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International students make up a substantial part of the student population in the United States. In 

their adaptation to the host country, they need to maintain a positive relationship with people in 

their home country social networks, especially their parents. At the same time, they also need to 

avoid potential parental distractions and interference with their academic, work, and personal 

life. These goals make international students’ communication with their parents a process of 

balancing connectedness and autonomy, a process that is almost exclusively carried out in a 

mediated environment and is thus inevitably entangled with media affordances. The current 

dissertation aims to explore the roles that various media play in international students’ 

communication, in terms of connecting them with their parents as well as helping them to gain or 

maintain autonomy.  

Through a two-step interview study, this dissertation qualitatively describes the general 

communication between Chinese international students in the United States and their remotely 

located parents in China, in terms of media choices, relational maintenance, and autonomy-

related communicative behaviors. Through a survey study, the dissertation also examines the 

relationship between communication using different media and the students’ adaptation in the 

United States, as well as their levels of autonomy and connectedness with their parents. 

The interviews reveal that Chinese international students strategically take advantage of the 

different affordances of various media to maintain their relationships with their parents. Apart 

from the widely used video and audio calls, social network sites have also gained popularity. At 

the same time, children also use media as a way to establish their own identity separate from 

their parents and friends. They also sometimes use media as a way to curb parental “monitoring”. 
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The survey furthers previous studies by revealing how international students’ 

communication with their parents affects their perceived connectedness with their parents and 

their adaptation to the host environment. The survey corroborates the importance of 

communication with parents in international students’ adaptation and further provides insights 

about the nuanced differences between Chinese international students’ interaction patterns with 

their fathers vs. their mothers. 

Based on these findings, I discuss how the current dissertation enriches our understanding of 

international students’ relational maintenance behaviors with their parents in a mediated 

environment, and how, at the same time, such environments allow international students to 

maintain their autonomy. Limitations and future research questions are also presented in the end. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

International students are students who have crossed national or territorial borders to pursue 

educational goals [55]. In the United States international students make up a substantial part of 

the student population. For instance, in 2017/2018, 1,094,792 international students were hosted 

in the U.S., the 12th consecutive year of growth. Of these, the largest group (363,341) came from 

the Peoples’ Republic of China [1]. 

Being in a foreign country and trying to adapt to the new environment, international students 

face various types of challenges. Some of these challenges are common to anybody living in a 

foreign country, including language barriers, differences in cultural values, insufficient financial 

resources, lack of social support, and homesickness [43, 75, 109, 108, 62, 86]. These challenges 

are frequently associated with adverse outcomes such as social withdrawal and isolation, 

depression and other mental health issues, decreased self-esteem, identity issues, and problems 

with sociocultural and psychological adjustment [75, 50, 108, 62, 33]. Therefore, one of the most 

important tasks for international students, if not the most important one, is to adapt successfully 

to the new environment by acquiring culturally appropriate skills and negotiating ways of 

interactions in the new environment [104]. 

Another set of challenges faced by the international students stem from their status as young 

adults. Many of international students fall between 18 to 25 years old (e.g., [6]), and like most 

young adults, whether they are living home or abroad, they are engaged in the process of trying 

to become emotionally independent and self-supporting [43]. These challenges have been 

elaborated in human development studies, where attaining autonomy, and at the same time, 

staying connected with significant figures (e.g., parents), is commonly framed as one of the 

critical tasks during the transition to adulthood [42, 97, 4]. Following this literature, I use the 

phrase “emerging adulthood” to refer to the age group between 18 and 25 years old, a life period 

where one explores options in work, relationships, and other aspects of life, before committing to 

an identity [8].  
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In self-determination theory (SDT), autonomy refers to the extent to which one acts on 

his/her own values [35]. In the context of developmental psychology, it also includes being able 

to handle one’s own issues independent of parents’ help, perceiving oneself as unique, and being 

able to deal with the external environment [54]. In contrast, connectedness, as well as its variants 

that will be addressed later, refers to supportive relationships that can include concern, empathy, 

and open, reciprocal communication between children and significant others, including their 

parents [66]. 

Although challenges pertaining to adaptation to a new environment and challenges related to 

emerging adulthood are distinct, there are relationships between them. Past research has 

suggested that a well-maintained balance between autonomy and connectedness may contribute 

to individuals’ adaptation to a new environment, especially for young adults. Self-determination 

theory [35] posits that the satisfaction of autonomy and relatedness, two of three basic human 

needs, together with competence, help explain the adjustment outcome of any individual, 

whichever cultural background they come from. This argument has received empirical support in 

the international student population as well [102]. In other words, success in striking a balance 

between autonomy and connectedness with parents may enhance international students’ 

adaptation to the host country. 

These two types of challenges also share a common feature, in that communication with 

parents plays a critical role in both of these processes. In order to adapt to the host country, 

international students frequently rely on their old social networks, consisting of friends and 

family members in their home country, for support [107]. Many have confirmed that maintaining 

connections with parents contributes to students’ wellbeing in the host country by providing a 

sense of belongingness, relieving stress, and supporting psychological as well as academic 

adaptation [75, 24, 62, 44, 87]. Parents are therefore students’ most preferred resources when 

they need help, despite the long distance and time zone differences [109]. 

A need for connectedness with parents as a source for children’s adaptation to a new 

environment is by no means unique for international students, as ample evidence has suggested 

that communication and connection with parents is beneficial for many adolescent or young 
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adult children who have left home for college or for work [60]. Taken together with the findings 

about international students, these findings highlight the importance of communication and 

connectedness with parents as one of the, if not the, most important influences for children to 

adapt themselves to the new environment, be it domestic or foreign. 

However, such connectedness between children and their parents may become a distraction 

or even a disturbance when parents get too involved in children’s lives, for example through 

overly frequent communication. This is true not just for international students, but also for 

children who leave their parents for college in the same country, as evidenced by the “electronic 

tethering” and “helicopter parenting” phenomena in the American samples [90, 73, 53]. These 

phenomena occur when parents continually attempt to regulate their away-from-home children’s 

behaviors and meddle with their academic performance. Such phenomena can lead to 

unsatisfying experiences and underdeveloped autonomy for college students [53], including 

international students [89]. 

Under these circumstances, it is critical for children to find a balance between autonomy and 

connectedness with their parents. Through the lens of communication, this process can be 

perceived as a type of relational maintenance, where the relational partners strive to sustain their 

desired relational status [19]. In this specific case, it is the international students trying to stay 

connected with their parents for help and support while at the same time avoiding potential 

parental interference and ”electronic tethering”.  Importantly, because they are geographically 

separated, international students’ communication with their parents, which is so important for 

autonomy/connectedness and adaptation, largely takes place in a mediated environment. As such, 

these processes may be particularly susceptible to the influence of multiple media and their 

respective affordances, making it different from relational maintenance in other settings. 

The term “affordances”, in its original sense, referred to the properties of an environment that 

enabled certain actions for specific organisms [45]. Mascheroni and Vincent [77] extended this 

definition to describe, in a communicative sense, “a set of socially constructed opportunities and 

constraints that frame possibilities of actions by giving rise to a diversity of communicative 

practices” (p. 310). With physically collocated interaction ruled out by distance, media may be 
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able to make up for its absence and even offer affordances that are unavailable in collocated 

communication. Notably, for instance, the mediated nature of communication opens up a bigger 

space to account for other’s (lack of) communicative behaviors that may convey a more 

definitive intention when conducted face-to-face, such as not responding to messages or not 

answering phone calls [5]. This feature of media may allow children more leeway to manage 

their relationships with their parents. 

International students make an even more interesting case, because their communication with 

parents may extend across great distances. In the case of Chinese international students in the 

United States, there is usually a 9-13 hour time difference between children and their parents. 

However, some have suggested that, in spite of the big time zone difference, family members are 

willing to spend extra time and effort to coordinate on synchronous video calling [22] instead of 

relying on asynchronous media like texting. This suggests that media affordances should be 

contextualized as to how they fit the psychological needs of family members, and in the case of 

the current dissertation, Chinese international students’ needs for autonomy and connectedness 

with their parents. 

To recapitulate, in order for emerging adults to adapt to a new environment and to fully 

function, they need to negotiate their autonomy vs. connectedness with their parents. In the 

context of international students, such negotiation generally takes place in a mediated 

environment. The rich options of media and their various affordances have enabled both 

opportunities and challenges for children to connect with their parents while maintaining their 

own autonomy (i.e., engage in relational maintenance processes). However, to the author’s 

knowledge, the roles of media and their respective affordances in these processes have not been 

thoroughly studied. And this leads us to ask the first set of guiding research questions of this 

dissertation study: 

RQ1. How do Chinese international students use various media to maintain their 

connectedness with their parents?  

RQ2. How do Chinese international students use various media to maintain their autonomy 

in their communication with their parents? 
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Another motivation for studying autonomy and connectedness in international students is 

how these processes contribute to the adjustment outcomes and adaptation to the host country. 

We know that a well-balanced relationship between emerging adults children and their parents 

contributes to desirable adjustment outcomes for children who have left parents for college or 

military purposes, but less is known about the importance of this relationship in the international 

student population, Therefore, in an effort to broaden our understanding of both the 

developmental significance of relationships with parents and one’s own autonomy and the 

communication through which these two goals are attained on international students’ adaptation, 

we raise the second set of research questions as follows: 

RQ3. How does the mediated communication between Chinese international students and 

their parents affect their adaptation to the host country? 

RQ4: How does Chinese international students’ connectedness with their parents affect their 

adaptation to the host country?  

RQ5. How does Chinese international students’ autonomy affect their adaptation to the host 

country? 

In order to answer the first set of research questions, we must first understand Chinese 

international students’ communication with their parents. Therefore, we conducted an 

explorative interview study that allowed us to gather rich information on their use of mediated 

communication with their parents to maintain connectedness with these parents as well as to 

support their own autonomy. The interview recruited 9 pairs of Chinese international students 

and one of their parents. We found that the Chinese international students exhibited a variety of 

relational maintenance behaviors in their communication with their parents, including seeking 

advice, managing conflicts, frequently contacting the parents, and avoiding worrying them. They 

also actively tiptoed around discussion of areas that they considered important to their autonomy, 

such as career choices, romantic relationships, and financial situations. The media used between 

the students and their parents included phone calls, video chat, and social network sites. A 

central revelation from the interviews was that various media, with their unique affordances, can 
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be contextually used to achieve the children’s goals in their relationship with parents, be it 

connecting with them or avoiding parental meddling and thereby becoming more autonomous. 

Following these findings, we conducted a second interview study that examined the specific 

roles played by media in international students’ communication with their parents. Fourteen 

interviewees were asked to elaborate on how they used different media in their communication 

with their parents, including synchronous media (e.g., audio and video calls), asynchronous 

media (e.g., text and audio messages).  Consistent with the findings from the first study and 

extending the insights to a more granular level, Chinese international students strategically took 

advantage of the different affordances of various media with their parents, depending on whether 

their goal was to maintain connectedness or autonomy in a particular context. For instance, some 

interviewees would intentionally use asynchronous media to communicate with their parents, so 

that the parents could not able to interfere with their day-to-day life. We found that apart from 

the widely used media such as video calls and messages, social network sites have been gaining 

popularity among the distributed families, as they provide a plethora of information about 

children’s lives abroad and parents’ lives in China. Social media sites allowed parents and 

children to feel connected, but children also use them as a way to establish their own identity to 

their parents, and sometimes as a way to curb parental “monitoring”. 

Based on these qualitative results, we then surveyed 88 Chinese international students to 

examine the potential relationships between types of mediated communication with parents and 

levels of autonomy, connectedness with parents, and adaptation to the United States. Results 

suggested that Chinese international students had a higher level of adaptation when they used 

social network sites with their mothers than when they did not, and a higher level of 

connectedness with their mother when they used video chat with them than without using it. We 

also found that the connectedness with fathers seemed to follow a slightly different pattern from 

mothers’, in that the number of different media used with fathers was indicative of their 

connectedness in a nonlinear fashion. Additionally, we found that connectedness with each 

parent was positively correlated and that connectedness with fathers was negatively associated 

with students’ self-report autonomy. However, we did not find any significant relationships 
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between the international students’ adaptation and their level of autonomy or connectedness with 

their parents. 

1.1 Contributions 

Following the definitions of autonomy and connectedness given by SDT and extended by 

developmental psychology, this dissertation intends to (1) examine the roles played by media 

with different affordances in Chinese international students’ communication with their parents, 

in terms of how these media facilitate relational maintenance and allow these students to strike a 

balance between autonomy and connectedness with their parents; (2) test how such 

communication as well as autonomy and connectedness relate to international students’ 

adaptation, and (3) advance the connection between SDT and developmental theories as an effort 

of theory elaboration, a process of using preexisting conceptual ideas to develop new theoretical 

insights by executing empirical research [40]. 

By using a relational maintenance perspective to scrutinize the communication process 

between Chinese international students and their parents and qualitatively asking them about 

their relational maintenance behaviors (RMB) with their parents, the current dissertation 

confirms and offers new insights on the taxonomy of RMB. Specifically, we found that, in 

addition to conflict management and advice giving that have been widely discussed since the 

original taxonomy came out, children also aim to avoid worrying their parents as well as to keep 

in contact in order to maintain their relationship with their parents. The expansion further calls 

for future studies on relational maintenance behaviors in families undergoing various forms of 

transitions and in the context of increasing adoption of new media. 

The current dissertation also steps in to connect self-determination theory, which posits that 

the satisfaction of autonomy and relatedness, in addition to competence, contributes to one’s 

development and well-being [35] with developmental psychology and emerging adulthood 

theory, which focus on how children’s (especially emerging adults’) independence and 

connection with their parents help them transition to adulthood. By examining the relationships 

between Chinese international students’ adaptation and their levels of autonomy and 
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connectedness, this study provides a potential playground for theory elaboration from both 

disciplines. 

A somewhat unexpected contribution of the current study is that it highlights the different 

roles that parents may play in international students’ adaptation. Past studies often take the 

parents together as a part of the international students’ old social networks (e.g., [109]) without 

delineating the more profound differences that have been abundantly documented in 

developmental psychology (e.g., [18]). Although the absence of granularity is understandable 

given the various sources of social support in international students’ networks, furthering the 

knowledge of how parents interact with their children in terms of frequency, content, and media 

in the current context offers more practical implications for educational institutions with 

international students, as well as for international students themselves. 

1.2 Structure of the Dissertation 

The rest of the dissertation is organized as follows: Chapter Two presents an overview of the 

roles played by communication with parents in the processes of gaining autonomy while 

maintaining a positive relationship, and how, in the context of international students, such 

communication contributes to their adaptation in general. Chapter Three reports a two-step 

interview study that explores how Chinese international students utilize various media to 

maintain a positive and supported connection with their parents and to maintain the students’ 

autonomy and avoid parental interference. Chapter Four reports a survey study that investigates 

the relationships among Chinese international students’ mediated communication with their 

parents, their levels of autonomy and connectedness with their parents, and their adaptation to 

the host country. Finally, Chapter Five summarizes and discusses the findings from the two 

studies, limitations of the work, and future research questions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I first review literature on the concepts of autonomy and connectedness. Then I 

present studies on the roles played by media in children’s communicative practices to maintain 

both connectedness with their parents as well as their own autonomy. Lastly, I review work on 

the adaptation of international students, with a focus on the role played by communication with 

parents. 

2.1 Autonomy and connectedness: A multi-disciplinary examination 

Autonomy and connectedness, together with similar concepts such as connection, relatedness, 

independence, and dependence, make various appearances in theories of different disciplines. In 

an attempt to examine those concepts across disciplines, this section reviews the concepts of 

autonomy and relatedness from the viewpoint of self-determination theory, and then discusses 

how these concepts differ from “autonomy and connection” in relational dialectics theory and 

from development psychology. 

2.1.1 Autonomy and relatedness in self-determination theory (SDT) 

Autonomy and relatedness are two of the three major innate psychological needs of human being 

as proposed by self-determination theory (SDT), with autonomy here referring to “an internal 

perceived locus of causality” of people’s own behaviors [34, 35, p. 70], and relatedness referring 

to the feeling of belongingness and connectedness with others [35]. 

SDT posits that autonomy and relatedness, together with a need for competence, are essential 

for an individual’s social development and well-being; leaving them unsatisfied could potentially 

lead to pathology and ill-being [35]. SDT specifically cautions that although these three needs 

are “universal and developmentally persistent” (p. 75), they may change in terms of salience and 

modes of expressions in accordance to a person’s life stage and cultural background. 

Guided by the framework of SDT, Chirkov et al. [28] examined the content of international 

students’ stated goals for studying abroad, and found that Chinese international students in 

Canada and Belgium expressed both “preservation” and “self-development” goals. The 

preservation goal, a tendency to avoid unfavorable conditions in their home country, was 
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negatively related with adaptation to the host country, but the self-development goal, a tendency 

to get good education to support their career, was not related to the adaptation in any manner. 

Also examining SDT in a sample of Chinese international students, Vansteenkiste et al. [102] 

found that the satisfaction of both autonomy and relatedness explained independent variance in 

their psychological well-being and depression. Their results suggested that even for individuals 

coming from a collectivistic culture, where some would argue against the value of autonomy, 

autonomy and relatedness are still critical in predicting students’ adjustment to a new 

environment. 

An important argument of SDT that has been corroborated in later studies is that autonomy 

and relatedness as basic human needs do not conflict with each other [102, 35]; the decrease of 

one does not necessarily relate to an increase of the other. On the contrary, the satisfaction of the 

two needs are positively correlated [102]. This is a distinctive feature that the nominally similar 

pair of dialectics, autonomy-connection, in relational dialectics theory does not share, as detailed 

below. 

2.1.2 Autonomy and connection in relational dialectics theory (RDT) 

Relational dialectics theory (RDT) perceives interpersonal relationships as a dynamic process 

that involves the active interplay of multiple competing discourses, or “systems of meaning that 

are uttered whenever we make intelligible utterances” [11, p. 349]. A discourse can be a set of 

shared meanings at sociocultural or interpersonal level, whereby the former reflects broad 

sociocultural norms and the latter is a result of negotiation in a specific relationship [11, 41]. 

RDT takes a constitutive proposition in dissecting human communication by rejecting the 

central role of a “sovereign self”, which has been decided beforehand, in conjunction of specific 

goals, and is used as a major motivation for one’s communication practices. Instead, it embraces 

the notion that identity and, by extension, interpersonal relationships, are “meaning-ed” out of 

the tensions between discourses [11]. In other words, RDT believes relationships and identities 

are constructed and negotiated in the communication practices; communication may be driven by 

different goals, but it also, and, if not more, just as importantly, shapes who we are and what our 

goals need to be in return. 
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Many dialectical tensions have been identified and their salience has been examined in 

various types of relationships and interpersonal processes [11, p. 349], and the autonomy-

connection dialectic has always been assuming a conspicuous position among the rest [14, 80]. 

Autonomy, or personal independence, assigns meanings to the individual identity, whereas 

connection, or interdependence between relational partners, assigns meanings to the relationship 

[80]. For instance, when accounting for the reasons for breakups in romantic relationships, 

failing to manage the autonomy-connection dialectic often ranks high among others, wherein 

desires of freedom/independence and a sense of entrapment suggest a failure of autonomy, and 

insufficient shared time and lack of commitment, suggest a failure of connection [12, 31, 32, 49, 

52, 14]. 

The roles played by media in the autonomy-connection dialectic has attracted research 

interest as social network sites are on the rise. Fox et al. [41], for example, examined the role of 

Facebook in romantic relationships, and specifically noted that social network sites afford 

relational partners the ability to create content as two individuals (e.g., building personal profile 

pages) and as a couple (e.g., displaying “in relationship with” status). These affordances, in turn, 

may change how relational partners develop and maintain their relationships by affecting their 

ways of enacting and perceiving the discursive struggles. 

To the author’s knowledge, less academic attention has been directed toward understanding 

the autonomy-connection dialectic in parent-child relationships, compared to the effort on 

romantic partners and married couples. Among the few studies that investigate this particular 

dialectic, Penington [88] compared the communication strategies used to manage both autonomy 

and connection in African American and European American mother-daughter dyads, and found 

that although they shared many strategies, African American families favored connection 

whereas their European American counterparts preferred autonomy. 

2.1.3 Autonomy and connectedness in developmental psychology and one’s transition to 

adulthood 

Theorists in human developmental psychology generally have two ways to conceptualize the 

individual development. One perceives the development trajectory as consisted of different life 
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stages, each of which comes with a clear-cut goal to accomplish so that the individual can move 

on to the next stage [37, 76, 10]. The other perceives human development as an ongoing and 

continuous process, and sometimes it may even involve retrogression [51]. 

Centering on the psychosocial development of human being, Erikson’s [38] stage theory 

contends that the life cycle is composed of eight periods: infancy, early childhood, play age, 

school age, adolescence, young adulthood, adulthood, and old age, each of which is burdened 

with a specific psychosocial crisis, in the form of two conflicting forces, that individuals strive to 

solve to enter the next developmental stage. 

For what he calls “young adulthood”, Erikson suggests that the major crisis is “intimacy vs. 

isolation” and argues that young adults during this period explore extensively in intimate 

relationships in both friendship and love by engaging themselves tentatively and playfully with 

others [38]. This period differs from the adolescent crisis of “identity vs. identity confusion” and 

also from the adulthood crisis of “generativity vs. stagnation”, in that young adults have less or 

no concern for nurturing their next generation; they are more self-centered, but not in a bad way, 

because only by solving the conflict between intimacy and isolation, can they gain a reliable 

basis for making commitments and caring for children, which is the main task for adulthood. 

This prototypical notion of a somewhat unique stage between adolescence and adulthood is 

apparent in other theories, such as Levinson’s “novice phase” [71] and Marcia’s identity status 

theory [76, 64], but it really achieves peak salience in Arnett’s concept of “emerging adulthood”, 

an intermediated stage between adolescence and adulthood. 

According to Arnett, emerging adulthood is a new life stage that represents the phenomenon 

of postponed entrance into adulthood in many post-industrialized societies [8], and it is 

distinctive from both adolescence and adulthood. This concept soon gained popularity and has 

spawned studies in numerous fields [68, 95]. Arnett [8] argues that one defining feature of this 

period is the instability of residential status – people in this period have the highest moving rate 

than any other age groups; they see themselves as neither adolescents nor adults; and they 

experience most identity explorations in this period. 
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In spite of its popularity, there is criticism against emerging adulthood as a distinctive life 

stage. For instance, Hendry and Kloep [51] proposed that development should not be considered 

a single-faceted concept; rather, it can be attained at different ages in different aspects. For 

example, one may achieve adult status in cognitive development but not in other domains, like 

relationship with parents and independence. 

In fact, Hendry and Kloep’s arguments are not so much against the emerging adulthood 

theory as it is against the entire perspective of a stage theory of development, because those 

theories are over-ambitious based on their limited samples, and they give little attention to the 

contexts of the development. They argue [63] that, instead of a unidirectional stage theory, 

development should be conceptualized in terms of the underlying mechanisms that motivate the 

changes. They predict that human beings are open systems, which are nonlinear and constantly 

unstable, but seeking to achieve an equilibrium. 

To decide whether or not human development should be umbrellaed by the stage theory, 

however, is neither the intention nor the focus of the current research, as both proponents and 

opponents of emerging adulthood theory would agree that the underlying mechanisms that 

motivate one’s development [9] are more research-worthy than prolonged argument about the 

validity of stage-based theory of human development. 

Although termed somewhat differently, many scholars agreed that the two major forces that 

motivate human development, especially for young/emerging adults, are the need to become an 

independent or autonomous person, and the need for emotional connection with significant 

figures, such as parents [42, 97, 4]. In this sense, autonomy includes various aspects such as 

being able to handle one’s own issues without parents’ help, perceiving oneself as unique, and 

being able to deal with strong emotional responses and needs from the external environment 

[54]. In contrast, connectedness, or relatedness, refers to the supportive relationships that can 

include concern, empathy, and open, reciprocal communication between children and their 

parents [66]. Behaviors displaying interest, involvement, and validation of another person’s 

thoughts and feelings can all be interpreted as a way of showing connectedness [3]. 
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Communication in the emerging adulthood period involves a renegotiation between parents 

and children about their relationship, which ideally results in a distinct and stable sense of 

identity for the children as well as a healthy connection with the parents [48, 82, 10]. In this 

renegotiation process, parents represent both a figures from which the children strive to separate 

and distinguish themselves [54], and also helpers in various aspects [57]. 

It should be noted here, though, that while some earlier researchers viewed autonomy as a 

stark contrast to connectedness [54] , more recent theorists contend that they are in fact two 

separate but interrelated aspects of human development [16], and this perspective has received 

stronger support from both family systems and traditional attachment theories. Connectedness 

with parents, for instance, is important in facilitating autonomous behaviors [59]. And the 

process of separation or individuation seems to be promoted or retarded by the quality of 

adolescent-parent attachment [74, 85, 60]. 

2.1.4 Similarities and differences: Autonomy and Connectedness / Connection / Relatedness 

For the purpose of the current dissertation, it is important to delineate the connections and 

differences between the “autonomy and connectedness” in human development theories, the 

“autonomy-connection” dialectic from the aforementioned RDT, and the concepts of autonomy 

and relatedness in SDT. Although they do share nominal similarity and they all denote, to 

various extents, the inherent motivations for the individual to establish an intimate link with 

specific interactants and at the same time keep his/her own identity or independence, they should 

be understood in contextually different lights. 

Specifically, although originally termed as “autonomy-connection”, later literatures on RDT 

also use these terms almost interchangeably with “integration-separation”, “dependence-

independence”, and “private-public” [13], situating them as part of a discourse that prevails in 

human communication, regardless of relationship type or interpersonal process. More 

importantly, the “autonomy-connection” dialectic refers to an interplay between two forces, and 

it is the outcome, or the meaning these two generate, that matters; it is by no means a set of 

motivations, especially psychological needs [11]. However, in human development theories, 

especially when it comes to one’s transition to adulthood, autonomy and connectedness represent 
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two distinctive basic needs that do not necessarily share a monologic relationship with each 

other. That is to say, the accretion of autonomy does not consequently lead to the of cutback of 

connectedness, and vice versa. This perception of a non-monologic relationship as well as them 

being essential needs to satisfy are also shared by the concepts of autonomy and relatedness in 

SDT. 

Additionally, autonomy and connectedness during transition to adulthood connote 

developmental significance that “autonomy-connection” in RDT and “autonomy and 

relatedness” in SDT simply do not, or at least does not emphasize specifically. Autonomy in the 

developmental sense implies a decrease of dependence on parents rather than other significant 

figures, as parents have always been the figures that children develop a habitual reliance on in 

their past, psychologically, emotionally, and financially. To achieve autonomy in this regard, 

children need to identify parents as equal individuals as themselves that may err and have limits 

and are not omnipotent [99]. This changing perception is unique in parent-child relationships and 

signifies an important outset that many other relationships do not share. 

In summary, autonomy and relatedness from SDT, autonomy and connection from RDT, and 

autonomy and connectedness from the development theories share similarity in that they all 

denote two forces for the individual to establish an intimate link with specific interactants and at 

the same time to keep one’s own identity or independence. However, the scope of this 

dissertation dictates that I adopt the concepts of autonomy and connectedness from the 

development theories, as they focus on the relationship between parents and children in their 

transition to adulthood as well as them being two goals to be fulfilled. 

2.2 Media in communication with parents 

In this section, I first review studies on relational maintenance behaviors briefly and then 

examine young adult children’s usage of media in their communication with their parents in 

terms of how they serve the goals of autonomy and connectedness. It should be noted that 

although many studies reviewed in this section and the next focus almost exclusively on children 

living in the same country with their parents, they still provide abundant insights on how 

relational maintenance and autonomy are conceptualized and conducted. Therefore, they are a 
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good starting point to form hypotheses and research questions for the current study that focuses 

on Chinese international students. 

2.2.1 Relational maintenance 

In Chapter One, I argued that the maintenance of both autonomy and connectedness with parents 

can be perceived as a relational maintenance process, as any behaviors in this process can serve 

the goals of either autonomy or connectedness. They can be either intentional or routine [47, 20], 

meaning they could be part of the everyday activities that people do without an explicit goal, or 

they could be strategic actions people take to maintain relationships. 

Canary and Stafford [19] have proposed a widely adopted typology for relational 

maintenance behaviors, including positivity (being cheerful and optimistic when interacting with 

relational partners), openness (having open discussion about the relationship and one’s 

expectation about it), assurances (confirming one’s intention to continue the relationship), 

networks (relying on the shared social relationships), and shared tasks (fulfilling one’s 

responsibilities), conflict management (managing conflicts and disagreements between oneself 

and the relational partners), and advice (giving advice for relational partners). 

Stafford [98] refined this typology by proposing the Relational Maintenance Behavior 

Measure (RMBM) and has suggested its superiority over the previous system. In RMBM, 

positivity not only represents being optimistic, but also being understanding; openness also 

includes self-disclosure, in addition to relationship talk; assurances and networks remained the 

same mostly; tasks now also refers to equity, or how the relational partners are equal in fulfilling 

their responsibilities. 

It is worth noting, though, that the RMBM is constructed mainly with married couples in 

mind. Therefore, it is crucial, for the purpose of the current study, to examine the types of 

relational maintenance strategies used between parents and their college-going children. Leverett 

[70], for instance, has found that for college students and their parents, social networks were the 

most commonly used relational maintenance strategy, whereas shared tasks and openness ranked 

the lowest among all strategies. Additionally, he introduced a new type of strategy often seen 
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between parent-child communication: worry avoidance, the behavior of “carefully avoiding 

descriptions/topics that may cause the other person in the dyadic relationship to worry” (p. 53). 

The choice of media in relationship maintenance bears significance, as different media afford 

different possibilities and therefore may be used to serve purposes where the users see fit, which 

we review in the following two sections. 

2.2.2 Media and connectedness with parents 

Connectedness, in the development literature, refers to the supportive relationships that include 

concern, empathy, and open, reciprocal communication [66]. Maintaining connectedness with 

parents, therefore, is essentially a type of relational maintenance process that consists of 

behaviors and activities that “sustain desired relational definitions” [21, p. 5]. Media with rich 

features are often the best choice for this purpose. For example, Chen and Katz [26] found that 

mobile phones have become a must for college freshmen to keep in touch with their parents. 

Some of their focus group interviewees suggested they would call their parents for everything; 

others would call for advice or help, or simply to complain and get emotional support, or to share 

exciting things. There were also a few who called their parents just to fulfill the family roles and 

to let the parents know they were fine. Calling parents, especially mothers, has become a routine 

for some freshmen, with a higher frequency for females than for males. 

Trice [101] found that college students and their parents maintain regular email interaction, 

especially when they are facing stress. Students use emails to seek advice from their parents 

about academic and social situations. Trice also found that the existing closeness between 

parents and children affects email frequency– the closer they are, the more frequent the contact. 

Miyazaki [79] found that text messaging is one way for college students to communicate with 

their parents during their first year. Since adolescents have usually gotten cell phones and started 

using them with their parents before they leave for college, the usage of text messaging also 

varies depending on the previous communication patterns and the existing relationship. Miyazaki 

notes that college freshmen use text-messages strategically to manage their relational closeness 

with their parents. 
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Leverett [70] found that about 27% of college freshmen engaged with their parents in IM 

conversations to practice multiple relationship maintenance behaviors, including worry 

avoidance, advice seeking, shared tasks/activities, positivity, assurance, openness, and social 

networks. Gender also affects the communication in that females are more likely to engage in 

these behaviors than males, and females engage in assurance significantly more frequently than 

males. 

Social network sites have stepped further for those relational maintenance behaviors between 

geographically remote parents and their children. They are different from many other media, in 

that while the others are mainly used only for communication, social network sites are also used 

for displaying oneself. The children are not the only information provider because their friends 

can also take part in producing content [103]. Adding one’s parents as Facebook friends can 

make the parents feel more intimate with their college-aged children [39]. Additionally, 

Facebook also serves as a platform for parents and children to conduct shared activities (e.g., the 

parents engaged in the activity of learning new technologies with the children when they were 

using Facebook), which is something that traditional media do not usually support [25]. 

It is important to note, though, that the types of relational maintenance behaviors via a 

particular media depend on not only the specific medium but also the target person with whom 

one is communicating. For example, Johnson et al. [58] found that college students regularly use 

relational maintenance behaviors such as self-disclosure, discussing social networks, positivity, 

assurances, and joint activity in their emails with family members. While the top three practices 

are also shared by email communication with friends, the latter two are usually only in the 

parent-child relationship. Specifically, children send emails that contain assurances like “I love 

you both” to their parents, but not to their friends. In a similar vein, Myers and Glover [83] found 

that college students used networks, assurances, positivity, tasks, conflict management, and 

advice with their parents, but not openness. 

In summary, various media afford the different ways of maintaining the relationship between 

parents and children, but particular affordances may be more suitable for some relational 

maintenance behavior than others (e.g., social network sites’ ability to incorporate the networks 
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that may not be visible in other media). Additionally, the relational maintenance behaviors 

themselves may vary as a result of the interaction partner. Specific strategies commonly used for 

boy-/girlfriends or general friends may not be as commonplace in the interaction with parents 

(e.g., openness), whereas other strategies could be more prevalent in such interaction (e.g., worry 

avoidance). 

2.2.3 Media and autonomy 

As discussed in previous sections, autonomy encompasses diverse facets from being able to 

handle one’s personal issues independent of parents’ help, perceiving oneself as unique, to being 

able to deal with the excessive emotional responses and need from the external environment 

[54]. Studies of American and European samples have suggested that achieving autonomy is 

widely recognized as one of the critical indicators of becoming a full adult, in conjunction with 

maintaining a connectedness with other social interactants, including their parents [4, 85, 8]. 

Autonomy and parent-child communication have developed a tighter connection since the 

emergence of newer communication technologies, or more specifically, cellphones, which has 

been reported to be widely used by parents to mobile parent their children, thus creating an 

“electronic tether” that negatively affects the children’s autonomy in teenager samples [90, 73]. 

For instance, Hofer et al. [53] conducted an online survey on students and their parents during 

the first two years of college, and found that those who engage in the highest frequency of 

communication and whose parents are continuing to regulate their behavior and academics are 

the least autonomous and least satisfied with the college experience and their relationship with 

their parents. Consistent with this finding, Smith et al. [96] found that more communication 

wasn’t always positive; students who communicated more frequently with their parents also had 

lower levels of autonomy. High levels of communication with parents often remain consistent 

over the four years of college, while parents often wish for more contact than students are 

comfortable providing. 

On the other hand, cellphones can also be used as a tool for strategically negotiating the 

boundaries between children and their parents, and by doing so, they may provide the children 

with higher levels of privacy and independence. Specifically, some noted that children have also 
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developed “resistance” skills to take control of their lives [73, 56]. For instance, they avoid 

parents’ monitoring by not answering their mobile phones or by not telling the truth [73, 26]. 

Chen et al. [26] even observed that some children tried to control their parents’ availability more 

than the other way around. In this case, “leaner media,” such as text messages and email, are 

sometimes used to facilitate autonomy, as they allow children to control and filter what 

information is shared with their parents. 

Social network sites, such as Facebook, have also been noted to facilitate the equality of 

power between parents and children by decreasing parental authority and increasing child 

autonomy [25]. Smith et al. [96], for instance, found that many college students preferred to 

share pictures with their parents via email than by friending them on Facebook. 

In summary, cellphones and media like social network sites can both be used by parents as an 

“electronic tether” for their remotely located children, as well as be used by the children as a way 

to gain or maintain their autonomy when the parents are nowhere near them physically. As Chen 

et al. [26] noted, “It created a new chance for young people to loosen their family ties while 

remaining accountable” (p. 182). 

2.3 Adaptation of international students 

Adaptation, the sociocultural and psychological adjustment to the host country, is one of the key 

challenges facing all international students [43]. Ward and Kennedy [104] contended that 

adaptation refers to individuals’ psychological wellbeing and satisfaction as well as their ability 

to learn social skills and behaviors appropriate in the host culture to “fit in”. Successful 

adaptation is associated with personal flexibility, internal locus of control, relationship 

satisfaction, and approach-oriented coping styles. 

International students face various challenges in this adaptation process in the host country, 

as they were likely born and raised in a different culture. Compared to their counterparts who 

stay in their home country for education, international students experience more challenges in 

adapting to the new environment. For instance, upon examining the psychological stress faced by 

international students from Africa, Europe, the Middle Eastern and Malaysia who study in the 
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United Kingdom, Furnham and Tresize [43] found that all experienced a higher level of 

psychological disturbance than their British counterparts. 

There is some evidence suggesting that, in the United States, international students from East 

Asian countries experience more challenges than their counterparts from European countries, due 

to the more significant differences in language and cultural background [108]. Another reason 

that may contribute to such disparity, especially for Chinese students, is the concept of filial 

piety to parents. Filial piety is so emphasized for some Chinese international students that 

sometimes they consider their parents as a source of support and stress at the same time [62]. 

Gender is another factor that predicts perceived stress during adaptation. Mallinckrodt and 

Leong [75] found that within the international students’ population, females experienced a higher 

level of stress, displayed more symptoms of disturbance, and received less social support than 

their male counterparts. Similar results were provided by Dao et al. [33] in the Taiwanese 

students’ population; they found that female Taiwanese students were more likely to be at risk of 

depressive feelings. 

Many agree that social support is a critical factor in the process of cross-cultural adaptation 

[104, 50, 81, 15, 75]. Among the different sources of support, international students’ prior social 

networks in their home country with their family members, friends, and others sharing their 

cultural background are more readily available compared to new social networks in the host 

country, as there might be difficulties in immediately forming new networks due to cultural 

differences and social backgrounds [81]. Problems building new social support systems in the 

host country may further lead to disappointment, discontent, and, over time, social isolation [33]. 

Social support is defined as information that makes one believe he/she is “cared for and 

loved, esteemed, and a member of a network of mutual obligations” [30, p. 300], and it has been 

acknowledged as a buffer for expatriates in various contexts, as it provides an outlet for feelings, 

sources of advice, reassurance, and assistance [62]; and abundant evidence suggests that 

international students are no exception [75, 50, 108, 44]. For instance, Ye [107] found that for 

Chinese international students, the level of satisfaction with their social support system was 

negatively correlated with their perceived hatred, discrimination, and other negative feelings. 
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Social support can be delivered in a variety of ways, but in the context of international 

students and their family and friends in their home countries, with the absence of physical 

contact and co-location, it is most likely to be conveyed via mediated communication. With the 

development and prevalence of new communication technologies, utilizing the social support 

system from the home country seems to be more convenient than ever before [24]. Cemalcilar et 

al. [24] found that international students used computer-mediated communication to connect 

with their social support system on a daily basis, and their practice included but was not limited 

to, surfing the home media, communicating with their parents and old friends at home. Their 

structural equation model suggests that international students’ communication with home 

country affects their maintenance of cultural identity and perception of social support received, 

as well as helping their adaptation psychologically, socioculturally, and academically. 

In a study on the adjustment of African students in the United Kingdom [78], participants 

reported that although the physical contact was absent, it did not impact the emotional support 

they received from their family members, in the forms of letters, emails, and other channels of 

communication. Similar results were reported by Yeh and Inose [108] in their discussion about 

the perceived social connectedness, the interpersonal closeness one feels in his/her social world, 

which helped alleviate the acculturative stress international students felt. 

In the Asian international students’ population, Park et al. [87] found that Chinese and 

Korean students utilized a plethora of ethnic social network sites and other media to keep in 

touch with the family and friends at home. Pham and Lin’s work [89] on the Vietnamese 

students also support this finding, and they reported that such communication with the home 

country sustained the family ties and provided the students with a sense of belonging. 

It is worth noting, though, that the social networks that are commonly considered as the 

source of support for international students may sometimes become a source of stress at the same 

time. Apart from the “filial piety” aforementioned, Pham and Lin [89] note that the remote 

parental supervision is sometimes considered as borderline surveillance when the abundant and 

unobstructed updates from their children abroad invite parental interference, and the 

communication technologies provide the parents with accessible channels for doing so. 
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In summary, the communication with the established social networks in the home country has 

provided the international students a sense of belonging and cultural identity, helped them 

alleviate the loneliness and acculturative stress, and offered emotional support when in need, and 

is therefore considered a critical source of international students’ social support system. 

In this chapter, we reviewed literature on different conceptualizations of autonomy and 

connectedness across disciplines, on the roles media with various affordances play in 

communication between college-aged children and parents, and on international students’ 

adaptation and the function of communication with parents in it. Combining works from these 

three fronts, the gaps also emerge. Specifically, although we understand that autonomy and 

connectedness with parents are both key factors in one’s development and are important for 

people’s adjustment to a new environment, we know very little about how these two goals are 

achieved through communication, especially in the context of new media. Therefore, we asked: 

RQ1: How do Chinese international students use various media to maintain their 

connectedness with their parents?  

RQ2: How do Chinese international students use various media to maintain their own 

autonomy in their communication with their parents? 

Additionally, although we have learned from the review about the significance of 

communication with parents and the emotional support and sense of belongingness it offers for 

international students, we know little about how specific media relate to the adaptation outcome. 

Therefore, we asked: 

RQ3: How does the mediated communication between Chinese international students and 

their parents affect their adaptation to the host country? 

Finally, although the balance of autonomy and connectedness with their parents has been 

confirmed to be an important source of support for emerging adults’ adaptation to a new 

environment, we have very little understanding of its generalizability to international students. 

Therefore, we asked: 

RQ4: How does Chinese international students’ connectedness with their parents affect their 

adaptation to the host country?  
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RQ5: How does Chinese international students’ autonomy affect their adaptation to the host 

country? 

In order to answer the above questions, we first conducted an interview study that gathered 

information broadly about Chinese international students’ communication with their parents, in 

terms of media, content, interactants, goals, and other communication-related details that the 

interviewees were willing to share. The semi-structured interview allowed us to gain a basic 

understanding of the communication routines shared by Chinese international students and their 

parents, as well as paved the way for our second interview study that focused more on the roles 

played by media in the communication processes, especially with respect to autonomy and 

connectedness-oriented. 

The sheer amount of data gathered from the interview studies have enabled us to understand 

qualitatively the roles of media and their affordances play in Chinese international students’ 

communication with their parents as well as their autonomy and connectedness maintenance, but 

they were not able to explain the potential relationships between the relevant concepts. 

Therefore, we conducted a survey study, where the scores of the key concepts were self-rated 

and calculated, as an attempt to examine these relationships. We present the interview studies in 

the next chapter and the survey study in Chapter Four.  
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CHAPTER 3 

A TWO-STEP INTERVIEW STUDY ON CHINESE INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS’ 

COMMUNICATION WITH PARENTS: STRATEGIES TO MAINTAIN 

CONNECTEDNESS, AUTONOMY, AND THE ROLES PLAYED BY MEDIA 

In the previous chapter, I reviewed self-determination theory, relational dialectics theory and 

emerging adulthood theory as well as the concepts of autonomy and relatedness/connectedness in 

them, respectively. I also reviewed studies on relational maintenance strategies and autonomy in 

parent-child communication, as well as the roles played by media in those processes. 

As discussed in the last chapter, although the pair of concepts of autonomy and 

connectedness in human development shares nominal and conceptual similarities with 

autonomy/connection in RDT and autonomy/relatedness in SDT, in that they all denote the 

inherent motivations for the individual to establish an intimate link with specific interactants and 

at the same time to keep one’s own identity or independence, it is still different from both in that 

(1) it does not dictate a monologic relationship between autonomy and connectedness, such that 

one’s increase will lead to the decrease in the other, and (2) it bears an intrinsic relationship with 

the roles played by the parents, in that autonomy in developmental sense implies heavily on the 

decrease of dependence on parents rather than other significant figures, as parents have always 

been the figures that children develop a habitual reliance on in their past, psychologically, 

emotionally, and financially. 

Keeping this in mind, the scope of the current study focuses on how the Chinese international 

students manage their autonomy and connectedness with their parents in day-to-day 

communication with them, in relation to the roles of media and their respective affordances. 

As previously mentioned, managing connectedness with parents in this stage requires both 

parents and children to use various relational maintenance behaviors. Specifically, for instance, 

Leverett [70] found that in addition to the seven strategies identified, there are also new 

strategies that cannot be adequately categorized into any of the existing types, worry avoidance 

being one of those practiced between college students and their parents in IM conversations. By 

the same logic, especially in the context of the sheer amount of new media and communication 

technologies that have emerged in recent years, more academic attention should be directed to 
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explore other relational maintenance practices between parents and children, hence the first 

research question: 

RQ1: How do Chinese international students maintain their relationship with their parents to 

stay connected? 

Specifically, we are interested to understand the media they choose, the reasons for those 

choices, and most importantly, the different relational maintenance strategies they resort to and 

their relationship with specific media. 

Regarding autonomy in communication with parents, past studies [53, 89] suggest that newer 

communication technologies, especially cellphone and social network sites, may be used as a 

double-edged sword in college students’ communication with parents, in that helicopter parents 

may use them as a way to tether their children electronically, but the children could also utilize 

the affordances to their own advantage in terms of taking control of their life, such as using 

“resistance skills”. As an extension to explore such potential complicated impact of media on 

children’s autonomy, we propose the second research question: 

RQ2: How do Chinese international students maintain their autonomy in communication with 

their parents? 

Specifically, we are interested in finding out if they use any strategies, in conjunction with 

the media, to avoid unnecessary or unsolicited parental advice and interference. 

3.1 Method 

To answer these questions, I conducted a two-step interview study. The first step included both 

Chinese international students and one of their parents using a semi-structured interview 

protocol. Based on the results of the first step, I refined the protocol to examine media’s role on a 

more granular level, and only included the children as the interviewees in the second set of 

interviews. Semi-structured interviews are able to focus on the research question while giving the 

interviewees freedom to uncover potentially rich data. In this section, I describe the participants, 

the materials, and the procedures for both phases. 
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3.1.1 Participants 

Participants were recruited through an international student mailing list at Cornell University, a 

large and culturally diverse university in the Northeastern U.S. The first study had nine students 

interviewees, including three males and six females, all of whom were from mainland China and 

currently studying in the university as undergraduate or graduate students. One of them was over 

25 years old, and the rest eight were between 18 to 24 years old. Two of them had been in the 

States for less than a year, six had stayed for more than a year but less than two years, and one 

had stayed for more than three years but less than four. All were the only child in their family. 

We also asked these participants to have one of their parents take part in the interview, and 

therefore we had three fathers and six mothers, all of whom were still living in China. One of the 

parents was divorced, another was separated but not divorced, and the rest seven were married. 

These parents worked in various fields, including executive, managerial, and administrative 

occupations, professional specialty occupations (e.g., architects, engineers, etc.), and technicians 

and related support occupations. 

All of the participants’ families had an annual household income of over 4,500 USD, two of 

which had over 9,000 USD but less than 13,500 USD, and six of which had over 13,500 USD. 

All the children participants reported they owned both a smartphone and a laptop. Seven of the 

parents said they had smartphones, and eight parents had laptops. For the one parent who had 

neither a smartphone nor a laptop, he had access to a desktop computer. 

The second study had fourteen participants recruited through the same Cornell University 

mailing list (2 male, 12 female). All were from mainland China and currently studying in the 

university as an undergraduate or graduate student. Among the interviewees, seven were between 

18 to 24 years old, the rest were between 25 to 30 years old. Seven had been in the States for less 

than one year, three had stayed more than one year but less than two, the rest four had stayed for 

more than three years but less than four. 

Unlike the first interview, where all the participants were the only child in the family, we had 

two interviewees in this one who had a younger brother or sister back in the home country. The 

rest were the only child in the family. One interviewee had a step-mother, the parents of the rest 
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interviewees were all married and lived together in China. Those parents had various working 

backgrounds similar to those in the first interview study. 

One participant’s family had an annual household income less than 4,500 USD, two of them 

had an income more than 4,500 USD, but less than 9,000 USD, four had incomes over 9,000 

USD but less than 13,500 USD, and seven had higher incomes. All the participants reported they 

owned both a smartphone and a laptop. All of them reported that at least one of their parents 

owned a smartphone, and at least one of the following: laptop, desktop computer, and tablet. 

3.1.2 Materials 

The interview explored the communication behaviors between the Chinese international students 

and their remotely located parents in China, in terms of the frequency, media, topics, and their 

reflections of communication. See Appendix A and B. 

In the first interview, the question sets we used to ask parents and children were similar. We 

started by asking the interviewees their background information. Then we asked their 

interactions with each other after the children had left China, in terms of the most recent 

communication behavior, the most memorable one, and the general condition. We also asked 

both parties to describe how they maintained relationships with each other, and whether the 

children had things they want their parents to not meddle with. 

In the second interview, in order to understand the role of media roles on a more granular 

level, we asked how the interviewees used synchronous, asynchronous, and social network sites 

to interact with their parents, in terms of the most recent experience, the general situation, as well 

as when they were physically co-present with the parents, and also how they thought such 

interactions affected themselves and their relationships with parents as well as their own 

autonomy. 

3.1.3 Procedure 

In the first interview, participants were interviewed one-on-one, with the children’s interviews 

done face-to-face, and parents’ through synchronous audio chat. Interviews with parents were 

conducted separately without children’s presence and vice versa. All the interviews were 

conducted in Mandarin since none of the parents spoke English. Before the interview, we briefed 
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the respondents about the study purpose and asked them to answer questions based on their 

experiences. They were assured the information would be kept confidential and they could 

choose not to answer questions if they were not willing to. They were then interviewed following 

the protocol. Interviews with the children typically lasted 45-60 minutes, and 30-40 minutes with 

parents. After interviewing both parents and children, the children respondents were thanked and 

compensated $15 for their time and involvement. 

Interviews were audio-recorded using an Olympus digital recorder and transcribed in 

Mandarin. Then the transcripts were translated to English by the author. A research assistant, 

whose native language was English, helped proofread the English translations. 

After the first round of interview, where we set to gain a general sense of the communication 

between Chinese international students and their parents as well as to uncover the connectedness 

and autonomy-related practices in an explorative manner, we realized that the parents very often 

glossed over any communication issues that they might have with their children, due to the 

cultural impact of “Don’t wash your dirty linen in public” (家醜不可外揚 in Mandarin), 

rendering their data no more than a rosy picture of family communication that does not yield 

much richness. Therefore, in the second round of interview, where we focused on the autonomy 

and connectedness-related communication strategies, we decided to interview only the children, 

who appeared to be much more open in the first set of interviews. 

In the second interview, the participants were interviewed face-to-face by the 

interviewer/author. All the interviews were conducted in English, with Mandarin being used 

occasionally when the interviewees had trouble in finding the precise words to express what they 

meant, or if there was no appropriately natural translation in English. Before the interview, we 

briefed the respondents about the study purpose and asked them to answer questions based on 

their experiences. They were assured the information would be kept confidential and they could 

choose not to answer questions if they were not willing to. They were then interviewed following 

the protocol. Interviews typically lasted 45-60 minutes, and the respondents would be thanked 

and compensated $10 for their time and involvement. 
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Following the interview structure, I first used holistic coding [92] to divide the translated 

transcripts into several sections, each with its unique but meaningful theme, including 

communication practices and routines, connectedness maintenance, and autonomy maintenance. 

Then by reading through the transcripts iteratively, I identified themes that relate to either 

connectedness with parents or autonomy management. Similar themes were compared and 

combined, if necessary in later iterations. In terms of connectedness with parents, I applied the 

popular taxonomy developed by Canary and Stafford [98] as well as Leverett’s [70] findings and 

tried to identify additional themes distinct from the ones discussed before. In terms of autonomy, 

as there is no previous coding system available, I developed the codes in a bottom-up manner. 

Those themes are presented and analyzed in the next section. 

3.2 Results 

This section presents the findings from the iterative analysis of the interview transcripts. I will 

describe the communication behaviors between the Chinese international students and their 

parents as reported and focus on discussing the emergent themes in response to each research 

question. Specifically, we found that the children frequently utilized conflict management, 

advice seeking, worry avoidance, and frequent contact in order to stay connected with parents 

and to make them feel in a similar way. In terms of maintaining their own autonomy, we found 

that they often avoided certain topics in the communication with parents to avoid potential 

parental interference and appropriate media affordances to satisfy their need for autonomy. 

To distinguish answers from children and parents in the first round of interviews, we used “c” 

and “p” to refer to children and parents, respectively. Since no parents were included in the 

second round of interviews, no special notation was applied to make such distinction. 

3.2.1 Staying connected with parents 

RQ1 asked about the relational maintenance behaviors in Chinese international students’ 

communication with parents. Three of the identified strategies from previous studies stood out in 

the current interviews, each tinted with some variation from the original form and entangled with 

different media to various extents, which I detail below. 
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Conflict management. Conflict management refers to the process of handling conflicts in a 

relationship using different strategies. Our transcripts reveal that there were generally three types 

of reasons for disputes: one’s behavior, one’s personality, and the topics being discussed. 

Participant 02C mentioned that the biggest conflict between her and her parents was because 

she did not contact them on a regular basis, instead she only contacted them when she needed 

something. 

When I first arrived in New York, at school, there were many orientation 

events, which were completely new experiences that were a lot of fun, so I didn’t 

talk to my parents so much. That time, my mom decided to come to visit me in 

October, and she asked me what I needed her to bring. During that time, there 

were more messages on QQ. After I confirmed that she was coming, and what I 

wanted her to bring to me, I neglected her on QQ. Perhaps I didn’t contact her 

in a week or two, so my mom got pretty angry. She thought that I only contacted 

her when I need her to do something for me, and when I didn’t need her she 

couldn’t find me at all. [02C] 

The second type of conflict comes from the personality of the parents and/or the children. As 

participant 05C mentioned, she had to remind herself to calm down sometimes. 

I think the conflicts I have with my mother are usually my fault. It’s usually 

because I get mad sometimes, so I remind myself before I chat with her, not to be 

angry for unimportant reasons, don’t cause any unnecessary conflicts. It’s really 

pointless to make each other annoyed. [05C] 

The most common type of conflicts were those caused by specific topics, especially when the 

children felt the parents were trying to make decisions for them, commonly seen when the two 

parties were disagreeing with each other about the children’s future career choice. 

I want to go back to China and work there, but they think it is better to work 

here because it is more competitive. They want me to stay here longer, and that 

is basically the primary conflict. I agree that it is better to work here for at least 

a couple years, but the thing is it is not easy to get a job here. If I go back, I can 
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probably get a better job than here, so I feel staying here for an extra couple of 

years will be a waste of time. We have very different plans for my life. [09C] 

Interestingly, I noticed when talking about conflicts, it was almost exclusively that the 

children felt there were certain types of conflicts existing, but the parents would usually deny 

their existence by saying everything was fine among the family members. There are two possible 

explanations for this: It could be due to perceptional difference between parents and children, in 

that being in different life stages and having different developmental needs [23], parents usually 

focus on the bonding side of the relationship and the children on the conflictual side. The other 

explanation is that the parents were more often driven by the traditional Chinese value of 

harmony and “Negative things about family should only stay within the family”, so much so that 

they tended not to talk about anything negative in the interview. 

We also asked the participants how they handled conflicts or issues that knew would 

probably incur conflicts and found that participants usually use topic avoidance as a strategy. 

Topic avoidance, or not talking about the topic entirely, was perhaps the most natural way since 

one party often did not have access to the information if the other party chose not to bring it up. 

The participants have mentioned several ways of avoiding specific topics, where the nature of 

mediated communication was often taken advantage of by the children. 

Some would try answering perfunctorily and changing the topic when the topic they were 

trying to avoid was brought up so that it did not get discussed further to incur conflicts or 

disagreements. 

(When they are trying to urge me to get married and have children) They will 

talk about other’s families’ children and give me some hints. I usually reply with, 

“oh that’s great”, and then quickly change the topic. [02C] 

Some would withhold information or even lie to avoid talking about specific topics. 

I remember during the latest conflict I wanted to participate in a study that 

required me to get my blood drawn, but my parents did not approve. For that 

experiment, I had to eat lentils and iron-rich foods and get my blood tested, but 

my parents didn’t approve of me doing this because they thought I was too much 
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of a lab rat. Last semester, I did many tests like this, even though my parents 

didn’t approve so not talking about topics like this is a good way to prevent 

conflicts. [03C] 

In some cases, the respondents suggested that they made strategic use of media to avoid 

specific topics. They would intentionally prevent the parents from using social media so that 

certain topics were not seen by the parents to achieve topic avoidance. 

I don’t let my parents use RenRen ... I remember when I taught my mom to 

use Feixin, and she loves it. My Feixin had this status thing you can update. She 

would then tell me, your signature cannot be written so, because sometimes I will 

use some profanity in my signature. I am scared that she will tell me what to do 

and not do, so I don’t want her to go on RenRen. [02C] 

One respondent mentioned she would use small lies to exit conversation to avoid further 

discussing a topic, “Sometimes I tell them I need to go offline to cook or do something else, but I 

don’t actually do those things. Just harmless lies.” [06C] In this case, the mediated nature of the 

communication played in her favor. 

Children would also intentionally use asynchronous media when communicating with their 

parents, where shifting or avoiding certain topics seemed more natural. 

I try not to have conflicts during video chats because then it is like face-to-

face arguments. I use messaging instead, and my tone won’t be as excited. And 

also when I am typing things I can tell if it’s a good way to put, and I will change 

it if it’s not. I won’t say it without thinking about it first in my head. This way I 

can avoid conflicts. [02C] 

Somewhat unsurprisingly, when dealing with conflicts, persuasion did not seem to be a 

popular choice, and it might have something to do with the fact that most of the interviewees 

were relatively young and were not used to this type of communication yet. They were still 

treating their parents as someone authoritative and did not want to contradict with them openly. 

Avoidance still remained to be the primary choice when a disagreement or conflict was about to 



34 

 

emerge, especially when the children could easily take advantage of the mediated nature of the 

communication with parents. 

Advice. Advice in relational maintenance strategies refers to giving and seeking advice from 

each other [20]. In the interview, most of the children interviewees suggested that they did not 

ask for advice nor take advice, especially academic or career-related advice from their parents, as 

they did not believe their advice could be helpful. 

They still give me advice on how to select courses, and I found it not useful; 

after all, they don’t quite understand what is going here. They just search for 

relevant things online and see what other people say. What they say, of course, is 

not always right. I will be like, “All right, all right” but I never listen to them. 

[06C] 

Parents, on the other hand, seemed to understand this quite well, so they either gave advice 

only when asked to or did not give their advice at all. 

I think at her age, she’s been experiencing a lot by herself, and she should 

also make decisions for herself about academia. I am only a listener; I can only 

listen to what she wants to talk about but not offer any advice. Whatever her 

choice is, I can’t really interfere. It’s her business, not mine. [05P] 

Even when parents volunteered to offer advice, they would not and could not force their 

children to follow them: 

He is pretty obedient, but I don’t really know if he does follow my advice. 

After all, he is not physically present and there’s nothing I can do to make him 

follow my advice. [04P] 

An interesting case in offering and taking advice between parents and children is that in some 

cases when the children offer advice for their parents, the parents’ rejection of the advice would 

make them feel untrusted. 

They will keep seeing you as their child so they will not trust your advice. 

They think you are younger than them, so they will not take your advice 

seriously, especially when it is related to financial issues. They’d be like “you 
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can’t even take care of your own money, how can you give advice to us?” But 

they trust their peers, so I guess that’s one conflict we’ve had. [12] 

It is also important to note that advice seeking is often used by children not by its face value. 

In other words, children use “advice seeking” as a strategy to make the parents feel involved or 

connected, especially when they wanted to connect with their fathers. For instance, participant 13 

discussed how she connected with her mother and father in different ways: 

For my mom, for women of her age, they like to gossip... As for my dad, he 

likes topics like various hobbies. He plays ping pong and practices calligraphy, 

and he takes photos. These are really different topics. So if I want to initiate 

conversations with my dad, I will always ask for advice from him, about things 

he is good at or interested in, or considers himself as an expert in, even if I don’t 

really need such advice... He would tell me that I needed to, for example, build a 

better relationship with someone I know, or I should choose the paper topic more 

carefully. So more professional advice, yes. He is stricter and we usually talk in 

a more serious way. But with my mother, it is different, more casual. [13] 

For participant 13, seeking advice from her father was not motivated by finding an answer to 

a question, but rather used as a conversation opener. Seeking advice, especially about 

interpersonal relationships, seems to be a shared strategy between many children and their 

fathers. For instance, participant 20 mentioned his father liked to give advice on these aspects, 

and in most cases, they were not helpful, 

“I never tell him that he is wrong because I don’t want to make him unhappy. 

So most of the time I nod along no matter I agree with him or not”.[20] 

Worry avoidance. Worry avoidance refers to avoiding topics that may cause the relational 

partner to worry [70]. This theme emerged frequently in our interview data, and there were 

generally two types of things that interviewees felt might cause worry in the other party and 

suggested they would avoid talking about. 

The first type is problems the other party cannot help with. Interviewees suggested that there 

were a variety of topics that they would try to avoid talking about with their parents, and one 
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commonly mentioned topic was problems that the other party could not help with. Talking about 

such problems only makes the other party worry about it instead of doing anything helpful. The 

parents would usually try to hide their health problems from the children because they did not 

want the children to worry for them. The same motivation also triggered the children to not talk 

about their own problems as well: 

It is not really that I don’t talk about things because it causes conflict, but 

just that I don’t get any help from them even if I talk about stuff with them. For 

example, if I have conflicts with my roommate, I won’t talk about it to them. It 

only worries them. Even if they ask, I will just tell them everything was fine. 

[05C] 

Interviewees responded differently to interpret the sensitiveness of particular topics, mainly 

based on the topic category. For example, most parents understood quite well that the children 

avoided talking about their life problems with them, and some even took it further and 

interpreted all sensitive topics that their children were avoiding talking about was because they 

did not want the parents to be worried. 

Another thing interviewees commonly mentioned that they avoided doing in order to free the 

parents from worrying for them is to stay away from explicit affectionate communication. In the 

interview, we came across several respondents who were concerned that such expression would 

lead to homesickness and cause unnecessary sad feelings. And this seemed to explain many 

parents’ motivation for minimal affectionate communication. “We don’t usually express that. I 

don’t want to cause her to have emotional stress. I want her to be happy over there, so I try not to 

say things that would upset her.” [06P] This was reciprocally confirmed by the children 

respondents: 

No, I have never done that (affectionate communication). I miss my family a 

lot, but I never tell them. Because I would miss them even more if I tell them. I’d 

rather talk about something else and try not to get in that area. If I miss them 

badly, I will tell them I miss the food back home. It’s my way of saying, ‘I miss 

you.’ [06C] 
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Apart from the three above commonly mentioned relational maintenance behaviors, our 

interviewees have also identified one new strategy that they believed is promoting their 

connectedness with each other, as detailed below. 

Frequent contact. Frequent contact refers to the periodic communication behaviors initiated by 

either party, scheduled and unscheduled. First and foremost, frequent and regular contact serves 

the purpose of warranting one’s wellness and safety, as noted by participant 08C: 

If I don’t call her (my mother) for some reason, she will be really concerned 

and worried because she will be wondering if anything bad has happened to me. 

[08C] 

Many interviewees noted that now that they were physically distributed, regularly checking 

in with each other, even without much to discuss, had become the best way to show their care 

and love for each other, as noted by 01C: 

I let them know I care about them by contacting them frequently. They can 

understand it, too. At least I think it’s a comfortable and satisfactory way for 

them, too. [01C] 

Our interviewees had a clear preference when it comes to choosing the medium to maintain 

their regular contact with each other. Video chat is their favorite, as it provides richer cues and 

immediate feedback. Many, especially the parents, compared it to phone calls and considered it 

as a big improvement, because “even though we cannot sit next to her, we can now see each 

other in video, which is better than using the telephone without images.” [02P] 

Video call becomes very handy during special occasions when one needs to get in touch with 

and greet the whole family (with extended family members). Even for those who did not use it as 

a regular communication medium, it would become a choice of timing, because they could see 

the whole family and recreate the festive atmosphere. For example, 03C, who did not 

“particularly like to video chat”, suggested: 

I think New Year is when family members should just spend time with each 

other. So every year I will video chat on New Year’s, and my uncle, aunt, and my 

cousins will all be together. I will wish them a happy new year on video chat, so 



38 

 

everyone can see each other. Everyone will come together, and I will be present 

on video chat. [03C] 

Some of the interviewees mentioned that they occasionally left the video connection on to 

achieve “virtual presence” so that they could keep each other company in a less interrupting way. 

We had the video on, but we barely talk. They were just looking at me and 

keeping me company. Occasionally they asked some random stuff like whether I 

had lunch yet and what I had. They sometimes ask me what kind of food is 

available here and they will look for recipes based on the information I give 

them. I don’t find them particularly useful. But since the video is on, I can just 

look at them occasionally, or keep them company.[06C] 

Parents doing the virtual presence path were satisfied with it, except they were sometimes 

concerned about whether this would interrupt the children’s priority of academic work. 

I prefer to chat for a shorter time but with more severe issues to discuss. 

After all, my daughter is busy and I don’t want to take up too much of her time 

unless she is willing to. [06P] 

A slightly less common but still popular choice than video call is synchronous audio chat. I 

use “synchronous audio chat” here because the usual concept of “phone” could not precisely 

describe the various forms. Some of the interviewees used prepaid international phone cards to 

call their parents’ cell phones, while others might use the “audio call” feature present in many 

computers or mobile applications as a more affordable choice. 

If the parents did not own a computer or a smartphone or had access to media with video call 

function, synchronous audio chat almost became the only option. Another scenario when 

synchronous audio chat would be chosen is when the grandparents were involved, and they 

usually did not have access to media other than landlines. However, phone calls could be a 

problem for some with hearing issues. In this case, calling itself has become more meaningful 

than its actual content: 
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My grandpa has hearing issues, he can’t hear well, and my grandma is just 

old and speaking is quite a task for her. So whenever I call them, it will be within 

10 minutes, just briefly checking what’s going on. [01C] 

However, the use of video and audio calls is strongly location-restricted. Almost exclusively, 

users suggested that they preferred media that were portable wherever they were. The time zone 

difference complicated the choice of media in this respect. The typical choice was to chat when 

the children were off duty and the parents were working. One reason was that, for many parents 

who did not use smartphones, video chat was restricted to personal computers, and thereby 

highly location-bounded. Not having personal computers at home, they could only access them 

in their workplace, rendering the location of video chat happening thereof. For this reason, text 

messages were still a popular choice when it comes to keeping in touch with each other. 

Me and my mom we text each other on a daily basis and it typically lasts 

longer than 15 minutes, because you need to wait for the response. We actually 

shifted from Skype to using WeChat because the latter is more flexible. You know 

on Skype it is challenging to schedule a time to talk due to the time differences; it 

was just too hard to find a time when both my mom and I were free. So we 

decided to use WeChat. [19] 

A topic particularly of our research interest is how the parents used social network sites to 

maintain their relationship with the children over a distance. Most of the children we interviewed 

suggested they were using certain types of SNS, and quite a few had their parents as their 

“friends” on them. Since Facebook has not been accessible in China since 2007, two of the 

parents had used Renren, but more parents mentioned they used “Moments” primarily. “I haven’t 

used it a lot. I use it to chat with my child and read the news, and sometimes see what’s going on 

with my friends through Moments.” [10P] 

“Moments” (Pen You Qu´ an, meaning “friends zone” in Mandarin) is the integrated SNS of 

WeChat. Therefore, although “Moments” is functionally similar to other social network sites, 

such as Facebook and Renren, in that users mostly update their status, post photos, and share 

articles, the friending mechanism is intrinsically different. On Facebook and Renren, the user 
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adds friends first and has the option of chatting with the friends next, but on “Moments”, the user 

adds people they want to talk to first and has the option of allowing this person to view one’s 

“Moments” next. Since WeChat started as an instant messenger, many users just imported their 

contacts from the cellphone, therefore it was not surprising that we found that the parents 

suggested they had their own friends on Moments as contacts. 

3.2.2 Maintaining autonomy 

RQ2 asked about the autonomy-related themes in Chinese international students’ communication 

with parents. As Afifi and Guerrero [2] contended, one’s desire to maintain private boundaries to 

develop the sense of autonomy is one of the motivations for topic avoidance. This has been 

commonly echoed in our findings as many interviewees commented that they deliberately avoid 

specific topics with their parents, in order to avoid parental interference in their lives. The most 

commonly avoided topics were listed below. 

Career choices. Since all of our children interviewees were undergraduate and graduate 

students, they were all facing the question of what career path they would be taking after they 

graduated. And this topic was important to the parents as much as to the children. For some 

families, this could quickly raise different opinions and even conflicts, because both parties had 

their own opinions about what job the children should take. 

I want to be an anesthesiologist nurse. They make a decent amount of money, 

and it is easier than being a doctor. I told my parents about this profession, and 

my dad said, ‘If you study abroad at Cornell, why would you be a nurse? That 

definitely can’t happen.’ But to be an anesthesiologist nurse, you still need a 

medical degree. I explained that to them too, but my dad’s reaction was, ‘the title 

of a nurse just doesn’t sound great’. [03C] 

Romantic relationships. Another critical but also sensitive topic between children and their 

parents was children’s romantic relationships. For those who did not have a boyfriend/girlfriend 

yet, parents would often try to urge them to find one. 

They want me to find one soon. As long as the boy is suitable, they ask me to 

not have such high expectations. Sometimes they will ask me whom I went out 
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with, and whether or not it was a boy. Also, they will tell me if the boy is not bad 

we can try to cultivate the relationship. I will try to divert the topic when that 

happens. [03C] 

Even for those who have started seeing someone, parents would be concerned as well. They 

would request the children to send photos of their dates and try to give advice. Children were 

generally understanding that their parents were trying to be gatekeepers for them, but they also 

felt that they themselves were the ones to decide where the relationship was going. 

It is natural that they want to. But they don’t really know much about my 

boyfriend, and they don’t know what is going on every day, so they can’t really 

control anything even if they want to. They have asked me to send his photos to 

them and they want to know whether this relationship is going to lead to 

anything. But I feel it is changing and you can’t really predict the future. They, 

on the contrary, think that girls should settle down as early as possible. [09C] 

For those who were in a committed relationship, the parents would be especially concerned 

about the next steps: getting married and having babies. 

Sometimes they will tell me their friends’ children are going to have a baby. 

They never directly talked to me about having kids, but are always hinting at 

something. They want me to have kids, but I don’t want to discuss this topic. 

[02C] 

No matter what one’s relationship status was, discussing it with parents seemed to cause 

more trouble and worries than actual benefits. 

The boyfriend issue is something I prefer not to talk about because it will 

definitely cause different opinions. I will tell them when I find a boyfriend; 

otherwise, they will worry too much and give too much advice that does not help 

me at all. [06C] 

Financial situation. A third topic that the children were trying to avoid talking about with their 

parents was the financial situation. One interviewee mentioned that he deliberately lied to his 
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parents about how much money he was making, and the reason was to avoid parents’ control 

over his financial earnings. 

Please don’t tell my father that I said this, but when he asks me how much 

money I have in the bank, I would tell him as much as one third or half of my 

deposit. If he knows the actual number, he would expect me to bring as much 

when I graduate and return home. However, I may want to spend it even if I have 

so much right now. By not telling him about the actual number, I can avoid the 

process of telling him that I want to spend the money on such and such things, 

with him disagreeing with me. He might be unhappy because of it. I just want to 

let him be assured that I will have enough money in case of an emergency. [01C] 

Additionally, media also play a critical role in helping the children maintaining their 

autonomy. There are various ways that media support the autonomy-promoting behaviors, being 

able to control the length and depth of communication is one of them. One respondent suggested 

that she chose different media that better fit her immediate needs for communication. 

If I have time, and I don’t want to do other things but just talk to them, I will 

use QQ video chat; if I just want to share some moments of my life here, or ask 

them something and don’t want to get an extended conversation, I will use 

WeChat messages. [10] 

One interviewee also pointed out that using text messages rather than audio or video chat, she 

had better control of what to talk about and lead the conversation. 

It is interesting because when using WeChat it is usually me who initiates the 

conversation with her, but when using Skype she will get all excited and starts to 

talk about her job and stuff, so she is usually the one leading the conversation on 

Skype, because she feels more comfortable to talk rather than to text... 

Sometimes I grow really impatient because I don’t really care for these. I will 

just sit there, giving encouragement or merely listening to her. I actually don’t 

feel very connected to those kinds of content. I give feedback just because I have 

to and she needs an audience anyway. In text chat, because it’s short, and she 
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won’t go on and on in many details that I don’t want to know. It’s usually me 

updating my life and she does the same, so I feel that’s all right. [19] 

Another way that children controlled the communication with parents was to manipulate the 

timing of responding to parents by using asynchronous media, which did not allow the message 

sender to know whether the recipient had read the messages, and therefore eliminate the 

expectation for immediate response. This optionally delayable feature has worked in favor for 

children when they prioritize the other aspects in their life rather than their parents. 

I know some of my friends are concerned that using WeChat means you can 

receive the messages immediately, and sometimes, for example, I am doing my 

homework, and I have to concentrate on the work, and then my cellphone buzzes, 

I will just take a glance at the message received in preview. If the message is 

from my mom, I know it’s not urgent, so I will respond to her later when I have 

time. [10] 

Some interviewees suggested they also used SNS to post their own achievements in order to 

assure the parents that they were able to live on their own. 

The first month I arrived here, it was mainly about food because I miss 

Chinese food so I cooked a lot. I didn’t know how to cook before I came here, 

seriously. So they were really worried about me about how I should feed myself, 

so whenever I cooked something, I will post them on the Moments. When they 

saw that, they would think that I could really cook, and they were very happy, 

and they called me and congratulate me on being able to cook things on my own 

because they had no idea that I could cook and I could cook well. [12] 

Nonetheless, media could sometimes work in parents’ interest to monitor their children as 

well. The more media they used with children, the more likely they could get involved in 

children’s lives. One interviewee commented that her father was able to use various media to 

persuade her to make career decisions that he liked. 

For example, he really wants me to return home upon graduation, so in 

additional to talking to me directly, he will send things like ‘right now the silicon 
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valley isn’t having the best time’, or ‘right now the young people have great 

career path in China’, and things like that, or articles that try to say families are 

most important, much more so than work. That’s one type of article he will share 

with me on Moments. [21] 

SNS was also used as a “surveillance” tool by the parents to some extent. An interviewee 

commented on the cons of using SNS where they friended their parents: 

They will know everything that happens to their children if they do have 

access to their timelines. They want to be part of the communication between you 

and your friends when that happens, I don’t think that’s a good idea.[21] 

Some interviewees still considered their parents’ use of SNS as a way to do surveillance. 

She didn’t nag me on Renren, she checked what I was doing on Renren and 

nagged me in private... it was more like a tool for her to check what I was up to. 

When I was using Renren, I posted funny pictures of me and my friends. You 

know a lot of times we would make fun of each other. My mom would be like you 

should not do that, you should be nice to people like I was teasing my friends, but 

in a harmless way, but she just didn’t get it because of the generation gap thing. 

She didn’t make me delete photos, but she nagged me in private. [17] 

Consequently, quite a few interviewees mentioned they had blocked their parents from 

accessing their posts on SNS, at least occasionally. 

There’s a function in WeChat that blocks specific users to see your status. I 

started doing that since I was in college in China. I can unblock them sometimes 

when I post things that I think are ok for them to see, and I block them from 

seeing all my posts if I post something I don’t want them to see, just for a few 

days. I do this because, after a few days, my posts may have gone down, sinking 

into all the other posts their friends have; after that, I unblock them again. 

Because I don’t want them to know. If I got sick here and I wanted to complain 

but I didn’t want them to see, I will block them from seeing such a post. [14] 
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Another interviewee gave a more detailed account of her mother’s passive-aggressive 

compliments that made her uncomfortable and decided to ban the parents. 

Sometimes when they compliment my moments, I feel very uncomfortable, 

because, for example, I cook something and I post photos of them online, and my 

mom would be like ‘oh my girl is a really good cook! WHY DON’T YOU COOK 

FOR ME AT HOME?!’, and I just don’t want to see that in my Moments, 

although I know my friends would never see such comments. I just don’t feel it’s 

a good way to express appreciation, it’s not really a compliment if you think 

about it. They do that and it’s just something I hate. So after a couple of times 

that happened, I started to ban them. That’s just one thing I don’t really like. 

[21] 

Some also mentioned that they presented themselves differently in front of parents and their 

friends and peers, so they would rather keep the parents away from SNS completely. 

Sometimes you want to post something on Moments and they are meant for 

your friends; you don’t want your parents to see them... I am pretty much a 

different person in front of my friends and my parents. I think the main reason 

that I never introduce WeChat to my parents is that I am trying to block them out 

of my Moments status and social life. [23] 

One interviewee even went further to comment that she tried to separate the parents and 

friends by media, due to the different self-presentations. 

I don’t know about everyone, but I really am a different person in front of my 

friends vs. in front of my parents, sometimes. So the way I communicate with my 

friends may not be something my parents will expect me to do, so I really want to 

keep that distance between my parents and my friends, and I don’t want them to 

see the other me there. The self with my friends is probably more displayed in the 

Moments, whereas the self with the parents is probably more presented in the 

video chat. [21] 
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3.2.3 Differences in communication with parents after moving to the States 

Interviewees had different living arrangements before they moved to the United States: some of 

them had separated from parents and lived on their own (for the majority of time) before they 

moved to the United States, as they went to high school or college and lived in a dorm, and 

therefore moving to the States was not their first time living apart from the parents, whereas the 

rest of them had never moved away from parents before moving to the United States and 

therefore studying in a new country was also their first time to be living apart from the parents. 

Interviewees who had lived away from parents before they moved to the United States 

mentioned that they were more likely to use video chat rather than audio calls after moving to the 

States when communicating with their parents, because the parents had a higher sense of 

insecurity about an environment that they knew little about: 

Back in China when I was in college, we called each other using our cell 

phones. But the college I went to was in a city close to my hometown, so the 

environment was similar and it was not necessary to call everyday. I don’t think 

she would worry about me if I didn’t call her for a couple of days back then. But 

if I don’t do this now in America, she will be emotionally affected and want to 

find out what’s going on. She is very concerned about my safety even though she 

knows it is probably safer here than back in my country. [07] 

Only one interviewee who moved away to high school in China before coming to the States 

suggested a drop of communication frequency, but she attributed it to her age: 

When I lived at school during high school, I would call home everyday for 

half an hour and talk about all kinds of trivial stuff, like what happened to me 

every day, because I just left home and I missed it tremendously. It was probably 

too much calling. I was very young at the time, just fifteen years old... After I 

came to the States, at first I missed home so much, but I got used to it. We are 

video chatting less than before. I think about home now too, but now I have work 

and friends that keep me busy. [03] 
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Regardless of their living arrangements before moving to the States, many interviewees 

identified being in a different life stage as an explanation for the differences in communication 

with their parents, in that being in high school, they used to be more dependent on their parents, 

but after moving to the States, they were gaining more autonomy, and therefore the frequency of 

communication as well as conversation topics may be changed consequently. 

I am now an undergraduate student and I am in States now. My personality 

has changed, so have my circle of friends, and my relationship with other people. 

I think I have communicated more with other people and less with my mom since 

I moved here. I feel I am not as dependent on her any more... Before I used to 

talk about funny things or things that I was concerned with. Now it’s basically 

the same. However, now I talk more about life questions, the meaning of 

existence, what kind of person I am, and how I should change my personality. 

[05] 

I feel the frequency and the way we talk haven’t changed much, but my stage 

of life and experience have, and therefore the topics of conversation have 

changed. Before I used to share a lot of fun moments with my mom, like what I 

had eaten, but now our conversation is mostly about finding a job and what I am 

going to do after graduating from here. [08] 

Additionally, losing shared understanding of the environment and the corresponding extra 

work to build common ground was also a factor that the interviewees identified that contributed 

to the reduction of communication with parents. 

Sometimes I feel there are things that she simply doesn’t understand, and this 

feeling has grown much more since I came here. Before I came here, it’s easier 

for me to discuss things with her, because she knew everyone in my class. Now, if 

I want to tell her someone did something, she wouldn’t understand who it was 

because it’s all English names. Before, our community was the same, and she 

knew everyone, so the communication was smoother. But after coming here, I 

have to introduce a lot of background information if I want to tell her something. 
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There is just too much information to fill her in, that’s why I don’t want to say 

much about my life details here. [05] 

3.2.4 An emergent theme: Different communication patterns with parents 

Although it was not among the original research questions I set out to explore, it came to my 

attention that despite the fact that parents were often physically co-located with each other, 

children still communicated with mothers and fathers in different fashions. 

One of the differences exists in the topics discussed between parents and children. Fathers, 

according to several interviewees, are usually more concerned with their academic performance 

and career development, whereas mothers care more about their romantic relationships or other 

life routines. 

My dad is not so concerned about little things. He thought it’s ok as long as I 

am safe and healthy. My mom is much more concerned about that. You know, 

she will ask about everything in my life and therefore is more likely to argue with 

me over these life routines. [04C] 

Another difference in some families is that children talk to their fathers less frequently than 

with their mothers, most often because fathers responded less frequently to messages than 

mothers did, as evidenced by the following quote: 

I talk to my mom more often than with my dad. I sent her messages on 

WeChat when I have time, and she will respond, but my dad sometimes does not 

respond to me at all. [03C] 

A third difference that some interviewees mentioned between fathers and mothers is the 

different levels of tech-savviness, or the knowledge they each possesses to use newer 

communication technologies and media, such as smartphones and social network sites. 

I use emails to send important documents to my parents. Mostly I send email 

to my dad because he is tech-savvier than my mom; he knows how to use emails 

but my mom doesn’t. [20] 
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3.3 Discussion 

In summary, based on previous literature on the roles of family communication in emerging 

adults’ relationship maintenance with the parents as well as their own autonomy gaining 

processes, I set out to explore how emerging adults maintain their connectedness with their 

parents as well as protect their own autonomy from parental interference, and how media with 

different affordances are used to achieve these two goals in a sample of Chinese international 

students. The choice of Chinese international students as the sample of study introduces a major 

complication, the highly mediated nature of their communication, which, in combination with 

the big time zone difference(s) among family members, offers much leeway for the children in 

terms of both communication media choice and frequency of communication. 

In the two-step interview study, we asked the participants to report their mediated 

communication with parents and to describe how they used each medium to stay connected with 

parents as well as to avoid parental interferences. The interviewees revealed that, in terms of 

maintaining connectedness with their parents, the relational maintenance behaviors they 

commonly used were: (1) managing conflicts, (2) seeking advice from parents, even when it is 

unnecessary, (3) worry avoidance, and (4) keeping frequent contact with them. In terms of 

maintaining their own autonomy, they stayed clear of sensitive topics, such as their own career 

choices, romantic relationship status, and financial situations. The mediated nature of their 

communication, in this context, serves as a great advantage to children, who were generally more 

tech-savvy, as they could adopt different media based on their immediate needs. 

Taken together, many interviewees suggested that synchronous media, including video and 

audio calls, greatly support their relational maintenance behaviors with their parents, as the 

visual cues made both parties feel more connected and more perceptive of each other’s feelings, 

emotions, and surrounding environment, and thereby provide a sense of security, especially for 

the parents. This is consistent with previous findings on how, despite the time zone differences 

and technical requirements, remotely distributed family members still choose to maintain regular 

contact with each other using video call. It is likely even more relevant when it comes to 
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international students and their parents, as the video calls seem to benefit the parents more so 

than the children by offering them a sense of security that other media are less capable of doing. 

On the other hand, asynchronous media, including text and audio messages, seemed to be 

helpful when they wanted to avoid certain topics in their communication with their parents, 

either to maintain their autonomy or to avoid a conflict from happening or escalating. 

Specifically, asynchronous media afford the assumption that one does not have to be present and 

respond to messages the moment he/she receives it, and therefore allows one to have more time 

and resources to deal with a potentially unwelcome topic. Therefore, it will be an 

oversimplification to state that a certain medium supports only autonomy or connectedness; the 

adoption and the use of each medium depends heavily on the contextual needs and may further 

afford more creative use based on the levels of tech-savviness of communication partners. 

Unintentionally, the results further converged to highlight an interesting communication 

phenomenon, topic avoidance. It appears in our results both as a way to support building 

connectedness between parents and children, and as a way of charting one’s own territory and 

warding off external interference. In a way, it suggests that autonomy and connectedness can 

both reside in the same communication process. It also points to a future research direction for 

understanding the relationship between parents and children, which will be discussed in detail in 

the last chapter. 

The interview studies in this chapter qualitatively map out several media-related strategies 

that Chinese international students adopt to either maintain the connectedness with their parents 

or to increase their own autonomy. To further understand how such communication relates to 

Chinese international students’ adaptation, we need to explore, on a quantitative level, the 

relationships among their communication, adaptation, autonomy, and connectedness with 

parents, to test whether the development theory about the roles played by autonomy and 

connectedness in one’s adaptation to new environment stands in an international students 

sample.  
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CHAPTER 4 

A SURVEY STUDY ON THE RELATIONSHIPS AMONG COMMUNICATION WITH 

PARENTS, CONNECTEDNESS, AUTONOMY, AND ADAPTATION TO THE UNITED 

STATES 

As reviewed in Chapter Two, autonomy and connectedness both play a critical role in 

individuals’ development. Specifically, autonomy, or the ability to think and behave 

independently, contributes to one’s development by establishing a sense of self identity and 

separation from other people, especially their parents [54]. Connectedness, or the supportive 

relationships between parents and children that include concern, empathy, and open, reciprocal 

communication, on the other hand, offers various types of support when the individuals are in 

need [66, 57]. For a long time, the dialectic between autonomy and connectedness with parents 

was contextualized in the adolescence period or even earlier years in one’s life course [17]. 

Erikson [38], for instance, highlighted the significance of autonomy in one’s toddler years and 

adolescence, contending that the establishment of one’s unique identity and potential is the major 

task of adolescence, roughly between 13 and 19 years old. 

The theory of emerging adulthood challenges the central role of adolescence in the processes 

of maintaining connectedness and gaining autonomy and proclaims that, due to the 

industrialization and other social changes, the dialectic remains intense and active until one 

enters full adulthood [10]. In other words, in the period termed as ”emerging adulthood”, a 

transitional period where individuals explore the possibilities of their identity, love-, work-, 

and/or worldview-wise, they are still struggling to strike a balance between their own autonomy 

and their connectedness with other people, especially with their parents. 

It is further contended that just as in adolescence, autonomy and connectedness with others, 

whether individually or collectively, still play pivotal roles in helping emerging adults adjust to 

new environments. A well-adjusted connected relationship between parents and children as well 

as autonomy in personal decision making, problem solving, and affect regulation can improve 

children’s adaptation to college by being a secure base to support emerging adults’ exploration in 

their new environment [60, 66, 74], while failures in either autonomy or connectedness with 

parents may result in negative affect and related problems [4, 42, 85]. 
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International students moving to a new country and pursuing academic goals in this strange 

environment shares much similarity in the adaptation needed for college students when they 

move away from their parents. However, studies suggest that they face bigger challenges than 

their counterparts who stay in the same country, as problems such as language barriers and 

financial difficulties are less likely in a domestic environment, and international students’ 

general unfamiliarity in counseling and locating resources for help is generally higher when they 

are in the host country [81]. 

Past studies have suggested a generally positive relationship between feeling connected with 

someone and the frequency of communication between them, although the direction (and its 

bidirectionality, should such a relationship exist) of such a relationship has not been concluded. 

For instance, Golonka [46] found that college students reported higher frequency of 

communicating with parents when they perceived themselves as more connected with the 

parents. Therefore, we propose: 

H1: There is a positive relationship between the frequency of communicating with parents 

and Chinese international students’ connectedness with their parents. 

There are also studies on helicopter parenting that argue that the more involved parents are in 

their children’s life, the less autonomous the children will become [46, 100], hinting that the 

communication, one way that parents get involved with their children, may have a negative 

relationship with the level of children’s autonomy. Therefore, we hypothesize: 

H2: There is a negative relationship between frequency of communicating with their parents and 

Chinese international students’ level of autonomy. 

Finally, numerous studies on parental roles in international students’ adaptation all point to a 

positive relationship between the communication with parents and international students’ 

adaptation [24, 62, 109]. Admittedly, there are various ways to characterize communication with 

parents, we are using the frequency of communication and the number of media used to explore 

one aspect of said communication. Therefore, we hypothesize: 

H3: There is a positive relationship between frequency of communication with their parents and 

Chinese international students’ adaptation to the United States. 
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It is important to note that communication, being such a rich concept, should not be 

characterized by only its frequency. Therefore, we are also taking the number of media used 

between parents and children into account and hypothesized H4-6 following the aforementioned 

reasoning. 

H4: There is a positive relationship between the number of media Chinese international students 

use with their parents and their connectedness with parents. 

H5: There is a negative relationship between the number of media Chinese international 

students use with their parents and their level of autonomy. 

H6: There is a positive relationship between the number of media Chinese international students 

use with their parents and their adaptation to the United States. 

Although studies on how autonomy and connectedness with parents contribute to one’s 

adaptation in a new environment abound in the context of college students, many of those studies 

focus on students in the same country with their parents; not much is known about how the 

autonomy and connectedness with parents contribute to the adaptation of international students, 

despite they face a few additional challenges. As an explorative attempt to address how the 

adaptation is related to one’s autonomy and connectedness with parents in an international 

students’ population, the current study follows previous findings and proposes the following two 

hypotheses: 

H7: There is a positive relationship between level of connectedness with their parents and 

Chinese international students’ adaptation to the United States. 

H8: There is a positive relationship between level of autonomy and Chinese international 

students’ adaptation to the United States. 

4.1 Method 

In order to answer the above research questions and test the hypotheses, the survey gathered 

information on participants’ use of communication media to contact their remotely located 

parents, their self-perceived levels of autonomy and connectedness with each parent, as well as 

the sociocultural adaptation in the United States. The results were analyzed using SPSS. 
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4.1.1 Participants 

A total of 178 participants started the survey, with 88 valid responses (39 male; 48 females; 1 

gender unknown). The ages of participants ranged from 19 to 38, with a mean of 25.47 (SD = 

4.61). 69% of our participants indicated they were the only child in the family, while 19.5% had 

one sibling, and 11.4% had 2 or more. 23% of the participants were undergraduate students, 27% 

were masters, 25% were doctoral students, and 25% were postdoc or others. 

As for the length of stay in the United States, 22.7% chose “Less than 1 year”, 13.6% chose 

“1-2 years”, 15.9% chose “2-3 years”, 11.4% chose “3-4 years”, 19.3% chose “4-5 years”, and 

17% chose “More than 5 years”. The length of years of separation from parents paints a slightly 

different picture, in that 11.5% chose that they had been moving away from parents for “Less 

than 1 year”, 10.3% chose “1-2 years”, 10.3% chose “2-3 years”, 4.6% chose “3-4 years”, 16.1% 

chose “4-5 years”, and 47.1% chose “More than 5 years”. 

4.1.2 Procedure 

The study used an online survey implemented on Qualtrics (www.qualtrics.com), an online 

survey tool, and the data were collected from April 2017 to September 2017. Participants were 

recruited by a participant recruitment system at Cornell University, by posts on Facebook or 

other forums, and by emails sent to the international mailing list in Cornell University. 

The survey was conducted in English. After agreeing to take part, participants were directed 

to a set of screening questions to ensure they were qualified for the study requirements. Each 

participant was asked about (1) the year of birth, to ensure they were at least 18 years old, (2) 

native language, to ensure they were Chinese, and (3) the city of current residence, to ensure they 

were living in the States. 

Then the participants were directed to indicate their parents’ marital status. To avoid 

upsetting the participants unnecessarily, we designed the survey in the way that, if a participant 

chose the option “Widowed,” he/she would be presented a follow-up question to ask which 

parent had passed away. If the option “Both” was chosen, the participant would be directed to the 

end of the survey. If the option of “Father” or “Mother” was chosen, the participant would be 

directed to the branches of a single parent, where questions were only asked about their living 
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parent, not the deceased one. If the participants had chosen any other option than “Widowed” 

(e.g., “Married”, “Divorced”, etc.), they would be directed to the branch of both parents, where 

questions were asked about both father and mother. 

4.1.3 Measures 

This survey study both employed validated scales from previous studies and developed scales 

specifically for its own use, particularly to accommodate the communicative behaviors relating 

to the fast-developing media. In this section, I detail the measures for each variable of interests. 

See Appendix C for specific questions. 

Communication frequency. We asked about participants’ frequencies of communication with 

parents using each specific type of media, including (1) video call, (2) audio call, (3) text 

messages, (4) audio messages, (5) emails, (6) social network sites, (7) blogs or personal 

websites, (8) postal mail, and (9) other forms of online communication, such as discussion board 

or games. The list of media was generated based on Ledbetter’s [67] scale, which was a modified 

version of Scott and Timmerman’s Media Usage Scale [94], with the option of “instant 

messaging” further divided into “text messages” and “audio messages”, as the previous interview 

studies have suggested they were likely to be used differently depending on environmental 

factors, such as the time and location of the communication. The participants rated the 

frequencies of using each medium to communicate with their father or mother on a scale from 1 

to 7, with 1 being “Never or almost never” and 7 being “Several times a day”. 

Number of media used. Additionally, to make better sense of the usage of different media with 

parents, we recoded the frequency of using each medium with parents based on whether the 

participants reported using it. Specifically, we recoded the variables about frequencies of 

mediated communication from the 7-point system to a binary system, where those who chose 

“Never or almost never“ were recoded to “Non-user”, and the rest who responded to any of the 

other six frequencies were recoded to “User”. By counting the number of “user” on different 

media, we calculated the number of media used with each parent. 

Autonomy. To measure the participants’ level of autonomy, we referred to the Emotional 

Autonomy Scale [99] and picked a total of ten items from it. Participants rated how much they 
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agreed with each statement on a 7-point Likert scale, with 1 being “strongly disagree” and 7 

being “strongly agree”. Two items were later removed due to cross loading on two factors and 

for better Cronbach’s α value, leaving eight items for the participants to rate. Their ratings on 

those items were averaged to produce a single score to represent the level of self-perceived 

autonomy of participants. Sample items chosen include: “I go to my parents for help before 

trying to solve a problem myself” (reversely scored), “When I’ve done something wrong, I 

depend on my parents to straighten things out for me” (reversely scored), and “My parents know 

everything there is to know about me” (reversely scored).These items produced an acceptable 

Cronbach’s α value of .71. 

Connectedness with parents. Participants’ level of connectedness with parents was measured 

separately for each parent, as previous studies suggest it may vary between father and mother 

[42]. To measure the connectedness with each parent, we resort to the Inventory of Parents and 

Peer Attachment (IPPA) [7] and picked and adapted twelve items from three of its subscales 

(trust, alienation, and communication). For each parent, participants indicated how much they 

agreed with every statement on a 7-point Likert scale, with 1 being “strongly disagree” and 7 

being “strongly agree”. 

Based on each item’s relevance to the concept of connectedness with parents, seven items 

were chosen from the trust subscale, which asks the mutual trust between children and parents, 

and one was removed for better Cronbach’s α value.  

Sample items chosen include: “I wish I had a different father/mother” (reversely scored), 

“My father/mother accepts me as I am”. Together, these items produced excellent Cronbach’s α 

values of .90 for fathers and .89 for mothers, respectively. 

Two items were selected from the alienation subscale, which taps the negative feelings 

children have for their parents, and they were modified to be “I have a good relationship with my 

father/mother” and “It’s important for me to get along with my father/mother”. Together, these 

items produced Cronbach’s α values of .68 for fathers and .78 for mothers, respectively. 

Three items were chosen from the communication sub-scale the taps the communication 

quality between children and parents, and one was removed for better Cronbach’s α value. The 
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chosen items are: “I openly tell my father/mother what I think and how I feel” and “I can count 

on my father/mother when I need to get something off my chest”. Together, these items 

produced fair Cronbach’s α values of .65 for fathers and .77 for mothers, respectively. 

Finally, participants’ scores on each of these items were summed up and averaged to produce 

a single connectedness score with their fathers and mothers, respectively. 

Adaptation. Participants’ adaptation to the host country was measured using a modified version 

of the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS) [104]. The participants indicated how much they 

agreed with the statements from 1 (does not describe me) to 5 (describes me extremely well). 

Twelve items were chosen to measure the social skills, basic needs, culture and environment 

adaptation, and perspectives on cultural differences. Sample items are: “I make friends with 

people from a different ethnic group”, and “I express my ideas in class”, etc. Reliability test 

shows they have produced a good Cronbach’s α value of .85. 

Demographic. Participant’s gender was included as a demographic variable, as studies abound 

in the potential gender effects of children and parents on their interaction patterns [70] as well as 

international students’ adaptation [75]. We also asked about participants’ time spent living in the 

States and time spent living away from parents, as time spent living on one’s own could become 

relevant when it comes to adaptation to a foreign environment [65]. 

4.2 Results 

I report the results in three parts. The first part reports findings in regard to Hypotheses 1 through 

3, the relationships between the frequencies of using various media and the levels of 

connectedness with each parent, autonomy, and one’s adaptation to the United States, 

respectively. The second part presents findings of Hypotheses 4 through 6, the relationships 

between the number of media used with each parent and the levels of connectedness with 

parents, autonomy, and adaptation. The final part describes the relationships among autonomy, 

connectedness with parents, and adaptation. 

One thing to note beforehand is that the interview studies have suggested that video and 

audio calls, text and audio messages, as well as social network sites were often used by the 

Chinese international students and their parents; in comparison, so few mentioned the use of 
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emails, postal mail, and personal websites, that it is reasonable to first examine the usage of these 

three media in our sample before conducting further analyses. The descriptive statistics of the 

frequencies are noted below. See Appendix D for correlations. 

  N Min. Max. Mean S.E. S.D Variance 

Video 
Fa 85 1 7 2.22 .14 1.27 1.60 

Mo 88 1 7 2.55 .15 1.42 2.02 

Audio chat 
Fa 85 1 7 1.92 .13 1.22 1.51 

Mo 88 1 7 2.40 .16 1.54 2.36 

Text message 
Fa 85 1 7 2.85 .22 2.00 4.01 

Mo 88 1 7 3.52 .24 2.24 5.03 

Audio message 
Fa 85 1 7 2.58 .20 1.87 3.49 

Mo 88 1 7 3.24 .24 2.25 5.06 

Email 
Fa 85 1 7 1.18 .08 .74 .55 

Mo 88 1 4 1.19 .06 .52 .27 

SNS 
Fa 85 1 7 2.00 .16 1.49 2.21 

Mo 88 1 7 1.95 .15 1.42 2.02 

Web 
Fa 85 1 4 1.14 .06 .56 .31 

Mo 88 1 3 1.06 .03 .28 .08 

Postal mail 
Fa 85 1 3 1.11 .04 .38 .14 

Mo 88 1 4 1.09 .05 .42 .18 

Table 1 Levels of communication frequencies with parents across media 

As shown in the above table, the frequencies of using email, personal websites, and postal 

mail are clearly lower than the other media, father and mother alike. To further confirm the 

differences, I ran a repeated measures general linear model, using parent and medium as two 

within-subject factors, and the gender of participants as well as the length of staying in the 

United States as between-subject factors, but Mauchly’s test yielded significant p-values for the 

media factor (χ2 [27]=175.80, p <.01) as well as the interaction between media and parent 

factors (χ2 [27] = 138.74, p < .01), suggesting a violation against the assumption of sphericity in 

the media factor. Therefore, I used the relatively conservative Greenhouse-Geisser correction to 

correct the degrees of freedom. 

Results suggest there was a statistically significant effect of media on the frequency of 

mediated communication, F(4.35, 398.94) = 25.00, p < .01 (See Figure 1). Post hoc tests using 
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Bonferroni correction showed some significant differences (See Appendix E for pairwise 

comparisons). 

 

Figure 1 Levels of communication frequency 

As the above figure shows, text messages were the most frequented medium in the 

communication between Chinese international students and their parents. In other words, 

participants exchanged text messages at least once a week. Email, personal websites, and postal 

mails were, not surprisingly, the least used media with parents. Specifically, text messages are 

used significantly more frequently than video calls (p =.02) and audio calls (p < .01). Audio 

messages are used more frequently than audio calls (p = .01), but not significantly different than 

video calls. Emails, as suggested above, are less frequently used than all of them (p < .01 for all 

comparisons). Due to the significantly lower rates of using email, personal websites, and postal 

mail with both parents, these three media will be dropped in the following analyses. 

Additionally, as the data of autonomy and connectedness with parents both violate the 

assumption of normality, nonparametric statistics were performed in lieu of ANOVA. For H1 

through H6, where the frequency of communication with parents and number of communication 

media used are the independent variables and connectedness, autonomy, and adaptation are the 

dependent variables, respectively, Kruskal-Wallis H and Mann-Whitney tests were used. For H7 
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and H8, where the levels of connectedness with parents and autonomy are the independent 

variable and the adaptation score is the dependent variable, Spearman’s rho test was employed to 

examine the relationships. 

4.2.1 Frequency of mediated communication and its role in one’s connectedness with 

parents, autonomy, and adaptation 

Since email, personal websites, as well as postal mails were rarely used by the Chinese 

international students to communicate with their parents and were excluded in the analyses, the 

frequencies of mediated communication were based on the raw results participants reported and 

the recoded answer of “user vs. non-user”. 

H1 proposed that the frequency of mediated communication is positively related to the level 

of connectedness with each parent. Using the raw frequencies reported by the participants, 

Kruskal-Wallis H test suggested that none of the frequencies were positively related to the 

connectedness with either father or mother. Although Mann-Whitney test showed that, when 

recoded as user or non-user, there was a marginally significant difference in perceived 

connectedness with fathers between non-users and users of video call (U = 579.50, p = .06). 

Additionally, Mann-Whitney tests also suggested that there was a significant difference in 

perceived connectedness with mothers between non-users and users of video chat (U = 476.00, p 

= .04), suggesting that the users of video chat perceived themselves as more connected with their 

mothers than those that did not or rarely used video chat. Therefore, H1 was partially supported. 

H2 proposed that the frequency of mediated communication is positively related to the level 

of autonomy. Neither Kruskal-Wallis H test nor MannWhitney test suggested that any significant 

relationship between autonomy and the frequency of communication in any medium; the 

relationships were only marginally significant for frequency of audio chatting with father (χ2[5] 

= 9.96, p = .08) and of text messages with mother (χ2[6] = 10.99, p = .09). Therefore, H2 was 

not supported. 

H3 proposed that the frequency of mediated communication is positively related to the level 

of one’s adaptation to the United States. Results showed that no significant relationship existed 

between the frequencies of mediated communication and adaptation; a marginally significant one 
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emerged between the frequency of exchanging text messages with father and adaptation (χ2[6] = 

11.40, p = .08); such a relationship also existed when the data were recoded as user vs. non-user 

(U = 641.00, p = .09). Results did show a significant relationship between users and non-users of 

social network sites with mother, in that the users displayed a higher level of adaptation than 

non-users (U = 686.00, p = .02). Therefore, H3 was partially supported. 

4.2.2 Number of media used with parents and its role in one’s connectedness with parents, 

autonomy, and adaptation 

Similar to the previous section, this section also excludes the use of email, personal websites, and 

postal mail, and uses only video and audio chat, audio and text messages, as well as social 

network sites to calculate the number of media used between Chinese international students and 

their parents. 

H4 proposed that the number of media used with parents is positively related to the level of 

connectedness with them. Kruskal-Wallis H test suggested that this was true for the 

connectedness with father and the number of media used with them (χ2[5] = 13.24, p = .02). Post 

hoc pairwise comparisons suggested that those who indicated that they connected with fathers 

using 2, 3, or 4 media have significantly higher perceived connectedness with fathers than those 

who used 0, 1, or 5. Therefore, H4 was only partially supported. 

H5 proposed that the number of media used with parents is positively related to the level of 

autonomy with them. Results showed no significant relationships and therefore it was rejected. 

H6 proposed that the number of media used with parents is positively related to the level of 

adaptation to the United States. Only a trend was found between the number of media used with 

mothers and one’s adaptation (χ2[5] = 9.39, p = .10). Therefore, H6 was not supported. 

4.2.3 Connectedness, autonomy, and adaptation to the United States 

In this section, I present results of analyses about the relationships between communication 

media usage with parents, the students’ levels of autonomy, connectedness with parents, and 

their sociocultural adaptation. The correlations between the outcome measures are presented 

below and in Appendix F. 
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 Autonomy Connectedness with 

father 

Connectedness with 

mother 

Adaptation 

Autonomy 1    

Connectedness with 

father 

-.322** 1   

Connectedness with 

mother 

-.224** .328** 1  

Adaptation .124 .117 .038 1 

Table 2 Correlations between outcome variables 

As both the levels of connectedness with parents and autonomy violate the assumption of 

normality, Spearman’s rank-order correlations were run to determine the relationships between 

one’s connectedness with each parent, autonomy, and their self-reported score of adaptation to 

the United States. No significant relationship was found for one’s adaptation with connectedness 

or autonomy, rejecting H7 and H8. However, we did find a positive relationship between the 

connectedness with father and with mother (rs = .38, p <.001), and a negative relationship 

between the connectedness with father and the level of autonomy (rs = -.38, p < .01) 

In general, the results seemed to display a general trend of different results from interaction 

with fathers and with mothers. For instance, the usage of video chat with mothers was positively 

related with one’s perceived connectedness with them, but this does not hold for fathers. On the 

other hand, the number of media used with fathers was positively related to the connectedness 

with them, but not for mothers. In addition, the use of social network sites with mothers leads to 

higher levels of adaptation to the United States, which, again, does not hold for fathers. 

To further understand those differences, I resorted to the results of the repeated measures of 

ANOVA performed before the analyses, and found that there was a statistically significant effect 

of parent on the frequency of mediated communication, F(1, 72) = 15.34, p < .01. Post hoc tests 

using Bonferroni correction revealed that the frequency of mediated communication with fathers 

(M = 1.75, s.e. = .11) was significantly lower than that with mothers (M = 2.12, s.e. = .09; p 

< .01). 

Additionally, results also showed that parents and media had a statistically significant 

interaction, F(3.84, 276.67) = 6.25, p = .000. Since SPSS did not give a detailed description of 
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the interaction effect, I further examined the differences in means for each parent on each media. 

As the between-parents means differences failed the normality assumption on every medium, I 

performed a Wilcoxon signed rank test and found that the participants had lower communication 

frequencies with fathers than with mothers on video call (Z = -2.84, p < .01), audio call (Z = -

4.00, p<.01 ), text messages (Z = -3.34, p < .01), and audio messages (Z = -3.64, p < .01), but not 

on social network sites. On a related note, another Wilcoxon signed rank test also suggested that 

mothers connected with children using more media than fathers did (Z = .-3.21, p < .01). 

4.3 Discussion 

Taken together, these results seem to indicate that Chinese international students have different 

patterns of interacting with their parents, and such different patterns, in terms of both 

communication frequencies over various media and the number of media they used to connect 

with them, may lead to different developmental and sociocultural consequences, in the case of 

international students, different levels of connectedness and adaptation to the environment. 

Specifically, in terms of connectedness with parents, we found that Chinese international 

students reported a higher level of connectedness when they used video chat with their mothers 

than when they did not or rarely use it with them. This relationship was marginally significant in 

the fathers’ case; it is impossible to conclude whether it will become significant with a bigger 

sample, but we may infer that video calls, although not the most frequently used medium among 

others, play a critical role in fostering connectedness between parents and children. 

Participants also reported a significantly higher level of connectedness with fathers when 

they used 2-4 types of media than when they used 0, 1, or 5 with them. This somewhat bulge-

shaped pattern may indicate it is the quality rather than the quantity of mediated communication 

that counts. Without further information, an equally plausible, and not necessarily mutually 

exclusive, explanation is that children have a particular way of fostering connectedness with their 

fathers, given that the fathers were reported to be connecting with children on fewer media than 

mothers were. 

On a related note, we found that the connectedness with fathers and with mothers were 

positively related with each other. While it is perfectly possible that much of the communication 
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with parents takes place when both of the parents are present, on synchronous or asynchronous 

platforms, an interesting perspective is to examine the possible role of mothers in maintaining 

relationship among family members. Anecdotal evidence from interview transcripts has implied 

that, in quite a few families, even when the fathers communicated less frequently with the 

children, mothers would “relay” or share information and communication content and experience 

when the fathers are available, usually without the online presence of children. 

We also found that Chinese international students reported higher levels of adaptation to the 

United States when they used social network sites with their mothers than when they did not use 

them. However, such a relationship does not hold for fathers. Given that there was no significant 

difference between the frequency of using social network sites with fathers and mothers, a 

possible explanation is that the experience of using them differs between the parents. The 

qualitative results from previous chapter may shed more light on this finding and will be 

discussed in the next chapter. 

Contrary to our expectation, however, in terms of Chinese international students’ level of 

autonomy, we did not find any significant relationships with the communication between parents 

and children, as well as with adaptation of children, with the exception of its significantly 

negative relationship with connectedness with fathers, but not with mothers. This further 

highlights the potential differences between parents in their roles of emerging adults’ transition 

to adulthood. Additionally, it calls for further scrutiny of the relationship between autonomy and 

connectedness, the duo of concepts that has sparked much academic debate across disciplines.  
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Centering on the mediated communication between Chinese international students and their 

parents over a distance, this two-part project qualitatively examined the general patterns of 

communication between Chinese international students and their parents, and looked more 

closely at the roles played by media in such communication, as well as in the relational 

maintenance and autonomy maintenance processes. Quantitatively, it has also explored the 

different roles played by the specific medium in the sociocultural adaptation, autonomy, and 

connectedness with parents for the Chinese international students. 

In the following sections, I first discuss the implications of the findings from the two studies 

taken together, and then propose several unaddressed questions for future studies. 

5.1 Discussion of findings 

The findings are divided and discussed in three parts. First, we discuss how the application of 

relational maintenance in analyzing Chinese international students’ communication with their 

parents may be a conceptual bridge to connect self-determination theory and the developmental 

psychology of emerging adults. Then we summarize and discuss findings on roles played by 

different media in the communication process. Finally, we look into an emergent theme from 

both qualitative and quantitative findings, the different roles of parents. 

5.1.1 Media affordances in relational maintenance 

As elaborated in Chapter 1, the majority of the communication between Chinese international 

students and their parents takes place in mediated environments, which, in turn, means that the 

affordances of media can be utilized as a way to accommodate needs for either autonomy or 

connectedness. In terms of specific relational maintenance behaviors, we found that media play 

an important role in the conflict management process, as some children took advantage of the 

mediated nature of communication to use small lies to exit conversation with their parents and to 

avoid talking about certain topics. They also used asynchronous text chat as their parents would 

not be expecting immediate feedback when using it.  
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There are always trade-offs in media choices. Video chat and audio chat, for instance, 

contribute to the continuation of conversations while providing richer cues, and therefore may 

help active resolution of a conflict. Text chat, on the other hand, comes in handy when one wants 

to avoid certain topics and potential conflicts, as it delivers fewer nonverbal cues that may elicit 

conflicts. Mediated communication itself could also be utilized as a way to exit conflicts as an 

indirect conflict management strategy. In this section, we discuss the findings on media and their 

affordance in the relational maintenance process to achieve the goal of either autonomy or 

connectedness with parents. 

When it comes to regular contact being a relational maintenance strategy, the media 

affordances immediately become relevant. The interviewees frequently mentioned that they used 

video chat to contact parents to achieve the sense of closeness, which was also agreed upon by 

many parents. It was also manifested in our survey study, where the connectedness with mothers 

was positively related to the use of video chat, regardless of the frequency; a trend was observed 

for fathers as well. This is consistent with the American studies [96], “richer” media, especially 

video chat, also support the delivery of nonverbal cues which help ease the potential conflicts, 

provide contextual information and sometimes the sense of security, and make both parties feel 

closer to each other. It also supports Cao’s study [22] that suggests even for family members 

located in different time zones, synchronous media are more preferred than asynchronous ones, 

despite the more difficult scheduling issue involved. 

However, Smith et al. [96] also suggest it requires more technical knowledge than just to use 

phone calls, which is why it is less popular than phone calls, whereas our study found more 

people used it over phone calls. One explanation for this difference may be that when the child 

moves abroad to a country unfamiliar to the parents, the parents will be more concerned and 

insecure about what they are going through, and “richer” media, especially video chat, can 

diminish such insecurity to some extent by providing visual information to the parents. 

Therefore, in order to get this sense of security, the parents are more motivated to learn to use 

these new media than when their children move to a different city but within the same country, 

which they are more familiar with. 
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We also found that, in addition to audio/video chat that supports engaged interaction, most 

respondents also used other media for them to reach each other when video/audio chat is not 

accessible at the time. This finding is later highlighted by the significantly higher usage of text 

and audio messages than video and audio calls. This is consistent with previous findings of the 

usage of multiple media. For instance, Schon [93] found that the number of media used by 

parents and children to maintain their relationship was similar to the number of media used in 

friendships, which could be explained by the Media Niche Theory [36], as different media fill in 

different niches of the user. 

Text and audio messages can also be used to gain autonomy for the children. Specifically, the 

interviewees mentioned that they preferred text messages when they wanted to have brief and 

instrumental-oriented conversations with their parents. Text messages were also mentioned as an 

easier way for the children to control and lead the conversation to avoid topics they did not want 

to discuss, as well as to prioritize their own lives. 

However, it is important to note that text messages in this context refer to a combination of 

both asynchronous messages (not unlike SMS) and instant messages. In this vein, the current 

study is consistent with previous work that suggests text messages are important media in parent-

child relationship [69], but is different from works that suggest IM is the least popular medium 

between parents and children due to its requirement for parents’ media literacy levels [91, 72]. 

Such difference does not negate previous studies in any way but likely comes from the 

increasingly blurred boundary between the text messaging and instant messaging in recent years. 

Compared to the popularity of messages, email was much less used, especially among the 

parents’ generation, as they are only used to send important information that needs to be written 

down or to send large quantities of photos when the other tools just could not send that many 

altogether. Results were further confirmed by later survey study on the rare usage of email 

between children and parents. This is, to some extent, different from the American results. For 

instance, Trice [101] suggests first-year college students in America maintained regular email 

interactions with their parents, especially when they were in stress, and Johnson et al. [58] found 

college students use relational maintenance behaviors with family members in their emails, 
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whereas the Chinese respondents reported that they did not use email or only used it for keeping 

records or sending photos. There are two explanations for this difference: (1) Email is a more 

popular and widely accepted choice for the American population but not for Chinese, and (2) 

Trice’s study was conducted when instant messengers were not as popular — results might differ 

if the study were to be repeated today. 

Our results that social network sites (mainly WeChat’s Moments) have gained popularity 

among parents and they can also foster the connectedness between parents and children by 

making the children feel liked and cared for support previous studies that acknowledge the 

positive impact of social network sites on the parent-child relationship [61, 39], and is also 

consistent with the Asian studies which suggest Asian children felt natural and more comfortable 

than their American counterparts, to add their parents on SNS [25]. However, it is still too soon 

to suggest such a difference has anything to do with different cultural backgrounds, as it is more 

likely for the children to be open to communicating with parents over them with the increased 

popularity of social network sites in the general public, as they might no longer perceive it as 

“the children’s realm”, as one parent cautiously commented. 

Qualitatively, interviewees also reckoned that SNS contributed to children’s autonomy in that 

they could use them to post their own achievements, partly to ensure their parents that they were 

able to survive on their own. However, SNS are sometimes used by parents as a surveillance tool 

to monitor children’s activities and persuade children to do certain things, which was perceived 

as a hindrance to their autonomy. In this case, some have chosen to block their parents on SNS, 

at least occasionally, and others have decided to steer the parents away from any SNS. These 

results have painted a more granular picture than previous studies that suggest children felt either 

uncomfortable to friend their parents on SNS due to privacy concern [105] or generally ok with 

friending parents without making any privacy customization [27]. Such results suggest the 

parent-child interaction on SNS merits more research attention; the acceptance or refusal of 

parents’ friend request is but a first step in this interaction. 
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5.1.2 Relational maintenance strategies: Bridging the conceptual gap between self-

determination theory and developmental psychology of emerging adults 

In Chapter Two, we reviewed the concepts of autonomy and relatedness from self-determination 

theory (SDT) and compared them briefly with autonomy and connection in relational dialectics 

theory (RDT) and autonomy and connectedness in developmental psychology. Despite the 

nominal similarity and their common interest in the two forces of intimacy and separation, they 

are different in either how the forces are conceptualized or where the focal point lies. 

Specifically, RDT perceives autonomy and connection as an integral part of the conversation or 

communication and they are what make the interpersonal relationships dynamic. SDT perceives 

autonomy and relatedness as two of the three basic human needs that, when satisfied, contribute 

to one’s psychological well-being and social development. On a related note, developmental 

psychology also highlights the significance of autonomy and connectedness (some scholars also 

referred to it as “relatedness”) in different life stages, especially in one’s adolescence and 

emerging adulthood, one distinctive stage proposed in response to the delayed entrance to 

adulthood [8], as it contends that managing the balance between autonomy and connectedness 

with significant figures, such as one’s parents, contributes to one’s maturity and adaptation. 

Differences among the theories does not mean they are unrelated in nature and should never 

been employed in conjunction with each other. On the contrary, the concepts of autonomy and 

connectedness in developmental psychology can be perceived as a specific application of their 

conceptual siblings in interpersonal relationships. As an attempt to bridge these isles of theories, 

the current study examines specific behaviors between Chinese international students and their 

parents through the relational maintenance framework in a mediated environment and uses the 

findings of the specific relational maintenance strategies in conjunction with media affordances 

to advance the connection between developmental psychology and SDT. 

Developmental psychology contends that, for adolescents and emerging adults, it is critical to 

strike a balance between being autonomous while also staying connected with significant figures, 

such as their family members, including parents and siblings, but does not address specifically 

how this process takes place in their day-to-day interaction (or the absence of it). Bringing in 
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relational maintenance helps further the understanding of the process by examining the strategies 

and their effects on the autonomy and connectedness status, as relational maintenance itself 

targets at achieving a desirable relational outcome, and the balance between autonomy and 

connectedness can be undoubtedly seen as one of such, especially in the cases of young adults. 

Our findings of the different relational maintenance strategies used between Chinese 

international students and their parents include conflict management, advice seeking and giving, 

worry avoidance, as well as keeping regular and frequent contact. In terms of conflict 

management, we found that conflicts could arise from one’s behavior, temper or personality, and 

conversation topics, such as career choices or other types of plans. We looked at the conflict 

management strategies used and found that avoiding talking about conflict-inducing topics 

appear to be the most commonly adopted strategy when trying to manage conflicts. 

Unlike conflict management and advice giving and seeking, worry avoidance was not a 

strategy listed in the traditional typology of relational maintenance behaviors [19, 98], but was 

brought about in a study between college students and their parents in the United States [70]. 

Worry avoidance was also frequently mentioned in the interview studies by both parents and 

children. This finding could be explained by the specific relationship in the study: parents and 

children. Being the long-time caretaker of the children, it is hard for the parents to rid themselves 

from feeling responsible for children’s health and well-being even after they have left home, and 

therefore it is natural for them to feel worried when the children are out there on their own. 

Consequently, in order to make the parents feel assured, the children intentionally avoid things in 

their communication that could worry their parents. 

An equally plausible, and not necessarily exclusively explanation is that the distance and the 

physical absence it creates makes worry avoidance more pertinent in the context. Due to the 

physical distance (and potentially time zone difference), it is hardly possible for one party to be 

immediately available for the other party when things happen; nothing but negative feelings will 

come out of this. Therefore, it is logical for one party to deem it unnecessary to worry about the 

other party with things they cannot help with. 
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Keeping regular contact with the parents, as mentioned by both parents and children in our 

interviews, also signifies as a relational maintenance strategy that is commonly understood by 

both parties. This strategy, just like worry avoidance, was not among the relational maintenance 

behaviors in past papers. The repeated mentioning of this strategy in the current study may 

suggest that when two parties are geographically separated and both understand such separation 

is a lasting situation, communication itself, rather than the specific content or length or quality of 

the communication, stands out as a more expressive way of showing care, concern, and support. 

By uncovering and examining those relational maintenance strategies used between Chinese 

international students, we took a first step into connecting SDT and the developmental 

psychology of emerging adults. We offered concrete, although far from exhaustive, accounts on 

what strategies are used and what outcomes they bring about. One thing to note is that the usage 

of those relational maintenance strategies is situated deeply in a mediated environment. In other 

words, the media affordances have, in some way, prompted or dissuaded the users to use certain 

strategies than others, as discussed in previous section. 

5.1.3 Differences between parents 

We have also encountered an emergent theme from both studies: differences between parents. 

Our interviewees suggested that they communicated with their parents differently. Specifically, 

they mentioned that they communicated with mothers more frequently than fathers, a finding 

later supported by the survey results across all media, except the social network sites. This is 

consistent with previous findings that suggest that children usually communicate with mothers 

more often than with fathers, as mothers are usually the nurturing character in the family and are 

more open to communicating with children [48, 84]. 

The survey results further suggest that the usage of social network sites with mothers 

positively relates to Chinese international students’ adaptation, which not only highlights the 

importance of mothers in international students’ lives, but also brings attention to the difference 

between parents. We found no significant difference in using social network sites with fathers 

and mothers in terms of frequency, but only the usage with mothers, not with fathers, contributes 

to the students’ adaptation. One explanation for this difference may be traced to previous finding 
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that the adaptation of international students is positively related to the emotional support they 

received from the old social network [24], and if there is more solid evidence to support the 

perceived emotional support from mothers’ side, it makes sense to expect that the 

communication with mother contributes to the adaptation more so than that with father does. The 

interview results have offered some preliminary evidence, with some interviewees indicating 

fathers care more about their academic or career performance, and are usually more succinct 

during an interaction, whereas mothers are more concerned with the overall life qualities of 

children, with a focus on the personal or romantic relationships, and are more talkative than 

fathers. However, no conclusion should be made to explain the difference without further 

research. 

5.2 Limitations and future directions 

Like many other studies on international students, the current dissertation also has a few 

limitations that prevent us from drawing further conclusions. One of the major limitations is that 

the sample sizes are relatively small and homogeneous. Although the interview study reached 

theoretical saturation, the survey study could benefit from a bigger sample that includes more 

international students, not only in the United States but also in other countries. A related 

limitation is that this thesis only focuses on international students from China. Although it is the 

biggest origin country for international students in the United States, the culture factor in this 

population should not be neglected. The current dissertation did not intend to address any 

differences that may be traced to the cultural background, but we will be remiss if we were to 

contend that all the international students, regardless of their country of original and cultural 

background, would display a similar trend as this dissertation has shown. 

In fact, the different perceptions of family relationships, especially those with parents, may 

be a good starting point to set off future research. Influenced by the Confucianism and the value 

of “filial piety”, Chinese international students are more likely to perceive it as a responsibility to 

connect with their parents than their American counterparts are, and such connectedness remains 

to be a prioritized goal for them, even when they are abroad, living on their own, as the value of 

filial piety indoctrinates them to be obedient to their parents [29]. In comparison, the American 
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culture, which prioritizes independent individuals, may place a lesser load on communication 

with parents as the children’s responsibility. If a future study were to compare the Chinese 

international students against those from other cultures, one factor that must be woven in the 

hypothesis is the identification with their parents as part of their responsibility. 

The original hypothesis has proposed a negative relationship between the frequency of 

mediated communication with parents and one’s level of autonomy, but the test results did not 

support such a relationship. This could be because that international students are simply more 

autonomous than their counterparts who stay in the home country, as the sole decision of leaving 

parents and moving to a new country itself involves a certain level of confidence in one’s 

autonomy. In other words, those who do not feel they are autonomous enough may choose not to 

go abroad for studying at all. However, this has to remain as an anecdotal conjecture before any 

empirical study provides support for it. On this basis, future studies should also look into how the 

different living status affect one’s autonomy and connectedness with parents. Do children who 

live with or close to their parents have a lower level of autonomy than those who live farther 

away from them? Would the hypothetically negative relationship between autonomy and 

communication with parents be significant were it to be tested in a different sample? The answer 

may not be a simple yes or no, as the cultural background and social norms could affect the 

perception of living arrangements. 

Another limitation of the current studies is that the media ecology has never ceased evolving 

in the recent decade. In other words, what held true in the current studies may change in the 

context of the emergence of new media as well as the increasingly adopted new media. A telling 

example is the social network sites. On one hand, social network sites are moving toward an 

integrated platform that involves both synchronous (e.g., Facebook messenger, WeChat 

chatrooms) and asynchronous communication (e.g., profile page, posts, and notes on Facebook, 

posts on WeChat), which means we should not straightforwardly categorize it into any type. The 

specific features can be creatively utilized to achieve users’ goal, be it autonomy or 

connectedness, or both. Our interviewees had already mentioned how they used certain functions 

to connect with or get away from their parents, but the increasing population of social media 
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users, as well as its growing popularity among the parents’ generation, warrants greater research 

merit [106]. In recent years, more social network sites have been actively developed, especially 

in China, where Facebook and other SNS were unavailable. How do emerging adults use those 

local/ethnical SNS to communicate with their parents? Will it be any different from the usage of 

SNS by international students? 

The current studies represent a first step into joining the theories of SDT and developmental 

psychology by focusing on the communication part of the story. We examined the relational 

maintenance behaviors as well as the usage of media and their respective affordances in fostering 

one’s autonomy and connectedness with parents, but we did not address the operationalization of 

balance between autonomy and connectedness. Although they are widely acknowledged as 

important aspects in one’s transition to adulthood and adaptation to the new environment, few 

have looked into exactly what the “balance” means in this context, and how we could 

operationalize this “balance.” Our interview results already suggest that many young adults are 

involved in practices that aim to strike a balance between the two, but until the concept of 

“balance” is further clarified, more work, both qualitative and quantitative, is needed in this 

respect. In doing so, we hope future research will continue the effort from current studies to 

further the theories and their connections by theory elaboration, as Fisher and Aguinis [40] have 

proposed. 

In conclusion, these two studies in the dissertation addressd Chinese international students’ 

communication with their parents, and how such communication affects their adaptation in the 

United States, and their own development tasks of gaining autonomy and remain connected with 

their parents. As more new media are coming to being and are adopted by family members, the 

research of this project is only the beginning of many more studies yet to come.
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PHASE #1 

Warm Up Questions: 

How often do you go back to visit your parents? / How often does your child come back to visit 

you?  

When was the last time? 

How often do your parents come to visit you? / How often do you visit your child?  

When was the last time? 

Communication Routine: 

Tell me about your most recent communication with your parents/child. 

When did it happen? 

Where were you and your parent / child? 

Who initiated it? 

Who did you talk to? 

What media did you use? 

What did you talk about? 

How did you feel about it? 

How do you think your parents / child felt about it? 

Tell me about a typical communication experience between you and your parents / child after 

you / your child moved to Ithaca. 

When does it usually happen? 

Who usually initiates the communication? 

Where will you and your parent be? 

Who do you usually talk to? 

What tool do you use? 
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What do you talk about? 

How do you feel about it? 

How do you think your parent feel about it? 

How is it different from before you / your child moved to Ithaca? Why are they different? 

Is there any memorable communication experience with your parent / your child after you / your 

child moved here? 

Media: 

What media do you use to communicate with your parents/child? 

Why do you use the media just mentioned? 

From most important to least important, how would you rank those media? Why? 

What are some features that you don’t like about the media you just mentioned? 

Autonomy (for children): 

What is something that you don’t want to talk about with your parents? 

Why do you not want to talk about it? 

What if your parent talks about it to you? Has it ever happened? If so, how did it end? If not, 

imagine how you would want it to end. 

What is something you feel your parents do not want to talk about with you? How do you know? 

How would you deal with it? 

Relational maintenance: 

Tell me how you typically manage your relationship with your parents / child. 

How do you usually do it? 

How often do you do it? 

(for children) To whom do you usually do it? Is there a reason? 

What makes you want to do it? 

How do your parents / does your child react? 
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How is it different from before you / your child moved to Ithaca? 

Is there anything you continued doing with your parents / child even if you moved away from 

them? 

Concluding Questions: 

What’s the ideal interaction for you with your parents / your child, in terms of:  

Frequency 

Media 

Autonomy 

Relational maintenance 

Is there anything else you want to tell me? 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR PHASE #2  

Warm-up questions:  

How long have you been away from your parents?  

How often do you go back to your hometown?  

Were you living with your parents before you attended college? If not, where did you live and 

what were you doing then?  

How many siblings do you have? Are any of them living with your parents right now?  

Communication routine:  

What are the communication tools (including email, texting, instant messenger, video chat, 

telephone, SNS) that you used with your parents (regardless of frequency)? Do you have a 

communication routine, including time, place and frequency for each of these tools? If so, what 

are they?  

How do you use it to communicate with your parents?  

Last synchronous communication episode:  

Recall the most recent communication you had with either of your parents, in which you were 

involved in real-time communication (e.g.: in a telephone or video chat conversation), when did 

that happen? Who initiated the communication? Was it planned or spontaneous? If it was 

planned, how did you coordinate it?  

What did you talk about with your parents? 

Do you talk about the same topic to your friends or significant other? When was the last time you 

did it? How is it different from the conversation you had with your parents? 

Recall your days when you were still living together with your parents, did you talk about the 

same topic? If so, how is it different from the conversation you had now? 

[Probe: Did your parents talk about things that happen in their lives? If so, what was it, and what 

was your response? If not, what do you think made them not to talk about it?]  

Where were you when you communicated synchronously with your parents last time? What 

made you choose this location? Did you prepare ahead of time before your communication (e.g.: 

cleaning up, getting objects/people to show them)? Is it a place where you usually are when you 

communicate with your parents?  

What communication media did you use? What made you or your parents choose this 

communication media? Is there any specific feature that you like about it? Any specific feature 

that you don’t like?  
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How do you think these media help you manage your relationship with your parents? 

How do you think these media help you manage your own autonomy? 

Is there anything you want to change about this communication experience (e.g.: something you 

prefer to do differently, or regret doing)?  

Last asynchronous communication episode:  

Recall the most recent communication you had with either of your parents, in which you or your 

parents responded to each other over a certain period of time (e.g.: texting, email, or social 

network sites interaction), when did that start? Who initiated the communication?  

What did you talk about with your parents? 

Do you talk about the same topic to your friends or significant other? When was the last time you 

did it? How is it different from the conversation you had with your parents? 

Recall your days when you were still living together with your parents, did you talk about the 

same topic? If so, how is it different from the conversation you had now? 

[Probe: Did your parents talk about things that happen in their lives? If so, what was it, and what 

was your response? If not, what do you think made them not to talk about it?]  

Where were you when you communicated asynchronously with your parents last time? What 

made you choose this location? Did you prepare ahead of time before your communication (e.g.: 

cleaning up, getting objects/people to show them)? Is it a place where you usually are when you 

communicate with your parents?  

What communication media did you use? What made you or your parents choose this 

communication media? Is there any specific feature that you like about it? Any specific feature 

that you don’t like?  

How do you think these media help you manage your relationship with your parents? 

How do you think these media help you manage your own autonomy? 

Is there anything you want to change about this communication experience (e.g.: something you 

prefer to do differently, or regret doing)?  

[From now on all the communication will be referred to both synchronous and asynchronous 

ones.]  

Communication routine:  

What are the communication tools (including email, texting, instant messenger, video chat, 

telephone, SNS) that you used with your parents (regardless of frequency)? Do you have a 

communication routine, including time, place and frequency for each of these tools? If so, what 

are they?  
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How did you come to this routine? Were they set up explicitly or formed implicitly through 

time? Were there any particular conflicts or events that made you feel you need to have a 

routine?  

Is there anything you want to change about this communication routine (e.g.: something you 

prefer to do differently, or regret doing)?  

Reflection:  

Will this interview change your view about communication with your parents? What about 

changes to your behavior?  
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APPENDIX C 

QUESTIONNAIRE USED IN THE SURVEY 
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APPENDIX D 

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN THE FREQUENCIES OF MEDIATED COMMUNICATION IN THE SURVEY STUDY 
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APPENDIX E 

PAIRWISE COMPARISONS OF THE LEVEL OF MEDIATED COMMUNICATION 

FREQUENCIES 

Measure:   Level_of_Frequency    

Mean  
Difference (I) Media 

 (J) Media  (I-J)  Std. 

Error  Sig.b  

95% Confidence Interval for 

Differenceb  

Lower 

Bound  
Upper 

Bound  

1  2  .267  .149  1.000  -.217  .752  

 3  -.756*  .231  .046  -1.507  -.006  

4  -.488  .228  .998  -1.227  .251  

5  1.150*  .157  .000  .640  1.659  

6  .431  .187  .675  -.176  1.037  

7  1.242*  .149  .000  .757  1.727  

8  1.233*  .151  .000  .742  1.724  

2  1  -.267  .149  1.000  -.752  .217  

 3  -1.024*  .213  .000  -1.715  -.332  

4  -.755*  .227  .038  -1.490  -.020  

5  .882*  .152  .000  .388  1.376  

6  .163  .177  1.000  -.410  .736  

7  .974*  .147  .000  .497  1.452  

8  .965*  .146  .000  .491  1.439  

3  1  .756*  .231  .046  .006  1.507  

 2  1.024*  .213  .000  .332  1.715  

4  .269  .239  1.000  -.507  1.044  

5  1.906*  .221  .000  1.190  2.622  

6  1.187*  .235  .000  .423  1.951  

7  1.998*  .220  .000  1.284  2.712  

8  1.989*  .221  .000  1.272  2.706  

4  1  .488  .228  .998  -.251  1.227  

 2  .755*  .227  .038  .020  1.490  

3  -.269  .239  1.000  -1.044  .507  

5  1.637*  .217  .000  .934  2.341  

6  .919*  .202  .001  .262  1.575  

7  1.730*  .214  .000  1.034  2.425  

8  1.720*  .216  .000  1.021  2.420  

5  1  -1.150*  .157  .000  -1.659  -.640  

 2  -.882*  .152  .000  -1.376  -.388  

3  -1.906*  .221  .000  -2.622  -1.190  
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4  -1.637*  .217  .000  -2.341  -.934  

6  -.719*  .142  .000  -1.179  -.259  

7  .092  .035  .307  -.022  .207  

8  .083  .047  1.000  -.071  .237  

6  1  -.431  .187  .675  -1.037  .176  

                   2  -.163  .177  1.000  -.736  .410  

 3  -1.187*  .235  .000  -1.951  -.423  

4  -.919*  .202  .001  -1.575  -.262  

5  .719*  .142  .000  .259  1.179  

 7  .811*  .137  .000  .366  1.256  

8  .802*  .144  .000  .333  1.271  

7  1  -1.242*  .149  .000  -1.727  -.757  

 2  -.974*  .147  .000  -1.452  -.497  

3  -1.998*  .220  .000  -2.712  -1.284  

4  -1.730*  .214  .000  -2.425  -1.034  

5  -.092  .035  .307  -.207  .022  

6  -.811*  .137  .000  -1.256  -.366  

8  -.009  .030  1.000  -.105  .087  

8  1  -1.233*  .151  .000  -1.724  -.742  

 2  -.965*  .146  .000  -1.439  -.491  

3  -1.989*  .221  .000  -2.706  -1.272  

4  -1.720*  .216  .000  -2.420  -1.021  

5  -.083  .047  1.000  -.237  .071  

6  -.802*  .144  .000  -1.271  -.333  

7  .009  .030  1.000  -.087  .105  

  
Based on estimated marginal means  
*. The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.  
b. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni.  
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APPENDIX F 

CORRELATIONS BETWEEN THE OUTCOME MEASURES (AUTONOMY, CONNECTEDNESS WITH PARENTS, AND 

ADAPTATION) IN THE SURVEY STUDY 

  Autonomy  Connectedness 

with father  

Connectedness with 

mother  

Adaptation  

Autonomy  1        

Connectedness with father  -.322**  1      

Connectedness with 

mother  

-.224**  .328**  1    

Adaptation  .124  .117  .038  1  

 

 

**: Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)  
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