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Abstract: Using data from the baseline and follow-up surveys of “Well-being of 

Elderly in Anhui Province, China” conducted in 2001, in 2003 and in 2006 

respectively by the Institute for Population and Development Studies of Xi’an 

Jiaotong University, this paper employs random effect models to explore the gender 

division of intergenerational support in elderly rural families. Analyses from both 

parents’ and children’s perspectives suggests there are gender differences in 

intergenerational support because of gender roles and division in family. Our analysis 

shows that older mothers receive more returns which compensate for their support, 

while older fathers benefit more from the out-migration of adult children. While sons 

take more responsibility for family support, daughters reciprocate more to support 

from their elderly parents. Enhancement of the role and function of daughters in 

families has accompanied out-migration of young adults, which suggests that gender 

differences in intergenerational supports between sons and daughters are reduced.  

Key Words: gender; intergenerational support; out-migration; grandchild-care  
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Introduction 

The patriarchal family system characterized as patriarchal, patrilineal, and 

patrilocal had a profound influence on Chinese society. The core value of the Chinese 

family system is filial piety, the idea that adult children have both the moral and legal 

obligation to support their elderly parents (Whyte 2004; Whyte and Xu 2003). In 

particular, essential support is clearly expected from sons rather than from daughters 

in a traditional family (Yang 1996). Therefore large gender differences in the family 

support of older parents in Chinese families should be expected. 

According to Greenhalgh (1985)'s characterization of the Chinese patriarchal 

family system, the status and roles of children in the family vary systematically by the 

gender of children. Sons are permanent members of their natal family and retain 

lifetime contractual relationships with their parents. In contrast, daughters are only 

temporary members of the family, whose contracts last only until their marriage, when 

they move and begin to contribute to the families of their parents-in-law. Although 

daughters are expected to contribute to their natal families before marriage, married 

women are not expected to contribute family support for their aged parents 

(Greenhalgh 1985; Yang 1996; Das Gupta and Li 1999). Thus parents' long-term 

well-being depends crucially on their sons. On the other hand, the parent-child 

contracts also vary by the gender of the parent, from the perspective of a parent. As 

women have less access to economic resources for most of their lives, they tend to 

need more support in their old age (Nugent 1988).  

The Chinese family may have undergone major transformations as a result of 
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economic development and social transition, and this stylized description of the 

family may no longer apply in contemporary Chinese society (e.g., Thornton and Lin 

1994; Whyte 2004). These transformations include a great number of young workers 

migrating out of rural areas, a reduction in the size and complexity of the household, a 

shift from the traditional extended family to the nuclear family, and a decline in social 

resources available to older people (Goode 1970). Younger people who migrate to 

urban areas might have their traditional notions gradually altered by modern culture in 

ways that weaken their traditional obligations to provide family support, erode the 

authority of older generations, and produce greater equality between the generations 

(Lai 1995; Yuan 1987). Thus, the shifts concomitant with out-migration of young 

workers might be expected to influence the support behaviors and patterns of 

intergenerational support in family.  

There have been several studies combining family support and out-migration of 

the labor force in rural China (e.g., Du and Du 2002; Zhang et al. 2007). Support 

behaviors between older parents and adult children may be evolving towards more 

equality between the two generations, neither of which can force the other to conform 

to its own rules. Thus it is necessary to examine the support situation from both 

parents’ and children’s perspectives. Estimates of intergenerational supports are 

seldom reported as identical from these two perspectives, except for a study based on 

data from Baoding (Sun 2002) and a study of Chinese rural families by Zhang (2004), 

both of which support the corporate group/mutual aid model from both parents’ and 

children’s perspectives. However, few studies have addressed systematically the 
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division by gender of intergenerational support among older parents and adult 

children. The purpose of this study is to examine the gender division of 

intergenerational support from both parents’ and children’s perspectives in the 

presence of out-migration of the labor force in rural China. We study gender division 

within a generation (adult son–adult daughter) and gender division between 

generations (older parent–adult children).  

 

Research Framework 

Intergenerational Support 

In an early study on intergenerational support, the relationship between parent 

and children was viewed in terms of exchanges of rights and duties, or obligations and 

counter obligations, by different family members (Cohen 1976). While this revealed 

the exchange nature of parent-child resource flows, it told us little about the timing 

and nothing about the precise levels of flows between different family members 

(Greenhalgh 1985). Three (idealized) forms of exchange--balanced, generalized, and 

negative--were recognized by Sahlins (1972). In addition to these distinctions, 

Greenhalgh (1985) also distinguished between high-flow and low-flow contracts, 

depending on the share of total family resources that is exchanged between the parties 

to the contract. Those between parents and sons are higher flow contracts that 

approximate serial reciprocity, requiring a counter obligation or repayment later. On 

the other hand, contracts between parents and daughters are lower flow contracts with 

more equitable reciprocity, in which one thing is exchanged for another of equivalent 
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value with little delay (Greenhalgh 1985). While distinguishing the forms of 

intergenerational transfers, these studies did not explain the motivations behind and 

rules governing intergenerational transfers. 

Three groups of theories of the family are relevant to the issue of 

intergenerational support; the power and bargaining model, the mutual aid model and 

the altruism/corporate group model, all of which demonstrate the exchange dynamics 

between older and younger generations in the family. Different from the power and 

bargaining model, which is determined by a "sharing rule" in which the amount that 

each member receives is an increasing function of his or her bargaining power 

(Chiappori 1992; Lee et al. 1994), the mutual aid model specifies that transfers 

between generations are made as needs in each generation arise, with the family 

functioning as an insurance policy (Frankenberg et al. 2002; Lee et al. 1994), while 

the corporate group model focuses on the criteria with which strategic investments are 

made to optimize collective and personal well-being (Becker 1991). Most studies on 

China indicate that the altruism/corporate group model best describes 

intergenerational transfers in Chinese families (Lee et al. 1994; Shi 1993; Song 2008; 

Sun 2002; Zhang and Li 2004). Zhang (2004) specifies the traditional corporate 

model put forward by western scholars, combining the empirical research results from 

foreign countries and domestic contexts in China. And altruism and son preference are 

distinguishing characteristics of the elderly in specified model, which is different from 

traditional corporate model.  
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Gender Patterns 

From the parents' perspective, out-migration of adult children involves not only 

an increase in economic income and improvement of the family’s economic status 

(Du et al. 2002), but also large geographic distances which reduce the probability of 

instrumental assistance (Zimmer and Kwong 2003). Thus children whose instrumental 

support is unreliable (because of distance) are more likely than other siblings to offer 

financial help to their parents (Sun 2002). Moreover, a traditional role for women is 

that they are the kinkeepers in the family (Zhang 2001), while financial incentives 

induce men to provide support (Silverstein et al. 1995). It might be inferred that 

out-migration of adult children would influence financial support received by older 

fathers and instrumental assistance between older mothers and their adult children.  

On the other hand, as the traditional role of kinkeepers in the family integrates 

women into the family by maintaining contact with extended kin and by caring for the 

family's most vulnerable members (Coward and Dwyer 1990; Spitze and Logan 1990), 

older women have an advantage in intergenerational relationships, receiving more 

supports from their children (especially sons) (Ghuman and Ofstedal 2004). Yang 

(1996) found that older mothers, but not older fathers, receive greater monetary 

support from children when they both engage in child-care activities, suggesting that 

care through the paternal line, though more normative, may be based on the corporate 

group principle; that is, the most needy person receives the most supports.  

From the children' perspective, since sons are long-term members of the family, 

parents invest as much as they can in their sons in order to increase the latter’s ability 
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to provide for the former in the future. Especially when economic opportunities are 

brighter elsewhere, parents might encourage sons to leave and find a more promising 

line of work. Thus investing in a child is a long-term strategy for reducing uncertainty 

about old age support, while taking care of grandchildren so that adult children can 

obtain better wages is a shorter-term strategy to reach the same goal (Silverstein 2007). 

Since day-care in rural areas of China is scarce, older parents become valuable 

resources to families (Chen et al. 2000). As the transfers between parents and 

daughters are balanced, with one thing exchanged for another of equivalent value with 

little delay, daughters might be expected to return more financial support for 

grandchild-care from their older parents than sons.  

The corporate group arrangement is also reflected in the relationship between 

living arrangements and the form of support. The choice of living arrangement is 

based on the needs of older parents rather than of children (Logan et al. 1998), and 

older people co-resident with their children are more likely to receive more support 

and assistance. Chi’s (1996) study shows that in Hong Kong, co-residence is more 

important for the elderly to receive help with care than with financial support. Due to 

the "son preference" of the patrilineal family system, co-residence, especially with 

sons confirms the children's responsibility for support of their aged parents, and hence 

increases intergenerational transfers and family cohesion.  

The role of children’s gender in providing support can also fit into the corporate 

model. In rural areas of China, sons are expected to take the main responsibility for 

supporting parents in their old age, while daughters are more likely to provide 
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assistance to parents with routine activities or emotional support (Lee et al. 1994; 

Yang 1996; Sun 2002). With the change of career, economic status and expectation 

after out-migration, and the increase in the cost of time needed to provide service 

assistance, the division of intergenerational support should be adjusted among siblings 

to optimize the distribution of family resources, according to their relative external 

resources and the absolute cost of providing support (e.g., time, space, and money) 

(Song and Li 2008). Therefore, according to models for the family division of labor 

(Finley 1989), we analyze the effect factors on gender division of intergenerational 

support from the external-resources hypothesis, the time-available hypothesis, and the 

socialization/ideology hypothesis. The time-available hypothesis proposes that 

competing time and role demands determine the time available for tasks related to the 

family. If this hypothesis were true, it would be expected that for males more than for 

females competing demands on their time would leave little time for the family and 

that, consequently, males would do less to satisfy the needs of older parents. The 

socialization/ideology hypothesis, which suggests that gender-role attitudes learned in 

the socialization process influence the division of family, is difficult to be measured 

exactly by the abstract concept of gender ideology, and the surrogate variable--the 

level of education--is usually substituted, with a higher education indicating a weaker 

traditional gender ideology. In contrast, the external-resources hypothesis, which 

asserts that the relative resources obtained externally determine power dynamics in 

the family and, consequently, the division of family, particularly emphasizes the 

structural resources (that is the relative resources, e.g. the relative level of education), 
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which considered in comparison with other family members. However, as the social 

and economic status of migrant women improve, the traditional pattern of old-age 

support in the Chinese patrilineal rural societies may change as the traditional gender 

division of labor becomes less strict.  

Hypotheses To Be Tested 

In light of existing theories and earlier studies, the corporate group model still 

best portrays intergenerational transfers in Chinese elderly families, but gender 

division should be considered. From the parents' perspective, older mothers depend 

more on their children than do older fathers, and lose more when children migrate 

away. However, according the corporate group principle, older mothers should expect 

more returns for providing support to their children than older fathers. From the 

children's perspective, sons play a more important role in essential support of their 

parents, while daughters return more to reciprocate their parents' support of them. 

However, out-migration would reduce the gender division of children. Six testable 

hypotheses are developed from older parents’ and children’s perspectives, 

respectively: 

From older parents' perspective on gender division: 

Hypothesis 1: Older fathers with children who migrate away are more likely to 

receive increased financial support than older mothers whose children migrated, and 

older mothers whose children migrated are less likely to receive increased 

instrumental support than older fathers whose children migrate away.  

Hypothesis 2: Older mothers who provide more grandchild-care are more likely 
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to receive increased financial support than older fathers.  

Hypothesis 3: Older mothers who continue to live with their grandchildren (not 

children) are more likely to receive increased financial support than older fathers who 

continue to live with their grandchildren.  

From adult children's perspective on gender division: 

Hypothesis 4: Migrant daughters are more likely to provide increased financial 

support than migrant sons, and are less likely to provide increased instrumental 

support and emotional support than migrant sons.  

Hypothesis 5: Daughters who receive more grandchild-care are more likely to 

provide increased financial support than sons. 

Hypothesis 6: Sons who moved to live with older parents are more likely to 

increase intergenerational transfers than daughters in the same position.  

 

Methods 

Data 

Data for this study derived from the three waves of the survey “Well-being of 

Elderly Survey in Anhui Province”, which was carried out in 2001, 2003 and 2006 by 

the Institute for Population and Development Studies of Xi’an Jiaotong University, in 

conjunction with the University of Southern California. The survey location, Anhui 

Province, was chosen specifically for its relatively high density of older adults and 

high levels of out-migration of working age adults (Chaohu Statistical Bureau 2001). 

A stratified multistage method was used to select potential respondents within 12 
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randomly selected rural townships, from each of which six villages were randomly 

selected. The respondents were identified from all residents aged 60 and older with a 

small proportionate over-sampling of people 75 years of age and older. Of 1,800 

individuals identified as eligible respondents, 1,715 completed the survey in 2001, a 

response rate of 95.3%. 1,391 respondents completed the follow-up survey in 2003, 

and 1,067 respondents were re-interviewed in 2006.  

During the two survey intervals after the baseline survey, the physical and 

psychological health, socio-economic status and living arrangements of the older 

people, as well as the careers and geographic distance from older parents of adult 

children, might have changed. As in studies of dynamics of variables and their 

associations that have been applied in gerontological studies (e.g., Waldron 1997; 

Liang et al. 2005; Gu and Xu 2007), the three waves of data were pooled as two 

survey intervals in our analysis: 2001-2003 and 2003-2006, to produce more robust 

estimates. Time 1 referred to the start-point of each interval in which subjective health 

may change, whereas Time 2 referred to the end-point of each interval. Therefore, 

Time 1 in this study could be 2001 or 2003 and Time 2 could be 2003 or 2006. After 

omitting respondents without children and cases with missing data on relevant study 

variables, the total number of observations at Time 1 was 2,035, including 922 older 

men (45.31%) and 1113 older women (54.69%). From the children's perspective, the 

total number of observations of children-parent pairs, was 8023, including 4246 

son-parent pairs (52.92%) and 3777 daughter-parent pairs (47.08%).  
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Measurement 

Dependent Variables 

The dependent variable, intergenerational support was subdivided into financial 

support, instrumental support, and emotional support. From the older parents' 

perspective, intergenerational support was measured by the amount of transfer 

between each older parent and their all children. The amount of support provided or 

received by each child was assessed from the children's perspective. Differences 

between Time 1 and Time 2 support for the same individual measured the change of 

intergenerational support provided and the change of intergenerational support 

received. Because the change of support was affected by the level at Time 1, this level 

was also included in the analysis.  

Financial support received was assessed by answers to the question “Did the child 

send you (or your spouse living with you now) money, food or gifts?”. This was a 

measure of the total amount received from each child during the past 12 months. If the 

respondents did not respond with the exact amount, the options were the following 

categories based on Chinese RMB currency: 0= “none”, 1= “less than 50”, 2= 

“50-99”, 3= “100-199”, 4= “200-499”, 5= “500-999”, 6= “1000-2999”, 7= 

“3000-4999”, 8= “5000-9999”, 9= “More than 10,000”. The log of the median value 

of each interval was taken as the amount of financial support from children at Time 1. 

From the parents' perspective, the log of the sum of financial transfers received from 

all children by one elderly person was taken to be the financial support received by 

that elder at Time 1. Financial support provided was assessed by answers to the 
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question “Did you (or your spouse living with you now) send the child money, food or 

gifts?” Scoring of financial support from children to older parents was the same as for 

financial support from older parents to their children. Comparing the amount at Time 

1 and Time 2, the change of financial support received was coded as 0 if there was no 

increase (including decrease), 1 if there was an increase. Similarly, the change of 

financial support provided, comparing levels at Time 1 and at Time 2, was coded as 0 

if there was no increase (including decrease), 1 if there was an increase.  

Instrumental support was reported as two kinds: (1) household tasks, such as 

cleaning the house and washing clothes, and (2) personal care tasks, such as bathing 

and dressing, each of which was recorded as four values: (1) Every day=7.5, (2) At 

least once per week=1.5, (3) Several times per month=0.5, (4) Seldom or None=0; 

this scoring followed the method proposed by Bian et al. (1998). The sum of the two 

kinds of assistance by one child was taken as the measure of instrumental support 

from a child to his/her elderly parent. Summing the measures of instrumental support 

from each child across all children at Time 1, the total score was considered as the 

support received at Time 1 by an elder. The scoring of instrumental support from 

older parents to children was the same as instrumental support from children to older 

parents. Comparing Time 1 and Time 2, the change of instrumental support received 

or provided was coded as 0 if there was no increase (including decrease), 1 if there 

was an increase.  

Emotional support was assessed using the three questions: (1) Overall, how close 

do you feel to (this child)? (2) Overall, how well do you and (this child) get along 
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together? (3) How much do you feel that (this child) would be willing to listen when 

you intend to talk about your worries and troubles? The responses were coded as 

follows: 1=“Not at all close/not at all well/not at all”, 2=“Somewhat close/somewhat 

well/somewhat”, 3=“Very close/very well/very much”. An additive scale was 

computed, ranging from 3-9, with a higher score indicating a higher quality of 

parent-child relationship. The alpha reliability coefficient for these items was 0.86, 

0.96 and 0.83 respectively. To avoid multicolinearity between emotional support and 

number of children, we took the mean of the total score across all children for each 

elderly parent at Time 1 to indicate the emotional support from a parent’s perspective, 

Comparing Time 1 and Time 2, the change of emotional support was coded as 0 if 

there was no increase (including decrease), 1 if there was an increase. 

Independent Variables 

The main predictor variables were of two general types: (1) variables specific to 

older parents, including their personal characteristics and characteristics of their 

household structure, and (2) variables specific to adult children, including their 

personal characteristics and characteristics of their relationships with older parents. 

 

Parent-level.  

Due to the change in the spatial distribution of children as a result of 

out-migration or return of children, the change in migration status of children was 

introduced to our analysis.  

Care for grandchildren provided by older parents was measured as the frequency 
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with which "older parents provided child-care for the offspring of each adult child 

during the past year". This variable ranged from 0-6, with 0= “not at all”, 1= 

“seldom”, 2=”once per month”, 3= “several times per month”, 4= “at least once per 

week”, 5= “every day, but not for the entire day”, and 6= “every day, for the entire 

day”. Grandchildren were treated in sets--as groups nested within the adult child who 

was their parent. Thus, a single value was ascertained for each set of grandchildren. 

Summing the score of grandchild-care across all children at Time 1, the total score 

was considered as the care provided at Time 1 by an elder. Comparing Time 1 and 

Time 2, the change of grandchild-care was coded as 0 if there was no increase 

(including decrease), 1 if there was an increase. 

The following are the possible changes in living arrangements during the survey 

intervals included: (1) not living with children or grandchildren, (2) not living with 

children or grandchildren → living with children, (3) not living with children or 

grandchildren → living with grandchildren (no children), (4) living with children → 

not living with children or grandchildren, (5) living with children, (6) living with 

children → living with grandchildren (no children), (7) living with grandchildren (not 

children) → not living with children or grandchildren, (8) living with grandchildren 

(no children)→living with children, and (9) living with grandchildren (not children).  

The income of an older parent at Time 1 was measured as the log of the total 

yearly earning of an elder (including spouse). Comparing Time 1 and Time 2, the 

change of income was coded as 0 if there was no increase (including decrease), and 1 

if there was an increase.  
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Health status was measured as the sum of 15 items reflecting the ability to 

perform three types of tasks: (1) personal activities of daily living (dressing or 

undressing, walking around the room, getting out of bed, standing up from a chair), (2) 

instrumental activities of daily living (preparing meals, shopping, doing housework, 

taking the bus or train, managing money), and (3) activities requiring physical 

strength, mobility, and flexibility (lifting a 10 kg bag of rice, climbing one flight stairs, 

walking 100 meters, and stooping, crouching or kneeling). An elder rated the level of 

difficulty performing each task: (1) no difficulty, (2) some difficulty, (3) cannot do it 

without help. A summed scale was made from the 15 items (alpha= 0.94, 0.96, and 

0.96 respectively) with scores ranging from 15 (performs all tasks without difficulty) 

to 45 (unable to perform all tasks independently). As the health status at Time 2 was 

compared to the status at Time 1, both the change in functional health during the 

survey intervals and the level at Time 1 were included in our analysis.  

In addition, age, education, career, relative social status, and marriage status were 

introduced as control variables, the first four of which did not change during the 

survey intervals. Marriage status was also considered as a static variable as it changed 

in less than 5% of our subjects. The levels at Time 1 of these variables were 

controlled in our analysis.  

Child-level.  

Most of the measures of children’s characteristics were similar to those of older 

parents, such as dependence variables--intergenerational support, grandchild-care.  

The dynamic variables from the children' perspective included the change of 
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out-migration status, living arrangement and career. The change of migration of 

children was measured with four dummy variables: (1) not out-migrating, (2) not 

out-migrating → out-migrating, (3) maintaining out-migrating, and (4) return, that is 

out-migrating → not out-migrating. Change in living arrangement was coded as 0 if 

still not living with older parents, 1 if changed from not living with older parents to 

living with older parents, 2 if still not living with older parents, and 3 if changed from 

living with older parents to not living with older parents. The change of career of 

children during survey interval included: (1) agricultural → agricultural, (2) 

agricultural → non-agricultural, (3) non-agricultural → non-agricultural, and (4) 

non-agricultural→agricultural. This dynamic variable addressed the time-available 

hypothesis.  

Finally, age, education, and relative education of children were static variables in 

our analysis. The education represented the socialization/ideology factor, and relative 

education represented the factor addressing the external-resources hypothesis (Blair 

and Lichter, 1991; Yang, 2006), which was measured by the relative level of 

education in comparison with other children in family, with two dummy variables: (1) 

not lower than average level of all children in family, and (2) lower than average level 

of all children in family. The characteristics of older parents were controlled in the 

analysis from children's perspective.  

Multivariate Estimation 

As the three waves of data had two survey intervals in order to produce more 

robust estimates, the three waves of data were pooled together. Random effects logit 
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models were employed using STATA version 9 (STATA 2005), which corrected for 

intra-subject correlation due to multiple observations of some respondents in the 

pooled data set (e.g., Liang and Zeger 1986). With our interest in exchanges between 

individual children and parents, the likelihood of children's support could not be 

modeled entirely in the same way, because in most cases there were multiple children 

in each family. Thus, family heterogeneity had to be controlled. We used a 3-layer 

random effects model in STATA (2005), a procedure suited to unbalanced 

hierarchically nested data.  

Since the outcome variables in this study were binary, a Generalized Linear 

Mixed Model was employed. This study relied on logit as the link function and fitted 

a logit mixed model, which can be written as the following (Rabe-Hesketh et al. 

2004): 

 

 

where pijk is the probability of providing a certain type of help from the kth family and 

jth child at ith time, and αk served as a family indicator, controlling for the effect of 

unobserved family heterogeneity. εjk in this model was assumed to be random with a 

normal distribution and to be the intercept of jth child in kth family, εk was assumed to 

be the random intercept of kth family also with a normal distribution.  

 

Results 
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Gender Division: From Parents' Perspective 

Table 1 shows the results of testing for likelihood of increase of intergenerational 

support during the survey interval by gender from the parents' perspective. The results 

indicate that older parents whose children migrated out have a greater probability of 

receiving increased financial support and, comparing the coefficients by gender, older 

fathers whose children migrated out are more likely to receive increased financial 

support than older mothers in the same situation. This result supports hypothesis 1 

with regard to financial support. Older mothers who increase their provision of 

grandchild-care have a greater probability of receiving more financial support 

(OR=1.512), but there is no significant effect of older fathers, which supports 

hypothesis 2. Compared to older fathers who continued to live without children 

during the survey interval, older fathers who changed from living away from children 

to living with grandchildren or with children to living with grandchildren, as result of 

out-migration of children, have a greater probability of receiving more financial 

support (OR=3.012, OR=1.912). Older mothers who continued to live with 

grandchildren have a greater probability of receiving increased financial support than 

other older mothers (OR=3.954), which supports hypothesis 3. With regard to 

financial support provided by older parents, older fathers who changed from not 

living with their children to living with their children have a greater probability of 

providing more financial support than other older fathers (OR=2.101), while older 

mothers who changed from living with children to not living with children have a 

greater probability of providing more financial support than other older mothers 
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(OR=3.954). However, older parents who changed from living with grandchildren to 

not living with any offspring are least likely to provide increased financial support 

(older father, OR=0.284; older mother, OR=0.128). In addition, older parents who 

increase grandchild-care have a greater probability of providing more financial 

support (older father, OR=2.070 older mother, OR= 2.954).  

--- Table 1 about here --- 

Estimates for instrumental support by parent’s gender show that older fathers who 

changed their living arrangement to live with some child(ren) have a greater 

probability of receiving more instrumental support. Older mothers who changed from 

living alone to living with children have a greater probability of receiving increased 

instrumental support than other older mothers (OR=4.175). Out-migration of children 

diminishes the probability of instrumental support provided by older parents. 

However, out-migration of sons does not reduce the probability of an increase in 

instrumental support provided by older fathers, which implies that out-migration of 

children has less effect on instrumental support provided by older fathers than on that 

by older mothers. Concordant with the roles expected of each gender, older fathers 

play less of a role in caring for the family, which tends to be the role of their spouse; 

hence out-migration of children has less effect on the level of fathers’ instrumental 

transfers. Hypothesis 1 is not supported regarding instrumental support. The return of 

daughters reduces the probability of an increase in instrumental support provided by 

older fathers (OR=0.269) as result of daughters' contribution to housework.  

Estimates of the likelihood of increase of emotional support by gender in Table 1 
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show that older parents who receive more financial support or more instrumental 

support have a greater probability of increasing emotional support than other older 

people. Out-migration or return of daughters enhances the probability that emotional 

support of older parents is increased. Older mothers whose sons return are more likely 

to increase emotional support (OR=1.372), and older mothers living with children 

have a greater probability of strengthening emotional closeness than other older 

mothers (OR=2.696). Older fathers who provide more grandchild-care have a higher 

probability of increasing emotional support (OR=1.479). 

Gender Division: From Children' Perspective 

Estimates of the likelihood of increase in intergenerational support by gender 

from the children' perspective are presented in Table 2. We see that children who 

receive increased grandchild-care have a greater probability of providing more 

financial support, and daughters are more likely to provide an increase in financial 

support than sons; this supports Hypothesis 5. Sons are more likely to provide greater 

financial support to older mothers than to older fathers (OR=1.218). Sons who change 

from not living with parents to co-residence have a greater probability of giving more 

financial support than sons who continued to live away from their parents (OR=1.526). 

Investment in sons' education is positively related to the financial return from sons. 

However, as sons provide the main support for the elderly, increase in financial 

support by sons is not significantly influenced by their out-migration. In contrast, 

daughters who were away from the village during the survey intervals have a greater 

probability of providing increased financial support than those who remained in the 



23 

 

village (OR=1.306). Daughters with relatively more education also have a greater 

probability of giving increased financial support (OR=1.232), while daughters who 

changed from non-agricultural to agricultural work are less likely to provide increased 

financial support (OR=0.743). In light of the these results, we infer that although son 

preference in living arrangement and its indirect effects reflect the expectation that 

sons provide financial support to their elderly family, for the likelihood of increasing 

financial support in the future, sons are inferior to those daughters whose 

socio-economic status is improved as a result of a change in their earning ability. The 

difference in financial support between sons and daughters is reduced, supporting 

Hypothesis 4.  

--- Table 2 about here --- 

Daughters who are away from their village are less likely to receive increased 

financial support than those remaining in the village. Daughters who switched from 

agricultural work to non-agricultural work have a greater probability of receiving 

more financial support from parents than those who continued to work in agriculture. 

Sons who changed from living away from parents to co-residence with parents are 

more likely to receive increased financial support than those who lived away from 

parents during the survey interval. These results support Hypothesis 6 regarding 

financial support.  

Estimates of instrumental support provided by children reported in Table 2 show 

that co-residence with parents enhances the likelihood of providing increased 

instrumental support, especially by children who lived with their parents during the 
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survey intervals. Co-resident daughters are more likely to provide increased 

instrumental support than co-resident sons. Sons are more likely to provide increased 

instrumental support to older mothers than to older fathers (OR=1.536). Sons who 

moved from living with parents to living away from parents have a greater probability 

of providing more instrumental support (OR=2.010). However, out-migration reduces 

the probability that instrumental support is provided by children. Daughters who are 

away from their village or who return during the survey intervals are less likely to 

provide increased instrumental support (respectively, OR=0.217 and OR=0.481). 

Daughters who switched from agricultural work to non-agricultural work have the 

lowest probability of providing more instrumental support (OR=0.439). This suggests 

that although sons have primary responsibility for support, their spouses, that is 

daughters-in-law, occupy a particular place in providing assistance. The change of 

time or space availability accompanying career transitions has little effect on change 

of instrumental support by sons, while daughters who are non-agricultural workers are 

less likely to provide increased instrumental support. Hypothesis 4 regarding 

instrumental support is supported.  

The results concerning instrumental support received by children show that 

daughters who are away from their village are less likely to receive more instrumental 

support from their parents than others (OR=0.394), while sons are more likely to 

receive increased instrumental support from their parents after they leave their village 

(OR=1.710). Co-resident children have a greater probability of receiving increased 

instrumental support than others, especially those who continue living with their 
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parents. However, daughters living with parents are more likely to receive increased 

instrumental support received than sons. Thus, probably due to the caring role of 

women in the family, daughters living with their parents during the survey intervals 

have a greater probability of increasing instrumental transfers than sons who are 

co-resident with parents. This does not support Hypothesis 6 regarding instrumental 

support.  

Results for emotional support from the children's perspective are also shown in 

Table 2 where we see that children (no matter sons or daughters) are more likely to 

enhance emotional closeness with older mothers than with older fathers. Sons who 

receive more grandchild-care have a greater probability of increasing emotional 

support (OR=1.360). Sons who ever lived with their parents during the survey 

intervals are more likely to increase emotional support, especially sons who lived 

continuously with their parent (OR=2.939). These suggest that co-residence 

strengthens the division of supports to their older parents among children, especially 

among sons, and enhances older parents' well-being. The frequent transfers between 

older parents and co-resident sons enhance emotional closeness. Hypothesis 6 

regarding emotional is therefore supported. Sons who are away from their village 

have a greater probability of increasing emotional support, while only for daughters 

who return is the emotional closeness between generations enhanced (OR=1.779). In 

addition, the higher the level of education of children, the higher is the likelihood of 

increasing emotional support, and sons with higher education have a greater 

probability of increasing emotional support than daughters, suggesting that gender 
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ideology factors have greater effects on emotional support by sons than by daughters. 

Thus migrant sons are more likely to increase emotional support of parents than 

migrant daughters, which may be a result of selection for out-migration. That is, 

children with higher education are more likely to leave their village for a job. 

Alternatively, people with higher education may more easily adopt modern notions 

(generally, the education of sons is at a higher level than that of daughters in rural 

areas of China), or there may by a greater expectation of "bringing honors to 

ancestors" for sons. Hypothesis 4 regarding emotional support is supported.  

 

Discussion 

We have explored gender division of intergenerational transfers from the older 

parents' perspective and from the adult children's perspective respectively taking 

account of out-migration of labor in Chinese rural areas. The results support the 

corporate group model. However, there were gender differences in intergenerational 

support of elderly parents and adult children that are apparently attributable to gender 

roles in families. The results from the parents' perspective showed that older mothers 

received more returns, which reciprocate the support they provide, while older fathers 

benefitted more from out-migration of adult children. From the children's perspective, 

while sons took on more responsibility for family support, daughters reciprocated 

more to support received from their elderly parents. The role of daughters in regard to 

elderly family members has been enhanced by the out-migration of young adults. As a 

result gender differences between sons and daughters in intergenerational support 



27 

 

have been reduced. 

From the older parents' perspective, the patterns of intergenerational transfers 

between older parents and their children by gender support the corporate group model; 

that is, the objective of intergenerational transfers is still to satisfy the needs of older 

parents, and due to their disadvantages in economic status and health, older mothers 

depend more on their children. The results were consistent with the older mothers' 

status in the Chinese traditional patrilineal family system--“be faithful to husband, and 

be faithful to son”. On the one hand, older mothers depended more on their spouses, 

which suggests that a husband, especially one whose socio-economic status is 

relatively higher, not only provides economic security for older mothers, but also 

enhances financial transfers between generations (the result reported in Table 2). On 

the other hand, older mothers depend more on their sons. We found that adult sons 

provided more intergenerational support to their older mothers, corresponding more to 

a higher-flow contract. However, in the context of modernization and urbanization, as 

the traditional responsibilities rooted in the notion of filial piety (Zhang 1999) and 

"community opinion" regulating the role of children have weakened, older parents 

have had no choice but to provide more assistance and support to grandchildren in 

order to improve their children’s abilities to provide for them in the future; thus 

children's adherences to the contract is ensured by increasing their debt. We found that 

older mothers who had less resources did not benefit more than older fathers from 

increasing income as result of out-migration of children, but received more return in 

compensation for their assistance, such as caring for grandchildren.  
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From the children' perspective, we found that daughters who received support 

from their older parents (e.g., grandchild-care) returned more in the form of financial 

support and instrumental assistance, suggesting that intergenerational transfers 

between daughters and elderly parents were short-term, approximating reciprocal 

exchanges, while intergenerational transfers between sons and elderly parents were 

long-term "contracts". There was a gender difference in the regulation of family 

support, which also acted on living arrangements and its consequences. Co-residence 

can be seen as a form of contract to distribute obligations among siblings, and to 

ensure family support for older parents. We found that co-residence enhanced 

financial transfers between sons living with parents and these older parents, as a result 

of which older parents increased support to strengthen the contacts with co-resident 

sons. Sons living with older parents had a greater probability of receiving increased 

financial support than other sons, and the likelihood that co-resident sons receive 

increased financial support was higher than that of providing increased financial 

support by co-resident sons. We infer that, as a complement to instrumental support, 

an increase of financial support provided by sons living away from parents would be 

partially transferred to those sons living with parents to compensate for their 

assistance to the older parents.  

Our analysis of factors that increase the probability of intergenerational support, 

such as career, out-migration of children, and living arrangement has demonstrated 

the effects of out-migration of children on gender division of intergenerational support. 

Combining the effects of external-resource factors, we found that although sons had 
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an advantage in financial support, as the socio-economic status of migrant daughters 

was improved, gender division of financial support tended to be reduced. Change of 

time or space availability accompanying the transformation of children's careers 

diminished the probability that daughters provide more instrumental support, which 

reduced the traditional gender division of instrumental support. Further, as 

out-migration improved the emotional closeness between sons and older parents, the 

gender gap of emotional support between generations is apparently weakened. In sum, 

although there remain gender differences in intergenerational transfers between 

generations, out-migration of children reduced these differences between sons and 

daughters. This heralds a change in the traditional pattern of gender division of family 

support in Chinese patrilineal rural societies. 

The main limitation of this study was that, due to the limited distribution of 

respondents' education and careers, the analysis could not estimate the effects of 

factors concerning gender division of labor on gender division of intergenerational 

transfer by older parents. In future studies, in addition to assessing the probability of 

intergenerational support, the net flows of intergenerational transfers should be 

analyzed from both the older parents' and adult children's perspectives. 
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