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Figure 1: We interviewed six family triads of grandchildren, parent, and grandparent to understand the communication routine
and satisfaction, challenges and strategies, and envisioned technology for remote communication between grandparents and

grandchildren in distributed immigrant families.

ABSTRACT

Grandparent-grandchild bonds are crucial for both parties. Many
immigrant families are geographically dispersed, and the grand-
parents and grandchildren need to rely on remote communication
to maintain their relationships. In addition to geographical separa-
tion, grandparents and grandchildren in such families also face lan-
guage and culture barriers during remote communication. The as-
sociated challenges and needs remain understudied as existing re-
search primarily focuses on non-immigrant families or co-located
immigrant families. To address this gap, we conducted interviews
with six Chinese immigrant families in Canada. Our findings high-
light unique challenges faced by immigrant families during remote
communication, such as amplified language and cultural barriers
due to geographic separation, and provide insights into how tech-
nology can better support remote communication. This work of-
fers empirical knowledge about the communication needs of dis-
tributed immigrant families and provides directions for future re-
search and design to support grandparent-grandchild remote com-
munication in these families.

1 INTRODUCTION

Grandparent-grandchild bonds hold high emotional importance
and provide multi-fold benefits for both parties [15]. As global mi-
gration rises [1], immigrant families are becoming more common.
Many of these families are geographically dispersed [12] and the
grandparent and grandchildren in these families must rely on re-
mote communication to maintain connections. This geographical

separation is compounded with language and cultural barriers, cre-
ating unique challenges that make it more difficult for grandpar-
ents and grandchildren in such families to cultivate and maintain
their relationships.

Existing work has examined the general problem of remote com-

munication between grandparents and grandchildren in non-immigrant

families. For instance, they have investigated the needs and rou-
tines of (non-immigrant) grandparents and grandchildren during
remote communication [4]. Other work focused on activity-based
bonding, exploring ways to promote shared experience across dis-
tance [14], support artifact-based storytelling [16], and facilitate
flexible micro-sharing [5]. However, the focus of these work is pri-
marily on overcoming geographical barriers, and do not consider
the additional challenges of language and cultural barriers that im-
migrant families may face. Another line of research does target
grandchildren and grandparents in immigrant families, but it fo-
cuses on co-located families [9-11]. In these families, language and
cultural barriers are less pronounced compared to in distributed
immigrant families, because these families have the opportunity
for in-person communication and can naturally build relationships
and rapport through everyday interactions. Additionally, this line
of work focuses on conducting shared activities between the grand-
children and grandparents, and does not study regular day-to-day
communication. Thus, the needs and desires of grandparents and
grandchildren in distributed immigrant families during everyday
remote communication remains understudied.

In this work, we aim to understand the (1) routines and level of
satisfaction, (2) challenges and strategies, and (3) the envisioned
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Table 1: Participant Demographics, including age and gender of parents (P), grandchildren (GC), and grandparent (GP); self-
reported frequency and average duration of remote communication; and estimated language proficiency of grandchildren in
Chinese (GC-CN) and grandparents in English (GP-EN) based on interview responses.

Family P GC GP  Frequency Duration GC-CN GP-EN
F1 40F 8M  72F 1-3times/week  0-15min  Low Low
F2 52M  11M 81M  2-3 times/month 0-15min  High Low
F3 37F 7F 65F  2-3 times/month 16 -30min Medium Low
F4 46M  12M  75M  4-6 times/week  31-45min High Low
F5 51F  10F  82F  2-3 times/month 16 -30min Medium Low
F6 39F 6M  67F 1+ time/day 16 -30 min  Low Low

role and design of technology during remote communication be-
tween grandparents and grandchildren in immigrant families. To
investigate these points, we conducted an interview study with six
Chinese immigrant families in Canada as an example, as Canada is
an immigration country and China is one of the largest immigrant
population in it [6, 7]. For each family, we separately interviewed
the (1) parent and grandchild and (2) grandparent, summing to 12
interviews in total. Through the interviews, we identified unique
challenges faced by immigrant grandparents and grandchildren,
including language and cultural barriers, which are further exac-
erbated by geographical separation. Additionally, our participants
provided insights into the role and design that are desired for tech-
nologies for supporting remote communication.

Overall, this paper contributes empirical knowledge about re-
mote communication between immigrant grandchildren and grand-
parents and provides future research and design directions for
supporting their communication.

2 METHODOLOGY

To understand the patterns, challenges, and strategies of immigrant
GP-GC pairs and how they envision technology during remote
communication, we conducted an interview study with immigrant
families.

Participants. We recruited six family triads (F#) of parent (P),
grandchild (GC), and grandparent (GP), using mailing lists from
a local culture and extracurricular center, and convenience and
snowball sampling. All families were distributed, with the (1) par-
ents and grandchildren and (2) grandparents living separately, for
at least 2 years in the past 5 years. All parents and grandchildren
reside in Canada. Four of the grandparents primarily live in China,
one lives (separately) in Canada, and one alternates between Canada
and China. The children were all between 8 - 12 years old (¢ =
9,SD = 2.37; 2 girls, 4 boys), and born and raised in Canada. The
parents and grandparents grew up in China. The dominant lan-
guage of the grandchildren is English, and that of the parents and
grandparents is Chinese. All the parents were fluent in English
whereas the grandparents had no working knowledge of English.
Details can be found in Table 1.

Procedure. We conducted semi-structured interviews with the
(1) parents and grandchildren and (2) grandparents separately, since
given logistics such as timezone differences, it was difficult to in-
terview all three parties together. We included parents as they are
known to take the important role of mediator in the communi-
cation of the grandchildren and grandparents [4]. Each interview

lasted roughly 30 - 75 minutes (1 = 53.75, SD = 14.94 min), and was
administered remotely via Zoom or WeChat. Consent (adults) or
assent (children) was obtained before the study. Participants began
the study by completing a questionnaire that collected their demo-
graphic information and key details about their remote communi-
cation habits. Then we proceeded to the interview, where we asked
participants about the (1) communication routine and satisfaction,
(2) challenges and strategies, and (3) envisioned role and design of
technology, for the remote communication between the grandpar-
ents and grandchildren. The interviews were conducted by the first
author in either English, Chinese, or a mix of both, depending on
what participants preferred. The interviews were voice recorded
and transcribed verbatim. Chinese text was machine translated
into English and double-checked by the first author. We open-coded
all interview transcripts, since our goal was to gain a systematic
and structured understanding [3] of remote communication be-
tween immigrant grandchildren and grandparents. The initial codes
were discussed and iteratively refined until all the authors reached
an agreement. The resulting findings are presented in Sections 3 -
5. This study was approved by our university’s ethics board, and
participants were remunerated at a rate of $20 per hour.

3 RESULTS: COMMUNICATION ROUTINE
AND SATISFACTION

3.1 Structure of Communication

Video calls were the most common and preferred method of
communication, used by all families, as “[they] can see the person
and communicate directly on the spot” -F3, GP. Four families (F1, F3,
F4, F6) leaned towards regularly scheduling video calls, for exam-
ple “trying to call every weekend”-F3, P or “chatting almost every
dinner” -F6, GP. The other two families (F2, F5) preferred initiating
conversation ad hoc, “checking availability when [they] think of it” -
F5,P or “when [they] haven'’t talked in a week or so” -F2, P.

When synchronous communication is not possible, messaging
remains as a more casual channel used “whenever there’s some-
thing to share” -F3, P. Voice, image and video messages were most
common, sent as “something interesting comes up, such as when
the child has something to be proud of [...] for example, winning a
swimming competition” -F5, P Parents are the mediators in sending
these messages, given the young age and limited language skills of
the children. Grandparents were typically on the receiving end for
such messages considering their limited technology literacy and
“there’s no expectation for them to respond immediately.” -F3, P. F2
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added that “when they [grandparents] want to know more, they’ll
ask to call”-P. Outside of calls and messages, F1 “maintains an
iCloud [cloud service] where we [parents] often upload images and
videos [...] it’s helpful for the grandparents to keep up with the child’s
growth”-P.

Chinese is the default language of communication among
immigrant GP-GC pairs, as the the grandchildren’s Chinese is gen-
erally better than grandparent’s English (Table 1) and the “grand-
parents don’t speak English and it’s harder for them to learn [English]
than for the child to learn Chinese”-F3, P. In two families (F1, F6),
the grandchild primarily talks in English and the grandparent in
Chinese, and the parent translates every sentence for them. In the
other families (F2, F3, F4, F5), the grandchild also uses Chinese,
though they still need parents to “explain or translate words for
[them]” -F4, GC, on a needs-basis. The grandchild’s language choice
depends on their Chinese skills.

3.2 Content of Communication

The topics of communication between grandchildren and grand-
parents are usually steered by the grandparents or mediating par-
ents, since “for children, they don’t have the ability to lead the con-
versation” -F1, P. As such, conversations mostly centred around
the lives of the grandchildren, such as the grandchildren’s “re-
cent daily life, what they’ re up to, what they’ re eating, or if any-
thing was happening with relatives or friends lately” -F3, P. Some-
times, grandchildren may show concern for the grandparent, such
as by “asking about [their] health and inviting [them] to visit” -F5,
GP. Families would also send well-wishes and greetings to each
others during major events like holidays or birthdays.

Communication can be non-verbal as well, to mimic a shared
experience. For instance, when F6 calls during grandchild’s din-
ner, and “Tthe child] is eating something like pork, [the grandparent]
might say: ‘Oh, can I have it?’ Then [the child] will put the pork in
front of the cell phone and [the grandparent] will pretend that they’re
eating” -F6, P. Grandchildren may also share artifacts of their life,
such as “drawings, crafts or musical pieces they’ve learned on an in-
strument, and let them [grandparents] observe” -F3, P.

We also found that the content often takes a backseat to the
act of communication itself as a meaningful gesture. Daily
life can be routine and “we [the family members] know there’ s not
always something new or exciting going on” -F5, P. The calls and mes-
sages are more a way to “make sure everything is fine, basically just
catching up. They [the grandchildren and grandparents] don’ t really
discuss detailed matters.” -F4, P. Partially due to this functional fo-
cus, communication between the grandchildren and grandparents
tend to be short (Table 1).

3.3 Overall Satisfaction

Satisfaction of the quantity and quality of the remote communica-
tion between the grandparents and grandchildren was self-reported
individual by the parents (P), grandchildren (GC), and grandpar-
ents (GP) on a 7-point Likert scale, where 1 means very dissatis-
fied and 7 means very satisfied (Figure 2). The average satisfac-
tion was slightly higher for quantity (u = 4.67) than quality (¢ =
4.33). Grandparents were, on average, more satisfied about
the both the quantity and quality of communication (uguantity =

Satisfaction (Quantity)

Satisfaction (Quality)

F1

F2

F3

Fa4

F5

F6

Figure 2: Self-reported satisfaction of the remote commu-
nication between grandparents and grandchildren. 1 is the
least satisfied and 7 is the most satisfied.

5.83, flquality = 5.00) than grandchildren (pquantity = 4-33, Hquality =
4.33) and parents (Uquantity = 3-83, Hquality = 3.66)-

The difference in satisfaction between the grandparents and the
grandchildren and parents was likely caused by the Chinese skills
of the grandchildren as well as diverging expectations of the differ-
ent parties. In families where the satisfaction was on par (F2, F4),
the grandchildren had better Chinese skills and were more capable
to communicate independently with their grandparents, compared
to the other families (F1, F3, F5, F6).

Parents and grandchildren tend to have higher expecta-
tions of the communication, worried that the grandparents and
grandchildren “don’t really go in depth” -F4, GC and hoping for “wider-
ranging conversations” -F5, P. Parents also expressed long term con-
cerns about the trajectory of the current communication patterns,
explaining that “as they [the grandchildren] grow older, if their lan-
guage skills aren’ t sufficient to communicate, the relationship will
gradually become more distant on both sides”-F1, P. On the other
hand, grandparents tend to have lower expectations of the commu-
nication, sharing the sentiment that “what [they] talk about isn’ t
important. The key is being able to see them [the grandchildren], joke
around a bit, and just enjoy the moment.” -F2, GP. The grandparent
in F1 is the only one who reported a significantly lower satisfac-
tion than the parents and grandchildren. They feel discontent that
“they’re [the grandchild’s] there but they don’t directly interact with
me [...] I have to rely on the parents to translate”, whereas the par-
ents and grandchildren did not perceive the parent scaffolding as
significant a problem.

4 RESULTS: CHALLENGES AND STRATEGIES

4.1 Language Barriers

Language is the most pronounced challenge that immigrant
grandchildren and grandparents face during remote communica-
tion. While the grandchildren “can understand Chinese”-F1, P, but
they typically lack the ability to “expand the conversation or to fully



express what they want”-F1, P. All six grandchildren faced difficul-
ties in articulating their thoughts and feelings in Chinese, to vary-
ing degrees depending on their language skills.

On the one extreme, some grandchildren (F1, F6) “can say things
like hello, but full conversations in Mandarin is not possible” -F1, P.
In such cases, the parent needs to completely take over the conver-
sation, where “most of the time I [the parent] asked them [the grand-
child] a question in English, they I translate their [the grandchild’s]
answer to Chinese and the grandparent asked me other questions and
I asked him [the grandchild] the questions back” -F6, P.

More commonly, grandchildren (F2, F3, F4, F5) can convey high-
level meanings in Chinese but struggle with “specific expressions
they can’t recall” -F3, P. For example, the grandchild might try to
tell a story about an emergency at school, “when they want to say
that the ambulance is coming, or the police officer shows up, or they
want to use a medical term, but they can’t find the words in Chi-
nese to allow the grandparents to understand” -F4, P. Alternatively,
sometimes the grandchild finds a way to express themself, but uses
a phrasing that is too unconventional for the grandparent to un-
derstand, for example saying “growing longer instead of growing
taller” -F5, P when talking about their height.

Parent scaffolding is the main strategy used to bridge the
language barrier. Often, parents, knowing both English and Chi-
nese, are asked to provide direct translations or explanations: ‘T
[the grandchild] just always replace words with English words, and I
Jjust can’t think of a way of fixing that [...] so I would ask my parents
to help me translate” -F4, GC. However, parents were also concerned
about over-reliance, that if they “jump in too much, they [the grand-
child] will lose an opportunity to develop their language skills” -F4,
P. Thus, another common approach is to guide the grandchild to-
wards “workarounds that may not be the most concise but still convey
the gist” -F3, P. For instance, when the grandchild doesn’t know the
Chinese name of a fruit, ‘T [the parent] might ask them to describe
what it looks like in Chinese [...] for example if it’s red or white, with
black spots inside, and what color the skin is. Then, [ would say, ‘that’s
a dragon fruit, or ‘that’s a kiwi.”’ -F3, P.

While they address the immediate language barriers, these scaf-
folding strategies do not resolve the motivational challenges
that arise from the considerable effort required for communication.
If the grandparents “fail to understand for too long, he [the grand-
child] would become frustrated and say ‘forget it, as long as you know
it’s a thing” -F4, P, giving up efforts to communicate completely.
Other children do not communicate with their grandparents when
their parent is absent, because “he [the grandchild] can’t reply if
he doesn’t understand. He just ignores me [the grandparent]” -F6, GP.
The consensus among the families is that teaching the children Chi-
nese is the best long-term solution, though “without a language
environment, it feels quite difficult” -F5, P.

4.2 Cultural Barriers

Culture is also a factor impacting remote communication
between immigrant grandchildren and their grandparents. Due to
growing up and being immersed in different cultures, the grand-
children and grandparents lacked the background to fully under-
stand and connect with each other. This cultural gap limits the

depth of their communication and causes problems in ini-
tiating and maintaining conversation. Families reported that
often they “just can’t get on the same page [...] and then it gets a bit
awkward because there’s no common language. If everyone were on
the same page, it would be lively and exciting.” -F5, P. For example,
when calling during mid-autumn festival, the grandchild struggles
to think of anything to say since “they never encountered something
like a rabbit lantern ' [...] it wouldn’ t cross their mind to bring up
that topic” -F1,P and the conversation just ends. As such, many fam-
ilies try to expose their children to their heritage Chinese culture,
for example “telling them more about traditional holidays such as
the food and decorations for Spring Festival” -F2, P.

While they agreed that some level of cultural connection is needed,
the parents perceived the significance of the cultural gap dif-
ferently. Some parents think lack of cultural connection will hin-
der the grandchildren and grandparents from fostering a deep and
close relationship. The expression of love is one example, where
“as Chinese people, we usually don’t say, I love you. We show it [...]
But [the grandchild] didn’t understand that’s the love Chinese people
show[...] He thinks sometimes my mom [the grandparent] is too strict
to him” -Fé, P, which negatively influences their dynamics. Other
parents found the cultural gap less important since “it doesn’ t sig-
nificantly affect [the grandchild’s] communication with their grand-
parents” -F2, P. They think that the “superficial nature of the remote
communication between them [the grandparents and grandchildren],
despite not being ideal, is the reality” -F4, P, and that deeper connec-
tions, including cultural resonance or sharing life stories, cannot
be forced.

4.3 Geographical Barriers

While language and cultural barriers can affect in-person commu-
nication in immigrant families, geographical barriers act as cat-
alysts, further exacerbating these challenges in remote communi-
cation. Non-verbal communication strategies that were effective
for in-person communication are less helpful remotely. For exam-
ple, when co-located, grandchildren can express themselves by point-
ing to things and “simply saying yes or no, good or not, things like
that [...] but conversations like this may not be very desirable or pos-
sible in an online setting”-F1, P. This highlights the language and
cultural barriers, bringing them into sharper focus.

Additionally, fostering a meaningful relationship is harder
for distributed families who have to rely on remote communi-
cation, because there are less opportunities to engage. Parents ex-
plained that the quality of each individual conversation becomes
crucial, because “if [they] only call once a week and [the grandchild]
runs away, that’s not very reasonable” -F1, P. The grandchildren of-
ten had other, more immediate, priorities such as “wanting to watch
TV [...] and might want to just leave”-F5, P, and the parent had to
“basically force [the grandchild] to sit there, and at least say a couple
of words, like Hello’ or something”-F1, P. Without strong rapport
as a foundation, communication problems are even more difficult
to address than they appear at face value.

Ultimately, parents believed that in-person communication can-
not be replaced, and remote communication is merely a nec-
essary compromise due to realistic constraints: “As a family, if I

!Rabbit lantern is a traditional symbol and activity for mid-autumn festival.
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[the parent] want them [the grandparents and grandchildren] to have
a deeper connection, I' Il try to plan family trips or activities.” -F4, P.
However, this is often not feasible, and distributed families relying
on remote communication face unique challenges as a result.

5 RESULTS: ENVISIONED ROLE AND DESIGN
OF TECHNOLOGY

5.1 Address Language Barriers while
Maintaining Authenticity

Language barriers were the primary challenges participants
hoped technology could help them overcome, where transla-
tion features were widely desired. In general, participants recog-
nized that there was a trade-off between the authenticity of
their messages and usage of the translations. Some thought
that translation tools might deduct from the actual communication
experience, as “they can sometimes get pretty annoying [...] they
might distract from me [the grandchild] directly telling them [the
grandparent] what I mean” -F4, GC. On the other hand, some par-
ents felt that translation features “would make it easier when [the
grandchild] wants to talk to his grandparents”-F2, P, as the grand-
child could “translate things from English to Chinese when articu-
lating their thoughts, and potentially talk about deeper topics”-F2,
P. Many grandparents echoed the desire for translation features to
facilitate more meaningful exchanges, imagining a scenario where
the grandchildren could speak in their dominant language English,
while they kept used Chinese. They decided “it would be best to be
able to communicate fluently. While simple communication is possi-
ble now [...] when there’s no deep conversation, there might be some
problems” -F6, GP, so “an app that helps us elderly people [the grand-
parents] understand the meaning of English, that would be really
helpful” -F3, GP, even if some authenticity might be lost in the trans-
lation process.

5.2 Asymmetrical Design to fit Diverging User
Abilities

All families alluded to the differences in technology literacy
and learning speed between the grandchildren and grand-
parents, and desired technologies to account for these. They wanted
the technology to be designed so that grandchildren are the ones to
actively use its features, while grandparents could remain solely on
the receiving end without needing to take any additional actions.
The families pointed out that “it’ s quite difficult for elderly people
to learn new technology and [they] can’ t keep up with the kids” -F2,
GP. Additionally, grandparents lack the ability to understand the
boundaries of technologies and have difficulties recovering from
system errors, illustrating their need for “the most comfortable, ef-
fective, or easier method” -F4, P possible. For example, in the case of
translation, “the biggest problem is when I [the grandchild] have to
send them [the grandparents] something in English, and they turn it
into Chinese [...] I don’t think they can figure it out and understand
what I mean if the tool makes a mistake. When they send me some-
thing in Chinese, and I translate, I feel like I can eventually piece it
together”-F2, GC. Another example of an asymmetrical design en-
visioned by participants is a feature for grandchildren to record

and retrieve key information from previous conversations, help-
ing to avoid repetitive exchanges that might become frustrating.
For instance, “in a previous conversation, we told the grandparents,
‘on this date, we’ Il have a recital, and [the child] will perform in
this program.” Then when they have a similar conversation two weeks
later, and the grandparents ask again, this information can be di-
rectly shown by the grandchild” -F1, P.

5.3 Transitional Technology with Education as
Long-Term Goal

The families saw using technology to overcome their com-
munication barriers as a temporary compromise to the grand-
children actually learning their heritage language, Chinese. They
wanted technology to be a transitional measure, and contribute to-
wards the longer-term goal of teaching grandchildren the Chinese
language. Parents were worried that over-reliance on translation
features could “gradually weaken his [the child’s] initiative to ex-
press himself in Chinese”-F3, P, and stressed that they “would like
to see [the grandchild] has more motivation to talk to his grandpar-
ents by himself” -F6, P in Chinese. Other participants recognized
the potential of technology to both bridge communication
and provide personalized language learning experiences for
grandchildren. For example, one parent suggested that “embedded
translation tools could help them [the grandchildren] accumulate vo-
cabulary through practical use. As an simple example, when they [the
grandchild] hear the word ’banana’ two or three times, they would
remember it” -F6, P. They added that “the ideal result would be that
through constant situational learning, [the grandchild] wouldn’ t
need translation anymore to communicate with their grandparents
in Chinese” -Fé, P.

6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Through an interview study with six distributed immigrant fam-
ilies, we identified the unique patterns, challenges, and needs in
remote communication between grandparents and grandchildren
in such families, offering insights to guide future research and de-
sign.

6.1 Grounding in Literature: Compare and
Contrast to The Non-Immigrant Case

Comparing our work on remote communication between immi-
grant grandparents and grandchildren with existing literature on
general, non-immigrant families (e.g. [2, 4, 8, 13]), we observed sim-
ilarities in aspects such as preferred communication mediums, fre-
quency and duration of interactions, and the prevalence of parental
scaffolding, likely stemming from shared challenges, such as time
zone differences and generational age gaps. However, we also iden-
tified distinct differences between immigrant and non-immigrant
cases, highlighting unique challenges faced by immigrant grand-
parents and grandchildren that warrant further exploration. No-
tably, while parental scaffolding is common in both immigrant and
non-immigrant families, it is more extensive in immigrant families,
extending beyond facilitating conversations to actively participat-
ing in them. Additionally, the topics of conversation in distributed



immigrant families tend to be more functional, focusing on up-
dating grandparents about the grandchildren, whereas conversa-
tions in non-immigrant families seemed topically more balanced
[4]. This difference is largely due to the language barriers present
in immigrant families, which hinder grandchildren and grandpar-
ents from engaging in independent, meaningful conversations.

6.2 Future Directions

The insights of this work highlight important future research direc-
tion for supporting remote communication between grandchildren
and grandparents in immigrant families. For one, since grandchil-
dren and grandparents typically don’t require language support
for every utterance, systems supporting their remote communica-
tion should explore the concept of minimal language support, of-
fering just enough assistance to sufficiently facilitate the conversa-
tion. The design of such systems need to consider how to preserve
authenticity and maintain the grandchild’s motivation to express
themselves in Chinese, while still providing support for articula-
tion or understanding when necessary. Next, rather than directly
addressing language barriers, future work could focus on provid-
ing scaffolding that empowers grandparent-grandchild dyads to
independently work toward mutual understanding. For instance,
grandparents could be equipped with guiding questions that help
grandchildren articulate their thoughts. This approach could trans-
form the often-frustrating process of overcoming language barri-
ers into an opportunity for shared learning and bonding [8]. Addi-
tionally, the history of overcoming language barriers, for example
specific vocabulary the grandchild has struggled with in the past,
should be viewed as a valuable resource for personalized, in-situ
learning. Systems designed to support communication could lever-
age this history to double as educational tools, thereby enriching
learning experiences.
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