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Abstract 

Background Although late-life remarriage is not a rare phenomenon, it remains a controversial topic in China. Late-
life remarriage involves many challenges and crises, especially for elderly women, who are often in weaker positions 
in remarriage relationships and face more difficulties. Currently, research on the life experiences of Chinese women 
after late-life remarriage is still limited. The purpose of this study is to explore and describe the life experiences of Chi-
nese women who remarried later in life and to explore and describe their feelings about these experiences.

Methods A phenomenological qualitative research design involving in-depth semistructured interviews 
was selected. Data analysis was performed via Colaizzi’s methodology.

Results Sixteen women participated in this study. Four themes and 8 subthemes emerged: (1) companionship 
and support attainment (daily companionship and economic support), (2) nanny-like treatment (undertaking most 
household chores and care work alone, suspected and guarded in terms of money), (3) degradation of social ties 
(decreased interaction with the original family, reduced contact with friends), and (4) concerns about the future (treat-
ment costs after illness, housing issues after their new husband’s death).

Conclusion Our results reveal the complexity and vulnerability of the life experiences of Chinese women after late-
life remarriage, which are the result of a combination of sociocultural and structural factors and reflect the pres-
sure and injustice that women endure in a patriarchal society. Moreover, the study reveals the inadequacy of basic 
medical insurance and basic pension insurance systems. The results of this study will not only help society at large 
better understand the life experiences of Chinese women in stepfamilies after late-life remarriage but also help 
to provide numerous important recommendations for professionals who provide support to stepfamilies, as well 
as for policymakers.
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Introduction
Late-life remarriage [1] is a form of remarriage in old age 
that has developed with increasing life expectancy and 
other changes brought about by modernization. Espe-
cially in China, late-life remarriage is no longer a rare 

phenomenon but has become a choice for an increas-
ing number of widowed or divorced elderly people. 
The elderly population in China exceeds 264 million, of 
which over 50 million people are widowed, accounting 
for 21.08% of the elderly population [2]. Eighty percent 
of the people within this substantial group expressed a 
willingness to remarry. The remarriage rate in China is 
increasing rapidly and has gradually attracted increas-
ing academic attention [3]. Against this background, the 
need for research on Chinese people’s life experiences 
after late-life remarriage has become apparent.
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Studying the phenomenon of late-life remarriage in 
China has far-reaching social and cultural significance. 
First, as China’s elderly population continues to grow, 
the increase in late-life remarriage reflects the demand 
for companionship among elderly individuals. By delv-
ing into the life experience of late-life remarriage, we can 
gain a more comprehensive understanding of the social 
and emotional needs of older adults and thus provide 
insights for addressing the challenges of population age-
ing. Furthermore, the rise of late-life remarriage maps the 
evolution of family structure in China. Studying this phe-
nomenon provides insights into the changing dynamics 
of family relationships in China and how these changes 
affect the well-being of family members, especially older 
adults; this concerns not only the personal well-being of 
the elderly but also the harmony and stability of the fam-
ily as a whole. Second, the increase in late-life remarriage 
also reflects changes in the concept of marriage among 
elderly individuals. By studying Chinese women’s remar-
riage in later life, we can gain insight into the evolution of 
Chinese culture and values and how these changes shape 
individuals’ life choices and well-being. In summary, it is 
particularly important to conduct in-depth research in 
the area of remarriage in old age, not only for the well-
being of individual older persons but also for the under-
standing of social change and the formulation of relevant 
policies.

In the international academic community, many stud-
ies have examined the characteristics of remarried fami-
lies [4], the benefits of remarriage [5], the factors that 
affect the instability of remarriage relationships [6, 7], 
and transnational remarriage [8, 9]. However, relatively 
little research has been conducted on the life experiences 
of those in late-life remarriage relationships. Currently, 
the relevant literature focuses on three main aspects. 
The first aspect is the life experiences of stepchildren. 
Children living in stepfamilies are often called shared 
children, and studies have examined their life experi-
ences [10] and investigated the differences between these 
children and their half-siblings and the life outcomes of 
both groups [11]. In addition, scholars have conducted 
in-depth research on how stepgrandchildren establish 
family-like intergenerational relationships with their 
stepgrandparents and have found that they actively use 
available symbols to construct these relationships [12].

The second aspect is the experience of remarriage for 
men. For example, studies have investigated how stepfa-
thers experience family life and their relationships with 
stepchildren and extended family members, as well as 
how they describe their positions within their families 
[13]. Scholars have conducted face-to-face interviews 
with 10 Belgian fathers to gain a deeper understand-
ing of the identity-building process of stepfathers in 

the family [14]. The research results can help family 
practitioners understand how stepfathers experience 
stepfamily life. In addition, research has explored the 
motivations of older Arab Muslims in Israel to remarry 
and revealed that they view remarriage as a way to 
receive care [15]. This phenomenon reflects the mainte-
nance of gender roles in patriarchal systems.

The third stream of research concerns the life experi-
ences of women after remarriage. One study revealed 
that when children argue with their stepfathers, their 
mothers play the roles of defenders, gatekeepers, medi-
ators, and interpreters to promote family harmony and 
development [16]. Another study used semistructured 
interviews to document the life experiences of women 
who lived with widowers with young children. These 
women felt that the deceased wife remained an indis-
pensable part of their partner’s life [17]. This discovery 
highlights the complexity of remarriage relationships 
between women and widowers. Another study focused 
on the lives of women who remarried in countries such 
as Cambodia, Malaysia, Bangladesh, and Singapore. In 
Cambodia, remarried women are more likely to suf-
fer physical and emotional abuse than those who are 
in their first marriage or are divorced [18]. Malaysian 
Tamil Hindu women also face many challenges in the 
remarriage process; specifically, they experience social 
and self-shame, and participating in courtship is viewed 
as a violation of the concept of being a "good" woman, 
whereas women with children are viewed as abandon-
ing their responsibility to their children [19]. These 
challenges are closely linked to traditional notions of 
female chastity, purity, and loyalty to one’s husband. 
Similarly, in Bangladesh, remarriage makes women’s 
lives more difficult. For women, remarrying entails the 
challenge of regulating marital relationships [20]. The 
formation of remarried families in Singapore tends to 
exacerbate the material and emotional vulnerabilities of 
the women involved [21]. Overall, studies indicate that 
for most women, remarriage neither provides economic 
security nor promotes physical or mental health. There-
fore, the life experiences of women in late-life remar-
riages in China, who constitute a vulnerable group, are 
equally worthy of attention.

Chinese scholars’ research on late-life remarriage has 
focused on its benefits, influencing factors, and problems. 
Late-life remarriage has benefits for elderly people, such 
as positive impacts on their physical and mental health. 
In terms of gender, the protective effect on the health of 
older women is greater than that on the health of older 
men, and the protective effect tends to be stronger with 
a longer late-life remarriage relationship [22]. For older 
men, late-life remarriage significantly improves their 
mental health [23]. These studies highlight the critical 
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role of spousal support in enhancing the quality of life of 
older adults.

Furthermore, the decision-making and behaviour of 
individuals in late-life remarriage relationships are con-
strained by a variety of factors, such as social opinion, 
children’s attitudes, limited social scope, traditional atti-
tudes, and personal finances, which may become obsta-
cles [24–26]. Taking the rural population of China as 
an example, whether people remarry is influenced by a 
range of factors, such as socioeconomic status, demo-
graphic structure, and cultural traditions, results in dif-
ferences in the likelihood of individuals within different 
groups engaging in remarriage [27]. In particular, for 
widowed or divorced women in rural areas, remarriage 
is often accompanied by pressures and questions that 
affect their willingness to remarry [28]. In terms of gen-
der, elderly men have a more positive attitude towards 
remarriage, whereas elderly women have a more negative 
attitude towards remarriage; this is because, influenced 
by traditional Chinese social role norms, women pay 
more attention to taking care of their families and emo-
tional connections. Once remarried, this may mean that 
women have to stay away from their original families. 
This reality has brought tremendous psychological pres-
sure to women; therefore, elderly women tend to be more 
conservative about remarriage [26].

Finally, life after late-life remarriage involves many 
practical problems and challenges. Children may be 
reluctant to accept the new family relationships brought 
about by elderly people’s remarriage; older people may 
lack an understanding of each other before remarriage; 
differences in personalities, habits and attitudes may 
lead to family conflicts; the reasons for remarrying may 
be complicated; sexual disharmony may occur [29, 30]; 
and issues related to inheritance and its distribution 
[31] may become troublesome. Together, these factors 
increase the vulnerability and sensitivity of families that 
experience late-life remarriage. Although late-life remar-
riage has an important effect on improving the physical 
and mental health of elderly people, it is still a controver-
sial topic in China. On the one hand, the decisions and 
behaviours of older people in remarriage relationships 
are affected by many factors, and the process of remar-
riage itself involves many difficulties. On the other hand, 
life after remarriage involves many challenges and crises. 
In particular, elderly women are often in weaker posi-
tions than elderly men in remarriage relationships and 
face more difficulties [32]. Therefore, it is particularly 
important to conduct in-depth research on the real situa-
tion faced by older Chinese women in late-life remarriage 
relationships.

Although the current literature includes extensive 
research on daily life after remarriage for stepchildren, 

second husbands, and women in countries such as Cam-
bodia, Malaysia, Bangladesh, and Singapore, which has 
provided valuable insights, research on the life experi-
ences of Chinese women after late-life remarriage is still 
limited. It is crucial to listen to and value the voices of 
elderly Chinese women, especially with respect to the 
family interactions that occur in the intimate setting of 
the stepfamily after late-life remarriage as well as their 
internal experiences. Therefore, the purpose of this study 
is to explore and describe Chinese women’s life experi-
ences after late-life remarriage and their feelings about 
these experiences, broaden our understanding of this 
group, and provide these women with better support 
and assistance. Specifically, the questions we aimed to 
answer were as follows: (a) “What are Chinese women’s 
life experiences after late-life remarriage?” and (b) “How 
do they feel about these experiences?” This study begins 
with a review of the literature related to the phenomenon 
and theories regarding late-life remarriage, followed by a 
description of the research methodology used to conduct 
this study. We then present the results of the data analy-
sis. Finally, the implications and limitations of this study 
are discussed.

Theoretical framework
Despite the importance of the aforementioned litera-
ture on the life experiences of women in late-life remar-
riage, it should be noted that they lack a clear theoretical 
framework. Therefore, to better study Chinese women’s 
life experiences after late-life remarriage, we use Yan 
Yunxiang’s theory of new familism and the gender lens 
as a theoretical foundation to construct a theoretical 
framework.

First, Yan Yunxiang’s theory of new familism was 
proposed. According to Yan Yunxiang, new familyism 
emphasizes intergenerational attachment and inherit-
ance, recognizes the legitimacy of family members’ pur-
suit of individual rights, places emotional needs on the 
stage to express, and family resources begin to be trans-
ferred to the third generation [33]. Specifically, Yan 
Yunxiang highlights three basic features of new fami-
lyism: first, intergenerational solidarity has not been 
weakened with modernization but rather strengthened, 
and intergenerational cooperation has been strength-
ened as a way to cope with risks and uncertainties; sec-
ond, a balance is sought between family development 
and individual development. Instead of putting fam-
ily interests above all else, parents try to balance their 
emotional, developmental, or recreational needs with 
family interests; third, parents prioritize the interests 
of the small family through continuous self-exploitation 
to satisfy the needs of their offspring [34]. In the field of 
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family studies, many scholars have used new familism 
to explain the current changes in Chinese families.

Second, the gender lens is used. The gender lens is a 
theoretical perspective that emphasizes gender differ-
ences and focuses on gender as the core concern, with 
some of its central categories being socialization and 
gender roles/practices and power relations or domina-
tion systems—subordination between the sexes [35]. 
In this system, men usually dominate and have more 
social, economic, and political resources and power. 
From a historical and sociocultural perspective, patri-
archy is the core mechanism of gender hierarchy and 
runs through various levels of society [36]. In the field 
of family, traditional family decision-making models 
are often dominated by men, such as planning major 
family affairs and allocating economic resources, 
whereas women’s opinions and needs are often margin-
alized. Even if women earn more than male partners do, 
they are still likely to have a lower status [37]. At the 
societal level, men also enjoy more opportunities and 
advantages in terms of political participation, career 
advancement, and other areas. For example, in high-
level political positions and high paying professions, 
the proportion of men is much greater than that of 
women. Thus, gender inequality remains a major chal-
lenge facing the world.

The selection of these two theoretical frameworks is 
justified for several reasons. First, Yan Yunxiang’s theory 
of new familism offers a lens through which to under-
stand contemporary family structure and cultural values. 
Women who choose to remarry in their later years often 
engage in the reconfiguration of family relationships 
and roles, such as seeking emotional support and daily 
care, which aligns with the enhanced emotional func-
tions of the family emphasized by neo-familism. Moreo-
ver, Yan Yunxiang’s idea of conflicts of interest between 
parents and offspring is also applicable in this context. 
Parents and children may have differences in their posi-
tions, needs, and expectations when facing the issue of 
remarriage in their later years. Children may be more 
concerned about the distribution of family property and 
the influence of social opinion, whereas parents are more 
focused on not wanting to burden their children. Conse-
quently, this theory provides a macrotheoretical frame-
work for comprehending the transformation of family 
functions underlying the phenomenon of late-life remar-
riage. Second, the gender lens, with its focus on gender 
power structures and inequalities, particularly highlights 
the disadvantaged position of women within the family, 
society, and culture. In conclusion, this comprehensive 
and systematic analytical framework is crucial for under-
standing the experiences of Chinese women who remarry 
in their later years.

Method
Design
This study adopted a qualitative phenomenological 
research design involving in-depth semistructured inter-
views. Phenomenological research originated in Europe 
approximately 60 years ago and was defined as “research 
that seeks to describe the essence of a phenomenon by 
exploring it from the perspective of those who have 
experienced it” [38]. Phenomenological research is par-
ticularly effective for exploring the nature and meaning 
of complex phenomena for those who experience them 
[38]. Specifically, phenomenological research attempts 
to explain the subjective experiences of people through 
their life-world stories [39], with a focus on individuals 
expressing their shared life experiences [40]; it requires 
a researcher to set aside all personal opinions and pro-
duce a rich textual description of a phenomenon, as it 
is experienced by individuals [41]. Thus, this qualitative 
phenomenological study enabled the researcher to con-
duct a detailed study of Chinese women’s life experiences 
after late-life remarriage. The data analysis was based on 
Colaizzi’s methodology [42], which has been shown to be 
rigorous and robust. Colaizzi’s seven-step analytic meth-
odology [43] guided the data analysis process by provid-
ing the researcher with detailed and sequential steps to 
improve the reliability and dependability of the results 
[44, 45].

Participants
Purposive sampling was used to obtain a heterogeneous 
sample for this study to understand the life experiences 
of Chinese women after late-life remarriage. The women 
were invited to participate based on their characteristics 
and experiences related to the research phenomenon. 
The participants who could best inform the study and 
maximize the diversity associated with the research ques-
tions were chosen. The sample size was determined as 
follows: after data saturation was reached, two additional 
Chinese women who remarried in their later years were 
interviewed. If no new topics emerged, further recruit-
ment was terminated. We recruited participants from 9 
communities in Nanjing, an eastern city in China. The 
inclusion criteria were as follows: (1) female; (2) aged 65 
years or older at the time of remarriage; (3) living with a 
new husband for at least 5 years; and (4) willing to share 
their life experiences, especially their family interactions. 
The exclusion criterion was a diagnosis of terminal illness 
or severe mental illness.

Sixteen women aged 71 to 83 years participated in 
this study. Most of them had graduated from primary 
school (n=13), had a past occupation as a housewife 
(n=5) and lived with their new husbands (n=14). At the 
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time of the interviews, the duration of their current mar-
riages ranged from 6 to 15 years (Table 1). To maintain 
confidentiality, the participants’ real names have been 
replaced with case numbers.

Data collection
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the 
Ethics Review Committee of Jiangsu Province Hospital 
(2023-SR-746). The data were collected through indi-
vidual in-depth semistructured interviews. The times 
and locations of the interviews were chosen by the par-
ticipants, and the interviews were conducted by the first 
author between October and December 2023 (24 inter-
views were conducted, averaging 50 minutes in length), 
mainly in the participants’ homes. At the beginning of 
each interview, the researcher gave the participant a con-
sent form and asked her to read it carefully. If the par-
ticipant agreed, she signed it. The consent form included 
information on the research, the right to withdraw from 
participation, and confidentiality. At the end of each 
interview, we verified the breadth and depth of the inter-
view questions by asking the participants if there was 
anything else they thought we should know. Each partici-
pant had a similar answer: "No, your questions covered 
almost everything." All interviews were recorded with 
the participants’ consent and were transcribed by the 
first and second authors within 24 hours after the inter-
view ended. The transcripts were then sent to the partici-
pants, who were invited to confirm their accuracy.

The researchers designed an interview topic guide 
to allow the participants to freely discuss their life 

experiences after late-life remarriage. The participants 
were asked the following questions about their expe-
riences: "Can you talk about your late-life remarriage 
experience?" "How do your biological children and your 
stepchildren feel about late-life remarriage? How do you 
feel about it?" "How would you describe your interactions 
with your stepfamily (husband, stepchildren, and your 
biological children) after your late-life remarriage? What 
changes have occurred? How have these changes affected 
you?" A professor (J.H.) double-checked the interview 
guide, modified questions and wording deemed inap-
propriate, and added an additional interview question, 
"Can you be more specific and share with us any positive 
or negative changes you have experienced since late-life 
remarriage?"

Data analysis
Colaizzi’s methodology for analysing the narratives of 
each interview involves seven steps: (1) read the tran-
script to become familiar with and understand the con-
tent of the interviews; (2) locate and extract statements 
related to late-life remarriage from the transcript; (3) 
formulate meanings; (4) divide all meanings into catego-
ries, theme clusters, and themes; (5) define all emergent 
themes in an exhaustive description; (6) describe the 
basic structure of the focal phenomena; and (7) return 
the results to the participants to ensure their accuracy 
[46].

In the first step, the researchers transcribed each inter-
view within 24 hours. All the interview transcripts were 
read repeatedly by the researchers to fully understand 

Table 1 Demographic information

Participant ID 
number

Age (years) Education level Occupation before 
retirement

Living with Years in 
stepfamily

1 74 junior high school Nurse husband 7

2 75 primary school Factory staff husband, his father and mother 10

3 71 primary school Factory staff husband 6

4 73 primary school Self-employed husband 6

5 78 primary school Housewife husband 9

6 78 primary school Dustman husband 11

7 75 primary school Farmer husband 7

8 75 primary school Housewife husband, his son and daughter-in-law 9

9 76 junior high school Accounting husband 9

10 77 primary school Housewife husband 11

11 79 primary school Housewife husband 12

12 83 primary school Factory staff husband 15

13 72 junior high school Teacher husband 6

14 73 primary school Self-employed husband 7

15 74 primary school Farmer husband 8

16 76 primary school Housewife husband 7
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and appreciate the participants’ experiences. In the sec-
ond step, the researchers extracted important statements 
from the transcripts by tagging sentences or phrases 
related to late-life remarriage. Through this process, the 
number of significant statements is reduced by eliminat-
ing repetitions and combining very similar statements. 
In the third step, the researchers sought to clarify the 
meaning of these statements. During this process, perti-
nent quotes were broadly categorized, and subsequently, 
themes were generated based on multiple statements 
that conveyed similar meanings. In the fourth step, the 
two researchers further categorized all the meanings into 
categories, theme clusters, and themes based on the pre-
vious step. To categorize them more accurately, all the 
researchers collaborating on this paper held meetings to 
confirm the categorization of the sentences by rereading 
each statement and discussing the appropriateness of the 
results of the two researchers’ analyses. To classify the 
statements, the coresearchers discussed the appropriate-
ness of the two researchers’ analyses. If one researcher 
had a different opinion or made a suggestion about the 
results of the analysis, the discussion continued until all 
researchers reached a consensus. Finally, similar mean-
ings were clustered into themes, and similar themes 
were grouped into theme clusters. In the fifth phase, 
an exhaustive description of all the emerging themes is 
provided. In the sixth phase, essential structures were 
derived through the comprehensive description of topic 
collections. In this process, Chinese women’s experiences 
with late-life remarriage were comprehensively described 
and integrated. In the seventh step, to ensure that the 
interpretations resulting from the analyses were reliable, 
we conducted a member check [47] by sending a copy of 
the analyses to three randomly selected participants and 
asking them if their interpretations of the data were con-
sistent with our analyses. The participants were given the 
opportunity to clarify their positions if they felt they had 
been misinterpreted. Finally, we invited five women in 
late-life remarriages with characteristics similar to those 

of our participants to check the results. They agreed that 
the results accurately reflected their experiences.

Results
The following four themes emerged from the categorized 
interview data: (1) companionship and support attain-
ment, (2) nanny-like treatment, (3) degradation of social 
ties, and (4) concerns about the future. Each theme com-
prises several subthemes that collectively describe the life 
experiences of Chinese women after late-life remarriage 
(Table 2) and is described in detail below.

Theme 1: Companionship and support attainment
The first theme consisted of two subthemes that together 
demonstrated the daily companionship and eco-
nomic support that participants received after late-life 
remarriage.

Subtheme 1: Daily companionship
All the participants unanimously said that late-life remar-
riage gave them companionship in their daily lives. For 
example, even if their own children were not with them, 
they still had their husbands by their side, and they could 
chat with each other during the day as well as go out for 
walks, travel, and engage in other activities. This kind of 
companionship enriched their lives after divorce or wid-
owhood and gave them a sense of warmth.

Their testimonies are as follows: "Since my previous 
husband died, I spent every day alone. Although I would 
go to play mahjong during the day, I always felt lonely 
when I got home until I met my present husband and 
formed a new family. I usually have him to talk and eat 
with me at home, and the house is much more cosy." (Case 
4) "The biggest benefit of late-life remarriage is having 
each other for the company. We can talk, eat, walk, and 
travel together, which makes my later life less lonely" (Case 
13).

Some participants emphasized the importance of 
daily companionship for older people: "Last year, I had 

Table 2 Themes and subthemes of the life experiences of Chinese women after late-life remarriage

Theme Subtheme

Companionship and support attainment Daily companionship

Economic support

Nanny-like treatment Undertaking most household chores and care work alone

suspected and guarded in terms of money

Degradation of social ties Decreased interaction with the original family

Reduced contact with friends

Concerns about the future Treatment costs after illness

Housing issues after their new husband’s death
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a sudden brain attack at home. Fortunately, my husband 
was by my side at that time, and he immediately called 
the 120 emergency number, and the ambulance took me 
to the hospital in time to save my life. Without him by my 
side, the consequences would have been unimaginable…
Usually, having someone by your side can truly save your 
life at critical moments" (Case 9). "Older people like us, if 
we live alone, in the event of an accident at home, it is very 
likely that we will not be able to get help in time because 
our children will not be able to know and come in time. 
This is very dangerous and regrettable" (Case 1).

Yan Yunxiang’s theory of new familism posits that the 
central functions of the family in contemporary society 
have evolved from traditional roles of production and 
procreation to those that prioritize emotional bonding 
and quality of life. The participants’ acquisition of daily 
companionship following late-life remarriage is a tan-
gible expression of this shift in family functionality. The 
step-husbands emerge as significant sources of emo-
tional support for the participants, meeting their needs 
for companionship and spiritual comfort, thus imbuing 
the stepfamily with the role of emotional sustenance. 
Furthermore, the readiness of participants and their step-
husbands to respond in emergencies and provide mutual 
assistance strengthens the stepfamily’s function in terms 
of security, which is a crucial addition and development 
for modern elderly families.

Subtheme 2: Economic support
After late-life remarriage, the participants also received 
financial support. In particular, for participants who 
had a low income or no regular source of income, late-
life remarriage provided them with more stable financial 
security.

"I have always been a housewife and never worked. After 
my ex-husband passed away, he left me with hardly any 
savings. Although I receive a public pension of over 200 
RMB per month, this is only enough to live on for a few 
days…After remarrying him, I honestly feel like I have 
found my independence again. He usually gives me living 
expenses, and I have a stable financial source now." (Case 
8) Remarriage relationships provide some participants 
with economic independence, which is not solely reliant 
on self-sufficiency but is achieved through the financial 
support of their step-husbands, highlighting the signifi-
cant role of the family as an economic support network.

Other participants reported that they chose late-life 
remarriage mainly because they wanted to ease the finan-
cial burden of their biological children through remar-
riage. "Before remarriage, I was supported by my daughter 
for my daily food, clothing, housing, and transport. How-
ever, in reality, my daughter’s life is very stressful. Not only 
does she have to help her son organize his wedding, she 

also has to buy a car and a house for him. As a mother, 
not only can I not help her, but I am always spending 
her money. Therefore, seven years ago, I decided to find a 
man to remarry. In this way, I don’t need her to bear my 
monthly living expenses" (Case 7). "After remarriage, my 
husband gives me a monthly living expense for both of us. 
Although my children sometimes give me some money, 
overall, they don’t spend as much money on me as they 
used to. In this way, life is a little easier for them" (Case 
16).

Unlike Western societies, where romance and love are 
often seen as the centerpiece of a marriage, the needs and 
responsibilities of the family are often prioritized in tradi-
tional Chinese concepts [48]. Furthermore, in traditional 
Chinese society, the interests of the family are often seen 
as taking precedence over the interests of the individual. 
This perception may have led some participants to con-
sider remarriage more in terms of the interests of the 
family as a whole, e.g., considering the financial situation 
of their own children, rather than simply pursuing per-
sonal emotional fulfilment. Thus, late-life remarriage for 
these participants is not only about seeking emotional 
comfort but also about ensuring the stability of the family 
and the well-being of the children.

Theme 2: Nanny‑like treatment
The vast majority of participants described their experi-
ences of being treated like babysitters by their husbands 
and stepchildren. This theme comprised two subthemes 
that together presented details of how participants were 
treated like babysitters in their stepfamilies.

Subtheme 1: Undertaking most household chores and care 
work alone
In this subtheme, participants were required to perform 
most of the domestic and care-taking tasks in their step-
families on their own. The following excerpt reflects this 
reality:

"It’s been ten years since he and I remarried, and 
during these years I hardly had a moment of relaxa-
tion, leaving me with nothing but heavy housework. 
Every day, I have to serve him, his father, and his 
mother three meals a day, wash their clothes, then 
clean the house, and so on. None of them were will-
ing to help me with any of the household chores…I 
was truly very tired and felt like I was acting as a 
free babysitter for them" (Case 2).

This quote reveals the challenges that participants 
faced with respect to housework. A previous study also 
revealed that most family caregivers get up very early to 
get through their own essential housework—washing, 
ironing, preparing meals, etc.—otherwise, they would 



Page 8 of 19Li et al. BMC Women’s Health          (2025) 25:131 

not be able to get through this work at the end of a long 
day of home care work [49]. These menial and laborious 
household chores often left the participants feeling very 
tired.

In addition to household chores, participants were 
required to take care of their husbands. The husbands of 
some of the participants were bedridden due to health 
problems, which made it necessary for the participants 
to take full responsibility for their care. "The year after 
we remarried, he became bedridden due to a stroke. His 
son and daughter both put the entire burden of caring 
for him on me alone, citing busy work and lack of time." 
(Case 3). Moreover, the participants were often blamed 
by their stepchildren when their husbands developed 
new problems or their health deteriorated. An example 
of this participant’s statement is "As soon as he gets sick, 
his son and daughter blame me, thinking it is all my fault 
and blaming me for not taking care of him" (Case 5) (Case 
7). Another participant emphasized that none of the fam-
ily members in her stepfamily were willing to help her 
lighten her workload, even though her own health was 
problematic (Case 10).

The main reason why the above situation occurred, the 
participants said, was that the husband’s care for his bio-
logical children exceeded that of the participants: "Once, 
he fell ill and was hospitalized. His son, daughter-in-law, 
and grandson came to the hospital to visit him. His son 
saw that the urinal was full and wanted to go to the bath-
room to pour it out, but he stopped him. Then, he asked 
his son to pass me the urinal and let me pour it out. He 
didn’t want his son to do these dirty jobs, but he casually 
sent me around as if I were a servant and didn’t need to be 
respected. This made my heart very uncomfortable" (Case 
5) (Case 14).

Most of the participants agreed that their position in 
the stepfamily was similar to that of a nanny rather than 
an equal spouse or relative: "He has told me that he feels 
that the point of remarriage is that a family can be better 
served. Therefore, in his opinion, I have to take care of not 
only him but also his father and mother…He would only 
direct me to work one way or the other, never considering 
how tired I am and treating me as a slave to the house-
hold chores. This makes me feel very sad and angry" (Case 
10) (Case 2). Similar feelings are reflected in other stud-
ies [50]. This feeling exacerbated the participants’ frus-
tration and led to a feeling of marginalization and loss of 
self-worth within their stepfamilies, resulting in a state 
of depression and a lack of fulfilment. This phenomenon, 
when viewed through the framework of feminist theory, 
can be seen as a reflection of power relations and gender 
role expectations within stepfamilies, revealing the power 
struggles and unequal treatment that participants face in 
their lives within these families.

Subtheme 2: Suspected and guarded in terms of money
Almost all the participants expressed feeling that step-
family members were very defensive and distrustful of 
the participants regarding money. This defensiveness 
and mistrust were reflected in two main aspects.

First, the husbands gave the participants a small 
amount of money for living expenses, which was usu-
ally not sufficient to meet the basic needs of life. The 
use of these living expenses included not only the par-
ticipants’ personal expenses but also the daily expenses 
of the whole stepfamily. When the participants asked 
their husbands to increase their living expenses, it often 
triggered resentment and arguments.

"He gives me a monthly living allowance of 1500 
yuan, but in fact, I need to use it to pay for all the 
expenses of my stepfamily, such as meals, water, 
electricity, and gas, so very little of this money can 
really be left for me to use. He calculated all the 
expenses needed for life very accurately and didn’t 
want me to save any extra money..." (Case 3). Over 
the years, prices have been rising, but the living 
expenses he gave me haven’t increased. And when-
ever he hears me say I don’t have enough money, he 
gets very angry, arguing loudly with me and asking 
where I spent my money. He doesn’t want to spend 
a penny more on me because he wants to save as 
much money as possible for his son and grandson, 
but it’s too unfair to me! "(Case 6).

The strict control exerted by step-husbands over 
financial expenditures is, in essence, a limitation on the 
economic standing of participants within the reconsti-
tuted family. This limitation not only strips participants 
of their financial independence but also accentuates the 
inequities in the allocation of economic resources and 
their adverse effects on the marital relationship. To put 
it succinctly, participants’ perceptions within the finan-
cial distribution paradigm are a direct reflection of the 
enduring legacy of traditional gender roles within the 
contemporary family structure.

What was most aggravating and disappointing to the 
participants was that they did their best to take care of 
their stepfamily; however, when the participants fell ill, 
their husbands were not willing to cover even a small 
portion of the cost of treatment. "I do my best to take 
care of him and do his laundry and cooking for him. 
However, when I was sick and hospitalized and needed 
money, he refused to pay…He told me to call my daugh-
ter to come and pay. He meant that he wouldn’t pay a 
cent for my illness" (Case 15).

“What annoyed and disappointed the participants 
the most was that they made every effort to take 
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care of their step family members; however, when 
participants fell ill, their husbands were even 
unwilling to bear a small portion of the treatment 
costs. I did my best to take care of him, helping him 
wash clothes and cook. However, when I needed 
money for hospitalization due to illness, he refused 
to pay... He asked me to call my daughter to pay. 
His intention was that he would not pay a penny 
for my illness" (Case 15).

Second, the stepchildren were suspicious and defensive 
towards the participants, sometimes even treating them 
as thieves and keeping them under strict surveillance and 
restrictions. At the same time, the children feared that 
the participants would take their father’s property:

"After remarriage, although I moved into his house, 
his son and daughter-in-law did not give me even 
the minimum respect. What is most outrageous 
is that my daughter-in-law often says that there 
are outsiders in the house and tells her husband to 
beware of losing money and important items. I know 
she is saying this to me on purpose" (Case 8). "My 
husband’s daughter has always felt that I’m here to 
compete with her for property. She used to mock me 
by saying that she grew up in this house and did not 
realize that it would end up being mine. She is wor-
ried that I will take away this house and all of her 
father’s savings, so she is very hostile towards me…" 
(Case 11).

The defensive mentality of stepchildren towards the 
participants mirrors their apprehensions regarding fam-
ily assets, which are intrinsically linked to the family’s 
power dynamics. Upon the participants’ entry into the 
stepfamily as stepmothers, the preexisting equilibrium of 
power within the family is disrupted. Stepchildren may 
perceive a threat to their control over family property, 
particularly when the property’s ownership is ambiguous. 
This mentality of resource competition intensifies the 
hostile attitudes of stepchildren towards the participants, 
thus leading to a defensive response.

Theme 3: Degradation of social ties
The third theme involves the impact that late-life remar-
riage has on the interpersonal relationships of many of 
the participants. The two subthemes are decreased inter-
action with the original family and reduced contact with 
friends.

Subtheme 1: Decreased interaction with the original family
Some participants reported that since they began liv-
ing with their husbands, their connections and interac-
tions with their biological children and grandchildren 

decreased significantly: "After I began living with my new 
husband, the number of times I met my son and grandson 
decreased. Before I remarried, they often came to my place 
for lunch. Now, they rarely visit me" (Case 1). "I used to 
see my daughter and granddaughter almost once a week, 
but now we have not seen each other for a long time" (Case 
6) (Case 9). The event of late-life remarriage had a great 
impact on the participants’ later life. In traditional Chi-
nese culture, the emotional connection between children 
and grandchildren and elderly individuals is extremely 
important, and this close relationship directly affects the 
quality of life of elderly individuals [51]. Therefore, when 
participants realized that their loved ones were visiting 
less often, it made them feel a deep sense of loss.

Two participants revealed that the main reason why 
their son and daughter rarely visited them was that they 
believed that late-life remarriage was shameful. The fol-
lowing two interviews reflect this fact:

"My daughter found it hard to accept that I am 
remarrying at my age... She told me that my rela-
tives at home and neighbours in the village talk a 
lot about my remarriage, which makes her feel very 
humiliated. She actually doesn’t support my remar-
riage, so since I remarried, she hasn’t come once to 
the place where my husband and I live" (Case 3).

"Although my daughter supports me, my son and 
my biological brother have always opposed my 
remarriage. Both of them believe that as an elderly 
woman, finding another husband would be ridiculed 
if rumours spread... However, I insisted on remar-
riage, so our relationship has deteriorated and we 
rarely contact each other now" (Case 4).

The above generally corresponds to the current reality 
in China, where late-life remarriage is still a controver-
sial topic, and Chinese people tend to have conservative 
views on late-life remarriage [52], with many still believ-
ing that the remarriage of an older member of the family 
will bring embarrassment and shame to the family. These 
perceptions exacerbated the psychological pressure and 
negative feelings of the participants, who consequently 
felt more isolated. In addition, the attitude of the hus-
band is another important factor that affects the interac-
tion between participants and their original family. Two 
participants described a similar experience: whenever the 
participant’s biological sons, daughters, or grandchildren 
came to visit their homes, the husbands behaved indiffer-
ently or were not polite enough (Case 11) (Case 16).

The participants’ interactions with former family 
members weakened after late-life remarriage, a change 
that inevitably led to distancing. For the participants, 
this estrangement was distressing because it signalled 
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a weakening of emotional ties to the past. This emo-
tional rupture not only diminished their sense of well-
being later in life but also led to a sense of spiritual 
abandonment.

Subtheme 2: Reduced contact with friends
The second subtheme illustrates the participants’ expe-
riences of reducing contact with friends due to late-life 
remarriage. Importantly, this subtheme is divided into 
active and passive reduction in contact. The active reduc-
tion in contact is due mainly to people spontaneously 
refraining from seeing their friends because of the shame 
they feel due to late-life remarriage and the fear of being 
talked about and ridiculed by others:

"After remarriage, I rarely return to the community 
where I used to live. That was where I lived with my 
first husband, and my old friends were all there... 
[With] late-life remarriage, I always feel that I have 
done something wrong, and I am embarrassed to 
face them, so I hardly ever get in touch with my old 
friends" (Case 8) (Case 15).

In addition, some participants reported that they lost 
a significant amount of time and freedom due to taking 
care of their sick or disabled husband, thereby passively 
reducing contact and interaction with their past friends:

"My husband is disabled, and he is now not able to 
get out of bed at all. He eats, drinks, and urinates 
while in bed. Therefore, I must stay by his bedside 
and bring him water and feed him as well as change 
his nappies. The most I can usually do is go out for 
a while at most when I buy groceries, and I have no 
time to catch up, let alone meet friends" (Case 3).

"In May this year, my friend celebrated her birth-
day and called me to go to a hotel for dinner. I had 
planned to go, but my husband firmly forbade me 
because he had cataracts in his eyes and couldn’t be 
left unattended. He was worried that if I would not 
be at home, he would fall." (Case 14).

As seen from the two quotes above, caring for some-
one with a disability is a challenging responsibility that 
not only requires a great deal of time and effort on the 
part of the participant but also often restricts their per-
sonal lives. Despite the participants’ innermost desire to 
be able to engage in social activities and enjoy some per-
sonal time to fulfil their leisure and social needs. How-
ever, the reality was that these desires were often set 
aside owing to the need to care for their step-husbands, 
who had mobility issues, around the clock. Two partici-
pants emphasized that if they stayed for a slightly longer 
period, their husbands called to urge them to come 

home. "I’m buying groceries outside, and often before I fin-
ish, he calls and asks why I haven’t come back yet. He asks 
me to come back quickly and pour water for him to drink. 
His tone is full of blame and impatience" (Case 3). "When 
I go out for a while he scolds and insults me, asking if I 
will die if I don’t go out. Ugh, I also want to have my own 
relaxation time..." (Case 5).

Through the lens of care work, the emotional labour 
and inequality that participants endure in the process of 
caring for their step-husbands becomes evident. First, 
caregiving involves not only physical labour but also 
emotional labour. Specifically, participants are required 
to provide emotional support and comfort while manag-
ing the emotional responses of their step-husbands, such 
as blame and impatience. This emotional labour poses a 
challenge to the mental health and emotional well-being 
of the participants. Second, the distribution of caregiving 
work within the stepfamily is relatively unequal. Partici-
pants assume the majority of caregiving responsibilities, 
whereas other stepfamily members may not shoulder 
their equitable share of these duties. This unequal distri-
bution often leads participants to experience excessive 
fatigue and undue stress.

Theme 4: Concerns about the future
This theme presents the participants’ concerns about 
their future lives. For example, they were concerned 
about who would help them share the costs of treatment 
if they were ill and where they would live following the 
death of their husbands.

Subtheme 1: Treatment costs after illness
Most participants agreed that late-life remarriage lacks a 
strong emotional foundation. Therefore, when they suffer 
from serious illnesses that require large sums of money, 
their husbands are unlikely to be willing to help them 
with treatment. Several participants shared their per-
sonal experiences of why they were concerned about the 
cost of treatment.

“Some time ago, I had a constant very uncomfort-
able feeling in my stomach, so my son took me to the 
hospital for gastroscopy. During that time, my hus-
band’s attitude towards me suddenly became par-
ticularly bad, and he kept chanting that he had no 
more money and couldn’t afford to support me, and 
he asked me to leave his home. He did this because 
he thought I had a serious disease like stomach can-
cer and was afraid that he would need to pay for my 
treatment.” (Case 11).

"Previously, he was hospitalized due to illness, and 
I took care of him alone all day and night for more 
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than ten days. One day, I ran out of medicine to 
lower my blood pressure. Owing to the epidemic 
control measures at that time, it was not convenient 
to leave the hospital to obtain the medication, so I 
wanted to take his medical insurance card to obtain 
a box of antihypertensive medicine. However, he was 
unwilling, and he let me spend my own money to 
buy it... I was sad and angry because I thought about 
how he wouldn’t even spend money on a box of 
medication for me, and when I got sick in the future, 
would he be willing to cover the cost of my treat-
ment?" (Case 15).

In the case studies presented here, the control of 
household finances is firmly in the hands of the step-hus-
bands, whereas participants are devoid of independent 
economic resources. This imbalanced dynamic fostered 
a dependency of the participants on their husbands for 
financial sustenance. As a result, when participants con-
front health challenges and their step-husbands do not 
assume the conventional roles of economic and emo-
tional support traditionally ascribed to men, the expec-
tations surrounding these gender roles can engender a 
sense of insecurity and apprehension in the participants.

Some participants turned to their sons and daughters 
after not receiving much help from their husbands. Two 
of the participants were explicitly rejected. For example, 
in the case of a participant with lung adenocarcinoma, 
her son-in-law thought that medical expenses should 
be borne by her husband rather than by them (Case 3). 
This quote depicts the isolation experienced by the par-
ticipants. Some of the children held the belief that they 
were not responsible for the maintenance of their moth-
ers who remarried in old age, as the mothers were already 
married to their step-husbands and maintenance-related 
issues should be borne by their step-husbands. However, 
the reality is that step-husbands may be more inclined to 
think of their own children and are often reluctant to take 
responsibility for a participant’s medical expenses. As a 
result, when the participants faced illness or other emer-
gencies, they found no one around them to rely on and 
help; this profoundly reflects the participants’ vulnerable 
position within the power structure and the absence of 
emotional support during critical moments.

Subtheme 2: Housing issues after their new husband’s death
The second subtheme highlights the participants’ con-
cerns about the possibility of being homeless following 
the death of their new husbands:

“My husband is sick, and the doctor has estimated 
that he has about six months to live. He told me 
that after he dies, I cannot continue to live in this 
house because he plans to leave it to his son... but 

where can I go? I don’t have any other house to live 
in. I don’t want to disturb my daughter’s life at her 
house..." (Case 7).

“My husband’s health has been deteriorating 
recently, and both of his sons have forced me to 
divorce him because they want me to leave the 
house... However, if I leave this house, I will have 
nowhere to live. Although my daughter asked me to 
move in with her, she actually doesn’t have any extra 
room for me to live in. If I rent a house outside, I 
don’t have enough funds to pay the rent. "(Case 10).

One participant’s new husband died. She told us that 
after her husband’s death, her step-son told her to leave 
the house in which she was living immediately: "My hus-
band and I lived together for more than ten years after we 
remarried, and during this time, he was on dialysis for 
six years. I was the one who accompanied him and took 
care of him all these years, while his son hardly took care 
of him for a single day…Last month, as soon as he passed 
away, his son threw me out of the house. Alas, I took care 
of him wholeheartedly for so long, and in the end, I was 
not even given a place to live…Now, although I live in my 
son’s house, it is not a final solution to my housing prob-
lem because I can clearly feel that my daughter-in-law 
is not happy about me living in their house. So, I can’t 
keep living in my son’s house either; I still have to think of 
another solution" (Case 12).

The attitudes and behaviours of step-husbands and 
stepchildren towards the participants underscore the 
inequitable distribution of power and resources within 
the stepfamily structure. The stepchildren’s efforts to 
compel divorce as a strategy to redistribute familial 
assets, such as the family home, disregard the emotional 
needs and residential rights of the participants. This dis-
parity in the allocation of power and resources, along 
with the neglect of the participants’ emotional labour, 
exposes the intergenerational conflicts and competi-
tion for resources that are prevalent within stepfamilies. 
It also reflects the broader vulnerability of the elderly in 
society, highlighting the complex dynamics of power, 
resource distribution, and generational tensions within 
these familial contexts.

Discussion
The aim of this study was to investigate the life experi-
ences of Chinese women after late-life remarriage. We 
found that Chinese women obtain daily companionship 
and a certain degree of financial support from engag-
ing in late-life remarriage. However, the vast majority 
of participants feel that they are treated like nannies in 
their stepfamilies, as they are expected to perform most 
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of the housework and caregiving alone, and they lack 
autonomy and trust regarding money. At the same time, 
their past interpersonal relationships are affected, mani-
fested in weakened interactions with their original family 
and reduced contact with friends. In addition, they have 
many concerns about their later years, including the cost 
of treatment in the event of illness and their housing fol-
lowing the death of their husbands.

All participants in this study received daily companion-
ship and financial support after late-life remarriage. Some 
participants choose to remarry in their later years, driven 
by the desire to meet emotional and daily care needs, 
highlighting the significance of companionship. This 
motivation resonates with Yan Yunxiang’s theory of new 
familism [33], which posits that as society progresses, 
the modern conception of family has shifted, with emo-
tional fulfilment and quality of life emerging as central 
values. Consequently, late-life remarriage is not just an 
individual emotional decision but also reflects a broader 
societal trend towards the reconstitution of family func-
tions. This form of familial emotional bonding surpasses 
the traditional logic of blood relations, indicating that the 
evolution of family functions in Chinese society has led 
to more diverse and complex development.

Research has confirmed the positive impact of daily 
companionship on elderly people [53, 54], such as pro-
viding emotional support and positive interactions for 
elderly people [55], helping to reduce the risk of loneli-
ness [56] and promoting physical and mental health 
[57]. Therefore, the government and all sectors of society 
should attach great importance to the emotional needs 
of elderly people and their need for companionship and 
actively take measures to provide more support services 
for them. For example, community day-care centres 
should be established, and volunteer services should be 
provided to help people live happy and healthy lives in 
old age.

Late-life remarriage, as a social phenomenon, also 
provides some financial support to participants, easing 
the pressure they might face in their later years. In fact, 
before remarrying, the participants faced problems such 
as insufficient income in their old age. In addition to this 
phenomenon, some problems exist in China’s current 
pension security system. We discuss the issue of China’s 
old-age security system in detail later. Next, we empha-
size that the lack of intergenerational support from chil-
dren has led to the loss of important support for elderly 
people. Some scholars have noted that intergenerational 
support by children can significantly reduce the inci-
dence of poverty among the elderly population. However, 
with changes in China’s family structure, especially the 
significant decline in the number of children, the inhibi-
tory effect of intergenerational support on the incidence 

of poverty among China’s elderly population is gradually 
declining [58]. Moreover, in some families, children’s eco-
nomic support and service provision for elderly family 
members are weakening [59], making it highly unlikely 
that participants will be able to receive support from 
their children. These participants choose to remarry to 
improve their living conditions and gain financial stabil-
ity. This is largely consistent with the reasons why poor 
women in Bangladesh seek to remarry [20]. The differ-
ence is that this study further illustrates that spousal sup-
port from late-life remarriage becomes an important way 
for some poverty-driven older women to achieve old-age 
security.

The study also revealed that participants generally felt 
that they were treated like nannies in their stepfamilies. 
Although some research suggests that women may do 
less housework in their second marriages [60, 61], this 
was not the case in this study. The participants in this 
study still performed most of the housework and car-
egiving in their stepfamilies; this may be determined by 
the division of labour and social expectations in Chinese 
society. According to the dominant gendered division of 
labour, men are viewed as the breadwinners of the fam-
ily, whereas women are expected to take on domestic 
and caretaking responsibilities [62]. While feminists have 
exposed the invisible burdens of women in caring for 
children, relatives and families [63], these gender roles 
are socially and culturally entrenched. Social gender cul-
ture bestows upon women the role of “caregivers,” leading 
them to perpetuate the unequal gender division of labour 
within stepfamilies by taking on domestic chores and 
emotional care work, while their own emotional needs 
are marginalized. The experiences of the participants 
reveal the persistent existence of gender power relations 
in family life after late-life remarriage and the dilemmas 
they face in their roles within stepfamilies. Notably, some 
participants reported not only a lack of respect from 
stepfamily members for their housework and caregiving 
efforts but also frequent verbal abuse and punishment. 
This phenomenon reflects the neglect and devaluation 
of women’s labour value in Chinese society. Specifically, 
emotional labour and caregiving work, though crucial for 
the maintenance and development of stepfamilies, are 
often regarded by stepfamily members as participants’ 
due responsibilities. This attitude not only overlooks the 
significance of these labourers but also belittles the par-
ticipants’ contributions within the family. Society should 
discard prejudices and misunderstandings about remar-
ried women and give them the respect and support they 
deserve. Stepfamily members should strengthen commu-
nication and understanding and share household chores 
and caregiving tasks so that remarried women can find 
their own place and value.
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The participants were also often suspected by step-
family members of having the intention of taking own-
ership of property. According to previous studies, the 
relationships between stepmothers and stepchildren are 
usually distant and conflictual [64, 65]. In this study, this 
conflict manifested mainly in terms of money, which 
was a sensitive topic between the participants and their 
stepfamily members, who held a high level of vigilance 
regarding money because they feared that the partici-
pants would steal their belongings or take control of 
the family’s property. This defensiveness may stem from 
their tendency to view blood ties as more important [66] 
as well as from distrust and questioning of the partici-
pants’ intentions. Owing to the lack of blood ties, shared 
upbringing, and deep emotional bonds, stepchildren 
viewed the participants as “outsiders” and were resistant 
to sharing their father’s emotional and financial interests. 
This resistance stems from the scarcity of resources and 
triggers competition within the family. In other words, 
the stepchildren feared that their stepmothers would 
take their place in the family, control the family property, 
and affect their inheritance rights. The participants felt 
extremely aggrieved, angry, and disappointed about this, 
similar to the feelings of remarried women in Thailand 
[67]. Stepfamilies integrate new, biologically unrelated 
family members into the family, and this process results 
in many negative interactions [68, 69], including the 
readjustment of family roles and the difficult integration 
of family culture. These negative interactions reveal the 
challenges faced by stepfamilies in accepting new mem-
bers. To mitigate these challenges, stepfamilies need to 
establish open and honest communication channels and 
encourage family members to express their feelings and 
needs, which will help enhance mutual understanding 
and trust. In terms of property management, property 
ownership and distribution principles should be clari-
fied to avoid disputes. The formulation of detailed family 
financial planning to ensure that all stepfamily members 
can participate fairly in the management of property 
helps reduce disputes over its distribution.

In addition, changes in the interpersonal relation-
ships of the participants after late-life remarriage can-
not be ignored. First, these changes were reflected in the 
weakening of their interactions with their original family 
members. The participants in this study objected to their 
elderly mothers’ remarriages because they felt that these 
remarriages were humiliating them. This partly reflects 
the fact that remarriage is still condemned in China [74]. 
Indeed, the persistence of stigma and prejudice is not 
confined to China; in various traditional societies glob-
ally, these deeply rooted biases continue to hold sig-
nificant sway [70–72]. One possible explanation for this 
phenomenon is that the children were deeply influenced 

by feudal thinking [73] and saw their mothers’ remarriage 
as a betrayal of their fathers and a sign of unfaithfulness 
[19, 74]. Second, the influence of familism focuses on 
family unity and family pride [75]. Late-life remarriage, 
an act that goes against traditional marriage and family 
values, brings shame and stigma to the whole family and 
may ultimately damage the family’s social reputation [76]. 
Therefore, the children of the participants were strongly 
opposed to their mothers’ decisions to remarry. When 
their mother’s late-life remarriage became an objective 
fact, they resorted to the punitive measure of reducing 
their interactions to express their dissatisfaction and to 
defend traditional marriage morals and family reputa-
tion. In fact, the behaviours of the participants’ children 
not only reflected their individual psychological tenden-
cies but were also deeply influenced by the sociocul-
tural and structural context and reflected the patriarchal 
oppression of women in this cultural context [77, 78].

Second, the participants’ interpersonal relationships 
were also affected in terms of reduced contact with close 
friends. On the one hand, they spontaneously avoided 
meeting and interacting with friends from the past due 
to the sense of shame generated by late-life remarriage, 
leading to a reduction in social activities. According to 
the participants’ narratives, they feared that they would 
be talked about or even morally condemned by their for-
mer friends and neighbours and would feel ashamed and 
embarrassed. The participants faced both family rejec-
tion and social rejection. Similarly, in Ghana, divorced 
women are always topics of conversation and gossip and 
suffer social stigma as the townspeople ridicule them 
[79]. Despite the general openness of the population as 
time progresses, criticism of divorce and remarriage still 
exists. In contrast, in Iran [80], Japan [81], and Azores 
[82], where there is little stigma attached to remarriage, 
older widows can be supported and encouraged by family 
members and society to remarry.

In China, however, owing to the traditional culture 
and concepts of marriage that emphasize its perma-
nence, divorce is generally not recognized or favoured 
[83], and no social consensus has emerged in support of 
remarriage for older people. As a result, the participants’ 
remarriages were not widely recognized and respected, 
and they were viewed as a departure from traditional 
marriage morality. Moreover, in China’s unique acquaint-
ance society [84, 85], if an individual acts against the 
expectations of society, they will be condemned by public 
opinion; this is one of the reasons why the participants 
experienced social exclusion. The participants had been 
living in a social environment that held stigmatizing atti-
tudes towards their late-life remarriage, and they had 
internalized many negative attributes, such as stereotypes 
and cultural values associated with late-life remarriage. 
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As some scholars have noted, stigmatization involves 
emotional, self-biased, and self-discriminatory aspects 
that are manifested in devaluation and blame at the cog-
nitive level and in the restriction of participation at a 
behavioural level, which can negatively affect quality of 
life [86]. In addition, the participants themselves are una-
ble to accept new things due to the limitations of factors 
such as education level and age. Therefore, when they 
experience blame and denigration, they are unable to 
adequately and logically explain the legitimacy and legal-
ity of their marriage and defend their rights and interests. 
To alleviate the pressure brought about by social opin-
ion, they choose to reduce contact or stop communicat-
ing with others. This strategy of resisting stigma may be a 
tool for managing a “spoilt identity” [87]. Society should 
pay more attention to women in late-life remarriages and, 
through education and awareness-raising, create a social 
environment that is inclusive and provides an under-
standing of older women’s remarriage choices. Moreover, 
more care and assistance, including psychological coun-
selling, legal advice, and other services, should be pro-
vided to this vulnerable group.

On the other hand, there was a certain amount of pas-
sivity on the part of the participants in terms of reduced 
contact with close friends. Specifically, the amount of 
time and energy they had to devote to caring for their sick 
or disabled new husbands prevented them from enjoying 
leisure and recreational time with their friends as they 
had prior to remarrying. Sick or disabled older people 
need to be cared for in a meticulous and thoughtful man-
ner. According to statistics, the number and severity of 
disabled elderly individuals in China are increasing annu-
ally [88]. A survey revealed that 89.1% of Chinese elderly 
people preferred to receive care at home rather than in 
long-term care facilities [89]; this is closely related to the 
traditional Chinese concept of family eldercare as well as 
the financial situation of the family. Approximately 90% 
of elderly people who receive care at home are cared for 
by their family members, with spouses and children being 
the main caregivers [90]. This means that in many cases, 
the responsibility for caring for disabled elderly individu-
als is borne by women in the family, such as wives, daugh-
ters, and daughters-in-law [91]. This situation is similar 
to that in other countries [92, 93]. However, the current 
situation in China is that with the acceleration of mod-
ernization and the decrease in family size, an increasing 
number of Chinese elderly people’s children are moving 
away from their hometowns to work and are absent from 
their parents for many years, and mobility and long dis-
tances deprive them of the experience of caring for their 
elderly parents in person [94]. As a result, given the fam-
ily’s human resources and financial capacity, caregiving 
is often left to wives. For the participants in this study, 

this meant that they had to sacrifice time with friends to 
devote themselves to caregiving.

Importantly, some participants reported that their disa-
bled husbands were very irritable and restricted their 
freedom of movement. This situation may be related to 
the fact that older people with disabilities experience 
negative emotional responses and are not able to release 
these emotions effectively [95]. They may not be able to 
adapt to the psychological changes associated with dis-
ability and may have difficulty acclimating to their sur-
roundings, which may make them irritable and anxious. 
In addition, older adults with disabilities may develop 
strong psychological dependence [96] on the partici-
pants because of their impaired ability to perform daily 
living activities, reduced social participation, decreased 
self-care ability [88], and long-term dependence on the 
participants’ care. To ensure that their needs were met 
and avoid accidents, they required the participants to 
stay home as much as possible, which was achieved by 
restricting their freedom to travel. However, as caregiving 
involves long hours of hard work, caregivers are usually 
tired, frustrated, and depressed [97]. As caregivers for 
their husbands, the participants were required to struggle 
with their illnesses for long periods [98]. This constant 
burden of caregiving and lack of time and energy placed 
heavy strain on them and severely affected their quality of 
life. When these stresses are not effectively relieved, the 
risk of suicidal behaviour may increase [99]. Therefore, 
attention should be given to the mental health of disa-
bled elderly people and their spouses, and professional 
psychological intervention and treatment should be pro-
vided in a timely manner for mental health problems. 
Moreover, more supportive measures should be provided 
to alleviate the burden of caregiving on disabled families. 
For example, through home respite services, families of 
older persons with disabilities can receive help and sup-
port from professional caregivers to reduce the burden 
on family caregivers and provide quality care services for 
older persons with disabilities [100].

The participants’ concerns about their future lives 
revealed the inadequacy of China’s basic medical insur-
ance and basic pension insurance. Although China’s basic 
medical insurance system has broad coverage, many 
challenges remain in its practical application. For exam-
ple, some expensive medicines and treatments are not 
covered by medical insurance, so many patients face high 
medical costs [101]. Furthermore, differences between 
different regions and types of medical insurance [102, 
103] result in different reimbursement ratios and ceilings 
and create uncertainty and additional financial pressure 
on patients. Especially for low-income groups in rural 
areas, the level of medical insurance benefits is rela-
tively low, and the burden they face from out-of-pocket 
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expenses remains heavy in the case of serious illnesses 
[104]. This increases the risk of poverty as a result of 
illness. The proportion of poor people in China who 
become poor or return to poverty due to illness is as high 
as approximately 40% [105]; this reveals the vulnerability 
of the formal support system. In addition, informal sup-
port networks [106] have obvious deficiencies. Some of 
the participants’ husbands refused to share their medi-
cal expenses, and some of their biological children even 
argued that their new husbands should be responsible for 
paying for the participants’ medical expenses since the 
participants remarried. In response to these problems, 
we make the following recommendations. First, the uni-
form regulation of regional and various types of medical 
insurance policies should be strengthened to ensure the 
consistency of reimbursement rates and ceiling lines; this 
will help eliminate regional disparities so that all patients 
can enjoy the benefits of medical insurance equally. Sec-
ond, investment in rural and impoverished areas should 
be increased to improve the level of medical insurance 
benefits in these areas and reduce the incidence of pov-
erty or return to poverty caused by illness. Third, for 
those who lack informal support networks, family mem-
bers should be encouraged to care for them. Where nec-
essary, spouses and children can be encouraged to fulfil 
their family responsibilities through legal means or policy 
guidance.

Basic pension insurance in China, as a system that 
covers the whole population and guarantees the basic 
life needs of elderly people, has made some progress in 
recent years [107, 108], but there are still some problems. 
In this study, some participants were not included in 
the pension insurance system because they did not have 
a formal work unit or because the unit did not pay for 
pension insurance, which prevented them from obtain-
ing stable pension income after retirement and put them 
under greater pressure. This situation reflects insuffi-
cient coverage and a low level of pension benefits, which 
directly affects the sense of well-being of elderly people 
[109]. As a valuable source of income for elderly people, 
pensions play an important role in improving their finan-
cial situation, enhancing their sense of financial security, 
and alleviating their financial anxiety, thus increasing 
their sense of well-being [110]. In contrast, older people 
who rely solely on their personal savings for their liveli-
hoods are likely to be at greater risk of poverty [111]. 
Although the participants had found support in their old 
age through remarriage, the lack of sufficient and stable 
pension income caused them to worry about their future 
after the death of their husbands, especially the loss of 
housing security. This concern reflects their uncertainty 
about old-age housing and highlights the inadequacy of 
the social security system for old age.

Generally, when older people lack a comprehensive 
social security programme, they are more inclined to 
rely on their children for financial support [112]. How-
ever, in this study, we observed a different phenom-
enon. Although most of the participants did not have 
adequate financial security, they were generally reluc-
tant to rely on their children for financial support after 
the death of their new husbands; this may be closely 
related to their deep-rooted family values and mater-
nal care; that is, parents prefer to bear the burden of 
life alone rather than burdening their children out of 
concern for their children’s well-being. This research 
provides some evidence of the impact of the concept 
of new familism on participants [113]. This behaviour 
highlights the participants’ deep concern for family 
harmony and their children’s well-being. As a result, 
the participants were caught in a contradiction between 
ideals and reality. They did not want to be a burden to 
their children but worried that it would be difficult for 
them to live comfortably in their twilight years on their 
own, a contradiction that caused them to face greater 
pressure and uncertainty. To address this situation, the 
government should continue to expand the coverage 
of old-age insurance, increase the level of benefits, and 
provide retirees with more comprehensive protection. 
Moreover, the social security system for elderly people 
should be improved, special attention should be given 
to the problem of housing security for groups in diffi-
cult situations, and appropriate relief measures should 
be provided.

Several limitations of our work should be noted. First, 
the 16 participants were only from Nanjing, a city in 
eastern China, which makes it difficult to generalize the 
results to women in late-life remarriages from other 
regions who may have different experiences. Second, two 
of the interviews took place in parks and cafés, public 
interview settings that may have limited the participants’ 
responses. The participants who were interviewed in 
public settings may have been less open about sensitive 
topics than those interviewed in private settings because 
they were concerned that their comments would be over-
heard by others. However, to minimize this issue, private 
and quiet interview settings were chosen wherever possi-
ble with the consent of the participants. Finally, the pres-
ence of one participant’s husband during her interview 
may have affected the veracity of her responses. This par-
ticipant may have provided limited information, which 
may have negatively impacted the quality of the data col-
lected. Therefore, at the end of the interviews, we asked 
this participant to complete a separate in-depth interview 
with us for approximately 40 minutes to discuss certain 
topics. These factors should be considered when inter-
preting the results of this study.
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In future research, interdisciplinary collaboration is 
particularly important, as it can provide a more compre-
hensive perspective on complex problems. For example, 
when the impact of remarriage in later years on individu-
als, families, and society is explored, sociology can focus 
on the social structure and cultural background factors 
of remarriage in later years, psychological research can 
deeply analyse the psychological state and adaptation 
process of individuals who remarry in later years, and 
a legal perspective can provide an analysis of the legal 
framework and rights protection of remarriage in later 
years.

Conclusions and Implications
This study adopts a phenomenological approach to 
describe the life experiences of Chinese women after 
late-life remarriage. Research has shown that although 
late-life remarriage brings companionship and a certain 
degree of financial security to their daily lives, most par-
ticipants feel that they are treated like nannies by their 
stepfamilies rather than as equal spouses or relatives and 
do not receive the respect they deserve. In addition, after 
remarriage, the connection between the participants 
and their original family gradually weakened, and their 
interaction with friends also decreased. Equally impor-
tantly, they express concerns about their future, particu-
larly about the cost of treatment if they become ill and 
housing issues following the death of their husbands. In 
conclusion, the research findings reveal the complex-
ity and vulnerability of the life experiences of Chinese 
women after late-life remarriage, which is the result of a 
combination of sociocultural and structural factors and 
reflects the pressure and injustice that women endure in 
a patriarchal society. Moreover, it exposes the inadequacy 
of basic medical insurance and basic pension insurance 
systems.

In terms of theory, this study makes several contri-
butions that extend previous research. First, this study 
deepens the academic understanding of Chinese wom-
en’s life experiences after late-life remarriage. This study 
explores and describes Chinese women’s experiences 
after late-life remarriage and their feelings about these 
experiences through interviews, which provides valuable 
evidence for understanding their life experiences follow-
ing remarriage later in life and, to a certain extent, fills 
the gap in such studies in China. Moreover,, the results 
of this study reveal some of the experiences that Chinese 
women face after late-life remarriage that are Chinese-
specific and largely unexplored. Second, by linking the 
findings to social structure, this study discusses in greater 
depth the impact of China’s social structure on women 
in late-life remarriages. This study revealed that these 
individuals are worried about their future lives, which is 

closely related to the imperfect basic medical insurance 
system and basic pension insurance (BPII) system in 
China. Therefore, this study contributes valuable findings 
to research on women’s late-life remarriage and, to a cer-
tain extent, promotes more in-depth thinking and reflec-
tion on the structural factors behind this phenomenon.

In addition to its theoretical implications, this study 
also has important practical implications. First, by reveal-
ing the difficult situation that Chinese women face in 
their stepfamilies, this study calls on society to abandon 
prejudices and misunderstandings about them and to 
give them full respect and support. Second, consider-
ing that Chinese women, after late-life remarriage, have 
weaker interactions with their families and friends, more 
support measures should be provided to them, including 
psychological and legal counselling services. For exam-
ple, attention should be given to their mental health, and 
timely professional psychological intervention and treat-
ment should be provided for possible mental health prob-
lems. Third, our findings emphasize that Chinese women 
who remarried later in life were concerned about the cost 
of treatment when they became ill and about their hous-
ing following the death of their husbands. These findings 
suggest that policymakers should strengthen the social 
security system for elderly individuals; these include the 
establishment of a special relief fund for subsidized medi-
cal expenses and housing security; the clarification of the 
rights and interests of remarried elderly persons; and the 
improvement of the legal protection system. In conclu-
sion, the results of this study will not only help society at 
large better understand the life experiences of Chinese 
women in stepfamilies after late-life remarriage but also 
help to provide numerous important recommendations 
for professionals who provide support to stepfamilies, as 
well as for policymakers.
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