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Topic: ‘When you feel excluded you feel your purpose has been taken away’ (Riley, cited in Eastwood, 2022, p. 27). Critically reflect upon this statement in regards to the relationship between adult children and their older parents. 
 
Abstract 
Family is one of the most critical institutions in sustaining society's operation as it works as a basis of society. When it comes to family relationships, it is always focused on the relationship between adult parents with their children and the relationship between marital partners. In Hong Kong, it is uncommon to look at the relationship between adult children and their older parents. With the advancement of technical and medical development, the life expediency of people is longer, so the aging population has become a serious issue. According to the Department of Health in Hong Kong, the average life expediency of males and females from 1971 to 2019 increased from 67 to 82 and 75 to 88 respectively. Also, according to Census and Statistics department in Hong Kong, the expected life expediency of Hongkongers will increase continuously. What is the potential problem in family relations regarding the aging problem? In this essay, the relationship between adult children and their older parents will be investigated including older parents with their biological offspring as well as the mother-in-law with their daughter-in-law.   
 
Definition: Excluded and Purposes 
When it comes to ‘feeling excluded and purposes have been taken away’, there might be some problems in the family. Before reflecting on the statement, the terms ‘excluded’ and ‘purposes’ will be defined in the following, so as to link the situation to the relationship between elderly parents and their adult children.  
 
According to the Cambridge Dictionary, purpose means the reason for existence or the reason behind action and behavior. When connecting the word ‘purpose’ to family, family members find their purposes by understanding their roles and responsibilities to ensure their value and importance to their own family to find their purposes. Understanding our purposes in the family is important because it is a source of motivation to contribute to the family, find ourselves irreplicable in the family group and create self-identity in the family. The meaning of family so as to protect our family 
 
Exclude means ’intentionally not include something’ and ‘keep out and omit someone’. There are two criteria to make someone feel excluded, which are i) they are being intentionally excluded, and ii) they are not taking part in a group that they were used to. According to the dictionary of Sociology, Scott (2009) indicated exclusion is a process of an individual experiencing deprivation in terms of resources or non-resources like income and social linkage so that they feel isolated and marginalized by society. When social exclusion is applied to some people, they feel they are unimportant since their low contributions and unneeded by society, they feel that they are not valued and not considered within the community. Similarly, family members might experience exclusion within the family sphere. When they feel they cannot take part in a family role or they cannot contribute to the family, they cannot find their value and deprivation of status and self-identity in the family.  
 
We can see there is a linkage between purpose and exclusion. Value is an element to link these feelings together. The value that your family members give you and the value that you gave to yourself determines the sense of inclusion in the family. How much you value yourselves in the family reflects the purposes of taking part in the family role.  
 
Cultural context: Family Culture in Hong Kong
It is undeniable that the change brought by industrialization to family structure or family culture is significant. For instance, family bonding is weakened by individualism, the reliance on financial support from parents is reduced, and the family size is reduced as well. People will focus more on the husband-and-wife relationship instead of elderly parents and adult children relationship. Yet, Lee et al. (1994) stated that it might be happening in western countries, but non-western countries, especially east Asia like Chinese families are different. Chinese families are dominantly patriarchal families through the lens of power relations theory from a sociological perspective. Power relations explained the power and status owned by family members determined by their wealth. Also, Chinese culture is hugely influenced by Confucianism while one of the most important virtues was ‘filial piety’, which means love our parents. A famous motto from Confucianism was ‘prioritizing filial piety over anything else. The status of parents in the family is high as children ought to be grateful for the love and efforts that parents have given to them unconditionally. There is one more concept in the Chinese family which is children obey their parents and not questioning them to show respect to them.  
 
The role of children changes when they are getting older. Adult children might take more roles in families. For instance, they might become someone’s spouse, parent, and also the caregiver of their elderly parents. When the effort paid by adult children cannot meet up the expectations of elderly parents, and without good communication, there might be a bad impact on the family relationship. Elderly parents might feel excluded and miss the purpose of engaging in the family. Taking care of elderly parents is considered a responsibility for adult children in Chinese society. That social action is a value-rational action that was affected by Confucianism. It is also a traditional action in which children are taught to give back to their parents. Filial piety was passed from generation to generation.  
 
When children grow up in a family, their parents will expect something from them. The role of elderly parents will change from caregiver to caretaker. There is a Chinses idiom ‘yeung yi fong lo’, which means parents bringing up children for the purpose of being looked after in old age. This concept could be explained by social exchange theory. It simply refers to people who do something for a ‘give and take’ purpose and they will try to maximize the benefits and minimize the losses. Therefore, from the elderly parents’ perspective, they put effort into taking care of their children to make themselves could be taken care of when they are becoming too old to take care of themselves. There were scholars supporting this idea in under-benefited elderly parents are more likely to be angry and hatred, and vice versa (Arling, 1976; Clark and Anderson, 1967; Hatfield et al., 1985; Lee and Ellithorpe, 1982; Rook, 1987, cited in McCulloch, 1990). 
 
Reality of Hong Kong
The process of how elderly parents feel excluded, and purposes have been taken away will be explained in the following, as well as discussions on the struggles faced by adult children in taking care of family relationships in taking part in several family roles. When focusing on older parents-and-children's relationships in Hong Kong families, there are different areas to cover to understand the underlying reasons affecting their relations. For instance, the working sphere, social support, parenting, social welfare, etc. Since the working environment in Hong Kong is quite demanding in terms of working hours, data has stated that Hong Kong is one of the cities with the longest working hours. Not to mention taking care of elderly parents, personal leisure time for working adult children after work is scarce. When adult children are not coresident with their parents, it is harder for them to take care of their parents. According to the Census and Statistics Department in Hong Kong, the number of coresident of older parents and children decreased from 57.3% to 52.2% in 2011. Therefore, adult parents might choose to outsource to professional family caregiving, which is an elderly care services institution.  

There are a lot of adult children considering sending their elderly parents to an elderly home. Lam (2022) stated that the average waiting time for elderly parents’ access to government-subsidized elder homes is 33 months, and 6.5% of the elderly population (65 or above) is using elderly care services. If some elderly people refuse access to elderly home services, people might hire domestic helpers to take care of their parents. Technically, adult children have fulfilled their responsibility to take care of their parents in which they spent their own money to provide a stable life for their parents. Elderly parents might feel excluded in the sense that they thought they are not prioritized. The services traded by money might not be able to show the efforts and love of adult children so they might think their children are getting rid of the responsibility to others.  
 
Formal caregiving (caregiving from institutions and professionals) 
Also, when elderly parents are sent into an elderly home, their life and routine will be interrupted and their social life in the family and community will be confined. Therefore, their mental health would be negatively affected as they have to adapt to the change which tells them they are no longer able to take care of themselves and other family members. When this thought continues to develop, they might overthink they are a burden to their family instead of the contributor that they used to be. They might feel excluded and their purpose has been taken away. Parkar (2015) stated that people always learn about the negativity of aging which makes elderly people stereotyped and stigmatized as a medical burden. In addition, the quality of institutional caregiving is poor, especially in mental health services. With the environmental factor (social perception of elderly people) and lacking social support, elderly people might feel excluded.  
 
Informal caregiving (caregiving from family members)
Although it is irrefutable that caregiving tasks for elderly people are demanding and could be stressful and tough. Informal caregiving (elderly people taken care of by family members) could be very stressful which harms adult children's mental health (Schulz & Sherwood, 2008). But Schulz & Sherwood (2008) also highlighted that the relationship between elderly parents and adult children could be improved by informal caregiving in the early stages as the closer interaction between them. Elderly parents receive love and care from their children and adult children can feel that they are needed by their parents. They understand that their role in the family for caregiving switched. Also, informal caregiving could reduce the risk of mental illness in elderly people (Barnay & Juin 2015). It is concluded that informal caregiving might enhance the family relationship and it could be a good way to maintain the mental health of elderly parents and makes them feel loved and included. Yet, the tough caring work might create stress for caregivers and affect their mental health.  
 
Discussion on conflicts of extended family (relationship between parents and grandparents) Another relationship that will be covered is elderly parents and adult children with the existence of the third generation.  As mentioned above, the working environment in Hong Kong is harsh and demanding. Also, dual-working parents are common in Hong Kong. The sex distribution in the labour market has been more equal which more women participating in careers, including married women. When adult parents are incapable of balancing homecare and work, they either outsource to domestic helpers or grandparents. When the parenting method and expectation of parents and grandparents are different, it might lead to family conflicts and makes either side feel excluded and their purpose has been taken away.  
 
Parenting lead to family conflicts
Parenting in Hong Kong has been more intensive. Since Hong Kong is a competitive city in terms of economic development. Propagated education lowered the value of diplomas. A lot of young adult parents want their children to be well-rounded or outstanding. They put high expectations on their children and develop the trend of ‘tiger mom’ and ‘helicopter parents’ (Zilibotti & Doepke, 2014). They believe that sending their children to professionals would be beneficial to their development. In contrast, grandparents tend to be lenient towards their grandchildren. Therefore, the expectations between parents and grandparents are different in terms of parent style and method. When parents blame their elder parents for undesirable parenting styles, elderly parents might feel offended as they are trying to help their children from busy work but their efforts are not recognized or even banned. Retired elderly parents might treat taking care of grandchildren as their little task to gain recognition or view grandchildren as their companions. Taking care of their grandchildren might mean a lot to them which tells them they are capable and fulfill their life purpose. When elderly parents feel they are excluded from involving their children’s new family, they might feel disconnected from their children and their efforts were paid for in vain. Therefore, family conflicts raised by parenting might lead to exclusion.  
 
For in-law relationships, exclusion might appear when there are in-law relationship conflicts. A marriage involves at least two families which might have different backgrounds so their values and beliefs might be different. When two mothers hold different opinions on parenting and escalated into a conflict, it will put the kid’s father in a dilemma since he would be the person mediating the conflicts between the two mothers. Yet, if he fails or neglects to conciliate both sides, either one of them would feel excluded. The progress of exclusion will start from feeling disrespected, neglected, and losing the sense of belonging in the family.  
 
Conclusion: Solution 
The aging situation in Hong Kong tells us the relationship between elderly parents and adult children is important and worth investigating. Since their relationship might put huge effects on the mental health of elderly parents. When they are getting older, their role in the family will change from being a caregiver to being taken care of. Therefore, they have to adapt to a new self and relocate their value and purpose. Their mind might be more sensitive and fragile, so we have to give them support and recognition. Indeed, family is a complex issue, and it is unable generalized as situations could be different for each family unit. Yet, when there is a certain number of families facing the problem, it might be a social problem and we can do something to change it or avoid it.  

There are many ways to avoid them feeling excluded in the family. For example, if adult children are cohabiting with their parents, they can assign some little tasks for the elderly parents to do to make them feel they have contributed something to the family. For example, laundry, pet feeding, or sewing. For non-cohabiting families, the adult children might not be able to take care of their parents all the time, but they can try to spend some time bringing them to the follow-up consultation in the hospital or bring them to have a big meal. Since elderly parents need face-to-face companions to receive love and care from their children so that they would not feel excluded and understand their effort in child-raising are not in vain.  
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