
Vol.:(0123456789)

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10823-021-09435-x

1 3

ORIGINAL ARTICLE

‘It’s like a double‑edged sword’: understanding 
Confucianism’s role in activity participation 
among first‑generation older Chinese migrants 
in the Netherlands and Belgium

Honghui Pan1  · Tineke Fokkema2,3  · Renfeng Wang1,4 · Sarah Dury1,5  · 
Liesbeth De Donder1 

Accepted: 8 August 2021  
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to Springer Science+Business Media, LLC, part of Springer Nature 
2021

Abstract
While activity participation in later life has attracted considerable attention from 
policymakers and scholars, indoor and outdoor engagement among older Chinese 
migrants in Europe is understudied. Using in-depth interviews with 21 older Chi-
nese migrants in the Netherlands and seven in Belgium, this study is among the 
first to explore older Chinese migrants’ activity participation experiences from the 
perspective of Confucianism, the cornerstone of Chinese culture. More specifically, 
the impact of four acknowledged principles of Confucianism are considered: hier-
archical relationships, family system, benevolence and emphasis on education. The 
findings show that, like a double-edged sword, these four principles have positive 
and negative effects on older Chinese migrants’ activity participation. Hierarchical 
relationships promote formal organisational participation, yet concurrently dividing 
the Chinese community into smaller subgroups and endangering solidarity within 
the community. With regard to family system, which emphasizes intergenerational 
responsibility and obligation, older Confucianist migrants prioritise taking care of 
their grandchildren, resulting in less time to participate in outdoor activities. Benev-
olence, the third principle of Confucianism, restrains older Chinese migrants from 
political participation while encouraging them to attend community meetings where 
food is shared. Lastly, emphasis on education, of which self-cultivation is an impor-
tant aspect, helps older Chinese migrants overcome feelings of loneliness and makes 
them prefer self-learning activity above formal learning settings (e.g. language 
learning) organised by the government. The article ends with policy recommenda-
tions on how to increase older Chinese migrants’ outdoor activities.
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Introduction

Activity participation has been on the agenda of policymakers and scholars in the 
field of ageing since the 1980s. Successful and productive ageing (Morgan, 1986; 
Rowe & Kahn, 1987) argues that activity participation is the key to avoid being 
disengaged from society and find meaning of life as one ages (Tabet, 2016). In 
the policy domain, the World Health Organization puts forward the principles of 
active ageing (WHO, 2002) and healthy ageing (WHO, 2015), emphasising the 
benefits of activity participation and advocating participation as an integral part 
of active and healthy ageing. Existing literature has identified the role of activ-
ity engagement as beneficial to older adults’ mental and physical health (Chen & 
Janke, 2012; Roh et al., 2015), and participation in activities important to older 
adults’ overall well-being and quality of life (Winstead et al., 2014).

Activity participation includes engagement in formal activities, defined as 
those that exist in the context of ‘codified or prearranged structures’ (Barry et al., 
2014: 534), and informal ones, initiated by older people themselves (Pan et al., 
2019). It ranges from formal activities like attending organised demonstrations 
and being president or member of a singing club to informal activities such as 
get-togethers with friends and going to cafés. In this article, activity participation 
refers not only to those activities happening outside the home but also to those 
inside one’s residence, as previous literature indicates that contribution within 
families such as taking care of grandchildren inside the home is a central part of 
family dynamics for older people in later life (Du & Wang, 2012).

Current policy frameworks and research focus mainly on the benefits of older 
people’s activity participation (Adams et  al., 2011) in relatively fixed settings, 
possibly overlooking those with a migrant background (Torres, 2002). For exam-
ple, the WHO (2015: 138) stresses that participation in older people’s associa-
tions can help realise the goal of healthy ageing agendas as these associations 
can ‘organize regular health check-ups, carry out health-education activities and 
regular physical exercise sessions, as well as conveying knowledge about healthy 
living and preventing and managing non-communicable diseases’. Whether this 
also holds true for older migrants with language and cultural barriers (Cela & 
Fokkema, 2017; Torres, 2003) remains unaddressed.

The few activity participation studies specifically addressing older migrants in the 
Netherlands and Belgium restrict themselves mainly to the larger traditional migrant 
groups such as persons with Turkish and Moroccan backgrounds. From these studies 
it turns out that activity participation – religious participation in particular (Fleis-
chmann et al., 2016; Smits et al., 2010) – protects Turkish and Moroccan migrants 
from loneliness (Klok et  al., 2017). Moreover, national day participation among 
older adults of Moroccan, Turkish, Surinamese and Antillean origin living in the 
Netherlands is determined mostly by their experience with commemoration and cel-
ebration in their country of origin (Coopmans et al., 2016). In this article we aim 
to broaden the activity scope towards Chinese migrants, and towards everyday par-
ticipation inside and outside the home, including caring for grandchildren, going to 
dinner with friends and club activities based on membership.
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Sporadic studies about older Chinese migrants’ activity participation are exam-
ined from perspectives of loneliness and social exclusion and restricted to English-
speaking countries like Australia and the United States. For example, older Chinese 
migrants in Australia turn out to have limited social activity engagement because 
of language barriers and lack of transport means (Ip et al., 2007). A study by Dong 
et al. (2012) showed that feelings of loneliness are common among the older Chi-
nese population of Chicago, something often identified in terms of lack of participa-
tion in social activities. They acknowledge Chinese culture as having an impact on 
the perception of loneliness, which is different from Western older adults.

To the best of our knowledge, no study has yet focused on older Chinese 
migrants’ activity participation in the Netherlands and Belgium, our topic of inter-
est. Older Chinese migrants have their own distinct culture, which is based on Con-
fucianism (Dong et al., 2012; Laidlaw et al., 2010). The definition of Confucianism 
is the pragmatic ethics and philosophy of daily life (Millay & Streeter, 2004; Tang, 
1995). Existing research has confirmed its immediate relevance for and influence on 
a wide range of sociological fields among topics not specific to older people: educa-
tion (Yu & Bairner, 2011), communication (Yum, 1988), fertility (Tang, 1995), etc.

Confucianism could well be relevant for activity participation in later life too, as 
confirmed by previous studies that Confucianism has helped foster an anti-physi-
cal activity culture among students (Yu & Bairner, 2011). Besides, cross-cultural 
research has confirmed that first-generation older migrants remain invested in ele-
ments of traditional Chinese culture (e.g. filial piety; Laidlaw et al., 2010), regard-
less of the length of time they have been exposed to the culture of the host country 
(Chuang, 2012). Chinese culture may also prohibit older migrants’ activity partici-
pation within the host society. For instance, emphasising an indirect communication 
strategy – being different from mainstream European society, which values direct 
universal communication mode (Yum, 1988) – might make it difficult for older Chi-
nese migrants to engage in activities with locals. The aim of this study is therefore to 
explore in which ways Confucianism promotes or poses barriers to activity partici-
pation among first-generation older Chinese migrants in the Netherlands and Bel-
gium. In doing so, this empirical research contributes to filling blank spots in migra-
tion research on older Chinese people and the influence of Confucianism on their 
activity participation.

Chinese Migrants and their Confucianist Culture

Background on Chinese Migration to the Netherlands and Belgium

Chinese migrants began to arrive in Western Europe at the end of World War I 
(Skeldon, 1994). These first migrants were comprised mainly of four groups: work-
ers during World War I, single males jumping off the ship for a better life, street 
peddlers mainly from Wenzhou and Qingtian of the Zhengjiang Province, and stu-
dents (Li, 2005). Chinese group migrants in Europe are from diverse backgrounds, 
as some came from former European colonies in Southeastern Asia such as British 
Hong Kong and Malaysia, the Netherlands East Indies and French Indochina (Li, 
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2005). As the majority of Chinese ethnic migrants came from the former British 
colony of Hong Kong, many Chinese ‘disappeared’ into the category of British 
citizens until July 1997, when Hong Kong’s sovereignty was transferred to China 
(Pang, 1993).

The number of older Chinese migrants has been rapidly increasing in both the 
Netherlands and Belgium in the last decade. According to Statistics Netherlands 
(2020), the number of first-generation Chinese (including those from Hong Kong 
and Macau) in the Netherlands aged 60 and older almost doubled from 4,979 in 
2010 to 9,923 in 2019. In Belgium, the number of older Chinese migrants aged 
60 and older more than doubled from 1,246 in 2010 to 2,530 in 2019 (Eurostat, 
2020). However, compared to ‘traditional’ migrant groups (Turks, Moroccans, Suri-
namese), their numbers are still small. Apart from being a minority group, there are 
other factors at stake accounting for why older Chinese migrants are comparatively 
invisible: migrants’ first-generation strategy of self-reliance and autonomy, geo-
graphically dispersed settlement, restraint from voicing needs in public, position in 
the labour market as small ethnic entrepreneurs rather than labourers (Baker, 1994; 
Pang, 1993).

History of Confucianism and its Influence

In 551 BC Confucius was born in the town of Chou, which belongs to the kingdom 
of Lu during the eastern Zhou dynasty (Yu & Bairner, 2011). It was a time of insta-
bility and conflicts when numerous kingdoms engaged in wars for pre-eminence; 
this affected Confucius greatly as he fluctuated with the changes of political power. 
In his work he reflected a wish for social harmony with his experience of personal 
vicissitudes. Nevertheless, Confucius received no recognition during his lifetime 
until the Han Dynasty (206 BC-221 AD), when his teachings were embraced and 
incorporated into China’s social and political system to the exclusion of other teach-
ings such as Taoism and Buddhism. Since then, Confucianism has been advocated 
by most rulers in China’s history, including the People’s Republic of China under 
the rule of the Communist party, mostly because it conforms to the economic status 
of the vast country. Its teachings encourage Chinese people to accept restraints over 
personal desires and equitable distribution of limited resources among members of a 
group. The educated elite became regional rulers by passing the exams based on the 
teachings of Confucianism and afterwards exercised power according to Confucian-
ist prescriptions. By writing legends, drama, folk stories and folk songs for the peas-
antry, the rulers managed to promote Confucianism as a way of rationalising social 
order, thus the majority of Chinese society is enmeshed in Confucianism (Fu, 1994).

Existing research has identified Confucianism’s influence on various sociological 
topics: physical activity education, communication, education, corporate manage-
ment and fertility behaviour research. Chinese under the influence of Confucianism 
have developed an anti-physical culture that values intellectual achievements rather 
than athletic competence as manifest in the muscular Christianity of the West (Yu 
& Bairner, 2011). On the impact on communication, in contrast to Westerners’ uni-
versalistic code emphasising fairness and equality (Yum, 1988) the Chinese tend 
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to adopt a particularistic communication pattern, regulating relationships based on 
the status and social position of the other party involved. In the field of education 
research, Confucianism motivates students to acquire high education while at the 
same time it has a detrimental effect on students’ creativity by stressing mechani-
cal memorisation. Confucianist work ethics also credit hard work at the expense of 
a healthy lifestyle (Kim & Sung, 2000), and Chinese workers put more emphasis 
on personal obligation to others and to groups compared with their Western coun-
terparts (Probst & Lawler, 2006). In fertility research, Confucianism is found to 
encourage reproduction and an obvious relationship is discovered between China’s 
large population and Confucianist teachings (Tang, 1995).

Conceptual Framework: Four Principles of Confucianism Regarding 
Activity Participation

In this section, the four acknowledged principles of Confucianism – hierarchi-
cal relationship, family system, benevolence and emphasis on education (Chen & 
Chung, 1994; Hofstede & Bond, 1988) – will be discussed in order to identify ele-
ments that might influence older Chinese migrants’ activity participation.

Hierarchical Relationship

Very different from Western philosophy, which regards individuals as anomic enti-
ties, Confucianism sees a person as a relational being who exists in relation to others 
and is defined within an activity-involved context (Bond, 2008). Confucianism regu-
lates relationships based on Five Codes of Ethics (wulun) – the basic human rela-
tionships: between sovereign and subject, father and son, older brother and younger 
brother, husband and wife, friend and friend (Fan, 2000). There exists hierarchy in 
these relationships as there is order in nature (Fairbank, 1966). Subjects show loy-
alty to the ruler; juniors are expected to show seniors respect and obedience; the 
older brother shows brotherly love and the younger brother shows reverence; a wife 
shows obedience to her husband; friends are bound by in-group and out-group dis-
tinctions (Varenne, 1977). The nature of voluntariness differs between relationships 
too. For instance, father-son and older-and-younger brother are regarded as absolute 
relationships beyond individual controlling power, while friendships are, to some 
extent, subject to people’s will (Fan, 2000).

When applying hierarchical relationships to the experience of activity participa-
tion, there are three recognised types of influence: particularism, reciprocity and 
in-group/out-group distinction (Yum, 1988). Firstly, particularism is a key concept 
for understanding the Chinese’s activity participation (Fried, 1969). It is different 
from the Western universal code of equality regulating relationships based on the 
same standard: Chinese interact with others according to their status under a par-
ticular context, resulting in delicate social interaction patterns with acquaintances 
and no universal rule for strangers or new people in a new environment. The aim 
of maintaining a particularistic relationship is to avoid embarrassment and potential 
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conflicts (Hwang, 1998). Since activity participation involves interaction among dif-
ferent parties, it intrigues us to what extent older Chinese migrants experience inter-
actions with locals when influenced by Western culture.

Secondly, reciprocity emphasises non-calculation of what one receives or gives in 
an activity with other members in a group. If one party receives something this time, 
the party is expected to pay off the gains next time. For example, if Confucianists 
receive a gift they will show appreciation and return the favour in the near future. 
Clearly calculating can be regarded as thinking about immediate gains, which is det-
rimental to establishing long-lasting relationships.

Thirdly, Confucianism distinguishes in-group and out-group members as pre-
scribed by hierarchical and mutually dependent relationships. The nature of mutual 
dependence requires affiliation to tightly knit groups over a long period of time. 
Longer-term relationships can last because in-group members can always expect 
others to give or sacrifice for them, as they believe sooner or later others will recip-
rocate similarly. The formation of a group can be based on the nature of ties. For 
example, father-son relationships are expressive ties, friend-friend instrumental ties, 
and mixed ties arise from common birthplaces or shared experiences such as attend-
ing the same school or working together. In individualistic societies, by contrast, 
allegiance to a group is voluntary and mobility is permitted. People can choose to 
come together for a common goal and can retain their individuality and independ-
ence (Varenne, 1977), joining and dropping out according to their independent will.

Family System

The family system in Confucianism is characterised by filial piety, which has impor-
tant implications for understanding intergenerational relationships in Confucianist 
societies. As filial piety requires that children pay due respect to their parents and 
take responsibility caring for ageing parents (Chou, 2011; Ng, 2002), it can help 
consolidate family relationships and enhance familial cohesion (Laidlaw et  al., 
2010). On the other hand, filial piety can also encourage rigid and authoritarian par-
enting styles as illustrated in the dual model of filial piety (Yeh & Bedford, 2003).

The Confucianist family system also emphasises mutual dependence and sac-
rifice between ageing parents and adult children. Older people influenced by filial 
piety consider caring for their grandchildren their responsibility as repayment for 
their children’s filiality (Hwang, 1998). There is also gender inequality, as Chinese 
women are expected to be socially inferior to men: their value as prescribed by hier-
archical relationships is reflected as daughters, wives and mothers rather than inde-
pendent individuals (Yun, 2013).

Benevolence

Benevolence (jen: 仁) is a collective concept of various Confucianist virtues, of 
which love is a core concept. According to the theory of benevolence (Hsu, 1971), 
only through practicing benevolence can humans realise the fundamental three 
needs: sociability, security and status. This can be realised at different levels. For 
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oneself, it means self-discipline and self-cultivation (Hwang & Chang, 2009) to 
achieve inner peace and development. Benevolence towards parents is filial piety; 
towards older people it is respect; towards friends it is faith and trust; towards one-
self it is loyalty and responsibility (Chen & Chung, 1994).

The ultimate aim of practicing benevolence is to attain harmony among people 
and between people and society (Chuang, 2012; Luo & Chui, 2016). Benevolence 
seeks to create warm interpersonal feelings and avoid any conflicts between peo-
ple and society. A harmonious status of benevolence can be reached at the expense 
of personal interests and individual gains (Chuang, 2012; Lu et  al., 2003). It also 
impacts how Confucianists consume food: for example, the Chinese think about 
food as something to share in a group (Ma, 2015) and attach importance to group 
harmony in their food preferences (Chang et al., 2010), which is in sharp contrast 
with Western individual food choices for everyone.

Emphasis on Education

Confucianism believes on the perfectibility and educability of human beings. The 
Chinese educational system focuses on passing exams, which originates from its 
1300-year-old tradition of keju, a system used to recruit state officials (Fu, 1994). In 
ancient times the Keju system gave all people in society an equal chance to become 
a ruler without official connections (Yu & Bairner, 2011).

Positive influence in terms of learning participation includes Confucianists’ 
motivation to acquire higher education and degrees; this accounts for the success of 
economic activities in East Asian countries influenced by Confucianism, including 
Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore and South Korea (Chen & Chung, 1994). Confu-
cianist teachings also encourage self-cultivation (xiuyang) and emphasise individual 
responsibility in educating and perfecting oneself as well as respect for the authority 
of the teacher (Chuang, 2012). The negative influence is that Confucianism focuses 
on learning participation in a mechanical way. Repetition and memorisation are val-
ued without provoking thought or meaning (Kim, 2007), and are considered detri-
mental to nurturing creativity and originality (Chan, 1999).

Data and methods

To answer the research inquiry of cultural influence and older Chinese migrants’ 
participation, we adopted the research method of one-on-one in-depth interviews. 
In-depth interviews enable researchers to gain insightful answers into abstract top-
ics like attitude and perceptions, and pose follow-up questions or probe for more 
information (Ryan et al., 2009). The recruitment strategy involved convenience and 
snowballing sampling. Invitation letters to participate in the study were sent to ten 
activity centres for older adults in the Netherlands and Belgium. The first and third  
authors, who conducted the in-depth interviews, have a social network in both coun-
tries for reaching out to older Chinese migrants. The geographically proximate loca-
tions of the Netherlands and Belgium also made it feasible for the authors to engage 
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in frequent travels to interview participants. Chinese older migrants likewise have 
networks and organisations that operate throughout the Netherlands and Belgium, 
neighbouring countries that share a common history and language.

The letter briefly described the aim and content of the research. In order to avoid 
a selection bias that older adults who go to activity centres are active, and to make 
sure that less active older Chinese were not left out of the study, we also sent the 
invitation letter to three social workers whose clients are mostly of Chinese back-
ground. In this way a diverse range of older Chinese migrants was reached and 
informed about the opportunity to participate in the study. In the end, 21 older Chi-
nese migrants in the Netherlands and seven in Belgium gave consent to participate 
after being informed about the content of the interview, confidentiality of their iden-
tity, and their rights to withdraw if they felt uncomfortable during the process.

There were 11 male and 17 female participants in the study (see Table 1). The 
participants comprised 19 visitors to three local activity centres for older adults in 
the Netherlands, three of whom were activity organisers themselves (N1F1; N1F6; 
N1F12). Two older persons in the Netherlands were interviewed at home because 
of their poor health condition (N1M7; N1F7). The seven interviews in Belgium 
were all conducted at older adults’ homes. The average age of participants was 69, 
and they had lived in the Netherlands or Belgium for an average of 35 years. Aver-
age monthly income was 908 euros. The majority had completed at least secondary 
school (generally until the age of 16 in China). About 43% of interviewees (N = 12) 
migrated as labourers and an equal number (N = 12) relocated because of family 
reunification. The remaining four were the so-called zero generation (King et  al., 
2014), who mostly came to look after the grandchildren of their first-generation 
adult children. In terms of living arrangements, nine people lived alone and 18 with 
their spouse. One lived with  spouse and adult son’s family (daughter-in-law and one 
grandson).

The interview process involved four parts. After the researcher introduced the aim 
and process of the interview, interviewees were asked about their activity engage-
ment. Questions were framed so they were easy to answer. For example, how do 
they spend a typical week and who are the participants and organisers of activities 
they participate in. If an activity is formally organized, it is coded a formal activity 
otherwise an informal one. Next, they were asked about the impact of relocation to 
Europe on their activity engagement. Lastly, they were asked to share their under-
standing of Confucianism and encouraged to share a story of their activity engage-
ment seen from their perspective on the influence of Confucianism. Each interview 
lasted about 30–45 min and was recorded, then transcribed verbatim by the first and 
third authors, who are native Chinese speakers.

Participants’ names were replaced in the analytical process. The research method 
of thematic content analysis was adopted, using qualitative analysis software MAX-
QDA (VERBI Software, 2017) to code the interviews. The abovementioned four 
principles of Confucianism – hierarchical relationship, family system, benevolence 
and emphasis on education – were adopted as main codes. The first and third authors 
read through all transcribed texts to extract the texts of participants’ activities and 
influence of Chinese culture on their activity engagement. Drawing from extracted 
texts, both authors developed sub-codes and pointer words for each of the four 
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principles of Confucianism (see Table 2). For example, for the code of benevolence, 
pointer words such as peace (太平), empathy (同情), goodwill (善意) or anonymous 
conflict (冲突) and collision (摩擦) were marked. Following the criteria, the first 
and third authors then coded separately and extracted the paragraph or stories con-
taining the pointer words. Inter-rater reliability was ensured as the two researchers 
first labelled the same manuscript. Afterwards, they compared codes to see if there 
were any differences and findings were discussed until consensus was reached. For 
instance, an account of how an older Chinese migrant woman in the Netherlands 
regretted the loss of an opportunity to attend Dutch courses due to the pressure from 
her husband who took it for granted that a woman should sacrifice for her husband, 
children and the family. One researcher labelled it “hierarchical relationship” as the 
pointer word husband-wife was one of Wulun relations. The other labelled it “fam-
ily system” as the pointer word family was also present. After discussion, the  two 
authors agreed on the code of “family system” as the story also touched upon other 
family members like children.

Results

The findings show that first-generation Chinese older migrants engage in a wide 
range of both formal and informal activities. Formal activities include being a mem-
ber of traditional Chinese clothes clubs, singing clubs and organisations for older 
Chinese adults; attending organised activities (e.g. language courses, health-related 
lectures, movie nights and sport events) at local community centres; and political 
participation. Informal ones include social activities with neighbours or friends (e.g. 
going out to eat), visiting adult children, taking care of grandchildren and pursuing 
personal hobbies (e.g. calligraphy practice, Tai-Chi, Qi-Going exercise).

It should be noted that Confucianism was found to be relevant for older Chinese 
migrants’ activity participation, except for two participants. The transcribed texts of 
one male participant aged 70 in Belgium (B1M1) and one 76-year-old in the Nether-
lands (N1F11) did not show any influence of Confucianism’s four principles on their 
activity participation. The other 26 participants reported at least one of the four prin-
ciples’ influence on their activity engagement in the host society. The experience of 
the impact of the four principles of Confucianism on older Chinese migrants’ activ-
ity engagement is presented in detail as follows.

Experience of Hierarchical Relationships in Activity Participation

Three elements of hierarchical relationships are found in the interviews to have an 
impact on older Chinese adults’ activity participation: particularism, reciprocity and 
in-group/out-group distinction. In contrast to the Western code of equality, particu-
larism regulates how the Chinese interact with people based on the extent of inti-
macy with and the status of the other party involved; this serves as a barrier for 
older Chinese to make friends in a social setting in the host country. A 60-year-old 
woman (B0F1) told the interviewer that she could not understand in a Western party 
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that ‘people just talked freely with any stranger like they have known each other for 
a long time’. An older man (N1M7) described that he wanted to make friends with 
his boss but did not know how to initiate a conversation: ‘It seems very easy for my 
Dutch colleagues who can happily joke with their boss. I might look very serious to 
my boss as I want to show due respect to my boss. You know, he is the boss and a lit-
tle bit of obedience and respect, in my opinion, is necessary’.

In hierarchical relationships, reciprocity means no calculation of personal gains 
or losses in a sincere friendship. This stands as a barrier to activity participation in 
mainstream society, particularly with native friends. One female interviewee (B0F3) 
expressed her shock when she was invited to a birthday dinner and had to split the 
bill (or go Dutch as described by the interviewee herself). She felt that it hurt her 
feelings when she was asked to pay.

I couldn’t understand the existence of going Dutch at every meal, even when 
the guests are family members. The father, mother, brothers, sisters, they are 
the dearest ones in your life but they have to calculate an exact number eve-
ryone should pay. I don’t think it’s a big deal: this time you pay, next time I 
pay. The difference of the price won’t be a big deal. This is how it goes in our 
culture. Once I got invited to a birthday dinner at a restaurant and everyone 
invited had to pay. Oh, I can’t imagine being invited and having to pay. Don’t 
you think it hurts feelings to ask guests to pay?

According to four interviewees  (N1M3; N1F1; N1F6; N1F12), three of whom 
were also activity organisers in the Netherlands (N1F1; N1F; N1F12), in-group/
out-group distinctions based on where people come from limits older Chinese’s par-
ticipation opportunities to their own small circle. One of them expressed her regrets 
when she experienced the separation within the Chinese community.

To be honest, we, the Chinese, are very conservative and tend to stay inside 
our own houses and are reluctant to go out. Other migrant groups have had this 
kind of event a long time ago, however we only started this year. I also need to 
do a lot of work to promote it. One thing very difficult for me is that older Chi-
nese people seem to stick together but they have their own small groups. They 
are good at this: ‘You come from Hong Kong, I come from the mainland, and 
she comes from Canton (a southern province in China). Oh, he comes from 
Taiwan’. In the end, it turns out [like this]: ‘I don’t go to your gatherings and 
you don’t come to mine’. (N1F6)

While in-group/out-group distinctions are possibly detrimental to larger Chinese 
community participation, in-group members felt an obligation to join group activi-
ties, showing commitment to group affiliation and loyalty possibly from the influ-
ence of collectivist thinking.

I belong to the group of Qipao (traditional Chinese women’s clothes). I once 
thought I was old and not beautiful. It was like a joke for others if I stood on 
the stage and gave a performance in Qipao. I once wanted to stop going to the 
exercise activities of the Qipao club. Then the president of Qipao came to me 
and she said to me: ‘We are a group and we are here to demonstrate the beauty 
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of Chinese culture’. Sometimes when the group needed to go to some places 
to give a performance like for the older people at the nursing home, they asked 
me to attend because some members couldn’t go because of work or study. If I 
got requests like this one, I would always go. I feel I have the obligation to do 
it. It is for the honour of the group. (B0F1)

Experience of the Family System’s Influence on Activity Participation

The family system in Confucianism has been found to impact older Chinese 
migrants’ participation, which emphasises the mutual dependence between ageing 
parents and their adult children. Interviewees (N1F4, N1F5, B0F1) reported depend-
ing on and sacrificing for their adult children, and consider taking care of grand-
children as one of their responsibilities. In the meantime, they expect their adult 
children to take care of them when they are frail and need care, as prescribed in 
the concept of filial piety. According to N1F2 and N1F4, the difference of Chinese 
and local people in treating their family members prevented her from developing 
a profound relationship with them. N1F2 commented ‘Chinse parents would buy 
houses for their son or daughter, devote to grand-parenting. Dutch people are not 
that generous; my money is mine and your money is yours. They sacrifice little for 
their children’.

Five of our participants (N1F3, N1M1, N1M6, B1M3, B0M2) mentioned that the 
main reason for their staying in Europe was because their children are here. They 
also prioritised taking care of grandchildren over going to social activities. A male 
migrant who had lived in the Netherlands for 52 years said he had participated in 
almost no activities and experienced feelings of loneliness due to a lack of activities 
he could participate in. He also missed China, where he had relatives and friends. In 
the end, he added that he could not go back because his child is here in Europe.

I don’t do many things here (in the Netherlands). Just my only child and barely 
any friends. If I spent my retirement life in China, I think I would be less lonely 
with my cousins around. I could visit one relative this weekend and the other 
one another weekend. Here everything is different and I have my only child 
here. Where the child stays decides where I can stay. If my child had a career 
in China, of course I would go back. If he is here, I cannot go back. (N1M6)

An older woman living in Belgium talked about going to see movies at the Chi-
nese cultural centre in Brussels, explaining she often could not go because of her 
responsibility of caring for her grandchild.

Interviewee: the main reason for me staying here is my children. If they were 
in China, I would go back. It’s simple. Family must come first and after come 
friends. My life here centres on the life of my children. I help take care of my 
grandchildren. (B0F3)
Researcher: What other activities do you do besides taking care of your grand-
children?
Interviewee: I also go to see movies at the Chinese cultural centre at the Con-
fucius institute here. It’s free and starts at half-past six. Most of the time I can’t 
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go because I have to pick up my grandchild from school. My daughter-in-law 
works at a hospital and her shift sometimes starts in the early morning or late 
morning. If she goes to work for a late shift, she cannot go and pick up her son. 
We need to help out twice or three times a week. We are on call, you know. 
Anytime they need us, we will go. (B0F3)

Filial piety also requires absolute respect for the ageing parents in a traditional 
Chinese family and mutual sacrifice between family members. A 65-year-old male 
participant in the Netherlands described his confusion when talking about intergen-
erational relationships in Europe and could not understand the existence of a legal 
adult age for his children when he could not interfere in his children’s life anymore.

Here in Belgium, after a child comes of age, he is independent and the parents 
cannot discipline [the child] or try to interfere in the child’s life anymore. But 
in China, we don’t do it this way. If you once were a family member, you will 
always be a member. You will continue to be my child, the kid, even after you 
are sixty years old. In some countries, sixteen is the cut-off age while in others 
eighteen. For me, this doesn’t make any sense since every child is unique and 
undergoes a different maturity process in terms of mental growth. Our culture 
is good in this respect. We live in a group and we always take care of each 
other and we sacrifice for each other. (N1M4)

A clash was found between older Chinese adults influenced by filial piety and 
their children who have been educated and immersed in individualistic European 
culture. This poses a barrier for older Chinese adults to participate harmoniously 
within the family context. The following is what a 60-year-old man complained 
about – her daughter acting like a stranger to him instead of being filial.

If you have your own house in China, you parents want to pay you a visit. They 
can go to your house at any time, right? It’s not the case here. My children 
would require me to call them first to make an appointment. What’s wrong 
with them? I am their father and I have to make appointments to see them?! 
This is something you do to strangers, not to your father. Both my son and 
daughter treat me like this. I don’t visit them often because of their behaviour. 
I am very sad about this and would be ashamed to mention it to my relatives in 
China. (B1M3)

Our findings also show that older Chinese women migrants experienced loss 
of participation opportunities because of the hierarchical and unequal relationship 
between wife and husband in the family. Wulun in Confucianism regulates that the 
status of a woman is subordinate to her father before marriage, then to her husband 
after marriage, later to her son. In other words, a woman’s value is realised in being 
a daughter, a wife and a mother, even a grandmother. An older woman (N1F6) who 
used to work in the restaurant business in a small Dutch city was very proud of 
herself when talking about teaching herself and passing the Dutch language exam 
in order to get the certificate for the restaurant business. She showed regrets for not 
being able to continue learning Dutch because of the expected responsibility towards 
her husband and children.
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Experience of the Influence of Benevolence on Activity Participation

The goal of benevolence, the ultimate harmony between people and society, is found 
to have a negative impact on older Chinese migrants’ informal participation with 
locals (e.g. day-to-day conversation) as well as formal participation (e.g. political 
involvement in mainstream society). A 78-year-old participant in the Netherlands 
told the interviewer that being sick and diagnosis of cancer among his peers was 
considered a ‘shame’ and ‘not something to share with friends’ (N1M3). A 64-year-
old woman, president of an association for older adults in a medium-sized Dutch 
city, explained why she refrains from sharing bad news in her daily communication 
with other people:

Europeans are very open and they say everything directly what’s on their 
minds. However, for the Chinese there is an old saying: ‘For the harmony of 
the public, do not disclose family shame to others’. Therefore, we tend to share 
good news and refrain from sharing bad news. (N1F12)

Concerning formal participation, a few interviewees described participating in 
chaotic political demonstrations where participants cause trouble with the police 
and disrupt the social order. Out of fear of upsetting the harmony with society, they 
tended to refrain from letting their voices be heard in the larger society by participat-
ing in political activities. A woman aged 67 who has lived in Brussels for 34 years 
stated why she does not feel like participating in political activities:

Belgian people are nice to us and there is nothing wrong with the people and 
the country. We take care of ourselves and I’ve been afraid that my presence 
will cause any trouble to the country. That is why I have never participated in 
any of the demonstration activities or political activities. It is meaningless you 
know, it causes chaos and nothing more. (B1F2)

Benevolence is also characterised by warm feelings between members of society, 
which is identified as a barrier to informal participation with the local Dutch and 
Belgians. A 83-year-old man  in the Netherlands  lamented to the interviewer that he 
did not have many local or Chinese friends in the first years after his arrival, and he 
found a lack of intimacy and closeness even between his best friends.

We didn’t have any friends in the early years after my arrival. My wife and 
I, we are not used to how friends treat each other. We once visited a Dutch 
friend’s house and the atmosphere was so… I don’t know how to put it… 
maybe awkward? We had known each other for some time back then, but I felt 
like that we were still strangers. In China, I go to a friend’s house and I knock 
at the door, my friend will ask: ‘Who is this?’ I will answer: ‘Me’. I don’t even 
have to answer my name. My friend can tell from my voice. This is the soci-
ety I’m familiar with. I could go to visit a good friend’s house in the evening 
and have dinner together. I don’t have to tell them in advance. My friend will 
always welcome me. Not here. You have to make appointments even with your 
best friend. (N1M7)
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Another interesting finding is that seven interviewees (N1M8, N1F6, N1F8, 
N1F9, N1F12, N0F13, B1M3) mentioned the importance of food and food-sharing 
in terms of their participation. N1F6 commented ‘Food sharing is a very important 
aspect of our culture and we older people found it very interesting to share with 
people at a round table’. The activity venue was offered for free by the local govern-
ment but regulations prohibited attendants from bringing their own food – which, 
according to N1F6, was the reason that some older persons stopped participation in 
the activities organised at the activity centre for older adults. N1F12 was very proud 
of herself in preparing tiantang (a kind of sweet Cantonese soup) and said more peo-
ple would come if they were told there was tiantang ready for them to taste. B1F4, 
the founder of a singing club in Belgium, described the presence of food when the 
club first got started was one important factor to attract potential participants.

At the same time, prioritising food enjoyment can serve as a barrier to participa-
tion. B1M3, a member of the Chinese chorus in Belgium, told that people came to 
join the group ‘mostly for the sake of eating and having fun’ instead of practicing 
singing skills, and complained about the unprofessionalism of the singing group. 
B0M2 told the interviewer he had no time left for activity participation because he 
needed to work and only had one day off work each week. On the free weekend day, 
he prioritised going to the bull market in Molenbeek to shop for cheap food. After-
wards, shopping and preparing the food would take a whole day. The prioritisation 
of food was also explained by a man aged 74 who had lived in the Netherlands for 
39 years:

You know Chinese people enjoy eating and enjoy cooking. Every Monday 
there is a food market in the city from 8am to about 2pm. I can buy fresh fish, 
vegetables, kitchenware, clothing and other living necessities there. It is differ-
ent from supermarkets like Aldi. Food in the Monday market is very fresh. So 
I hope the elderly centre can change its activity time to another time. Now the 
activity day is Monday. So I cannot go to the activity. (N1M8)

Experience of the Influence of Emphasis on Education on Activity Participation

Self-cultivation, a pursuit of harmony within oneself, emphasises the individual’s 
responsibility in self-education and personal well-being. The study found that when 
participating in learning activities, older Chinese migrants expressed a tendency to 
refrain from organised group learning out of fear of being trouble to the teacher. The 
consequence might be that they lose an opportunity to properly learn the language of 
the host country in a group setting (N1M5; N1M7; N0F8; N1F9).

I don’t like going to organised classes here. As an immigrant, I was required 
by the government to learn Dutch in my community. But I’m very uncomfort-
able in a group. The teacher often asks me questions. I am scared by the pros-
pect that if I cannot answer them, I would cause more trouble to the teacher. 
They were being very nice and kept asking me if I could understand. Maybe 
others don’t think that way but I feel like that I would be a bother to the teacher 
if I wasn’t able to answer the question. (N1F9)
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Self-cultivation and discipline were also found to be positively related to older 
Chinese migrants’ informal participation during their own spare time. This means 
that an older adult – though not embedded in mainstream society or within the Chi-
nese community – does not automatically feel lonely, which in a sense brings about 
inner peace. N1F10 talked enthusiastically about her teaching herself Tai-chi and 
stressed several times that mastery of Tai-chi benefits her physical well-being. N1F3 
mentioned practicing Chinese calligraphy by herself and commented on feeling 
happy after completing a piece of work.

N1F12 said she went through a hard time after divorcing her Dutch husband with 
two young boys but she recovered and came to herself after singing Karaoke on her 
own for two hours. After singing, she said: ‘I seemingly forgot the unhappy things 
afterwards and recovered the strength to carry on’. A 63-year-old woman in Bel-
gium commented on how she coped with the quietness of Europe when she first 
came here:

I used to enjoy singing and dancing very much. I found it very quiet after I 
came here (Belgium), so I went to the media store and bought a loudspeaker 
to play music at home. I have karaoke at my house and a microphone. In this 
way, I don’t feel lonely anymore at my house. I think people should be respon-
sible for their own well-being. I can continue the hobbies I had in China even 
if I’m alone. (B0F3)

Discussion and Conclusion

This study has shown the dual effect of the role of Confucianism in Chinese cul-
ture on older Chinese migrants’ participation experience in the Netherlands and Bel-
gium. The four principles of Confucianism have both negative and positive effects 
on older Chinese adults’ activity participation. In a sense, this overall finding is in 
line with cross-cultural acculturation theories among migrants suggesting that cul-
ture, posing possible barriers to migrants’ activity participation in the host country, 
can also be a source of strategies to cope with unwanted circumstances (Aldwin, 
2007; Castro & Murray, 2010). It also corroborates previous migrant studies that 
point out that older migrants can draw from their own ethnic community or culture 
to integrate and socially participate in mainstream society (Berry, 1997).

Looking at the four principles of Confucianism in detail, the first finding on the 
cultural elements of hierarchical relationship – particularism, reciprocity and in-
group/out-group distinction – appears to be that they are detrimental to older Chi-
nese migrants’ participation with locals, mainly because of different social etiquettes 
and norms (e.g. interaction based on equality versus status, ‘going Dutch’ versus 
the principle of no-calculation in long-term friendships). In-group belonging, on 
the other hand, serves as facilitator for older adults to participate in formally organ-
ised activities for their own subgroup. For example, older Chinese migrants empha-
sised group honour when making a decision about whether or not to participate in 
an activity. This confirms prior research maintaining that the Chinese attach great 
importance to expected reactions of others in deciding upon their behaviour (Yang, 
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1981). And yet, in-group/out-group distinctions are detrimental to participating with 
other Chinese subgroups. In this sense, the present study contributes to the current 
debate about Confucianism’ element of hierarchical relationships by showing that, 
in the context of European society, in-group/out-group distinctions divide Chinese 
migrants into smaller subgroups and harms collectivistic solidarity in activities 
within the Chinese community.

The second finding about the influence of the family system confirms previ-
ous research outcomes that the Chinese emphasise personal responsibility to oth-
ers (Chuang, 2012), particularly mutual interdependence among family members. 
Our study shows that older Chinese migrants are actually very active in the family 
domain, especially older women. The finding of gender differences regarding inter-
generational relationship and giving and receiving help can be found in migrants 
with origins from collectivist or traditional countries or societies. For example, older 
Greek Cypriots migrants in London also gave a similar culturally determined dis-
course about their family (Cylwik, 2002). This however sometimes serves as a bar-
rier to participate in social outdoor activities because of ageing migrants’ lack of 
time. As required by the mutual dependence of the Confucianist familial system, 
ageing parents consider it their duty to educate and take care of their children and 
grandchildren. Filial adult children are willing and expected to repay and take care 
of their ageing parents both emotionally and financially. This study also contributes 
to prior research by adding that possible conflict between ageing Confucianist par-
ents and their adult children is influenced by individualistic European culture. This 
possible difference in cultural beliefs serves as a barrier to familial participation of 
ageing Chinese migrants.

The third finding regarding the role of benevolence reveals why older Chinese 
migrants refrain from participating in formally organised political activities and 
partly explains Chinese migrants’ silencing and invisibility in the host society. It 
confirms previous studies stating that the Chinese’s collectivist concern urges them 
to avoid conflict, maintain social order (Lu et  al., 2003) and subordinate personal 
interest to that of the group or the nation as a whole. It also serves as a barrier to 
informal participation among local friends, as benevolence emphasises warm inter-
personal feelings for the sake of which it is necessary to blur interpersonal bounda-
ries. Individualistic European societies do have a marked line in interaction among 
friends, and this difference might account for why older Chinese migrants find it 
difficult to engage in daily activities with local friends. The finding of older Chi-
nese migrants’ prioritising food enjoyment is consistent with Confucianist teachings 
about food. As a Confucianism masterpiece states – ‘hunger breeds discontentment’ 
– pursuing cuisine is regarded as an important aspect of satisfying one’s needs, an 
important aspect of the theory of benevolence (Hsu, 1971). This theory helps explain 
why older Confucianists prioritise food enjoyment over participation and why the 
addition of Chinese food to the activity venue is an extra attraction. Older Chinese 
migrants’ preference for Chinese cuisine confirms previous research results that food 
habits are long-lasting and resistant to change once established (Fieldhouse, 1986).

The last finding shows that the influence of emphasis on education, the fourth 
element of Confucianism, on older Chinese migrants’ participation is also double-
faceted. Self-cultivation and self-development helps ageing Chinese migrants to be 
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‘active alone’. The interviewees often mentioned engaging in activities without the 
involvement of others, such as Chinese calligraphy, Tai-chi and singing. They find 
that these solitary activities enable them to cope with feelings of loneliness or stress-
ful events after migration. In terms of learning participation, it was found that older 
Chinese migrants show a tendency to refrain from organised group learning activi-
ties, which confirms previous research on Confucianist adult learners’ preferences 
in the United States (Chuang, 2012). The interviewees in this study expressed a ten-
dency to withdraw from free European class environments where they learn to ask 
the teacher questions freely and the teacher elicits frequent feedback from students. 
This in a sense corroborates previous studies confirming Confucianist Chinese’s 
stronger desire to avoid uncertainty in learning situations (Hofstede et  al., 2010). 
They will avoid possible conflicts with instructors, who are wise role models and 
cannot be challenged by students (Barron & Arcodia, 2002).

As suggestions for future studies on Confucianism and older Chinese migrants, 
the possible correlations and bridging cultural elements between the four principles 
of Confucianism can be explored. For example, the concept of mianzi (worrying 
about losing face) is related with reciprocity, harmony and emphasis on education 
(Haidong & Walker, 2011; Yunong & Wu, 2012). It would also be interesting to 
study the topic from life-course and comparative perspectives, such as the differ-
ences and similarities in cultural beliefs and their impact on activity participation 
choices between older people in China and in Europe. For instance, how does cul-
ture’s impact on migrants’ participation change over one’s life-course? How is the 
cultural impact of Confucianism different from other cultures such as Moroccan or 
Turkish cultures in terms of activity participation? These questions require further 
comparative research.

This study has some limitations. Two critical considerations can be formulated. 
First, the relatively small sample size of 28 older Chinese migrants based on con-
venience sampling is not inclusive and cannot represent the heterogeneous group of 
Chinese migrants. Although this was never the intention in our qualitative study, we 
have to recognise that the reliance on key informants, mostly social workers in activ-
ity centres for older people, might result in possible selection bias as the majority of 
frail older migrants are left out of this study. Second, the qualitative research method 
used in this study might not be the most appropriate to understand the topic in depth, 
as the subject of culture is complex. For example, older participants with a lower 
educational level took quite some time to think of a story relating to Chinese cul-
ture. A vignette study (Finch, 1987; Turper, 2017) providing a hypothetical situation 
to the interviewees has proven more suitable in exploring participants’ perceptions, 
values and attitudes towards an abstract topic like culture and might be a possible 
recommendation for future research.

Despite these limitations, this study is the first to provide empirical data on the 
role of Confucianism in older Chinese migrants’ activity participation, and our find-
ings offer insight for policymakers as to how to attract more, and more frequently, 
older Chinese migrants into their sponsored activity programmes as well as increase 
informal contacts. As for policy recommendations, the experience of older Chi-
nese migrants’ culture in activity participation should be taken into consideration. 
Firstly, more activities for the subgroups (e.g. mainland Chinese) can be developed 
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as loyalty and more familiarity with other members in this subgroup can motivate 
them to join. Secondly, the timing of activities devised for older Chinese migrants 
should consider their priority for grand-parenting and avoid the ‘peak hours’ with 
the family. Thirdly, food enjoyment is valued highly among older Chinese migrants, 
so more activities that include food-sharing should be arranged. As shown in the 
study, a few interviewees complained about the government prohibiting them from 
bringing their own food to share with other participants. Lastly, relevant govern-
ment agencies offering language inclusion courses should also consider the learning 
preference of avoiding uncertainty in class, and more structured learning segments 
where older Chinese migrants can anticipate the instructor’s questions should also 
be added to learning activities.
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