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Abstract. Sense of indebtedness toward parents (SIP) refers to feelings of debt to give back to parents for their migration-related sacrifices in
second-generation immigrants. Based on Kang (2010), we developed a German SIP scale tomeasure these feelings. The purpose of this study was
threefold: (1) to provide evidence of the theoretical factor structure underlying SIP, (2) to test SIP’s measurement invariance in four immigrant
groups, and (3) to shed light on the validity of SIP. The sample included N = 492 second-generation immigrants (66% female, Mage = 32.39,
SDage = 10.46) in Switzerland. The results showed good reliability, confirmed the theoretical one-factor model, and supported partial scalar
invariance across four immigrant groups. Further analysis provided evidence for the SIP’s discriminant and incremental validity. The measure
Sense of Indebtedness Toward Parents is a valuable contribution to the ongoing research on intergenerational relations in immigrant families.
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German-speaking countries in Central Europe have had a
massive influx of immigrants in the last decades (for Swit-
zerland: Federal Statistical Office [FSO], 2021). These im-
migrants have experiencedmany challenges in the process of
migration, including language barriers or loss of their social
network. Many immigrants face further burdens in the host
country, such as physically demanding blue-collar jobs (for
Switzerland: see FSO, 2020b). One of the main reasons for
immigration and the acceptance of these difficulties is the
desire to have a better life for the immigrants’ families,
especially for their children (for Switzerland: FSO, 2018). For
these second-generation children, in turn, experiencing pa-
rental sacrifices can cause feelings of indebtedness.
Based on the Confucian concept of filial piety, Kang

(2010) developed the Sense of Indebtedness toward Par-
ents (SIP) scale to measure these feelings of indebtedness
and confirmed that children of Korean parents in the United
States experienced them toward their parents (Kang &
Larson, 2014). Migrant-specific difficulties and hardships
are pronounced inmany immigrant groups. Hence, we argue
that the sense of indebtedness is a relevant phenomenon for
immigrants’ children from various ethnic backgrounds.
We aim to provide evidence that scores derived from a

German version of the SIP scale are reliable and validly

represent the complex feelings of indebtedness toward
parents among second-generation adult immigrants from
various ethnic backgrounds.

The Original Sense of Indebtedness Toward
Parents Scale

Kang and Larson defined sense of indebtedness as “a
person’s recognition of his or her immigrant parents’ child-
centered immigration aspiration and their sacrifice for the
sake of children” (2014, p. 561). The concept builds on the
indebtedness theory by Greenberg (1980). Here, indebt-
edness was defined as “a state of obligation to repay
another” (Greenberg, 1980, p. 4).
Based on this theory and the Confucian concept of filial

piety (Ho, 1996), Kang (2010) conducted focus groups
with Korean Americans and developed a preliminary 24-
item SIP scale. This scale was reduced to 12 items that best
represented the description of sense of indebtedness in in-
depth interviews with Korean American young adults
(Kang, 2010). These items measured on a one-factor scale
emotional, motivational, and cognitive aspects of the
perception of the sacrifices immigrant parents had made
for their children.
Notably, from their interviews, Kang and Larson (2014)

concluded that children of immigrants did not evaluate
their parents’ sacrifice positively until adolescence.
Moreover, their sense of indebtedness continued to
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develop throughout the transition into young adulthood.
However, the authors have not investigated the construct
in older age groups such as middle adulthood. Therefore,
we did not make assumptions regarding the association of
the sense of indebtedness with age in middle adulthood.
Kang and Raffaeli (2015) suggested that the sense of in-
debtedness is stronger among women due to socialization
into culturally defined gender roles. Kang et al. (2010)
further pointed to a higher sense of indebtedness in adult
children, whose parents sacrificed more for them.
Therefore, we consider gender and degree of parental
sacrifice as predictors of sense of indebtedness. Addi-
tionally, we will investigate the relation between age and
sense of indebtedness.

The Relevance of Sense of Indebtedness in
Intergenerational Relationships

A seminal theoretical approach in intergenerational rela-
tionships is the Solidarity Model by Bengtson and col-
leagues (e.g., Bengtson & Roberts, 1991). This model has
often been criticized, for instance for its one-dimensional
orientation (i.e., low to high solidarity) and the lack of
psychological factors (Fingerman et al., 2013). With the
inclusion of emotional and motivational factors, the SIP
scale fulfills a request by Fingerman et al. (2013) that these
kinds of factors related to family support will be more fully
incorporated into research.
According to Kang and Larson (2014), sense of in-

debtedness was the result of adult children’s active reat-
tribution of their past experiences in the family. Thus, it
adds a factor to research on intergenerational relationships
that includes the past through the lens of individual
construction. This enriches the strongly present-oriented,
sociological Solidarity Model.

The Relevance of Sense of Indebtedness in
Second-Generation Immigrants From
Various Ethnic Backgrounds

Although sense of indebtedness is rooted in the Confucian
concept of filial piety (Kang, 2010), we argue that it is
applicable to immigrants from diverse ethnic back-
grounds. Moreover, we argue that the specific burdens of
migrant families make it necessary to develop a measure
that refers to the experiences of these families.
The indebtedness theory assumes that the degree of

sense of indebtedness depends on the extent of the costs
incurred by the donor (Greenberg, 1980). Children in
migrant families experience specific hardships and sac-
rifices made by their parents (Foner & Dreby, 2011). Boski

(2013) described the situation of migrants in Western
societies, especially those who came for economic reasons,
as a self-sacrifice undertaken for long-term goals, such as a
better life for their family. They left behind their social
network and arrived in a country, in which they often did
not know the language. Characteristics for this group in the
host country often include low-skilled jobs, a high pro-
portion of extra work hours, uncertain legal status, and
other hardships (for Switzerland: see FSO, 2020a). These
experiences are common among immigrants from diverse
ethnic backgrounds but different from indigenous indi-
viduals. Recent discussions in this field further pointed to
specific challenges for individuals in immigrant families
caused by different experiences between the first and the
second generation (Foner & Dreby, 2011). A migrant
specific measure for feelings of debt toward parents is
therefore warranted in intergenerational research. We aim
to fill this gap in the study of intergenerational research in
immigrant families with the new SIP measure.
Beside Kang (2010), further qualitative studies have il-

lustrated sense of indebtedness. Recent American qualitative
studies demonstrated that second-generation immigrants
fromdiverse ethnic backgrounds recognized and appreciated
their parents’ sacrifices (Foner & Dreby, 2011; Nesteruk,
2021). Regarding European research, Turjanmaa and
Jasinskaja-Lahti (2020) indicated in their qualitative study
from Finland thatmost of the interviewed second-generation
adolescents expressed feelings of indebtedness toward their
parents regardless of their ethnic background (i.e., Africa,
Middle East, Europe, former Soviet Union, the United States,
Asia). These qualitative studies have underlined that sense of
indebtedness toward parents is a relevant global phenome-
non of intergenerational relationships in migrant families.
Consequently, we expected that sense of indebtedness to-
ward parents is applicable to intergenerational relationships
in immigrant families from diverse ethnic backgrounds in
different host societies.

Distinguishing Sense of Indebtedness From
Other Constructs

At first glance, sense of indebtedness shows similarity to the
established concepts of filial obligations and reciprocity. Both
are central constructs in the Solidarity Model (Bengtson &
Roberts, 1991), as well as in the Confucian concept of filial
piety (Ho, 1996), and represent culturally defined norms.
Filial obligations describe how adult children should behave
toward and support their parents (Rossi & Rossi, 1990).
Reciprocity describes a social norm stating that help and
support a person gives to another person will be given back
over time (Gouldner, 1960). Thismeans that filial obligations
and reciprocity express what should be done. As outlined
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above, sense of indebtedness covers emotional, motivational,
and cognitive interpretations by the children (Kang et al.,
2010), and thus, refers to why a person wants to give back.
Nevertheless, there is a strong overlap between the

concepts. Following Kang and Larson (2014), family ob-
ligations and reciprocity as normative aspects of the in-
tergenerational relationships should function as predictors
of SIP. When cultural norms of supporting parents and
giving back are high, SIP should also be high.
Reciprocity has also been investigated in terms of a real

or perceived balance between give and take (Schwarz
et al., 2010; Uehara, 1995). Then, reciprocity focuses on
social support that is currently being exchanged. Sense of
indebtedness covers broader sacrifices and burdens of
parents, not specific acts of social support. Additionally, it
evaluates memories of behavior in the past. Therefore, we
expected reciprocity’s association with SIP to be positive
but weak when reciprocity is measured as current balance
in exchange of support because neither the time frame nor
the content of the measures strongly overlap with SIP.
Research has shown that filial obligations were posi-

tively associated with aspects of support given to parents
(Schwarz et al., 2005; Silverstein et al., 2012). Since sense
of indebtedness expressed motivational aspects to support
parents, we also expected a positive association with
support given to parents. Based on the argumentation that
sense of indebtedness is a construct distinct from filial
obligations, we further hypothesized that it shows an as-
sociation with support given to parents that goes beyond
the effect of filial obligations.
In the German language, the expressions for in der Schuld

stehen [indebtedness] and the emotion Schuld [guilt] show
strong similarity. However, guilt is a self-conscious emotion
that arises when a person does something wrong or
transgresses rules. Even when guilt is conceptualized as an
interpersonal phenomenon (Baumeister et al., 1994),
causes of guilt are damages and loss or stress done to
another person. SIP refers to the sacrifices of the parent but
not tomisbehavior of the adult child.With respect to guilt in
intergenerational relationships, Kalmijn (2020) summed it
up as an unclear theoretical construct, which has rarely
been investigated. Moreover, research so far has only used
1-itemmeasures of guilt between parents and children (Boll
& Filipp, 2002; Kalmijn, 2020). Therefore, we decided not
to validate the SIP measure against guilt measures.
In sum, we expected that SIP is positively related to filial

obligations, reciprocity, and support given to parents.

The Present Study

The present study aims to provide evidence that the
German version of the SIP scale produces reliable and

valid scores among second-generation immigrants of
various ethnic backgrounds. The SIP scale (Kang, 2010) is
designed for research on intergenerational relationships in
immigrant families. Based on the theoretical background
we defined four hypotheses for the present study:

Hypothesis 1: The German version of SIP scale is a one-
factor scale represented by 12 items.

Hypothesis 2: The SIP scale is strictly invariant across
ethnic groups.

Hypothesis 3: SIP is (a) positively associated with filial
obligations, (b) positively associated with reciprocity,
(c) stronger among women than men, and (d) higher
among adults whose parents have sacrificed more.

Hypothesis 4: SIP is in addition to filial obligations
positively associated with support given to parents.

Method

Procedure

We conducted an online survey in the German-speaking part
of Switzerland. To obtain a diverse sample, we recruited
participants by advertising in various places, such as at a
Swiss university of applied sciences, a job center, an orga-
nization for second-generation immigrants in Switzerland, a
center for cultural and language integration, as well as
through social media (Facebook and WhatsApp). We in-
cluded participants who (1) had at least one parent who
migrated to Switzerland and (2) either were born in Swit-
zerland ormoved therewith their parents before the age of 6.

Participants

Our sample consisted of N = 492 adult children of im-
migrants in Switzerland (66% self-identified women,
34% self-identified men, Mage = 32.39, SD = 10.46).
Because we had a gender-specific hypothesis, we ex-
cluded four participants that identified themselves as not
gender binary. Seven participants (1%) had finished
obligatory school, n = 287 participants (59%) had finished
secondary school (e.g., vocational training), and n = 198
(40%) had a tertiary degree (i.e., higher education). The
participants’ aforementioned education level is slightly
higher than the level described in official Swiss records
for educational distribution among second-generation
immigrants: finished obligatory school ca. 20%,
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finished vocational training ca. 50%, and finished a
tertiary degree ca. 30% (FSO, 2019a). These statistics
included adolescents younger than 18 years, whose
highest degree is obligatory school, whereas we only
included adult participants who already finished voca-
tional training or studies. Thus, the current sample
represented the educational level of second-generation
migrants in Switzerland well.
The household income in Swiss francs per year in our

sample was distributed as follows: less than 50,000
(n = 88, 18%), 50,000–80,000 (n = 119, 24%),
80,000–120,000 (n = 132, 27%), and more than 120,000
(n = 153, 31%). We acknowledge that this household in-
come seems rather high. Nevertheless, it is comparable to
the Swiss median annual household income per year for
one person (∼95,000 CHF, FSO, 2019b). More than half
of our participants were not married (n = 298, 61%), n = 135
(27%) were married or in a registered partnership, and the
remaining 12% were separated, divorced, or widowed
(n = 59). About one-third of our participants have one or
more children (n = 147, 30%).

Most of our participants grew up with two parents who
were born outside of Switzerland (n = 356, 72%; this
variable used as a proxy for parental sacrifice) and 61%
(n = 301) with parents whomigrated from the same region.
Furthermore, 3% (n = 13) of our participants had been born
in another country and had moved to Switzerland with
their parents before the age of 6. Finally, our participants’
parents age was M = 61.74, SD = 10.39 and M = 64.15,
SD = 9.47 for the mothers and fathers, respectively.
We defined the participants’ ethnic background by the

maternal culture of origin. For participants whose mother
was Swiss (14%), we chose the fathers’ culture of origin.
Participants were grouped into four regions based on their
ethnic background: (1) North-Western European countries
(e.g., Germany, France; n = 101, 21%), (2) Southern European
countries (e.g., Italy, Spain; n = 127, 25%), (3) Eastern Eu-
ropean countries (e.g., Poland), and former Yugoslavian
countries (e.g., Serbia; n = 152, 31%), and due to small sample
sizes, the merged category is as follows: (4) Non-European/
Non-Western countries (e.g., Sri Lanka; n = 112, 23%). We
excluded 12 participants from Anglo-Saxon countries (e.g.,
United States, Australia) due to the small sample size.

Measures

All used measures were originally in English. In line with
the TRAPD guidelines (Mohler et al., 2016), both authors
translated and adapted the questionnaires to German and
to the Swiss context independently from each other.
Differences between the two versions of each measure
were resolved in discussion.

Sense of Indebtedness
SIP was a 12-item scale, which was originally rated on a
9-point Likert scale (Kang, 2010). In a sample of N = 124
Korean American young adults (aged 18–25 years), the
scale mean was M = 6.95 (SD = 0.95, range 5.0–8.92;
Kang, 2010). The 12 items formed a one-dimensional
scale with high internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = .82;
Kang & Raffaelli, 2015). We reduced the 9-point Likert
scale to a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to
5 = strongly agree) because shorter, fully labeled rating
scales were shown to have higher reliability and are
easier to comprehend for participants according to the
German Survey Guidelines by GESIS (Menold & Bogner,
2016). We included both the original and the translated
version of SIP with instructions in the online supple-
mental material on the Open Science Framework (OSF;
see Table E1 in ESM 1 for the original English version of
SIP and Table E2 for the final German translation of SIP;
Pfammatter & Schwarz, 2021). The psychometric prop-
erties and development of the final scale of SIP will be
presented in the Results section.

Filial Obligations
We measured filial obligations with a composite 5-item
scale from existing sources (Daatland & Herlofson,
2003; Dykstra & Fokkema, 2012; Finley et al., 1988)
rated on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to
5 = strongly disagree). A sample item was “Children should
look after their sick parents.” McDonald’s ω was .83,
Cronbach’s α was .79, and the sample mean was M = 3.49
(SD = 0.80).

Support Given to Parents
For support given to parents, we used the 5-item Inter-
generational Support Scale (Fingerman et al. 2011) by
adapting it to the child’s perspective. It consists of 5 items
rated on an 8-point Likert scale (1 = less than once a year to
8 = every day). A sample item was: “In the past 12 months,
how often did you give emotional support to your parents?”
The reliability wasω = .91, and αwas .86. The sample mean
wasM = 5.30 and SD = 1.50. Recent studies have shown that
despite some differences, parental and child reports on
support show high levels of agreement (Cheng et al., 2015;
Kim et al., 2011). Therefore, we used adult children’s reports
as a measure of support given to parents.

Reciprocity
As a measure for reciprocity, we used a difference score
based on the adult child’s report on support they received
from their parents and the amount of support the child
gave to its parents. Tomeasure support received from their
parents, we used the same 5 items from the Intergener-
ational Support Scale by Fingerman et al. (2011), this time
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with the introduction: “In the past 12 months, how often
did your parents give you emotional support?” The sample
mean was 5.18 and SD = 1.65. The reliability was ω = .91,
and α was .87.
To build the difference score for reciprocity, we took the

mean of parental support to the child scale and subtracted
the mean of the child’s support given to the parents’ scale.
This difference score had amean ofM =�.11 with an SD of
.89, which means, that on average, the adult children
perceived that they have given slightly more support to
their parents than they have received.

Statistical Analysis

We used R for data analysis with the LAVAAN package
(Rossel, 2012). All analyses in the article can be reproduced
with the R code and the data, which are available via theOSF
(Pfammatter & Schwarz, 2021). We chose the robust max-
imum likelihood estimator (MLR) for the confirmatory factor
analysis (CFA), which has been shown to perform well for
non-normally distributed data (Brown, 2015). For structural
equation models (SEM), we chose the robust weighted least
squares estimator (WLSMV) because WLSMV was shown to
be more accurate for models with categorical variables such
as gender compared to MLR (Brown, 2015).
First, we estimated a CFA with a one-factor solution for

the 12-item SIP scale. Second, for the measurement in-
variance hypothesis, we first ran a CFA on each ethnic
group separately. After that, we ran a multigroup CFA
testing for configural (i.e., same model in all groups),
metric (i.e., equal item loadings on the latent factor in all
groups), scalar (i.e., equal item intercepts in all groups),
and strict invariance (i.e., equal error variances in all
groups) across the four ethnic groups.
For Hypotheses 3a to d (the association of SIP with filial

obligations, reciprocity, association of gender, and having
two immigrant parents), we estimated a SEM. To evaluate
the model fit in CFA and SEM, we used the following cut-off
values for fit indices: χ2/df (< 3; Hair et al., 2018), compar-
ative fit index (CFI, > .95), incremental fit index (IFI, > .95),
root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA, < .06),
and standardized root mean square residual (SRMR, < .08;
Hu&Bentler, 1999). ForHypotheses 3c and 3d, in addition to
the SEM, we ran independent t tests and evaluated effect
sizes according to Cohen (1992).
A recent Monte Carlo simulation study by Wolf et al.

(2013) simulated CFA and SEM, which are comparable to
the models we tested. This study showed that the total
sample size and the subsample sizes in our study had test
powers of > .80 and should produce accurate, stable re-
sults. Therefore, we considered our total sample and
subsamples to be large enough for the planned analyses.

Results

One-Group Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The CFA results on all 12 items (see Table E3 in the online
supplemental material ESM 2 for item statistics, item
selectivity, and CFA results) suggested that the model did
not fit the data well (χ2 = 278.59, df = 54, χ2/df = 5.16,
p < .001, CFI = .906, IFI = .907, RMSEA = .092, 90% CI
[.082, .102], p < .001, and SRMR = .049).
Due to the partial model fit, we considered the possibility

of a two-factor solution. Neither the analyses (i.e., the scree
plot and the exploratory factor analysis) nor the theoretical
background suggested a two-factor model. Hence, we re-
duced the scale to improve themodel fit by excluding 2 items,
following the approach by Heene et al. (2011). Namely, they
suggested considering the theoretical foundation, the resid-
ual covariance matrix, the expected parameter changes, and
not onlymodel fit indices (e.g., CFI, IFI, RMSEA) for reducing
a scale. We dropped Item 3 because of its low loading on the
latent factor SIP (β =�.23, p < .001, see Table E3 in the online
supplemental material ESM 2). This might be due to the
reversed coding of this item. We further dropped Item 10
because of its high residual covarianceswith other items. This
item is the only one making a comparison between immi-
grant and native parents.
Furthermore, we allowed two error correlations due to

similar item wording. The reduced scale consisting of 10
items fit the data well (χ2 = 137.44, df = 33, χ2/df = 4.16,
p < .001, CFI = .949, IFI = .949, RMSEA = .080, 90% CI
[.068, .093], p < .001, SRMR= .040). The in-detail results of
the CFA for the reduced final 10-item SIP scale are pre-
sented in Table 1. The itemmeans ranged from Item 4 with
M = 2.58, SD = 1.35, toM = 3.96, SD = 1.23, for Item 11. Item-
total correlation was lowest (rit = .54) for Item 4. Item 1 had
the highest item-total correlation (rit = .78). Item loadings on
the latent factor ranged from β = .55 for Item 2 to β = .82 for
Item 9. The latent factor explained between 30% and 67%
of each item’s variance. Item difficulties were between .52
and .79 for Item 9 and Item 11, respectively.
The reduced scale had a reliability of ω = .93 and α = .91

with a mean of M = 3.25, SD = 1.00. The analyses con-
firmed our hypothesis that SIP is a reliable one-factor
scale, at least in the 10-item version.

Measurement Invariance Analysis

The second step was to analyze the measurement invari-
ance of SIP across the four ethnic groups. We chose the
suggested cut-off values for measurement invariance by
Chen (2007, i.e., ≥ .01 for ΔCFI, ≥ .015 for ΔRMSEA,
and≥ .03 forΔSRMR) as indicators for configural andmetric
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noninvariance and ≥ .01 for ΔCFI, ≥ .015 for ΔRMSEA,
and ≥ .01 for ΔSRMR as indicators of scalar and strict
noninvariance. We included IFI with the cut-off value
ΔIFI ≥ .01 as a further indicator of noninvariance for all steps
of invariance testing (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002).
As shown in Table 2, we were able to establish partial

scalar invariance by setting 3 item intercepts (partial scalar
invariance) free to be estimated (for the corresponding in
detail single group CFA results, see Table E4 in the online
supplemental material ESM 2). These results suggested
that SIP was partially scalar invariant across the four ethnic
groups. Since the criteria for full scalar invariance were not
met, we deemed our scale partially scalar invariant. Thus,
the results only partially confirmed our Hypothesis 2.

Validity of Sense of Indebtedness Toward
Parents Scale

Discriminant Validity of SIP
To establish discriminant validity, we ran a SEM with filial
obligations and the reciprocity index as predictors of SIP. The

results of this analysis are shown in Figure 1. The overall
model fitwas good (χ2 = 507.65,df= 152, χ2/df=3.34, p< .001,
CFI = .894, IFI = .895, RMSEA = .069, 90% CI [.062, .076],
p < .001, and SRMR = .054). Filial obligations were, in line

Table 1. Item statistics and confirmatory factor analysis of the Sense of Indebtedness Scale (final version)a

Item

Item statistics Confirmatory factor analysis

M SD rit Kurtosis Skewness Factor loading β (SE) Item variance Explained variance

1 3.22 1.45 .78 �1.28 �0.26 .81*** (.04) .34 .66

2 3.79 1.22 .54 �0.29 �0.79 .55*** (.06) .70 .30

4 2.58 1.35 .54 �1.12 0.33 .57*** (.05) .68 .32

5 3.63 1.37 .74 �0.86 �0.63 .77*** (.05) .41 .59

6 3.28 1.42 .75 �1.21 �0.32 .78*** (.05) .39 .61

7 2.99 1.48 .71 �1.42 �0.04 .73*** (.05) .47 .53

8 3.37 1.32 .59 �1.07 �0.33 .65*** (.05) .58 .42

9 3.61 1.36 .77 �0.88 �0.62 .82*** (.04) .33 .67

11 3.96 1.23 .59 �0.05 �1.01 .63*** (.05) .60 .40

12 2.98 1.38 .65 �1.20 �0.03 .70*** (.05) .52 .48

Scale 3.25 1.03 �0.91 �0.28

Note. N = 492. Estimator = robustmaximum likelihood (MLR). Yuan–Bentler corrected values for χ2, CFI, IFI, and RMSEA. χ2 = 137.44, df = 33, χ2/df = 4.16, p < .001,
CFI = .949, IFI = .949, RMSEA = .080, 90% CI [.068, .093], p < .001, and SRMR = .040. Two error correlations allowed between Items 6 and 7 and between Items 1
and 2 due to similar item wording. aConsists of Items 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, and 12. ***p < .001

Table 2. Measurement invariance of the Sense of Indebtedness Scalea across regions of origin

Model χ2 df CFI IFI RMSEA SRMR Δχ2 Δdf Δχ2/df b ΔCFI ΔIFI ΔRMSEA ΔSRMR

All groups 137.44 33 .949 .949 .080 .040 4.16***

Configural 232.66 132 .950 .951 .079 .049 1.76***

Metric 269.40 159 .945 .946 .075 .075 29.58 27 1.10 .005 .005 .004 .026

Scalar 361.17 186 .913 .913 .088 .092 100.66 27 3.73*** .042 .043 .013 .017

Partial scalarc 301.26 177 .938 .938 .076 .080 32.42 18 1.80* .007 .008 .001 .005

Strictd 355.75 207 .936 .935 .071 .082 35.24 30. 1.17 .002 .003 .005 .002

Note.N = 492. Estimator = robustmaximum likelihood (MLR). a Consists of Items 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, and 12. b Yuan–Bentler corrected values for χ2, CFI, IFI, and
RMSEA. c Three free intercepts. d Based on partial scalar invariance model. *p < .05. ***p < .001.

Figure 1. The association of filial obligations, reciprocity, and socio-
demographic variables with sense of indebtedness. Standardized
parameter estimates.N = 492, χ2 = 507.65, df = 152, χ2/df = 3.34, p < 001.
robust CFI = .894, robust IFI = .895, robust RMSEA = .069, 90% CI [.062,
.076], p < .001, SRMR = .054, estimator = robust weighted least squares
(WLSMV). *p < .05. ***p < .001.

Psychological Test Adaptation and Development © 2022 The Author(s). Distributed as a Hogrefe OpenMind article under
the license CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0)

6 P. Pfammatter & B. Schwarz, Measuring Sense of Indebtedness in Swiss Immigrants



with our Hypothesis (3a), positively associated with SIP
(β = .48, p < .001), meaning the higher filial obligations were,
the higher SIP was. Reciprocity was, contrary to our Hy-
pothesis (3b), not associated with SIP (β = .04, p > .419).
However, there was a weak positive bivariate correlation
(r = .16, p < .001) between reciprocity and SIP, indicating that
children who receive more support than they give, feel more
indebted toward their parents (see Table E5 in online sup-
plemental material ESM 2), which was in line with our Hy-
pothesis (3b). Men experienced higher SIP than women
(β = .09, p = .038), which contrasted with our Hypothesis (3c).
In addition to the SEM presented in Figure 1, we conducted a
t test for gender differences on SIP (Hypothesis 3c). The t test
showed higher SIP in men than women, t(334.65) = 2.39,
p = .017, d = 0.23, 95% CI [0.04, 0.42], which constituted a
small effect. This gender difference was consistent across all
regions of origin, except for Eastern European and former
Yugoslavian countries,where no gender difference on SIPwas
found, t(92.91) = 0.61, p = .54 (see Table E6 in online sup-
plemental material ESM 2); however, test power was low
(< .60).
Finally, participants with two immigrant parents expe-

rienced stronger feelings of SIP (β = .18, p < .001) than
participants with one immigrant parent, which confirmed
our Hypothesis (3d). Again, we ran a t test for the dif-
ferences on SIP between adults with one or two immigrant
parents to test Hypothesis 3d. This analysis showed that
adults with two immigrant parents experienced higher SIP
than adults with one immigrant parent, t(256.9) = 4.36,
p < .001, d = .43, 95% CI [0.23, 0.63], which was a small
effect. The analysis further showed that the older partic-
ipants were, the lower their SIP was (β = �.11, p = .024).
Education was not associated with SIP (β =�.07, p > .098).

Incremental Validity of SIP
To show the incremental validity of SIP, we ran a SEM with
filial obligations and SIP as predictors of support given to
parents. The results are presented in Figure 2 (for the corre-
sponding correlation table, seeTableE5 in online supplemental

material ESM 2). The model fit the data acceptably
(χ2 = 684.64, df = 232, χ2/df = 2.95, p < .001, CFI = .884,
IFI = .885, RMSEA = .063, 90% CI [0.058, 0.069],
p < .001, and SRMR = .057). As the analysis above already
suggested, SIP was positively associated with filial obli-
gations (r = .25, p = .001). Furthermore, SIP was positively
associated with support given to parents (β = .22, p = .001).
The more SIP participants experienced, the more support
they provided to their parents. This effect went beyond the
effect of filial obligations and supported Hypothesis 4.

Discussion

The goal of this study was to show that test scores derived
from German version of the Sense of Indebtedness Toward
Parents scale are reliable and valid. It is the first study to test
the psychometric properties of SIP in an ethnically diverse
and large sample of second-generation immigrants.
In accordance with our first hypothesis, we were able to

establish the proposed one-factor model for the SIP scale
with good reliability, high item loadings on the latent
factor, and good item-total correlations providing further
merit to the use of the scale. To achieve a good model fit
for SIP, we reduced the scale from 12 to 10 items.
Moreover, we found evidence for partial scalar invariance

of SIP across an ethnically diverse sample, partly supporting
our second hypothesis. Even though, we only established
partial scalar invariance, recent simulation studies suggested
that partially scalar invariant models can be used to compare
groups (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016). Thus, the German
version of SIP can be used to compare different ethnic
groups. Sense of indebtedness, originally a concept devel-
oped for Korean American second-generation immigrants
(Kang, 2010), seems to be relevant in second-generation
immigrants from diverse ethnical backgrounds living in
Switzerland. This is in line with a Finnish study, where im-
migrants from diverse ethnic backgrounds expressed sense

Figure 2. The association of filial obliga-
tions and sense of indebtedness to par-
ents with support given to parents.
Standardized parameter estimates.
N = 492, χ2 = 684.64, df = 232, χ2/df = 2.95,
p < .001, robust CFI = .884, robust IFI = .885,
robust RMSEA = .063 [.058, .069], p < .001,
SRMR = .057, estimator = robust weighted
least squares (WLSMV). *p < .05. **p < .01.
***p < .001.
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of indebtedness toward parents (Turjanmaa & Jasinskaja-
Lahti, 2020). The empirical evidence corroborated our as-
sumption that sense of indebtedness may be a universal
concept in second-generation immigrants.
Evidence for validity was found. As hypothesized (Hy-

pothesis 3a), filial obligation and sense of indebtedness were
related but distinct concepts in intergenerational relations
(Kang, 2010). Moreover, SIP was, as predicted, weakly as-
sociated with the actual reciprocity index, confirming our
Hypothesis 3b. The results suggest that the (re)attribution of
parental sacrifices in the past, which is covered in the SIP
scale, differs from actual reciprocity in the present study.
Contrary to our expectation (Hypothesis 3c) and the

assumptions of Kang et al. (2016), men experienced a
stronger sense of indebtedness compared to women.
Women gave more support than they received from their
parents (i.e., their reciprocity value was negative), and the
association between reciprocity and SIP was weakly pos-
itive. Therefore, we would argue that by giving back to
parents, women have already reduced their perceived debt
and consequently feel less indebted than men, who re-
ceived more support than they gave to their parents.
A similar effect could be probably true for the relation

between age and SIP. We found that older participants feel
less indebted toward their parents. Older participants give
back more support to their parents than they received (i.e.,
the association between age and reciprocity was negative).
Thus, older participants have reduced their perceived debt
toward their parents and therefore probably feel less in-
debted toward their parents.
Furthermore, consistent with our Hypothesis 3d, chil-

dren with two immigrant parents reported a higher sense
of indebtedness than participants with one immigrant
parent. Children with two immigrant parents probably
experience more parental sacrifice than children with one
immigrant parent (Boski, 2013) and therefore feel more
indebted toward their parents.
Finally, SIP showed incremental value in predicting

support given to parents over filial obligations (Hypothesis
4). This result highlights that sense of indebtedness is
relevant for the understanding of intergenerational rela-
tions in immigrant families beyond established constructs.

Limitations

The results of this study should be interpreted in light of their
limitations. We were unable to compare the German version
of SIP to the original SIP version in English, since the original
data were unavailable and because the English version of SIP
has never been tested in a large ethnically diverse sample.
Nonetheless, we adhered to the TRAPD translation guide-
lines (Mohler et al., 2016).Moreover, wewere able to confirm

the good reliability of SIP, its one-factor structure and the
theoretically based relations to filial obligations and support
given to parents. Hence, we assume the German version of
SIP tomeasure the same construct as theEnglish original.We
reduced the initial 12-item scale to 10 items. Since this is no
longer a confirmatory approach, future studies confirming
the unidimensionality of SIP will be necessary.
The sample size(s) might be critical: (1) The sample size

requirements for our specific CFA and SEM models were
met, according to a recent simulation study (Wolf et al.,
2013). However, simulation studies cannot reflect every
aspect of a specific model and data. (2) Detecting mea-
surement noninvariance can be difficult, especially in
small samples (i.e., n = ca. 125 participants per group).
Hence, we used both fit measures that are sensitive to
sample size (i.e., χ2, CFI, and SRMR), as well as two fit
measures that are independent of sample size (i.e., IFI and
RMSEA; Meade et al., 2008). Nonetheless, our results
might have been biased by the sample size(s).
The proportion of female participants in our study was

rather high. However, a recent large-scale study on par-
ticipant characteristics in online surveys (Van Mol, 2017)
has shown very similar participation rates of women.
Nevertheless, it is still possible that the high proportion of
female participants influenced the presented results.
Furthermore, the cross-sectional design of our data does
not allow for causal conclusions.
We only have partial insight into the amount of sacrifice

parents made for their children. We used the proxy var-
iable having two immigrant parents as an indicator for
parental sacrifice. An objective measure of parental sac-
rifice could have offered a more conclusive picture of the
actual contribution of parental sacrifices in explaining
sense of indebtedness.
Finally, the current version of SIP was designed for

immigrant groups. Therefore, a comparison between im-
migrant and nonimmigrant groups with the current ver-
sion of SIP was not possible. However, parental sacrifice is
not a migrant-specific phenomenon. In other words, it is
likely that nonimmigrant children also experience SIP.

Conclusion

The present study was the first to show that sense of in-
debtedness is a relevant construct in intergenerational
relationships of second-generation immigrants from var-
ied ethnic background and that test scores from the
German version of the SIP scale reliably and validly
represent the feelings of perceived debt toward the parents
among second-generation immigrants. This is a valuable
addition to the research on intergenerational family dy-
namics in immigrant families.
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the license CC BY 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0)

8 P. Pfammatter & B. Schwarz, Measuring Sense of Indebtedness in Swiss Immigrants



Future studies should provide additional information on
psychometric properties and further the understanding of
the concept of indebtedness among immigrant families.
Since parental sacrifices are not a unique phenomenon
among immigrants, sense of indebtedness should also be
investigated in nonimmigrant families.

References

Baumeister, R. F., Stillwell, A. M., & Heatherton, T. F. (1994). Guilt:
An interpersonal approach. Psychological Bulletin, 115(2),
243–267. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.115.2.243

Bengtson, V. L., & Roberts, R. E. L. (1991). Intergenerational soli-
darity in aging families: An example of formal theory con-
struction. Journal of Marriage and Family, 53(4), 856–870.
https://doi.org/10.2307/352993

Boll, T., &Filipp,S.-H. (2002). VorhersageelternbezogenerSchuldgefühle
bei Kindern im mittleren Erwachsenenalter [Prediction of feelings of
indebtedness towards parents of children in middle adulthood].
Zeitschrift für Entwicklungspsychologie und Pädagogische Psycho-
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bildung der ständigen Wohnbevölkerung nach Migrationsstatus
[Highest completed level of education of permanent residents
by migration status]. https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/
statistics/population/migration-integration/integration-
indicators/indicators/highest-educational-level.assetdetail.
10767188.html

Federal Statistical Office. (2019b). Household income expenditure.
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home/statistics/economic-

social-situation-population/income-consumption-wealth/
household-budget.html

Federal Statistical Office. (2020a). Integrationsindikatoren [Indi-
cators for integration]. https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/
home/statistiken/bevoelkerung/migration-integration/integra
tionindikatoren.html

Federal Statistical Office. (2020b). Verteilung der Erwerbstätigen
nach Berufsgruppen [Distribution of workforce by occupational
group]. https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/de/home/statistiken/
bevoelkerung/migration-integration/integrationindikatoren/alle-
indikatoren/arbeitsmarkt/verteilung-beruf.html

Federal Statistical Office (2021). Wanderung der ständigen
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