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To get a job here, Helen Song might have to send her son, Tony, to her parents in China for a few years. 
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The painful choice of 'satellite babies'  

Immigrants face a hard decision as more send infants overseas to be raised by extended family
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New mothers Helen Song, Vivian Jia and Crystal Tian – all recent immigrants from mainland China – face one of the toughest decisions of their lives: Should they send their babies back to China in the care of the grandparents, so they can restart stalled careers and rebuild a new life in Toronto?

According to a Canadian study to be published in today's Infant Mental Health Journal, an increasing number of immigrants to Canada and the U.S. are shipping infants to their home country to be raised by extended families.

In Greater Toronto alone, an estimated 2,000 Canadian-born kids of Chinese parents are sent back to mainland China each year, then returned to Canada when they reach school age, said researcher Yvonne Bohr, a York University psychology professor.

"These parents are completely torn by the decision, but they believe in this collectivist value that their own pain of separating from their child will be a greater good for the family (later on)," Bohr said in an interview. "The family system is the building block of a community. When it is changed, compressed and stressed, it could create problems in relationships."

The study looks only at Toronto's Chinese-Canadian community, which has a large incidence of the "satellite baby" phenomenon, common across different communities in large North American cities.

"Serial family separations are common in countries that welcome immigrants, and could be but one of many repercussions of globalization for parents and their children," the 22-page article warns. 

Connie Tse, a therapist at the Aisling Discoveries Child and Family Centre, has run a support group for five years to guide parents through the pros and cons of sending their children home.

"Most immigrants ... want to do well here," said Tse, who collaborated with Bohr on the research. "But it is hard to start a family. The parents feel that kids are too much of work and it is difficult to take care of them 24 hours a day while trying to establish themselves."

Song, Tian and Jia – all members of Tse's Mandarin-speaking support group – are still undecided.

"I've built this bonding with my baby boy, seeing him grow every day. It is hard to be separated from him," said Song, a teacher from Dalian, cuddling her 5-month-old son, Tony. "But to keep him here, I can't go to English classes or get a job. I really don't know what to do." 

Tian does not have family or friends in Canada to help her look after her 5-year-old daughter and 7-month-old son, Xinhao.

"It's too expensive to put two kids in daycare. I don't have any support," she said. 

The small study, a first of its kind to look into the conflicting psychology of these parents, interviewed 12 immigrant families debating whether to send their infants back to China; the parents were between ages 24 and 36, all university-educated and living in Canada for one to three years. The babies' ages ranged from 5 months to 15 months.

They all cited the necessity to retrain or to develop their careers and the high cost of child care as reasons that would make it impossible to keep their baby in Canada. Some said they tried to bring the grandparents to help babysit in Canada, but were caught up in bureaucracy.

More than half said their own grandparents had taken care of them. Returning the child to the old culture seemed to be an acceptable solution, the report found.

The parents also expressed "sorrow, hardship and guilt" for the "abdication of responsibility and of letting the baby down."

Bohr said parents also raise concerns over the returning school-age kids' adjustment to a new place, as well as depression at being separated from their previous caregivers.

"The parents may not understand the child because they just don't know them," Bohr said. 
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