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We aimed to present the conditions experienced by liu shou er
tong (left-behind children, LBC) in order to increase public
awareness. China’s rapid economic development and urbaniza-
tion in the past 20 years have created both major economic
progress and the LBC situation. The recent national survey in
2013 put the number of LBC at 61 million. Studies have shown
that LBC are more likely to experience mental and psychological
problems due to a lack of normal parental care and education.
This phenomenon has not adequately attracted attention from
parents or from society in general. In addition, there is also a
considerable shortage of Chinese pediatricians, especially
children’s psychiatrists. As such, China is facing a severe
situation with regard to children’s mental and psychological
problems of LBC in the next few years.
China, a country with a population of 1.3 billion, which is the

most populous country in the world. China’s great achievements
in the history of human economic development over the past 40
years, especially over the last 20 years, which set an example for
global poverty alleviation. However, China’s economic develop-
ment and urbanization in the past 20 years have also prompted a
mass migration of adults from rural to urban areas as they seek
improved living conditions. Some have called this the largest
migration in human history.1 Although some rural migrants bring
their families, most parents do not take their children with them
because they cannot afford to raise them in the city. Therefore,
these children stay in their rural communities to be cared for by a
single parent, grandparents, other relatives, or themselves. The
departure of these adults has created a new group in rural China
known as LBC.
According to national surveys, There were once ~20 million LBC

in China in 2000. In 2008, this number has soared to 58 million and
is still rising; a recent (All-China Women’s Federation, 2013) survey
estimated 61 million LBC2—over 3 times the number estimated in
2000, which far more than the total population of England. Only in
recent years have LBC begun to draw media and societal
attention. However, concerns regarding LBC have mainly focused
on their physical health and education, to the neglect of their
mental and psychological problems. Long-term separation from
parents, a lack of normal parental care, and a lack of education
increase the likelihood that LBC experience certain mental and
psychological problems, such as depression, loneliness, anxiety,
learning disabilities, emotional disorders, and sleep disorders.3

These mental and psychological problems are rarely detected
early, especially when children are cared for by elderly grand-
parents. Worse still, psychological challenges are further exacer-
bated by the poor economic status of rural families, low levels of
education, and LBC parents’ low levels of cognitive functioning on

mental and psychological problems. Parents of LBC usually lack
the financial capacity to treat mental and psychological problems
and often do not realize that their child has a disease. Some
parents even always complain to their children about their
relatively limited abilities compared with psychologically healthy
children, which can further aggravate the disease and widen the
gap between parents and children, causing the children to
become even more physically and mentally left behind. This
vicious circle is expected to cause an explosion of mental and
psychological problems in Chinese children in the next few years.
Problematically, there is also a considerable shortage of Chinese

pediatricians. According to the Chinese Medical Doctor Associa-
tion in 2014, China has >300 million children, but there are only
68 specialized children’s hospitals and ~258,000 hospital beds for
children. Compared to developed countries, China lacks at least
200,000 pediatricians.4,5 Furthermore, unofficial statistics show
that fewer than 500 child psychiatrists are currently registered in
China.6 With so few child psychiatrists, it is impossible to address
the psychological problems of the country’s 60 million LBC, not to
mention those of the nearly 300 million non-left-behind children.
Accordingly, China is facing a severe situation with regard to
children’s mental and psychological problems of LBC in the next
few years.
Nowadays, the mental and psychological needs of LBC require

attention and action from Chinese society. We are currently carrying
out clinical screenings and offering treatment for LBC’s mental and
psychological problems, as well as training young child psychiatrists.
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