese seniors.

Leisure satisfaction and family capital

Family capital can be viewed as a form of social capital (Bubolz 2001). Social capital
represents a resource that exists between individuals. Family capital represents the social resource among family members. Positive family capital embodies the principles of
reciprocity and exchange. For example, older adults can draw support from their adult
children, and grandparents are often able to take care of grandchildren. The size of
family networks often varies, but family functioning in a family of any size can be similar if positive family capital is present. Bengtson and Roberts (1991) operationalize family capital as intergenerational solidarity—intergenerational cohesion between parents
and their adult children.
Family, rather than individuals, is often the organizing unit of various leisure pursuits
for older adults. Leisure participation is an important part of the family function.
Stalker (2011) argues that a huge amount of family capital is spent on work- and
family-related responsibilities, and consequently a lack of remaining family capital is a
significant constraint of leisure. From a leisure-constraints perspective, this lack of
ample family capital is a deterrent to leisure participation and leisure satisfaction. For
example, a lack of family support, being restricted by family, and being busy with
housework are among the constraints identified by Dong and Chick (2012) in their
study of leisure constraints in six Chinese cities.
Although Western-based leisure studies rightfully emphasize the individual and internal benefits when analyzing leisure satisfaction (Chick et al. 2014), family leisure remains an important and fruitful stream of research (Hodge et al. 2015). Furthermore,
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family capital could be more important for Chinese seniors from a cultural standpoint.
Leung et al. (2004 p. 187) find that in China “the elderly emphasized the relationship
with family members and took the needs of the family as their personal needs.” Spiers
and Walker (2008) argue that in Confucian philosophy, family takes the center stage in
everyday existence. Strong family ties and traditional Chinese values and beliefs play
big roles in Chinese seniors’ lives, including their leisure lives and leisure satisfaction.
Hypothesis 2: family capital has significant positive effects on leisure satisfaction of
Chinese seniors.
Leisure satisfaction and community capital

Community capital is a form of social capital that represents the networks and linkages
in the community (Kearns 2003). Both bonding social capital and bridging social capital
vary at the community level (Flora 2004; Flora and Flora 2002). Bonding social capital
refers to relationships that include elements such as mutual trust, reciprocity, and
shared values. Bridging social capital exists when people reach out of their normal
group to different groups of people. Varying community capital can be expressed
through trust, social connections, social exchanges, and reciprocity within the
community.
Communities in big cities and in medium and small cities

From the perspective of bonding social capital, the bigger the group is, the more difficult it is to have sufficient social relationship capital in the group (Hayami 2009). Big
cities in China expand at a fast pace with more social mobility. As a result, connections
and social exchanges between individuals can be different, and more challenging to create, than those in medium-size and small cities. Bridging community capital can help
people connect across these larger communities and develop inter-community linkages.
In short, a larger community might harbor or require greater bridging social capital. In
China’s big cities, efforts from local governments and new communication tools such
as electronic social networks and personal communication applications might encourage and support social interactions between natural groups.
Types of neighborhoods

Broadly speaking, community can be defined as a body of relationships, rooted in a
local place (e.g., neighborhoods) or shared meanings (which often transcend geographic
proximity). For this particular project, we focus specifically on the local communities
rooted in neighborhoods. This is largely because neighborhood is considered much
more important in later life than in earlier years, as a result of shrinking social circle
due to retirement and decreased mobility. Dayuan and shequ are two representatives of
different types of communities in Chinese cities nowadays.
Up until the 1990s, most urban residents in China lived in so-called Dayuan, or Big
Yard in verbatim English. These Dayuan neighborhoods are often a residential compound composed of residents who work for the same factory or government unit, and
many are legacy from the urban work unit system—danwei, a key feature of the
pre-reform era. From the 1950s to the late 1980s, during the era of the planned economy, urban China was defined by the danwei or the work unit system, geographically
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speaking as well as organizationally speaking. Everyone belonged to a danwei, which
provided more than just employment but also cradle-to-grave welfare benefits as well
as social identity. Colleagues were also neighbors living in the same danwei compound,
aka the Dayuan, sharing an array of social services such as housing, healthcare, education, pension, and others.
However, from the late 1980s through the 1990s, many state-owned enterprises
were bankrupt resulting in massive layoffs, which then led to the dismantling of
most danwei, and the disintegration of the associated public service system. Meanwhile, a housing reform also took place in 1998, which abandoned the old system
of linking housing distribution with employment and led to the later boom of the
housing market. The commercialization of housing led to the rapid decline of Dayuan and gave birth to shequ, or neighborhoods in which residents from different
backgrounds purchase their houses and become neighbors who share little in common. But these shequ neighborhoods might not be “communities” as defined by
Western societies, which has a strong focus on grassroots efforts in its formation
and evolvement. In 1994, the Ministry of Civil Affairs of China officially defined
shequ as the lowest administrative unit. Community activities and programs in
shequ are mostly initiated and managed by a semi-governmental and self-governing
entity, Urban Residential Committee.
Though significant interests have been generated among scholars on the transformation of local communities from danwei to shequ and the emergence of
community-based services from the more recent welfare reforms, virtually no empirical
studies have explored the impact of these changes on the leisure life and wellbeing of
the elderly population. They, as a cohort, witnessed and experienced a full range of
China’s massive transformations in their lifetime and continue to do so in their retirement. By doing a comparison between seniors living in Dayuan and in shequ, we hope
to help fill the knowledge gap.

Trust in China

Trust is not only a basic human need but also the foundation of moral behavior—individuals can rely on others and trust them to do what is expected (Bubolz 2001). Trust
supports the reciprocal relationship, and more social interactions and cooperation foster mutual trust (Hayami 2009).
Within the Chinese context, the importance of trust in the formation and accumulation of social capital is particularly salient. Despite the tumultuous changes in China’s
political and social landscape in the past century, Chinese people continue to hold and
exhibit high generalized trust and a sensitivity of trust to social distance, according to
(Buchan and Croson 2004; Newton 2001). In particular, Zhang and Zhang (2015) report
high institutional trust among retirees in China.
As mentioned earlier, the dissolution of danwei and Dayuan, aggressive housing reform and other major construction projects, as well as widespread labor migration have
reshaped not only the physical landscape but also the moral landscape, specifically
greatly strained trust in urban China. Previously, residents of a Dayuan were usually
colleagues who worked in the same work unit who engaged in a great deal of community capital development and maintenance featuring reciprocity and trust. Today’s
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neighborhoods (shequ) tend to consist of residents who often share little in common.
Popular media often portrays a so-called moral crisis in the ever-richer urban China
and speaks of the danwei era in a nostalgic tone.
Aiming to evoke mutual help and trust among shequ neighbors, China’s shequ development movement from the late 1990s heavily propagates the slogan of “establishing
new types of neighborhood relationships”(建立新型邻里关系). One of the key targeted
populations for this initiative is the elderly residents whose wellbeing is more likely to
be impacted by their immediate neighborhood moral culture.

Locals and migrants

Recent waves of domestic migration in China have created a new social division between locals and migrants among seniors. The economic reform triggered a large-scale
migration of young workers from rural areas to cities (Liu 2014). In the first decade of
the twenty-first century, an average of 15 million rural-urban migrants per year moved
to cities (Zhang 2001). In 2012, 230 million people were residing in places other than
their hometowns, and 80% of them were rural-urban migrants (National Population
and Family Planning Committee 2013).
The tradition of staying close to family has sparked the phenomenon of Chinese seniors moving to the cities where their adult children live. This movement can also be
explained by cultural values and economic necessity. Many parents of those migrant
workers decide to move to their adult children’s cities after retirement or after a certain
age, while some seniors remain in their own cities and become so-called" left-behind
parents" (Huang et al. 2016). While some research studies have investigated the health
and wellbeing of left-behind parents, little has been reported in the literature about the
migrating seniors. Mao and Zhao (2012) report that migrating adolescents in Shanghai,
China, have significantly fewer social connections, lower self-esteem, and higher levels
of depression than their local peers. For seniors who migrate to their adult children’s
cities, the relocation may have similar impacts on them. The comparison between migrants and locals could shed some light on leisure satisfaction of Chinese seniors.
Hypothesis 3: community capital has significant positive effects on leisure satisfaction
of Chinese seniors.

Research design
Measurement

The questions in the leisure section are adopted from the Taiwanese portion of the
International Social Survey Programme (2007): Leisure Time and Sports Questionnaire.
The ISSP is a continuing annual program of cross-national collaboration with more
than 50 countries and regions administering surveys covering topics important for social science research. In 2007, the ISSP made the decision to have “leisure time and
sports” as a new topic and spent 3 years of drafting and pre-testing within multiple
countries and regions (International Social Survey Programme 2007). The questionnaire was originally drafted in English and then translated into Chinese using standard
back-translation procedures.
Human capital is measured in two dimensions: demographic characteristics and
self-reported health. Demographic variables measured in this study include age, gender,
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marital status, educational attainment, and income. The measurement of family capital
is based on Bengtson and Roberts’ (1991) theoretical model of intergenerational solidarity, which possesses six dimensions: structural, associational, consensual, affectual,
functional, and normative. Please see the Appendix 1 for the questions used to measure
family relationship. Results from these six dimensions are collapsed into a single measure of family relationship. In addition, whether or not the senior is living with family is
also an indicator of family capital.
The measurement of community capital originates partially from the Integrated
Questionnaire for the Measurement of Social Capital (SC-IQ) provided by the World
Bank (2003). In particular, the trust dimension of the SC-IQ (please see the Appendix 1
for questions measuring trust) is adopted in this study and collapsed into one single
measurement of trust of the community. The authors also conducted an in-depth interview with 18 Chinese elders in 2 cities to gain some insights to identify additional measurements that pertain to the Chinese context. Consequently, two additional variables
are employed: residing in a Dayuan (as compared to shequ) and being a migrant (as
compared to being a local). Leisure satisfaction is measured by a Likert-type question,
with 1 = extremely unsatisfied and 5 = extremely satisfied.

Data collection

The participants were community-dwelling seniors in five cities—Hangzhou, Fuzhou,
Nanchang, Leshan, and Suichang. These five cities were chosen as the research sites for
two primary reasons. First, those five cities represent big, medium-size, and small cities
in China. They locate in the eastern, middle, and western region in China. Second, the
authors were able to secure local connections in those five cities so that local partners
and interviewers were trained to collect the data. Please see Table 1 for more details
about the five cities.
From February 2015 to May 2015, one of the authors spent her sabbatical leave in
China to train local interviewers. The interviewers received training that helps them
understand the research project, survey questions, human subject rights, and interview
skills. In addition, ongoing consultation by the authors was provided when the interviewers had questions or needed support during the data collection period.
The survey was distributed to 1000 community-dwelling elders in those five cities
from May 2015 to September 2016.The participants were approached in their living
communities and were provided with a small gift of appreciation (worth about 5 yuan,
equivalent to USD 0.7), such as a small hand towel after the survey was completed. Participants were also recommended through references and local connections. A quota
Table 1 Information on the survey sites
Name

Province

Region

Status

Size
(10,000 km2)

Population
(millions)

GDP per capita
(1000 RMB)

Hangzhou

Zhejiang

East

Provincial capital

1.66

754

132

Fuzhou

Fujian

East

Provincial capital

1.20

693

82

Nanchang

Jiangxi

Middle

Provincial capital

0.74

525

94

Leshan

Sichuan

West

Regional city

1.27

3.52

46

Suichang

Zhejiang

East

Local city

0.25

0.23

51

Information quoted from China Statistical Yearbook 2017 by National Bureau of Statistics of China
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sampling was used to capture the gender ratio of the elderly population in each city.
Each survey was completed through face-to-face interviews by Chinese-speaking interviewers at the interviewee’s home or another place designated by the interviewee. Each
survey question was read to the participants, and the answers were recorded by the interviewers. On average each interview lasted about 60 min. If a participant opted to
stop the interview before it was completed, the interviewer was instructed to stop and
discard the incomplete interview. In total, 200 completed interviews were collected in
each of the 5 cities.

Results
Demographic characteristics of the participants are summarized in Table 2. Table 3 presents the breakdown among subgroups of local participants and migrant participants,
and participants living in Dayuan and in shequ.
The regression model is an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression model. The regression model takes leisure satisfaction as the dependent variable and various variables
measuring human capital, family capital, and community capital as independent variables (Table 4). The F value of the multiple regression model equals 12.75 with a significance level p < 0.01, indicating the overall fitness of the model. The R square of this
model is 0.20.

Results of hypotheses testing

Some variables pertaining to human capital have significant impacts on leisure satisfaction. Hypothesis 1 is partially supported. Compared to single seniors or widows and
Table 2 Demographic profile of participants
Variable

Count

Percentage

Female

534

54.9

Male

438

45.1

55–64

258

26.9

65–74

358

37.3

75 and up

344

35.8

Elementary or lower

301

30.9

Middle school

223

22.9

High school

205

21.1

College and higher

244

25.1

Married

720

75.6

Single/widowed/separated

233

24.4

Retirement pension

771

80.1

Government aid

77

7.9

Others

114

11.8

Sex

Age

Educational attainment

Marital status

Income
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Table 3 Distribution of subgroups
Panel A: breakdown of local residents and migrants
Local residents

Migrants

Total

492

309

801

61.4%

38.6%

100%

Dayuan

Shequ

Total

356

453

809

44%

56%

100%

Panel B: breakdown of Dayuan vs. Shequ

widowers, married seniors have significantly higher levels of leisure satisfaction. Seniors
who are at least 75 years old are more satisfied with their leisure experience than seniors who are younger than 75 years old. Seniors who report better physical health are
more satisfied with their leisure experience. Educational attainment and gender do not
have significant impacts on leisure satisfaction.
Family capital has a significant impact on leisure satisfaction. Hypothesis 2 is supported by the data. Chinese seniors who report closer and stronger family relationships
are more satisfied with their leisure experience. Chinese seniors who live with their
family are more satisfied with their leisure experience than those who live alone.
Some indicators of community capital have significant impacts on leisure satisfaction.
Hypothesis 3 is partially supported. Chinese seniors’ trust toward members of the community is an important predictor of their leisure satisfaction. The other three measurements of community capital, however, do not have significant impacts on leisure
satisfaction of Chinese seniors. There is no significant difference between Chinese seniors who are migrants and those who are locals, between those who live in big cities
and those who do not, and between those who live in Dayuan and those who live in
shequ.

Conclusion
Discussion

In terms of human capital, having a spouse, being of an older age, and being in good
physical health contribute to leisure satisfaction of Chinese seniors. Many studies (e.g.,
Waite and Gallagher 2002) support the idea that married people are happier. In our
study, married seniors are more satisfied with their leisure lives. Married seniors could
also have more support and resources in their leisure lives.
Older adults (75 years old and up) are more satisfied with their leisure lives than their
younger counterparts. This interesting finding seems contradictory to the notion that
older adults are more likely to be limited by deteriorating health, less discretionary income after medical spending, and reduced social connections. Two plausible explanations: first, elderly aged 75 and above are more likely to be freed from their care
responsibilities for their grandchildren, financially and time-wise. In China, taking care
of grandchildren before they attend college is an assumed obligation for the grandparents, especially women, in their retirement. Such an obligation can be extremely labor
intensive and time consuming. Those who have multiple children sometimes have to
work out a rotation system to make sure all grandchildren are cared for. Childcare
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Table 4 Regression results: predicting variables, coefficients, and P values
Predicting variable

Standardized coefficient
Beta

Significant
level

Married vs. single

0.14

0.03

Age 75 and older

0.11

0.04

Physical health

0.09

0.08

Family relationship

0.13

0.02

Living with family vs. alone

0.29

< 0.01

Trust

0.14

0.01

Educational attainment

N.S.

Gender

N.S.

Migrants vs. locals

N.S.

Big city vs none big city

N.S.

Dayuan vs. Shequ

N.S.

Interaction between (living with family vs. alone) and (migrants vs.
locals)

N.S.

N.S. not significant

responsibility is a main constraint preventing elders, especially those with limited institutional resources and external support to participate in leisure activities. Second, traditional Chinese philosophy and values might play a role here. For Chinese older adults,
satisfaction and happiness represent a desirable status when they are near the end of
life. The traditional philosophy of being submissive to one’s fate and being at ease with
life (Lu and Shih 1997) might encourage older adults to find peace with heaven, earth,
and people, including their leisure lives.
Physical health has a positive impact on leisure satisfaction. Chinese seniors who are
more physically healthy are more satisfied with their leisure experience. While the impacts
of physical health are generally accepted in the literature, few studies have reported on
physical health and leisure satisfaction of seniors in China. As the medical care system in
China keeps improving along with the rapid aging of China’s urban population, more seniors with good physical health will require more leisure opportunities. According to Blumenthal and Hsiao (2015) in the New England Journal of Medicine, 95% of the Chinese
population was covered by a government-subsidized comprehensive health insurance system in 2012, with a set goal of all Chinese people being covered by 2020. It will be interesting to see how physical health affects leisure in the coming years.
Family capital is instrumental in shaping leisure satisfaction of Chinese seniors. Good
family relationships and living with family are important antecedents to leisure satisfaction. The family relationship measurement includes the structural, associational, consensual, affectual, functional, and normative dimensions (Bengtson and Roberts 1991).
The distinctive culture of filial piety in China (Cheng and Chan 2006) emphasizes adult
children’s obligations to provide elder care, but the effects of the more recent one-child
policy could require a couple to take care of four parents in addition to their own children. The changing dynamics of caregiving in families in Chinese cities take place in
the contexts of economic and welfare reforms and continued influence of filial piety
(Zhan and Montgomery 2003). The conflict between traditional cultural values and
pressures of family dynamics in cities could estrange family relationships and decrease
family capital.
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High family capital strongly suggests close relationships between seniors and their
children and grandchildren. According to traditional Chinese values, spending time
with grandchildren is the best activity the elderly can enjoy in later life (Lu and Shih
1997). Harmony with other members of the family is also highly regarded by traditional
Chinese philosophy. With nuclear families becoming the new norm in Chinese cities,
to live in a multigenerational family could also be a strong indicator of good relationships between the elderly and their adult children. For many Chinese seniors, their family house is where diverse leisure activities take place, and family members certainly
provide crucial support for their leisure lives.
The impact of community capital is mixed in this study. When compared with human capital and family capital in a multiple regression, being a local, living in a big city,
and living in a Dayuan neighborhood do not have significant impacts on leisure satisfaction of Chinese seniors. Trust, on the other hand, has a significant impact. Trust in
this study measures Chinese seniors’ trust toward neighbors, individuals and groups inside and outside of their communities, and individuals and groups inside and outside of
their support networks. The influence of trust on leisure satisfaction is intriguing in the
context of contemporary Chinese cities. Before the economic reform, Chinese cities
were characterized as having dense strong-ties and thin weak-ties, caused by resource
scarcity and the unique Chinese culture (Lin and Si 2010). The shift from redistribution
to a market economy introduced rapid and extensive household income mobility in
China (Nee 1996). The economic transition and increased social mobility in China have
led to changes in forms of social capital, from social networks based on strong-ties to
weaker-ties (Barbalet 2014).
The two measurements of being a local and living in Dayuan are indicators of
strong-ties in Chinese society. Locals who have long-established close relationships
might tend to rely on strong-ties in their social networks. People living in Dayuan communities traditionally have more commonality with their neighbors, and Dayuan could
be a platform for their social contacts. The size of their cities of residence matters, as
smaller-size cities often suggest stronger connections among a smaller group of people.
Findings in this study suggest that the traditional strong-ties-based community capital
is not playing a significant role in Chinese seniors’ leisure satisfaction. Trust and
weak-ties-based community capital significantly affect Chinese seniors’ leisure satisfaction. This reflects the broad changes in the Chinese economy and Chinese society. Seniors who have more trust in members of society likely possess more weak-ties-based
social connections in their communities. Data in this study indicate the different impacts between strong-ties- and weak-ties-based community capital.
When human capital, family capital, and community capital are investigated simultaneously and compared against each other, the influence of family capital is obviously
important. The significance of family echoes the cultural explanation of Chinese leisure
in the literature. For example, Walker and Wang (2009) compare the meaning of leisure for Chinese and for Canadians and find that perceiving freedom is not an important
distinguishing factor between leisure and non-leisure for the Chinese. Life satisfaction
in later life, according to traditional Chinese culture, is dependent on spending time
with family.
The importance of human capital and community capital, though, should not be
neglected either. As a matter of fact, their importance will become even greater as the
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rate of population aging accelerates and adult children, become increasingly unavailable. Human capital enables seniors to overcome leisure constraints and pursue leisure
satisfaction (Li et al. 2017). Trust of members in the community forms the norm of
reciprocity and encourages weak-ties-based social networks. As Chinese society goes
through significant transformations, community capital plays an ever-bigger role in the
leisure lives of Chinese seniors.

Practical implications

Important practical implications can be drawn from the findings in this study. The importance and benefits of satisfaction in their leisure lives to seniors have long been
established in the literature. To improve leisure satisfaction of Chinese seniors, individuals, families, and the society at large need to work together and for each part to be
effective, greater policy support will be needed.
More resources need to be invested to enhance seniors’ human agency so they can
invest more in themselves and improve their human capital. In other words, help them
to help themselves. For instance, more community outreach programs can be done to
train elders, especially those from lower socioeconomic status and with low healthy literacy, how to effectively manage the functional limitations caused by chronic illness
and overcome other physical constraints preventing them from participating in meaningful and pleasurable leisure activities. As indicated in the results, which echoes findings from previous studies, better health is consistently associated with higher level of
leisure satisfaction. Another gap that can be filled is the intergenerational digital divide,
which may also prevent elders from fully participating in leisure activities. In today’s
China, the younger generation seems to live in the future—a hyper-digitalized world,
whereas the older generation seems to live in the past—a world of higher level of digital
illiteracy. Today’s Chinese elders are not only physically but also digitally separated
from their children and grandchildren and other source of social connections that are
conducive to the generation of higher leisure satisfaction. We recommend the initiation
of community/shequ-based programs to teach Chinese elders how to make good use of
the digital devices and Internet to complement and enhance their leisure life. At the
minimal, some programs need to be in place to help them navigate some of the basics
of the digital world so they can stay connected with the next generations.
For instance, migrations of young workers have caused many older parents to be left
behind in their hometowns. It is imperative to enact and implement social policies to
enable those adult children to fulfill their filial obligations, stay connected, and provide
more support to their separated parents. In addition to bridging the digital divide, we
recommend the following policies: the relaxation of the Household Registration system
(the Hukou system); expansion of the welfare support for migrant workers and their
families in areas of housing, education, and health care in both rural villages and urban
cities; more economic development initiatives in rural China to attract young workers
returning to their home villages; and further government investment in developing
town centers and small cities so the adult children can be close to their elderly parents
while having good paying jobs.
The importance of neighborhood is accentuated among older adults as a result of declining physical mobility, mental functions and shrinking social network. Given the
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changing neighborhood ecology and family composition, urban Chinese elders in the
near future would be in a greater need of community than the previous cohorts and
other age groups. The society as a whole should provide more opportunities for
grassroots-level civic engagement and social network building specifically focusing on
how to enhance Chinese seniors’ leisure satisfaction. Two concrete suggestions are as
follows: (1) the construction of more public space for organized and meaningful leisure
activities, and (2) accelerate the development in the field social work to help better harvest the creative and purposeful energy among the seniors.
Future studies

This empirical study has its limitations. Survey participants in this study are all city residents in China, with no participation from the vast rural areas of China. This study is
based on a cross-sectional design, which does not reflect long-term changes over time.
Some parts of the research hypotheses are not supported by the data in this study but
warrant further investigation. Family leisure of elder migrants in the cities and the differences and similarities between elder migrants and elder local residents are two examples. Future studies could also be conducted to investigate Chinese seniors living in
rural areas and their leisure satisfaction and delving deeper into the examination of
how social inequality impact leisure satisfaction. Longitudinal study designs could also
be applied to better understand the changes in Chinese seniors’ leisure participation
and leisure satisfaction.

Appendix
Measurements of two composite independent variables—family relationship and trust,
as shown in the survey questionnaire

Family relationship (16 questions)
1. How would you rate your spouse’s health status?
a. Very bad
b. Bad
c. Average
d. Good
e. Very good
f. Not applicable
2. In general, how would you rate your children and grandchildren’s health status?
a. Very bad
b. Bad
c. Average
d. Good
e. Very good
f. Not applicable
3. Do any of your children living in the same city with you?
a. Yes
b. No
4. In general, on a weekly basis, how many times do you meet with your children and
grandchildren face to face? _____________
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5. In general, on a weekly basis, how many times do you communicate with your
children and grandchildren on the phone or through the Internet? ____________
6. In general, do you and your children and grandchildren frequently celebration
important holidays and events together (Chinese New Year, Moon Festival, Dragon
Boat Festival, your birthday, your children’s birthday, etc.)?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Not applicable
7. Taking everything into consideration, How much do you feel that you family is
willing to listen when I need to talk about my worries and problems?
a. Not at all
b. Somewhat
c. Very
8. Taking everything into consideration, how well do you and your family get along
with each other?
a. Not at all
b. Somewhat
c. Very
d. Not applicable
9. Taking everything into consideration, how close do you feel to your family?
a. Not at all
b. Somewhat
c. Very
d. Not applicable
10. Regarding important decisions in the family (buying houses, marriage, etc.), how
much do you feel that my family can always reach agreement?
a. Not at all
b. Somewhat
c. Very
d. Not applicable
11. Taking everything into consideration, how much do you feel that you and your
family share similar values (life, consumption, politics, etc.)?
a. Not at all
b. Somewhat
c. Very
d. Not applicable
12. If you need physical support, do you think your family will provide such support?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Not applicable
13. If your family members need physical support, do you think you will provide such
support?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Not applicable
14. Do you children give your financial support?
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a. Yes
b. No
c. Not applicable
15. Do you provide financial support to your children?
a. Yes
b. No
c. Not applicable
16. Generally speaking, how would you rate your children’s filial piety?
a. Unfilial
b. Filial
c. Not applicable
Trust
Please evaluate the levels of trust you have toward the following groups of people.
5: Highly
trust

4:
Trust

3:
Neutral

2: Do not
trust

1: Not trust at
all

Neighbors
Community administrators
Community service providers
Providers from outside of
community
Government cadre
Shop owners
Police
Medical staff
Migrant workers
Strangers in general
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