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dition, grandparent-provided child care is usu-
ally trustworthy and considered the “next best 
thing” (compared to mother’s care) (Falk and 
Falk 2002; Wheelock and Jones 2002).

Since intergenerational support for working 
women is not a new phenomenon, it is useful 
to begin with the literature of intergenerational 
support in different countries and cultures and 
then look at how immigration has transnation-
alized it into the U.S. labor market.

The evidence on this topic from Europe is 
abundant and often focuses on regional differ-
ences. Many European studies are comparative 
analyses using panel data to control for unob-
served family factors (Aassve, Arpino, and Go-
isis 2012; Albertini, Kohli, and Vogel 2007; 
García-Morán and Kuehn 2013; Hank and Bu-
ber 2008). In addition to confirming that 
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F i l l i n g  t h e  N i c h e

The prevalence of intergenerational support 
for working women has been documented in 
many countries and cultures. When immi-
grants arrive and work in the United States, 
this support is likely to follow. In my research, 
I have investigated this transnationalized phe-
nomenon and quantified the important yet ne-
glected role of immigrants’ parents in support-
ing their children in the U.S. labor market.

The main mechanism through which care-
giving parents of immigrants increase female 
labor force participation is by increasing the 
availability of child care and reducing the cost 
of child care. As James Heckman (1974) found 
in his study of the labor force participation 
choices of mothers, living with a relative de-
creases the quality-adjusted child care price for 
white American families by 67 percent. In ad-
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grandparent-provided child care affects female 
labor force participation, they all agree that 
grandparenting practices vary among the 
countries under study. Family ties in southern 
Europe are known to be stronger than in the 
rest of Europe (Albuquerque and Passos 2010). 
Marco Albertini, Martin Kohli, and Claudia Vo-
gel (2007) note that family ties in southern Eu-
ropean countries are different from family ties 
in Continental or Nordic countries. In south-
ern Europe, multigenerational families are 
more common and more resource exchange 
takes place between the generations. Studying 
ten European countries, Karsten Hank and Is-
abella Buber (2008) discover, using the Survey 
of Health, Ageing, and Retirement in Europe 
(SHARE), that the pattern may be more com-
plex than a dichotomy of “strong versus weak” 
or “Scandinavian versus Mediterranean.” They 
find three distinctive regional groups in terms 
of grandparent caring: Danish, Dutch, French, 
and Swedish grandparents are the most likely 
to provide care but the least likely to provide 
regular care; grandparents in the Mediterra-
nean countries are less likely to provide care, 
but the most likely to provide regular care; and 
Austrian, German, and Swiss grandparents are 
in the middle. The SHARE data also reveal that 
European grandparents vary with respect to 
whether they feel obligated to provide care to 
their young grandchildren: in the Netherlands 
and Denmark, fewer than 60 percent of grand-
parents agree that it is their duty to provide 
weekly care, but 95 percent of Greek grandpar-
ents see caring for their grandchildren as their 
duty.

Naohiro Ogawa and John F. Ermisch (1996) 
document the child-caring role of coresiding 
grandparents in Japan, an established indus-
trialized country that suffers from low female 
labor force participation. Margaret Maurer-
Fazio and her colleagues (2009) examine the 
topic in the context of rural-to-urban migration 
in China, using Chinese census data from 1982 
to 2000. They conclude that coresidency with 
parents or in-laws increases the labor force par-
ticipation rate of nonmigrant urban women by 
4.6 percentage points. Maurer-Fazio and her 
colleagues hypothesize that because housing 
constraints have not been a major issue for 
most urban Chinese families since around 

2000, elderly parents who coreside with their 
children are more likely to be frail and there-
fore add to the burden of the working female 
in the family. Thus, their finding of a positive 
impact of the presence of parents and in-laws 
on labor market outcomes is unexpected. Be-
cause in broader Asian culture women are ex-
pected to do the housework, I would expect to 
find a more significant supporting role for 
working mothers being filled by grandmoth-
ers—particularly the maternal grandmother, 
since she typically does the housework that is 
considered the mother’s responsibility.

Although the impact of intergenerational 
support on female labor force participation has 
been well studied, research has not examined 
such intergenerational support in the light of 
immigration. Care-providing parents of immi-
grants play a unique role in the receiving econ-
omy. My research unifies the intergenerational 
support practices of different countries and 
cultures in the U.S. labor market context. It 
also contributes to the immigration literature 
by providing possible explanations for the la-
bor force participation rates of foreign-born 
females and the relationship between those 
rates and the level of intergenerational support 
they receive.

Destination countries and home countries 
may differ not only in their grandparenting 
practices but also in the impacts of those 
practices. First, the international immigration 
process, both permanent and temporary, is 
characterized by strong positive selection: the 
most willing and able grandparents come to 
the United States to offer care. Hence, I expect 
to find a larger positive effect of grandparental 
support on the immigrant mothers’ labor force 
participation compared to the non-immigrant 
coresiding mothers. Second, foreign-born 
grandparents who follow their children to  
the United States—that is, who are not first- 
generation or primary immigrants—are less 
independent financially and psychologically 
and more likely than their American counter-
parts and their counterparts in the home coun-
try to coreside with their children. Third, the 
help-receiving immigrants may have less com-
petition for this parental support from sib-
lings, owing to geographic separation from 
them. Finally, foreign-born grandparents’ age 
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at migration, language restrictions, citizenship 
status, and low mobility (from an inability to 
drive) make them less likely than native grand-
parents to be in the paid labor force and, there-
fore, more likely to contribute to child care and 
other housework.

Since the 1990s, the age composition of im-
migrants to the United States has changed: the 
share of seniors (ages sixty-five and older) has 
increased from 9 to 12 percent. Senior immi-
grants also have a growing representation in 
legal permanent resident (LPR) admissions, in 
part because, as Jeanne Batalova (2012) points 
out, previous immigrants took advantage of 
U.S. immigration policy’s family preference 
and sponsored their parents to come to this 
country.

In examining the extent to which intergen-
erational support exists in U.S. immigrant fam-
ilies, such support should not only be put in 
the context of the immigrants’ ethnic groups 
in the home country but also analyzed in com-
parison with the host country. Part of that con-
text in the United States is its cultural empha-
sis on independence and the nuclear family. In 
addition, the geographical distance between 
the host and home countries may severely limit 
grandparents’ ability to provide child care and 
household assistance (Fields, O’Connell, and 
Downs 2011). Eva García-Morán and Zoë Kuehn 
(2013) exclude the foreign-born from the sam-
ples in their study using German data because 
both “availability of child care by relatives” and 
“residence relative to parents” may be deter-
mined by very different factors. Studies of in-
tergenerational support using U.S. data are 
sparse. Josefine Posadas and Marian Vidal-
Fernandez (2013) quantify that grandparents’ 
provision of child care increases female labor 
force participation rate by 15 percent.

In my research, I compare the education lev-
els of immigrant mothers who receive inter-
generational help. Recent literature diverges in 
its assessment of which level of education 
brings a bigger motherhood penalty for 
women. Yanka Byker’s study (2016) shows that 
new mothers at the very high end of the educa-
tion scale (master’s degree or higher) and 
those at the low-middle and low end (non-
college-educated) experience steeper drops in 

labor force participation than those in the mid-
dle (bachelor’s degree). Paula England and her 
colleagues (2016) find that high-skilled, high-
paid women experience the largest mother-
hood penalty, and Olena Nizalova, Tamara Sliu-
sarenko, and Solomiya Shpak (2016), using data 
from Ukraine, find that low-educated women 
suffer the largest motherhood penalty. In look-
ing at family networks and low-skilled immi-
gration, Patricia Cortés and José Tessada (2011) 
find that low-skilled immigration increases 
paid labor market work hours for women at the 
top quartile of the pay scale because the eco-
nomic return for highly educated females is 
larger in that market. However, evidence for 
the opposite impact can also be found: in her 
work using U.K. Time Use Survey data, Anne 
Grey (2005) concludes that there is a significant 
difference between mothers’ labor force par-
ticipation with and without grandparental 
help, and that this difference is especially large 
for non-college-educated mothers.

Identif ying the Niche
Susan Eckstein and Giovanni Peri (this issue) 
define an immigrant niche as “occupations in 
which a high percentage of workers are foreign-
born.” If providing nonpaid, contingent child 
care is an “occupation,” then immigrants’ par-
ents definitely occupy a niche: a higher per-
centage of foreign-born than native-born 
grandparents coreside with and provide care 
to their grandchildren. Compared to other la-
bor market niches discussed in this issue, the 
niche occupied by immigrants’ care-providing 
parents is “flatter”: these grandparents are a 
relatively homogenous group, they are older, 
and their expected “work” time is short. Once 
the children are no longer dependents, and as 
these immigrants’ parents become older, they 
may receive care themselves and become con-
sumers of welfare if they stay in the country.

The support of their own parents may free 
immigrants who are parents (most likely the 
mothers) from child care and household 
chores and allow them to be engaged in the 
paid labor force or to pursue the type of work 
that best matches their skills. This effect is 
similar to the complementarity effect observed 
between new low-skilled immigrants, on the 
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one hand, and high-skilled natives and existing 
immigrants, on the other (Borjas 1999; Peri  
and Sparber 2009, 2011). The complementarity 
effect within families is even more direct and 
efficient because the inflow of foreign-born 
grandparents is totally demand-driven—
foreign-born parents are always tied to an ex-
isting immigrant family, and there is a per-
fectly matched position for them. Research has 
documented that the presence of grandparents 
in immigrant households has a positive impact 
on the children’s language development and 
assimilation (Tran 2010), as well as on the 
maintenance of family and ethnic ties (Waters 
et al. 2011). In the extreme case where a new 
mother trusts only her own mother to look af-
ter the baby (Falk and Falk 2002), the market 
cannot provide alternative care and this niche 
will go unfilled if the grandmother is absent. 
Even if grandparents’ work could be replaced 
with day care services, one could argue that, 
given the shortage of day care services in most 
U.S. cities, the inflow of caregiving grandpar-
ents, rather than taking jobs from American 
day care workers, probably adds new day care 
“workers” to the market.

In discussing grandparent care preferences 
in their comparative study of European coun-
tries, Arnstein Aassve and his colleagues (2012) 
develop a typology of families in terms of the 
mother’s labor force participation and the 
grandmother’s care preferences: (1) modern 
families with highly motivated working women, 
weak family ties, and working grandmothers; 
(2) traditional families with a negative prefer-
ence for working mothers, strong family ties, 
and a preference for family child care; and (3) 
mixed families with highly motivated working 
mothers mismatched with the available grand-
mothers. In U.S. immigrant families, the first 
family type (modern) may not be observed as 
often, since those grandmothers who prefer 
working or other retired activities other than 
caring for grandchildren are less likely to end 
up in the United States. Families with coresid-
ing grandparents are likely to be either the sec-
ond type (traditional) or the third (mixed), and 
the most important factor distinguishing these 
two types of families may be the mother’s edu-
cation level.

This typological analysis points to two com-
peting mechanisms that my research tests em-
pirically: (1) in traditional immigrant families, 
the presence of a grandparent will not increase 
the mother’s labor force participation; and (2) 
in mixed immigrant families, although moth-
ers and grandparents come from the same 
country and culture and may have similar pref-
erences, being primary immigrants and more 
likely to be risk-seeking makes it more likely 
that these immigrant mothers are the modern 
type of mother, and therefore that intergener-
ational support will increase their labor force 
participation.

To explore regional differences, figure 1  
illustrates the correlation of grandparent-
provided care (proxied by a grandparent’s pres-
ence in the same household) with the labor 
force participation of immigrant mothers by 
region. If we consider the U.S. average as the 
original and divide the panel into four quad-
rants, we have three groups of regions with dif-
ferent preferences for the working and caretak-
ing roles of mothers and grandparents. The 
upper-right quadrant, where both the percent-
age of households with a coresiding grandpar-
ent (GPinhh) and immigrant mothers’ labor 
force participation rate (FLPR) are higher than 
the U.S. average, encompasses those regions 
represented by the traditional type of grand-
parents and modern mothers (mixed families). 
East and Southeast Asia and Africa fall into this 
category. Regions in the lower-right quadrant 
have larger percentages of coresiding grand-
parents in the household and lower female la-
bor force participation rates (traditional fami-
lies). Central and South America, Southwest 
Asia, Southern Europe, and the Middle East 
fall into this category. In the lower-left quad-
rant—with rates lower than the U.S. average of 
coresiding grandparents and female labor 
force participation rates—we find the modern 
type of grandparents mixed with traditional 
mothers (Central and Eastern Europe, Western 
Europe, Northern Europe, and North America, 
not including Mexico). No regions are located 
in the upper-left quadrant. Note that this divi-
sion applies only to immigrants in the United 
States from those regions, not to the actual 
populations of those regions.
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Data and Methods
To examine the relationship between grand-
parents’ presence and female immigrants’ la-
bor force participation, the empirical analysis 
uses CPS data sets obtained through the Inte-
grated Public Use Microdata Series (IPUMS). 
Managed by the Bureau of Labor Statistics 
(BLS), the CPS follows one family for four 
months and then, eight months later, follows 
up with the family for another four months. 
Thus, each family is interviewed for a total of 
eight months during a span of sixteen months. 
Taking advantage of the CPS’s longitudinal de-
sign, I construct a panel of linked households 
across interview periods using the unique 
household and person identifications pro-
duced by Julia Drew, Sarah Flood, and John 
Warren (2014) for IPUMS CPS data.

My research examines the effects of the non-
first-generation foreign-born grandparents’ co-
residence on the labor force participation of 
primary (first-generation) female immigrants 
by focusing on foreign-born female household 

heads and spouses, who are more likely to be 
primary immigrants.

The key explanatory variable, GPinhh 
(grandparent in the same household), is cre-
ated by using information on household rela-
tions. (I recode relations into generational 
marks, then identify multigenerational fami-
lies as GPinhh.) A grandparent’s presence in 
any given family can vary from period to pe-
riod, as can the dependent variable, female la-
bor force participation. Because CPS data do 
not contain information about whether a core-
siding grandparent provides care for the chil-
dren in the household, I make the plausible 
assumption that coresiding grandparents are 
providing such care and also helping with 
household chores to some extent. This as-
sumption is supported by the positive selection 
inherent in the international migration pro-
cess: the most willing and able grandparents 
are most likely to migrate. Although the pres-
ence of non-coresiding grandparents who live 
nearby and provide occasional or regular care 

U.S. average 

North America

Central/South America

Northern Europe

Western Europe

Southern Europe

Central/Eastern Europe

East/Southeast Asia

Southwest Asia

Middle East

Africa

0.4

0.45

0.5

0.55

0.6

0.65

0.7

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Im
m

ig
ra

nt
 M

ot
he

rs
' L

ab
or

 F
or

ce
 P

ar
tic

ip
at

io
n 

Ra
te

Percentage of Households with a Coresiding Grantparent

Source: Author’s calculation using 2006–2015 Current Population Survey (CPS) all-
month data. For region of birth, see 2014 American Community Survey (ACS) five-year 
data.

Figure 1. Correlation of Labor Force Participation of Immigrant Mothers Ages Sixteen 
and Older with the Percentage of Households with a Coresiding Grandparent, by Region 
of Birth, 2014
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has been documented to have a positive im-
pact, the CPS does not provide this informa-
tion, and therefore it is not possible for me to 
examine the impacts of non-coresiding grand-
parents.1 As discussed earlier, foreign-born 
grandparents who are nonprimary immigrants 
are more likely to live with their children; un-
fortunately, those who reside elsewhere are not 
included in this research.

Panel Regression
The first empirical approach I take is a panel 
regression using CPS data. For convenience, I 
use a linear probability model (LPM) for panel 
data with fixed effects for a binary dependent 
variable (labor force participation of immi-
grant mothers).

	 Pi,t = α0 + α1GPinhhi,t + Xi,t + γi + γt + ui,t.	 (1)

Since our key independent variable is also bi-
nary (having a parent in the same household), 
using an LPM is more reasonable than an or-
dinary least squares (OLS) model, and the “fit-
ted probabilities are simply the average yi 
within each cell defined by the different values 
of x and no need to worry about probabilities 
less than zero or greater than one” (Wooldridge 
2002, 454–57).

Let i denote an individual woman who is 
age eighteen or older, foreign-born, the 
mother of preschool-age children (under age 
six), and either a household head or the 
spouse of a household head, and let t denote 
the combination of year and month (the vari-
able “mish”). Yi,t indicates the labor force par-
ticipation outcome of women i at time t; 
GPinhhi,t indicates whether a grandparent is in 
the same household of women i at time t; Xi,t 
presents a vector of time-varying characteris-
tics that include age, age squared, years of ed-
ucation, citizenship status (only for foeign-
born: noncitizen or naturalized citizen), 
marriage status (dummy), birth region, and 
family income. Individual and time fixed ef-
fects are included in order to control the 
individual-invariant characteristics, such as 
location and personal preferences, as well as 

the time-invariant factors, such as the overall 
labor market environment.

I group birth countries into nine regions ac-
cording to geographic adjacency as well as dif-
ferences in European grandparenting prac-
tices, as suggested by the literature (Hank and 
Buber 2008): North America (excluding the 
United States), Central and South America, 
Northern Europe, Western Europe, Southern 
Europe, Central and Eastern Europe plus the 
Russian Empire, East and South Asia, India 
and Southwest Asia, the Middle East, and Af-
rica.

Construction of the Panel Data and the 
Instrumental Variable
To better establish the causal relationship be-
tween a coresiding grandparent and a mother 
in the labor force, the previously used instru-
mental variable (IV) was the maternal grand-
mother being alive (Aassve, Arpino, and Goisis 
2012; Posadas and Vidal-Fernandez 2013). Since 
this information is not provided by the CPS, I 
choose to use the source country’s retirement 
age as IV. I argue that earlier retirement directly 
increases the availability of grandparents and 
that retired grandparents are more likely to 
travel to the United States to coreside with their 
adult immigrant children and care for their 
grandchildren. At the same time, the retire-
ment age in the parents’ source country is not 
likely to affect the labor force participation (de-
pendent variable) of female household heads 
or spouses in the United States. I use retire-
ment age data on sixty-seven countries, rang-
ing from age fifty (China) to age sixty-seven 
(Iceland, Norway, and Greece), with some 
countries setting the retirement age in incre-
ments of 0.3 years (four months) and 0.4 years 
(three months).

In many cases, the grandmother came to 
the United States alone or, if she traveled with 
her husband, stayed for a longer period than 
her husband. Both child care experience and 
retirement age are factors in explaining why 
grandmothers more often provide child care, 
and for longer periods, than grandfathers. Be-
cause grandmothers outnumber grandfathers 

1. On the positive impacts of non-co-residing grandparents, see two studies that use SHARE data: Hank and 
Buber 2008 and García-Morán and Kuehn 2013.
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and are more likely to provide care when they 
coreside with children, when the retirement 
age for a source country differs for males and 
females—for example, in China women retire 
at age fifty-five while men retire at sixty—I 
choose to use the female retirement age.

Technically, testing the effect of having a 
grandparent in the household on labor force 
participation requires a binary panel data 
model with endogeneity. To keep the methods 
simple, I choose to implement panel regres-
sion with fixed effects using two-stage least 
squares (2SLS) with instruments for both bi-
nary outcomes (labor force participation) and 
continuous outcomes (hours worked last 
week).

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of 
the dependent and independent variables of 
the panel regressions. The variable “in labor 
force” for foreign-born mothers (47.9 percent) 
is substantially lower than that for natives (67.8 
percent), with the standard deviation around 
0.5 (50 percent) for both. The logged hours 
worked last week for those in the labor force 
are relatively equal (3.41 and 3.49). Foreign-
born mothers are almost twice as likely to have 

a parent present in the same household as na-
tive mothers (5.4 percent versus 2.9 percent). 
Foreign-born mothers are also more likely than 
natives to be married (87.4 percent versus 77.9 
percent). With an average of 14.0 years of edu-
cation, native mothers are better-educated 
overall compared to foreign-born mothers (12.4 
years), but the standard deviation for foreign-
born mothers is larger, reflecting a more wide-
spread distribution. High education (HE) and 
medium education (ME) dummies are defined 
as “college degree and above” and “some col-
lege education but no degree.” A third educa-
tion category, low education (LE)—defined as 
“high school diploma and less than high 
school education”—is omitted by the regres-
sion owing to collinearity. Indeed, a much 
larger portion of foreign-born mothers belong 
to the low-education group (53 percent) com-
pared to natives (29.6 percent).

The Difference-in-Differences Method: 
Following Women Before and After  
They Give Birth
Another empirical approach I use is a 
difference-in-differences model to identify the 

Table 1. The Impact of a Coresiding Grandparent on the Female Labor Force Participation Rate: Panel 
Regression Descriptive Statistics

Native Mothers Foreign-Born Mothers

Mean
Standard 
Deviation Mean

Standard 
Deviation

In labor force 0.678 0.467 0.479 0.500
Ln(hrs) 3.414 0.598 3.486 0.486
Parent 0.030 0.172 0.058 0.234
Age 31.875 6.876 32.648 6.637
Education year 14.051 2.459 12.364 3.946
Married 0.779 0.415 0.874 0.332
Naturalized — — 0.280 0.449
High education (HE) dummy 0.382 0.486 0.309 0.462
Medium education (ME) dummy 0.321 0.467 0.161 0.367
Low education (LE) dummy 0.296 0.457 0.530 0.499

Observations 514,946 123,598

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Sample contains females who were age eighteen or older, mothers of at least one child under the 
age of six, and household heads or spouses of household heads. The hours worked sample is construct-
ed using “in labor force” samples only (with therefore fewer observations). The table shows unweighted 
means and standard deviations.
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effect of a grandparent on new (immigrant) 
mothers. Handling “having a child” and “hav-
ing a coresiding parent” as two independent 
treatments, this approach improves on the 
panel regression, where only mothers are ex-
amined, by allowing me to examine both 
women with children and those without chil-
dren. Specifically, using 2006–2015 CPS data, I 
identify the month (interview period) in which 
a woman gave birth and mark all months after 
that as postpartum months. The other treat-
ment—whether or not a parent resides in the 
same home—is the same variable as in the 
panel regression. The two treatments are inde-
pendent, which means that they may or may 
not happen during the same period. Because 
the CPS follows individuals only over a span of 
sixteen months, this model focuses only on 
women with a child under two years old. (As-
suming that a woman gives birth in the second 
period during which she and her family are in-
terviewed by the CPS, the baby will be fifteen 
months old in the last period in which they are 
interviewed.) Most of the new births happen 
during the eight months when families are not 
interviewed. In other words, the period in 
which I see a change in the number of children 
is not likely to be the month in which the new 
baby was born. Hence, paid maternity leave is 
less of a concern for disrupting regression re-
sults. It would be ideal to know the exact 
months when women gave birth, but this in-
formation is not provided in the CPS.

The difference-in-differences model is con-
structed as a panel linear probability regres-
sion:

	 Yi_t = α0 + α1GPinhhi_t + α2Childi_t + α3GPinhh 
	     *Childi_t + Xi_t + ui_t.� (2)

Yi_t indicates the labor force participation out-
come—whether a woman is in the labor force 
(dummy variable) and hours worked per week 
at all jobs—of women i at time t. (Notice that 
this is different from Yi,t in a panel regression.) 
GPinhhi_t indicates whether a parent lives in the 
same household as a woman i at time t; Childi_t 

indicates whether a woman i is in a postpartum 
month at time t; GPinhh*Childi_t is the interac-
tion term of having a coresiding parent and 
having given birth; Xi_t presents a vector of 

time-varying characteristics that include age, 
years of education, naturalized citizen 
(dummy), and marriage status (dummy). The 
coefficient, α3, is the difference-in-differences 
estimator.

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics of 
the dependent and independent variables of 
the difference-in-differences regressions. The 
sample contains eighteen- to forty-five-year-old 
foreign-born females who are household heads 
or spouses of household heads. For a better 
before-and-after comparison, only individuals 
appearing eight times are included. A total of 
18,705 women are included in the regression, 
and about 14.7 percent of them gave birth dur-
ing the period followed in the data.

Empirical Results

Regression Results
Table 3 presents the results for equation 1 
(panel LPM regression with fixed effects) using 
CPS all-month data from 2006 to 2015. Except 
for column 4, all other models’ standard errors 
are clustered. Column 1 shows results for the 
labor force participation of native-born moth-
ers who have at least one preschool-age child 
and are household heads or spouses of house-
hold heads. The key explanatory variable, “par-
ent present in the same household,” has a sig-
nificantly negative effect on labor force 
participation: with everything else controlled, 
having a coresiding parent in the household is 

Table 2. The Impact of a Coresiding Grandparent 
on the Labor Force Participation Rate of 
Foreign-Born Mothers: Difference-in-Differences 
Regression Descriptive Statistics

Mean
Standard 
Deviation

In labor force 0.632 0.482
Post-childbirth 0.077 0.270
Grandparent in the 

household
0.059 0.236

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 
CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Sample contains 148,981 observations of 
eighteen- to forty-five-year-old female household 
heads or spouses of household heads. Only indi-
viduals appearing eight times are included.
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estimated to reduce the probability of partici-
pating in the labor force by about 4 percent 
(0.042). This may reflect the American culture 
and also the negative selection of elderly core-
siding grandparents: women may opt out of 
the labor force because they are more likely to 
care for coresiding parents than to get help 
from them. In addition, being married and 
having one additional preschooler are esti-
mated to reduce the probability of participat-
ing in the labor force by 11 and 8 percent, re-
spectively.

Column 2 shows results for the labor force 
participation of foreign-born mothers of at 
least one preschool-age child who are house-
hold heads or household heads’ spouses. Ev-
erything else controlled, having a coresiding 
parent significantly increases the probability 
of participating in the labor force for a foreign-
born female with a preschooler by about 7 per-
cent (0.074). This result is highly significant. 
The magnitude of this effect of intergenera-
tional support on female labor force participa-
tion falls in between what Posadas and Vidal-
Fernandez (2013) find (15 percent) using 
Southern European data and what Maurer-
Fazio and her colleagues (2009) find (4.6 per-
cent) using Chinese data. This result is plau-
sible considering that the U.S. immigration 
population includes so many nationalities and 
cultural norms. Later in my analysis, regional 
interactions will shed light on this issue. Un-
like Posadas and Vidal-Fernandez, who can 
clearly identify care-providing grandparents in 
their study, I have to proxy coresiding with 
care-providing, and this may discount the ef-
fect to some extent. That I find a larger effect 
than what Maurer-Fazio and her colleagues 
find may be due to the strong positive selection 
that international migration offers: compared 
to coresiding grandparents in native house-
holds, grandparents who are willing and able 
to travel internationally are more likely to pro-
vide care and to enable women to join the paid 
labor force.

In addition, column 2 shows that being a 
naturalized citizen (compared to being a non-
citizen or legal permanent resident) increases 
the probability of participating in the labor 
force by 15 percent. For immigrant mothers, 
being married and having one additional pre-

schooler are estimated to reduce the probabil-
ity of participating in the labor force by 22 and 
8 percent, respectively. This model also con-
trols for the immigrant’s birth region; the re-
sults show that mothers from India, Southwest 
Asia, and the Middle East are less likely to be 
in the labor force, while those from Southern 
Europe and Africa are more likely to be in the 
labor force.

Column 3 uses the same variables as col-
umn 2, but here the key explanatory variable 
is instrumented. The coefficient of “parent” on 
the second stage becomes implausibly large, 
denoting a weak instrument. The fitness of the 
model is also poor. Table 4 shows the first-stage 
estimates of this 2SLS. The F-statistic of the 
first-stage estimates is 37.7, well above the 
threshold of IV qualification (10.0). “Parent” is 
statistically significant, but the coefficient is 
tiny (−0.002). Retirement age is a weak IV, pos-
sibly because variation (which is not large) oc-
curs only by country, not by year. Also, working 
grandparents’ eligibility in many countries to 
take family leave to visit and take care of their 
U.S.-based grandchildren may also weaken the 
effectiveness of using retirement age as an IV 
in this analysis.

Columns 4 and 5 of table 3 combine the 
regional dummy and each region’s interaction 
terms with “parent” to reveal the regional dif-
ference in grandparental support and its im-
pact on mothers’ labor force participation in 
the United States without clustered standard 
errors (column 4) and with clustered standard 
errors (column 5). In the model without clus-
tered standard errors, the regional interaction 
terms of “India and Southwest Asia” and “East 
and Southeast Asia” have significantly posi-
tive effects. Considering that preschoolers’ 
mothers from these two regions have a lower 
probability of participating in the labor force, 
having a parent in the household is estimated 
to increase the probability of the mother be-
ing in the labor force for families from these 
two regions. In other words, for immigrant 
women from these two regions, grandparen-
tal support has a fairly large positive effect on 
their labor force participation. However, with 
the standard errors clustered, all regional in-
teractions’ significant effects disappear (col-
umn 5).
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Table 3. Female Immigrants’ Labor Force Participation Response, by Parents’ Presence

Y = In Labor Force (1,0)

(1)
Native- 

Born

(2)  
Foreign- 

Born

(3)
Foreign-Born 

with 
Instrumental 

Variable

(4)
Foreign-Born, 
Region, and 

Parent 
Interaction
(Without 
Clustered 
Standard 

Error)

(5)
Foreign-Born, 
Region, and 

Parent 
Interaction

(6)
Foreign- 

Born, 
Education, 
and Parent 
Interaction

Parent present in the same 
household

−0.042***
(−0.003)

0.074***
(0.004)

4.728***
(0.790)

0.064***
(0.024)

0.563
(68.204)

0.062***
(0.006)

Years of mother’s education 0.079***
(0.001)

0.060***
(0.001)

0.103***
(0.007)

0.061***
(0.001)

0.061***
(0.001)

Age 0.009***
(0.000)

0.020***
(0.001)

0.038***
(0.004)

0.020***
(0.001)

0.020***
(0.001)

0.020***
(0.001)

Age squared −0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

−0.000***
(0.000)

Married −0.111***
(0.001)

−0.224***
(0.0025)

0.038
(0.030)

−0.225***
(0.003)

−0.225***
(0.003)

−0.220***
(0.003)

Number of children under 
age six

−0.076***
(0.001)

−0.079***
(0.002)

−0.064***
(-6.060)

−0.079***
(0.002)

−0.079***
(0.002)

−0.078***
(0.002)

Naturalized citizen 0.153***
(0.003)

−0.003
 (0.006)

0.153***
(0.003)

0.153***
(0.002)

0.158***
(0.003)

North America (not 
including the United 
States and Mexico) 

0.037*
(0.020)

n.o. omitted 0.181***
(0.018)

0.023**
(0.020)

Latin America 0.006
(0.018)

−0.168***
(0.026)

−0.029***
(0.009)

0.015***
(0.016)

−0.029
(0.019)

Northern Europe 0.027
(0.019)

−0.020
(0.020)

−0.005
(0.013)

0.176***
(0.020)

0.015
(0.019)

Western Europe omitted −0.016
(0.020)

−0.037**
(0.018)

0.144***
(0.024)

omitted

Southern Europe 0.059***
(0.022)

−0.084
(0.042)

0.031*
(0.016)

0.215***
(0.019)

0.037***
(0.022)

Central Europe −0.017
(0.018)

−0.185***
(0.029)

−0.052***
(0.010)

0.128*** 
(0.017)

−0.030
(0.018)

East and Southeast Asia 0.027
(0.019)

−0.333***
(0.056)

−0.014
(0.010)

0.167***
(0.016)

0.009
(0.019)

India and Southwest Asia −0.141***
(0.018)

−0.396***
(0.043)

−0.181***
(0.010)

−0.002
(0.016)

−0.148***
(0.019)

Middle East −0.153***
(−7.490)

n.o. −0.182***
0(.020)

omitted −0.168***
(0.023)

Africa 0.050***
(0.019)

−0.298***
(0.046)

0.014
(0.010)

0.193***
(0.017)

0.025**
(0.019)

N America_parent 
interaction

−0.115
(0.099)

−0.605 
(68.835)

Latin_parent interaction −0.013
(0.024)

−0.512 
(120.345)

(continued)
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N Europe_parent interaction −0.327***
(0.068)

−0.829 
(130.285)

W Europe_parent 
interaction

−0.663**
(0.333)

−1.159 
(141.142)

S Europe_parent interaction −0.213***
(0.062)

−0.711
(136.196)

Central Europe_parent 
interaction

−0.028
(0.033)

−0.525
(113.526)

East/Southeast Asia _ 
parent interaction

0.058**
(0.026)

−0.441
(50.908)

India/SW Asia_ parent 
interaction

0.087***
(0.027)

−0.410
(73.661)

Middle East_ parent 
interaction

−0.351***
(0.118)

−0.851
(61.069)

Africa_parent interaction −0.499
(59.400)

High-edu (dummy) 0.144***
(0.003)

Middle-edu (dummy) 0.104***
 (0.003)

HE_parent interaction 0.024**
(0.010)

ME_parent interaction 0.011 
(0.010)

Constant 0.482***
(0.003)

0.204
(0.026)

0.304***
(0.026)

0.235***
(0.018)

0.062***
(0.023)

0.132***
(0.026)

Group number 120 120 120 120 120 120
Observations 752,120 178,206 115,328 178,206 178,206 178,206
Within R-squared 0.056 0.114 0.020 0.114 0.114 0.108
Between R-squared 0.06 0.006 0.200 0.006 0.006 0.010
Overall R-squared 0.056 0.113 0.020 0.113 0.113 0.107

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Sample includes foreign-born females who were mothers of at least one child under age six. Robust standard 
errors are reported in brackets. n.o. = no observation.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01

Table 3. (cont.)

Y = In Labor Force (1,0)

(1)
Native- 

Born

(2)  
Foreign- 

Born

(3)
Foreign-Born 

with 
Instrumental 

Variable

(4)
Foreign-Born, 
Region, and 

Parent 
Interaction
(Without 
Clustered 
Standard 

Error)

(5)
Foreign-Born, 
Region, and 

Parent 
Interaction

(6)
Foreign- 

Born, 
Education, 
and Parent 
Interaction
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Finally, the regression on column 6 of table 
3 includes college-educated (HE) and medium-
educated (ME) dummies and allows interac-
tions between these education indicators and 
a parent’s presence in the same household in 
order to examine whether parental support 
helps highly educated immigrant women more 
than their less-educated counterparts. The in-
teraction term of college-educated and par-
ent’s presence being highly significant indi-
cates that the effects of grandparental support 
on labor force participation for college-
educated immigrant mothers are larger than 
the effects on their less-educated counter-
parts. Everything else controlled, a college-
educated immigrant mother living with a par-
ent has a 16.8 percent higher probability of 

being in the labor force than an immigrant 
mother with a high school education or less 
who lives with a parent.2 This is also evidence 
that the labor force niche of immigrants’ par-
ents has an economic rationale: it is more ec-
onomically beneficial for a grandparent to pro-
vide child care and enable the higher-educated 
mother to work because highly educated 
women are paid more in the labor market. The 
interaction of being medium-educated with 
having a parent present in the household is 
not statistically significant; thus, the benefit 
from having a grandparent present is signifi-
cant only when the mother is college-educated. 
This finding echoes the research by Cortés and 
Tessada (2011), who find that low-skilled im-
migration increases work hours for highly paid 
and high-skilled women.

To test the robustness I ran the same sets 
of fixed-effects panel OLS regressions on 
logged hours worked last week. The results 
(signs, significance levels, and relative magni-
tudes of the key explanatory variable) are sim-
ilar. (Results are not shown here but are avail-
able upon request.)

Difference-in-Differences Regression Results
Table 5 shows the unweighted relations of the 
two treatments—having a newborn and having 
a coresiding parent. Foreign-born females 
from eighteen to forty-five years old who gave 
birth during the sixteen-month interview pe-
riod are included. The labor force participation 
rate of the group with no parent present in the 
same household drops about five percentage 
points postpartum, compared to almost no 
change for the group with a parent present.

Table 4. First-Stage Estimates of the Relationship 
Between the Probability of a Parent’s Presence 
and Retirement Age in a Fixed-Effects Model

Dependent Variable: 
Parent Present in the 

Same Household

Retirement age coefficient 
(t-statistic)

−0.002***
(0.000)

F-statistics for IV 37.700
Between R-squared 0.137
N (group number) 115,328 (120)

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 
CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Other independent variables include edu-
cation, age, age squared, marital status, region 
dummies, and citizenship.
***p < .01

2. College (highly educated) dummy’s coefficient (0.144) plus interaction term’s coefficient (0.024).

Table 5. Labor Force Participation Rate of Foreign-Born Women Ages Eighteen to Forty-Five Before 
and After Giving Birth, by Parent Presence in the Same Household

No Parent in the 
Household Parent in the Household Total Observations

Before new birth 58.21% 65.31% 10,451
After new birth 53.51% 65.08% 11,449
Total observations 20,301 1,599 21,900

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Notes: Unweighted. Only women who were interviewed for eight completed periods, had given birth 
during the interview period, and were household heads or spouses of household heads are included.
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Table 6 presents the results of the difference-
in-differences method implemented by a re-
gression with interaction terms of the two 
treatments. Column 1 shows that the difference-
in-differences estimator is statistically signifi-
cant at the 5 percent level. The coefficients of 
the first three explanatory variables show that 
for a foreign-born woman who does not have 
a coresiding parent, the probability of being in 
the labor force declines 6.7 percent after she 
has a child, compared to a decline of 3.4 per-
cent for those who have a coresiding parent. 
In other words, having a coresiding parent sig-
nificantly alleviates the decline in labor force 
participation of new immigrant mothers.

Column 2 presents the results of the same 
model run on the native-born counterparts of 
these foreign-born mothers. Both having a 
newborn and having a coresiding parent de-
crease the probability of being in the labor 
force for a native mother. The difference-in-
differences estimator is positive (meaning hav-
ing a coresiding parent may alleviate the post-
partum labor force participation decline), but 
it is not statistically significant.

When I run the same regressions using 
logged hours worked as the dependent vari-
able, the difference-in-differences estimator is 
not statistically significant. The effect on hours 
worked may not be as significant as on labor 
force participation because, with the CPS data 

following women for only a relatively short pe-
riod (sixteen months), there might not be 
much difference in work hours for women who 
have already shortened their work hours prior 
to giving birth. On the other hand, pregnant 
women who intend to stop working are likely 
to stay in their job (although cutting down 
their hours) until the baby’s arrival and then 
choose not return to work. Therefore, using 
CPS data and this research design, labor force 
participation is a better outcome to examine 
rather than hours worked.

Non-Immigr ant Parents and the 
Case of China
More recently arrived parents of immigrants 
are more likely to be on non-immigrant visas 
(usually the B-2 type), and they are not well 
represented in CPS or census data. As dis-
cussed earlier, the non-immigrant parents of 
immigrants can obtain LPR status and eventu-
ally become naturalized citizens through fam-
ily sponsorship from their immigrant children. 
Not much attention has been paid, however, to 
the recent rise in the number of older tempo-
rary visitors. We can better understand the cur-
rent magnitude and the future trend of this 
caregiving population by examining the non-
immigration visa data.

Figure 2 shows the recent fifteen-year trends 
in B-2 admissions for those age fifty and older 

Table 6. Female Immigrants’ Labor Force Participation: Difference-in-Differences Regression Results

Y = In Labor Force (1,0)
(1)

Foreign-Born
(2)

Native-Born

Observations 148,981 771,627
R-squared 0.0971 0.0396
Post-childbirth −0.067    (−14.330)*** −0.063    (−35.600)***
Coresiding parent 0.051    (9.390)*** −0.047    (−15.700)***
Child-parent interaction 0.033    (2.040)** 0.024    (2.880)
Years of education −0.0200  (61.660)*** −0.0300  (155.910)***
Age 0.009    (40.770)*** 0.002    (32.240)***
Marital status −0.216    (−69.510)*** −0.083    (−79.170)***
Naturalized 0.129    (50.450)*** —

Constant 0.206    (24.080)*** 0.335    (90.600)***

Source: Author’s compilation based on 2006–2014 CPS monthly data (Flood et al. 2015).
Note: Sample contains eighteen- to forty-five-year-old females who were household heads or spouses of 
household heads.
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01
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from selected countries. B-2 visas are issued 
for tourists and for those visiting friends and 
family in the United States temporarily. Given 
that we do not have detailed information about 
the purpose of these visits, we have to assume 
that some of these visitors are care-providing 
grandparents. Numbers for these grandparents 
are mixed in with those for tourists and tem-
porary visitors in this age group. While the 

care-providing visitors typically stay longer 
than others (usually up to six months, the max-
imum length of stay allowed by this visa), we 
have no specific information about their length 
of stay that would give us a better estimate of 
their numbers.

In figure 2, data for Mexico, which has ex-
perienced the most drastic increase in B-2 ad-
missions,3 has been graphed separately so as 

3. This might in part be due by a change in counting methods by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). 
Until 2005, typically only the initial land admission of an I-94 non-immigrant was recorded by the DHS. That 
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lected County of Citizenship: Fiscal Year 2000 to 2014.” Washington: U.S. Department of Home-
land Security.
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totals reported in previous years owing to a more complete count of land admissions, and the 
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Figure 2. B-2 Admissions for Tourists and Visitors Age Fifty and Older from Selected Countries 
(Not Including Mexico), 2000–2014
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not to dwarf the changes in B-2 admissions 
from the other countries. China, Brazil, and 
India are the other three countries that have 
recently sent a soaring number of older B-2 
visitors to the United States—a trend that 
echoes the observation earlier in this article 
that the cultures and practices of Latin Amer-
ica and East and Southeast Asian countries are 
among the most noteworthy in providing 
grandparental support. The dramatic increases 
in older B-2 visitors may also be explained by 
the rise of the middle class in these countries, 
as well as the existing immigrant population 
from these countries in the United States. It is 
also interesting to compare China with Taiwan 
and South Korea, two other countries that have 
similar Confucian cultures and that emphasize 
intergenerational support. The economies and 
immigration inflows to the United States of 
these two countries took off prior to the more 
recent period of Chinese economic develop-
ment and increasing immigration inflows, 
their fertility rates have been low, and their 
“grandparent” inflow has been stable. (We 
even see a decline in the number of older B-2 
visitors from South Korea.) Examining the 
older B-2 visitor trends helps us understand 
how the caregiving grandparents’ niche is per-
petuated by family ties to earlier immigrants 
as well as by the economic development of the 
major immigrant-sending countries.

I examine China not only because of its 
grandparental culture but also because, in the 
current Chinese economic and political con-
text, more parents of current Chinese immi-
grants are expected to arrive. Chinese elderly 
are highly involved with their grandchildren. 
Studies have found that this tradition is main-
tained in Chinese immigrant families in the 
United States and that grandparents in Chinese 
immigrant families do more than take care of 
children and help with household chores: they 
also educate children about Chinese language 
and culture (Xie and Xia 2011), provide role 
models, and maintain the family’s historical 
continuity (Falk and Falk 2002, 134–36).

Many Chinese immigrants who arrived in 
the last couple of decades were at the prime 
age for getting an education or taking a high-
skill job. Immigrants in this wave were mostly 
born after the implementation of China’s one-
child policy and are likely to be the only child 
in their family; as such, they are accustomed 
to their parents’ care. As these highly educated 
immigrants settle in the United States and 
have their own children, their parents follow 
as caregivers. In light of the financial success 
of the Chinese middle class, it is likely that the 
number of migrating Chinese grandparents 
will continue to increase in the near future.

To supplement the quantitative analysis of 
non-immigrant, care-providing Chinese grand-
parents, I conducted semistructured inter-
views with fifteen Chinese immigrant families 
that include grandparents who are on B-2 visas. 
Although the limited sample does not permit 
generalization, this qualitative part of the re-
search allows me to describe the dynamics of 
this special population in greater detail.

Yang came to the United States for an ad-
vanced degree in 2004 and currently holds a 
full-time job on the East Coast. Both Yang and 
her highly educated husband, also born in 
China, are the only children in their families. 
Even when Yang was in school, her mother 
would come to the United States for a couple 
of months to provide care and cook for her dur-
ing critical exam times. When Yang had her first 
daughter, their family had the typical “4-2-1” 
family structure of Chinese households after 
the implementation of the one-child policy 
(which stayed in place for over a generation): 
four grandparents, two parents, and one child. 
Recently Yang and her husband had a second 
daughter. Ever since Yang’s older child was 
born, her parents (mostly her mother) and her 
in-laws have been taking turns staying with the 
family, each for around six months, and this 
pattern has continued with the addition to the 
family. Besides taking care of the kids, her par-
ents and her in-laws also cook and help around 
the house when they have a chance. Yang’s 

year, the DHS began an effort to record all land admissions. For more information, see Department of Homeland 
Security, “The Impact of Counting Changes on Nonimmigrant Admissions: An Update,” 2012, available 
at: https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Impact%20of%20Counting%20Changes%20on%20
NI%20Admissions%20August%202012.pdf (accessed June 2, 2017).

https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Impact%20of%20Counting%20Changes%20on%20NI%20Admissions%20August%202012.pdf
https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/Impact%20of%20Counting%20Changes%20on%20NI%20Admissions%20August%202012.pdf
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older daughter, now three, speaks mostly Chi-
nese so far, since Chinese is the only language 
spoken at home. Yang considers herself very 
lucky to have both sets of parents providing 
care: “It saves us so much money. If not for their 
help, I don’t think it would make sense for me 
to go to work while sending both kids to day 
care. I told them they do not need to take care 
of the elder one after she turns two, and was 
thinking about sending her to day care. But 
they insist on keeping her at home for longer.” 
Yang and her husband are legal permanent res-
idents and in the process of being naturalized. 
They plan to sponsor their parents for LPR sta-
tus as soon as they become eligible.

Wang and her two-year-old son followed her 
husband, who took a faculty position at a Mid-
western U.S. university in 2011. Wang has been 
working on a PhD degree at the same univer-
sity. Their son was born in Singapore in 2009, 
when Wang’s husband held a postdoc position 
there, and Wang’s mother went to Singapore 
to take care of her and the baby. Later, they 
moved back to a city not far from Wang’s 
hometown in China, and her mother often vis-
ited them there to help out. Since they moved 
to the United States, her mother has visited 
three times, each visit lasting three to six 
months. Wang’s daughter was born in 2015. Be-
cause her mother was experiencing health is-
sues at that time, her in-laws came from China 
to stay with them right before the baby arrived 
to provide care. During that period, her father-
in-law’s own father in China became sick and 
he had to return. Her mother-in-law stayed for 
the whole six months allowed by her B-2 visa. 
Wang has a younger brother who has stayed in 
Canada after going there for his master’s de-
gree. He and his wife are expecting a child, and 
Wang’s mother plans to help them when the 
new grandchild arrives. She will stay for only 
two weeks, however, since her daughter-in-
law’s parents will also be there and plan to be 
the primary caregivers.

In Wang’s case (and her brother’s), we see 
the strong preference for the maternal grand-
mother as the first choice of caregiver. The first 
month after childbirth, known as yuezi (mean-
ing “month”), is crucial for both mother and 
baby in Chinese culture and practice. Because 
new mothers are expected to lie down when-

ever possible, they need help taking care of the 
baby as well as themselves. Traditionally, most 
women married into the husband’s family and 
the paternal grandmother was the main care-
giver during the yuezi period. Now that more 
and more young couples live apart from their 
parents, however, the first choice for this role 
is the maternal grandparents—especially the 
maternal grandmother, because she knows 
best the new mother’s eating and living prefer-
ences.

Zhang came to the United States for an ad-
vanced degree in 2009. Her husband is a third-
generation Chinese immigrant born and raised 
in a Latin American country. They recently 
moved from the South to the West Coast while 
Zhang was pregnant, and her husband took a 
job there. After their baby arrived, Zhang’s par-
ents came to stay with them to take care of the 
baby, and when the baby was three months, 
Zhang happily went back to work in a new job. 
Without her parents’ support, according to 
Zhang, it would have been a lot more difficult 
for her to return to the labor force. “I know that 
they will do a good job, a better job than I per-
haps,” said Zhang. She also mentioned that her 
in-laws, who are second-generation Chinese 
immigrants living in Latin America, are not 
likely to offer such child care, partly because 
they are still working in their country, but also 
because, being more Westernized, they are not 
used to the idea of offering to care for grand-
children, as Zhang’s parents are. Zhang has ap-
plied for an extended stay for her parents of 
another six months so that they can remain 
until her baby is close to a year old and more 
ready for day care.

In the absence of grandparents willing and 
able to provide care, my interviewees’ backup 
plans included care by the mother herself, care 
by the other set of grandparents, day care, and 
nanny service. No one mentioned “satellite ba-
bies” as an option: in an earlier prevalent prac-
tice, Chinese immigrants sent infants back to 
China to be raised by members of their ex-
tended families (Bohr and Tse 2009; Skeldon 
1997; Waters 2001).

All child-caring grandparents I interviewed 
had close social network ties in China. Some 
had other grandchildren who also needed care, 
and some were caregivers for their own parents 
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in China. Their double caregiving role and 
close social ties back in China required that 
they travel frequently. At the same time, their 
limited free time while providing care, cultural 
differences, language barriers, and the low 
walkability of American cities made Chinese 
grandparents more socially dependent during 
their time in the United States than they were 
back in China.

The one-child policy may have reduced the 
competition for attention from other grand-
children, but when the only child lives over-
seas, the China-based parents face a difficult 
choice about where to settle long-term. I 
gleaned from my interviews that the main con-
sideration in determining the long-term plan 
is whether the immigrant is the only child. If 
they have other children in China, the parents 
tend to say that they will eventually go back to 
China. Those with an only child who lives in 
the United States, especially widowed parents, 
seem to be indecisive and concerned about the 
future. Huang, the only child of her family, 
came to the United States for her PhD, is now 
married to a U.S. citizen, and has a two-year-
old son. She told me: “I grew increasingly wor-
ried about my mother after my father passed 
away four years ago. I feel obliged to call her 
every day to make sure she is doing well when 
she is in China. My mother is happier here to 
see us every day, but I can tell she still misses 
her sisters and friends at home. In another ten 
years, her friends and sisters may all leave our 
hometown and stay near their own children in 
other cities. It’s almost definite that she will 
need to stay with us in the future, although she 
says she is undecided.”

Other concerns about staying in the United 
States include the language barrier, lifestyle dif-
ferences, lack of health insurance, and social 
dependency. Song, a sixty-two-year-old caregiv-
ing grandmother in the United States, told me 
that once when she had to be hospitalized, the 
doctor gave a long explanation and instruc-
tions to her through her daughter, but her 
daughter translated it into only a few sentences 
in Chinese. “I feel very frustrated, not being 
able to understand anything,” Song said. Liang, 
a caregiving grandfather I interviewed, said, 
“Even in China nowadays, young people do not 
want to live with their elderlies because it is 

not convenient that way. We do not want to live 
with them [his children] either. We are freer by 
ourselves. Not to mention in the United States 
we do many things differently.” Although most 
of the China-based grandparents I interviewed 
were middle-class, they spoke no English or 
very limited English. Most of them could not 
afford housing in a major U.S. city and also 
found it socially hard to maintain a household 
by themselves in the United States. In China, 
they might have been leading a happy retired 
life, just without their beloved grandchildren. 
The advantages of staying in the United States 
mentioned by these grandparents included be-
ing close to children and grandchildren, the 
nice weather and environment, better eco-
nomic and educational opportunities for chil-
dren and grandchildren, and readily available 
Chinese produce.

Conclusions and Discussion
Overall, I find that immigrants’ parents fill an 
important yet often overlooked niche in the 
U.S. labor market—providing care for their 
grandchildren and freeing up female immi-
grants to participate in the paid labor market. 
Although grandparental support is not a new 
phenomenon and has been analyzed in the lit-
eratures of many regions, it has not been ex-
amined and documented in the context of im-
migration before; nor has it received much 
attention from immigration researchers and 
policymakers. Care-providing parents of immi-
grants work for free, and their economic con-
tribution is largely hidden. Foreign-born, care-
providing grandparents are unpaid contingent 
workers in the U.S. labor market who fill a 
niche that otherwise might not be filled (in the 
case of stay-at-home mothers).

My empirical analysis using panel regres-
sion finds that having a coresiding grandpar-
ent increases the labor force participation 
probability of immigrant new mothers by 
about 7.4 percent and that the effects differ by 
birth region or country and educational level. 
Further, my difference-in-differences analysis 
shows that coresiding parents significantly al-
leviate the labor force participation decline of 
new immigrant mothers.

A case study of China-based care-providing 
parents illustrates that the role of immigrants’ 
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parents goes beyond lifting female immigrants 
into the paid labor market. Over the long term, 
their presence and caregiving may improve the 
health of their immigrant children and grand-
children as well as the grandchildren’s school 
performance. The time and help that immi-
grants’ parents devote to the third generation 
also seem to increase their own mental health.

Because of limited data availability, this 
study assumes that coresiding grandparents 
provide care, since the CPS does not provide 
this information. Therefore, I have examined 
the impact of coresiding grandparents only, 
not of those who live nearby and provide care. 
Also, the short longitudinal coverage of the 
CPS confines the difference-in-differences 
analysis to children between ages zero and fif-
teen months. This is reasonable for examining 
the impact of grandparents visiting and provid-
ing temporary care, but it is not ideal for look-
ing at those who are permanent legal resi-
dents—that is, the parents of children who 
have become naturalized citizens. As for the 
dependent variable, I use women’s labor force 
participation as a measurement of the impact 
of intergenerational support, on the assump-
tion that coresiding grandparents provide 
child care to an extent that affects the mother’s 
decision to be employed in paid work. Though 
providing child care might not necessarily lift 
mothers to the paid labor force, help from co-
residing grandparents could influence a num-
ber of other factors. Future research should 
examine other labor market outcomes, such as 
the family wage gap, gender inequality, and re-
lated health outcomes such as women’s fertil-
ity rate and postpartum health. 

Finally, both the availability of immigrants’ 
parents and their future in this country are 
largely shaped by U.S. immigration policy. 
Many primary immigrants who are in their 
child-bearing years (the time when they need 
help the most) are work-visa holders, LPRs, or 
working on becoming naturalized, which is a 
lengthy process. The caregiving parents of this 
population arrive on B-2 visas and are restricted 
by the six-months-per-year rule (and three 
months for those from Visa Waiver Program 
[VWP] member countries, who are traveling 
without a visa). These parents’ path toward 
naturalization is determined by U.S. naturaliza-

tion policy, which differs by country of birth 
and sponsor’s citizenship status. In addition 
to immigration status, foreign-born grandpar-
ents providing child care face many other chal-
lenges that call for policy responses, including 
health insurance coverage, language barriers, 
and adaptation to U.S. life. Even those grand-
parents who have become LPRs face the tough 
choice as they grow older and overseas travel 
becomes increasingly inconvenient between 
living with their children and grandchildren in 
the United States, with all the language and 
cultural barriers, and remaining in their home 
country and not being able to see their ex-
tended family in the United States—perhaps 
their only remaining family.
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