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Objectives. The migration of working-age adults from rural to urban China has altered traditional patterns of living
arrangements and intergenerational support among elderly persons who remain in rural regions. This investigation
examined how household composition and support exchanges with adult children influenced the psychological well-being
of older parents in rural China.

Methods. Data derived from a 2001 survey of 1,561 parents aged 60 and older living in rural Anhui Province, China.
We used multiple regression in order to estimate the effects of multigenerational living arrangements and intergenerational
transfers of financial, instrumental, and emotional support on depression and life satisfaction in older parents.

Results. Older parents living in three-generation households or with grandchildren in skipped-generation households
had better psychological well-being than those living in single-generation households. Receiving greater remittances from
adult children increased well-being and explained why living with grandchildren was beneficial. Stronger emotional
cohesion with children also improved well-being.

Discussion. These results suggest that traditional family arrangements are beneficial in rural Chinese society as they
represent the fulfillment of a cultural ideal. We discuss implications in the context of the corporate Chinese family,
characterized by mutual aid and interdependence across generations, and its adaption to social change.

R APID economic development and its accompanying social
change in contemporary China has prompted substantial

scholarly interest in whether adult children will continue as
viable participants in the support systems of older parents (e.g.,
Lee, Parish, & Willis, 1994; Liang, Gu, & Krause, 1992; Logan
& Bian, 2003; Sun, 2002). Although much research on this topic
has focused on urban areas—where rising standards of living
have been most acute—researchers have paid scant attention to
family life of the aged in rural areas, where two thirds of the
Chinese population resides, and where the largest concentra-
tions of older adults are found (Joseph & Phillips, 1999). A
decline in the prevalence of multigenerational households and
the migration of younger workers from rural to urban areas have
geographically separated many adult children from their aging
parents, altering and arguably undermining traditional patterns
of support to rural elders. Scholars have expressed similar
concerns about other Asian nations such as the Philippines,
Thailand, Indonesia, and Bangladesh, where researchers have
observed sharp reductions in coresidence rates between older
parents and adult children (Knodel & Ofstedal, 2002; Schroder-
Butterfill, 2003). However, it is not certain whether these
changes have adversely affected the well-being of elders whose
expectations of children were forged in an earlier, more
traditional era. The purpose of this investigation was to examine
the implications of various household arrangements and
intergenerational transfers for the psychological well-being of
older parents living in an area of rural China.

The interdependence of generations in poor agricultural
regions of China, as in similar regions of the developing world,
is the product of both filial beliefs and economic necessity. As

the cradle of Confucianism, China has long held to a tradition
of intergenerational coresidence. For centuries, the extended
family household has formed the basis for the traditional family
support system of the aged in Chinese society and stood as
a key manifestation of filial piety—particularly in rural areas,
where cultural prescriptions and expression tend to be more
traditional (Davis-Friedmann, 1991; H. Zhang, 2004).

Sung (1998) has done some of the most detailed analyses of
the concept of filial piety in East Asian cultures. Drawing on
qualitative interviews and quantitative surveys, he has identi-
fied practical and symbolic aspects of filial piety. Prescriptive
rules mandate that material aid and care be delivered to parents
with a demeanor that conveys respect and spiritual devotion.
Multigenerational coresidence fulfills this cultural ideal of filial
piety because it enhances the ability of children to deliver care,
while allowing them to demonstrate deference, commitment,
and sacrifice to the older generation as the titular head of the
family. The precepts of filial piety also encourage adult children
to remain in the same local community as their parents.
Confucius wrote, ‘‘While his parents are alive, the son may not
go abroad to a distance. If he goes abroad, he must have a fixed
place to which he goes’’ (in Sung, p. 371).

Although Confucian ideals of filial piety form the cultural
imperative to coreside with older parents, the absence of
universal public pension and long-term care programs in rural
China creates the necessity for doing so. Adult children are
likely to be the only sources of economic and social support to
older parents in rural areas, as exemplified by the fact that
nearly 70% of rural elders receive income transfers from adult
children (Lee & Xiao, 1998). Furthermore, where agriculture
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is the main economic enterprise, adult children (mostly sons)
have traditionally lived with aging parents as a function of
their joint participation in the family economy, and the
necessity to pool resources and labor across generations (Xu,
1995; Y. Zhang, 2001).

In rural China, public policy, market forces, and internal
migration have lowered the prevalence of traditional living
arrangements for the aged. Economic reforms put into place in
1978 entitled adult children to family property (Cohen, 1992,
1998), reducing their economic incentive to stay in the parental
household, despite stronger cultural preferences to do so (Y.
Yan, 2003; H. Zhang, 2004). More recently, China’s economic
expansion has lured many younger workers out of impover-
ished rural regions to take factory and service jobs in cities
(A. Goldstein, Guo, & Goldstein, 1997). Labor-related migra-
tion in the rural working age population has resulted in greater
geographic separation between the generations, reducing op-
portunities for older people to live with their children in a
stable home environment. Not coincidentally, the proportion of
nontraditional households has increased over this time (Wu,
1991); nontraditional households include empty-nest house-
holds, network households (children and older parents living
separately but nearby), by turns households (network families
in which older parents rotate among sons’ residences),
and skipped-generation households (grandparents living with
grandchildren without the middle generation present; M. C.
Goldstein, Ku, & Ikels, 1990; Gui, 1988; Tsui, 1989; Zeng &
George, 2001; Y. Zhang, 2001).

The dynamics guiding the living arrangements of older
people are quite different between urban and rural China. In
urban areas, older people tend to favor living independently of
children and are overall less likely than rural elders to live in
multigenerational households. But housing shortages and
government policies limiting residential choices promote
intergenerational coresidence (Davis-Friedmann, 1991; Logan,
Bian, & Bian, 1998; Whyte, 2003) and help explain why
a greater percentage of urban Chinese elders live with their
children than endorse it as a preferred arrangement (China
Research Center on Aging, 2003). As a result of rural poverty
and the necessity to jointly participate in the family economy,
young adults in contemporary rural China are still more likely
than their counterparts in urban China to live with their parents.
Yet, social, economic, and policy changes have reduced the
prevalence of multigenerational households over time within
rural China and coresidence—at least on a permanent basis—
has become increasingly rare as a strategy for economic
survival.

Because living in a multigenerational household remains an
important sign of respect accorded older people and a key
social indicator of successful aging in rural areas, contemporary
transformations in filial practice raise concern about the impact
that such change may have on quality of life of older people—
especially if support patterns are disrupted. There is evidence
that living with children improves the life satisfaction of older
people in China (Xu, 2001). Coresidence with adult children—
especially the eldest son and his wife and children—represents
the most complete fulfillment of filial piety and may directly
protect the well-being of older Chinese parents (X. Chen &
Silverstein, 2000). In addition, older parents and adult children
exchange more instrumental support when they live together

than when they live apart (Agree, Biddlecom, Chang, & Perez,
2002; S. Yan, Chen, & Yang, 2003). Research has shown that
older adults who live with both their adult children and
grandchildren are particularly advantaged in areas of rural
China where underdeveloped transportation systems make it
necessary for elders to be geographically proximate to children
in order to receive aid and have social contact with meaningful
frequency (F. Chen et al., 2000). Although researchers have not
yet documented the benefit of living in a three- versus two-
generation household, the added value of the former may derive
from enhanced opportunities to interact with, care for, or
receive support from coresident grandchildren, as well as from
its cultural importance.

Studies in China have generally found that social support—
particularly emotional support—from relatives is beneficial for
older people’s psychological well-being (X. Chen & Silver-
stein, 2000; He, 2002; Krause & Liang, 1993; Tong, 2000;
Xiong, 1999). The evidence is more equivocal regarding the
benefits of instrumental support. Whereas studies of older
adults in Beijing (X. Chen & Silverstein) and Shanghai (Cui &
Li, 1997) suggest that instrumental support may compromise
well-being by inducing dependency, evidence from Hong Kong
(Chi & Chou, 2001) shows that material and instrumental
support were more influential than emotional support in
preventing depression in older adults. However, a study in
the city of Wuhan found that receiving financial support from
informal sources was detrimental to the psychological well-
being of older adults, presumably because the reallocation of
scarce resources caused strain in these supportive relationships
(Krause, Liang, & Gu, 1998). The effects of intergenerational
transfers—economic, emotional, and instrumental—may be
more pronounced for older people in rural areas, where filial
norms are generally stronger and where the family support
systems are more institutionalized (Davis-Friedmann, 1991).

Little is known specifically about how living in a skipped-
generation household affects the well-being of older people in
China. Because skipped-generation households tend to result
from the labor migration of working-age children, it is
reasonable to assume that grandparents in these households
are caretakers of grandchildren left behind in rural villages
(Ke & Li, 2001; Yang, 1996). Grandparents in China and other
Asian countries are valuable resources to families when parents
are not able to fulfill their parenting duties (F. Chen et al., 2000;
Hermalin, Roan, & Perez, 1998). Although the Confucian code
does not formally articulate the obligations between grand-
parents and grandchildren, the involvement of grandparents as
caregivers to grandchildren has traditionally been important in
peasant families when sons and their wives went to work during
the day (Parish & Whyte, 1978) and when daughters-in-law
were considered to be rearing children in an improper manner
(Chao, 1983).

As do grandparents in most nations of the world, grand-
parents in China play a pivotal role in shoring up the family.
However, what is distinctive about Chinese grandparents is
that their contributions take place within a cultural system of
filial piety. In a society that emphasizes collective family goals
over individual goals, the contributions of grandparents to the
welfare of their children’s families fulfill a cultural mandate
and are highly valued (Y. Yan, 2003). Such provisions allow
grandparents to command greater respect from younger
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generations and to better secure claims to filial piety, which in
turn enhances their sense of purpose and self-worth within the
family (Mjelde-Mossey, Chi, & Lou, 2005; Strom et al.,
1999).

By taking in their grandchildren, grandparents also contrib-
ute to the prosperity of the family by enhancing their children’s
economic capacity to provide remittances to the sending
community (Agree et al., 2002; C. Chen, 2000). Although re-
searchers have found that the out-migration of adult children
imposes economic burdens on sending households in rural
regions of Bangladesh (Kabir, Szebehely, & Tishelman, 2002),
Taiwan (Lee et al., 1994), the Philippines (Domingo & Asis,
1995), and China (W. Zhang & Li, 2004), there is evidence that
this hardship may be at least partially ameliorated by the return
flow of capital from geographically distant relatives. Research-
ers who study family dynamics in Asian nations have viewed
remittances to caregiving grandparents as part of a time-for-
money exchange between generations (Frankenberg, Lillard, &
Willis, 2002; Lee & Xiao, 1998; Lillard & Willis, 1997; Sun,
2002).

However, not all provisions to family members are beneficial
to older adults in China. Although providing instrumental
assistance to adult children may instill a sense of purposeful-
ness, providing financial support to children has proven to be
detrimental to psychological well-being (C. Chen, 2000; X.
Chen & Silverstein, 2000). C. Chen (2000) has argued that
because rural Chinese elders have largely transferred their
major assets to children, any ongoing monetary assistance
imposes a substantial economic and psychic strain.

This analysis explores how intergenerational arrangements
with children influence the psychological well-being of older
parents in a rural region of China. If household structure is
important primarily as an expression of underlying cultural
values that elevate the status of older people in the family, then
we would expect the three-generation household structure—
independent of intergenerational social support and the quality
of parent–child relationships—to be positively associated with
well-being. However, if interpersonal and transactional features
are the defining characteristics of coresidence, then older adults
in three-generation households should be indistinguishable
from those in other household structures when support and
relational factors are controlled. Following the same logic,
custodial grandparents in skipped-generation households
should also be relatively advantaged to the degree that they
function within a dynamic system of intergenerational ex-
change. With these ideas in mind, we address the following
research questions:

Q1: How does intergenerational coresidence (with adult
children and/or grandchildren) and geographic proximity
to children influence the psychological well-being of older
parents in rural China?

Q2: Does receiving financial, instrumental, and emotional
support from adult children influence the psychological
well-being of older parents?

Q3: Does receiving support from adult children fully explain
why coresidence with, and proximity to, children influen-
ces the psychological well-being of older parents?

Q4: Does providing support to adult children influence the
psychological well-being of older parents?

METHODS

Sample
We collected data from a random sample of adults aged 60

and older living in rural townships within Chaohu, a primarily
agricultural city of 4.5 million people located on the north bank
of the Yangtze River in the central part of Anhui Province. We
chose this region specifically for its high level of out-migration
of working-age adults to the provincial capital of Hefei and to
other cities such as Nanjing, Shanghai, and Beijing. The
relatively low per capita amount of arable land in Chaohu is
a contributing reason why 12% of its rural labor force currently
lives outside the region (Chaohui Statistical Bureau, 2001).

We identified the sample by using a stratified multistage
method in order to select potential respondents within 72
randomly selected villages within six rural townships in the
Chaohu region. Using administrative records, we identified all
residents aged 60 and older in the selected villages. We
randomly selected respondents from village rosters, with
a proportionate over-sampling of people 75 years old and
older. The Population Research Institute of Xi’an Jiaotong
University, in conjunction with the University of Southern
California (Los Angeles), fielded the survey in April 2001. We
used a standard back-translation method in order to ensure the
accuracy of the Mandarin translation of the questionnaire. The
survey, which we conducted in the respondent’s home,
included assessments of family relations, intergenerational
transfers, physical health status, and psychological well-being.

Of 1,800 individuals identified as eligible respondents, 1,698
completed the survey, yielding a response rate of 95.3%. The
completed sample included 61.2% who were 65–74 years old
and 38.8% who were 75 years old and older. Because the focus
of this investigation was on the parents of adult children, we
restricted our working sample to the 1,640 respondents who
had at least one living adult child at the time of the survey.
After we excluded 79 cases (4.8%) with missing data on
relevant study variables, 1,561 respondents remained in our
analyses.

Dependent Variables
We assessed psychological well-being by using two scales:

one measuring depression and the other measuring life
satisfaction. We adapted both scales from the Study of Health
and Living Status of the Elderly in Taiwan (for details, see
Hermalin, 2002). Depression and life satisfaction, although
inversely associated, represent unique domains of psycholog-
ical well-being; the former assesses depressive symptoms
(negative affect, lack of positive affect, feelings of marginal-
ization, and somatic problems) and the latter assesses cognitive
judgments regarding the current quality of life.

We measured depression by using nine questions based
on the Center for Epidemiologic Studies–Depression scale
(Radloff, 1977) and tailored to the target population. Three
items indicated feelings of positive affect (feeling happy,
enjoying life, feeling pleasure), two items indicated feelings of
negative affect (feeling lonely, feeling upset), two items
indicated feelings of marginalization (feeling useless, having
nothing to do), and two items indicated somatic symptoms
(having poor appetite, having trouble sleeping). We coded the
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frequency with which the participant had experienced
each symptom in the past week as 0 (rarely or none of the
time), 1 (some of the time), or 2 (most of the time). After we
reversed the coding of positive affect items, we summed the
nine variables, which resulted in a depression score ranging
from 0 to 18, with a higher score indicating greater depression.
Based on Cronbach’s alpha, the reliability coefficient for the
nine items was .78.

The Life Satisfaction scale, which we adapted from Diener,
Emmons, Larsen, and Griffin (1985), consisted of seven
items that asked respondents whether they agreed or disagreed
with statements indicating contentment and discontentment
with their current lives (better life than most, satisfied with
life, interesting life, best years of life, life meets expectations,
life is tedious, life is tiring). After we reversed the coding
of discontentment items, we summed the seven variables,
which resulted in a score ranging from 0 (least satisfied) to
7 (most satisfied). The reliability coefficient of the seven
items was .79.

For respondents with missing data, we imputed scale scores
from valid data if the respondent had given at least five valid
responses to the depression inventory and at least four valid
responses to the life satisfaction inventory. We made
imputations for 5 respondents in the case of depression and
for 4 respondents in the case of life satisfaction.

Independent Variables
We grouped predictor variables into three categories:

intergenerational living arrangements (coresidence and prox-
imity), intergenerational support (providing and receiving),
and sociodemographic characteristics. We operationalized in-
tergenerational arrangements by five family types: (a) lives
with adult children and grandchildren (stem family); (b) lives
only with adult children (truncated stem family); (c) lives
with grandchildren but not with children (skipped-generation
family); (d) lives with neither children nor grandchildren, and
all children live beyond the village (isolated family); and (e)
lives with neither children nor grandchildren, but at least one
child lives in the same village (network family). We used four
dichotomous variables to represent each of the first four
categories, with the network family as the reference group.
We strategically chose the network family to be the reference
group because it highlights several informative contrasts
related to propinquity and distance of children. The first two
contrasts demonstrate the effects of coresidence with children,
whereas the second two contrasts demonstrate the effects of
geographic mobility of children. Because 97% of grandparents
who lived in skipped-generation households were living with
grandchildren whose parents had migrated beyond the village,
it is reasonable to assume that they were caretakers of their
grandchildren.

We considered three types of intergenerational support:
financial transfers, instrumental support, and emotional co-
hesion. We measured financial transfers from children based on
the total amount that the parent had received from each child
during the past 12 months. Response options were the
following categories based on Chinese RMB currency (100
RMB¼ 12 USD): 0¼ none; 1¼ less than 50 RMB; 2¼ 50–99;
3¼ 100–199; 4¼ 200–499; 5¼ 500–999; 6¼ 1,000–2,999; 7¼

3,000–4,999; 8¼ 5,000–9,999; and 9¼more than 10,000. We
took the maximum value across all children to represent
financial assistance received. (Summing across all children
produced substantially weaker results in our models, confirm-
ing our expectation that the amount of assistance received from
a main provider, especially in families with migrant children, is
more salient than the total transfer amount.) Because financial
contributions to children were relatively small, with 78% of
elders having provided less than 50 RMB in the past year, we
measured financial transfers to children by using a dichotomous
variable indicating that the elder had provided at least some
financial assistance to a child (reference ¼ no assistance
provided).

We measured instrumental support by using two dichoto-
mously scored variables based on support received from, and
provided, to children during the past 12 months in two areas:
(a) household tasks, such as cleaning the house and washing
clothes, and (b) personal care tasks, such as bathing and
dressing. We coded the receipt of instrumental support from
any child in either of the two areas as 1 (reference¼ no support
received). Similarly, we coded the provision of instrumental
support to any child in either of the two areas as 1 (reference¼
no support provided).

We measured emotional cohesion by using three questions
that assessed the quality of each parent–child relationship. We
adapted these questions from the Affectual Solidarity in-
ventory (Mangen, Bengtson, & Landry, 1988), which assesses
emotional cohesion between generations. The questions were:
(a) ‘‘Taking everything into consideration, how close do you
feel to (this child)?’’ (b) ‘‘How much do you feel that (this
child) would be willing to listen when you need to talk about
your worries and problems?’’ and (c) ‘‘Overall, how well do
you and (this child) get along together?’’ We coded the items
as follows: 0 (not at all close/not at all/not at all well), 1
(somewhat close/somewhat/somewhat well), or 2 (very close/
very much/very well). We computed an additive scale,
ranging from 0–6, for each child. For each parent we took
the highest total score across all children for each parent to
indicate this construct. The reliability coefficient for these
items was .82.

Because we represented economic and emotional support
based on the child who contributed the most economically to
the parent and the child with whom the parent had the strongest
emotional bond, respectively, the scores for these two variables
did not account for within-family variability across children. In
order to determine whether having children who contributed
less economically or who were less emotionally close affected
the psychological well-being of older parents, we calculated for
each type of support the family-specific standard deviation as
a measure of dispersion among children in each family. Larger
standard deviation scores indicated a wider range across
siblings.

Sociodemographic control variables included age, income,
health status, gender, education, occupation, and marital status.
We represented age as age in years at the time the survey was
carried out. We represented income as the log of the RMB
value (þ1) of the total income that the respondent and spouse
had received from work or pension during the past year. We
measured health status as the extent of functional problems,
measured as the sum of 15 items reflecting difficulty in
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performing personal activities of daily living (dressing or
undressing, walking around the room, getting out of bed,
standing up from a chair); instrumental activities of daily living
(preparing meals, shopping, doing housework, taking the bus or
train, managing money); and activities requiring physical
strength, mobility, and flexibility (lifting a 10-kg bag of rice;
climbing one flight of stairs; walking 100 m; and stooping,
crouching, or kneeling). Respondents indicated the level of
difficulty performing each task: 0 (no difficulty), 1 (some
difficulty), or 2 (cannot do it without help). Reliability of this
scale was .93. The summed scale ranged from 0 (no difficulty
performing any task) to 30 (unable to perform any tasks).

We coded the remaining variables as dummy variables:
gender (1¼ female), martial status (1¼ not currently married),
education (1 ¼ some formal education), and past or current
occupation (1 ¼ agricultural work).

RESULTS

We show in Table 1 the mean value of each dependent
variable. Depression averaged 6.5 (SD ¼ 4.0), and life
satisfaction averaged 4.2 (SD ¼ 2.2). There were no bench-
marks to determine the magnitude of these figures relative to
diagnostic criteria. However, the average depression score was
more than one third (36%) of the possible maximum score, and
the average life satisfaction score was 60% of its maximum,
suggesting that, in spite of some skewness, these scales
demonstrated sufficient variation to discriminate the constructs
of interest.

Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample (shown in
Table 1) reveal that the average age of older parents in the
sample was 70.6 years. Slightly more than half the sample
(52%) was female, 42% was not currently married, 22% had
some formal education, and a large majority (91%) was
currently or previously engaged in some form of agricultural
work. The average functional impairment score was 5.5 out
of a possible 30. The average respondent had four living
children.

Examining intergenerational living arrangements, we found
that about 23% of older parents lived with both adult children
and grandchildren, 10% lived with adult children but not with
grandchildren, and 18% lived with grandchildren without adult
children present in the household. The modal category, which
accounted for more than one third of respondents (36%),
consisted of those who lived with neither their adult children nor
their grandchildren but who had at least one child in the same
village. Taken together with the 13% of non-coresident parents
whose nearest child lived beyond the village, almost half the
sample (49%) did not live in a multigenerational household
consisting of children and/or grandchildren. The lower than
expected proportion of multigenerational households in the
sample and the relatively high prevalence of skipped-generation
households were consistent with high rates of out-migration
known to exist in this particular region of China.

Intergenerational transfers varied considerably depending on
the type and direction of the transfer. Economic assistance from
children was almost universal, with 98% of parents having
received financial transfers from at least one child in the

Table 1. Description of Analytic Variables (N ¼ 1,561)

Variable M SD Coding Scheme

Dependent variable

Depression 6.51 4.01 0 (least depressed) – 18 (most depressed)

Life satisfaction 4.24 2.18 0 (least satisfied) – 7 (most satisfied)

Independent variable

Sociodemographic

Age 70.55 7.26 58–92 in years

Gender .52 .50 0 (male), 1 (female)

Marital status .42 .49 0 (married), 1 (not married)

Education .22 .41 0 (no education), 1 (some education)

Occupation .90 .29 0 (other), 1 (farming, fishing, animal husbandry)

Functional health difficulties 5.49 7.01 0 (none) – 30 (most)

Number of children 4.01 1.59 1–10

Income (log þ 1) 3.56 3.56 0–9.55

Living arrangement

Lives with children and grandchildren .23 .42 0 (no), 1 (yes)

Lives with children only .10 .31 0 (no), 1 (yes)

Lives with grandchildren only .18 .38 0 (no), 1 (yes)

Closest child lives in village .36 .48 0 (no), 1 (yes)

All children live beyond village .13 .34 0 (no), 1 (yes)

Intergenerational support

Maximum value of money received from children 3.83 1.55 0 (none) – 9 (more than 10,000 RMB)

Standard deviation of money received from children 1.12 0.83 0–4.36

Provided money to children .42 .49 0 (no), 1 (yes)

Received instrumental support from children .53 .50 0 (no), 1 (yes)

Provided instrumental support to children .32 .47 0 (no), 1 (yes)

Maximum emotional closeness with children 5.07 1.27 0 (not close) – 6 (very close)

Standard deviation of emotional closeness with children 0.84 0.83 0–4.23

Note: SD ¼ standard deviation.
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preceding 12 months. In terms of the magnitude of these
transfers, the most generous child in each family contributed,
on average, 3.8 (SD ¼ 1.6) on the 9-point ordinal scale
(corresponding to approximately 180 RMB). Heterogeneity in
financial transfers was captured by within-family standard
deviations that averaged 1.1 units across the families.
Surprisingly, 42% of this relatively poor group of older parents
provided financial transfers to their children. However, amounts
provided tended to be small relative to amounts received, and
providers tended to be concentrated among those whose
children lived at a distance—particularly among those living
with grandchildren, of whom 63% provided such transfers. In
terms of transfers of instrumental assistance, 53% percent of
older parents received some household help or personal care
from their children, and almost one third (32%) provided
similar types assistance to their children. That almost half the
sample received no instrumental support from children runs
counter to what would be expected based on traditional cultural
norms in rural China, but it is consistent with earlier findings of
lower than expected rates of coresidence with children.
Emotional cohesion was high with regard to the child with
whom the parent had the strongest relationship, averaging 5.1
(SD ¼ 1.3) on a 6-point scale. However, parents were not
necessarily close to all their children, as evidenced by a within-
family standard deviation of 0.84. Discrepancy scores between
the most and the least emotionally close child in each family
averaged 1.7 points.

We next examined intergenerational exchanges of support
across the five types of living arrangements (Table 2). Parents
who lived in skipped-generation households received the
largest amount of financial support, but they were also most
likely to provide financial support to their children. That
grandparents in skipped-generation households were engaged
in reciprocal exchanges may be related to set-up costs of
children and return flows of remittances. These figures varied
far less among the other types of households. As expected,
receiving and providing instrumental assistance were greatest
for parents in households that contained adult children and
dropped progressively with increasing distance from children.
The strength of emotional closeness did not vary appreciably
among the household types, but it was weakest for older parents
who lived in the two households without other generations
present; weaker emotional ties could conceivably be the cause
or consequence of such living arrangements.

Multivariate Analyses
We used ordinary least squares regression in order to predict

depression and life satisfaction with a set of hierarchical

equations. We added sequentially three blocks of variables to
the equations, representing, in order of entry, sociodemographic
characteristics, living arrangements, and intergenerational
transfers. This ordering provided a means to observe how
variables added in later blocks explained variables entered
earlier; our particular interest was the extent to which
intergenerational transfers mediated the effects of living
arrangements.

Table 3 presents three hierarchical regression equations
predicting depression. The first equation reveals that parents
who were unmarried, in poorer health, and had fewer children
tended to have more depressive symptoms than their counter-
parts. The second equation, which added living arrange-
ment variables, shows that older parents who lived with both
adult children and grandchildren and those who lived only
with their grandchildren had lower levels of depression than
those who lived in network arrangements characterized by
local residential independence. The reduction in depression
was more than twice as large for parents living in three-
generation households as it was for those living in skipped-
generation households.

The third model added intergenerational transfer variables.
We found that depression was inversely associated with the
value of financial transfers received from children. Parents who
received greater amounts of money from their most econom-
ically supportive child tended to be less depressed than those
who received lesser amounts. The strength of emotional ties to
the child with whom the parent was closest was also inversely
related to depression. Receiving instrumental support from
children did not influence depression, nor did providing
instrumental or monetary assistance to children.

The effects of the standard deviation scores measuring
within-family variation in financial transfers received and
emotional cohesion were positive and statistically significant.
Because we used maximum values (i.e. the most committed
child) in order to represent economic receipts and the strength
of emotional ties, one could construe these deviation scores as
the degree to which other children in the family were relatively
less committed. Thus, older parents, although benefiting
psychologically from children with whom they had stronger
economic and emotional relationships, were disadvantaged by
other children with whom they had weaker relationships.

It bears noting that income became significant and that two
variables—being unmarried and living in a skipped-generation
household—lost significance when we added support variables
into the third equation. In performing sensitivity diagnostics,
we found that the effect of income emerged only with the
addition of financial receipts from children. In the earlier

Table 2. Intergenerational Support by Intergenerational Living Arrangement (N ¼ 1,561)

Intergenerational Arrangement

Financial

Support

Received (M)

Standard Deviation

of Financial

Support Received (M)

Financial

Support

(% Receiving)

Instrumental

Support

(% Receiving)

Instrumental

Support

(% Providing)

Emotional

Closeness

(M)

Standard Deviation

of Emotional

Closeness (M)

Lives with children and grandchildren 3.74 1.10 38.74 76.10 50.00 5.12 0.74

Lives with children only 4.02 1.30 24.69 73.46 53.09 5.21 0.82

Lives with grandchildren only 4.34 1.36 63.50 40.15 18.98 5.17 0.88

Closest child lives in village 3.61 1.02 38.20 47.39 28.11 4.99 0.91

All children live beyond village 3.76 0.98 46.60 31.07 14.08 4.93 0.81

Total 3.83 1.12 42.47 53.36 32.35 5.07 0.84
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equation, the harmful effect that lower income would have had
on depressive symptoms was compensated for, or suppressed,
by the financial support children tended to provide to their
lower income parents. The addition of economic support from
children also caused the beneficial effect of living in a skipped-
generation household to diminish substantially. This suggests
that the larger transfers that grandparents in such households
received brought about the psychological benefits associated
with raising grandchildren. Because virtually all absent parents
were geographically distant from the skipped-generation
household, these upstream financial transfers were likely
remittances from migrant children.

The examination of life satisfaction followed the same
hierarchical sequence used to predict depression. Table 4 shows
estimates of the regression equations. The first model shows
that having better health and more children tended to increase
life satisfaction. The second model, which added variables
related to living arrangements, demonstrates that respondents
living with both children and grandchildren in stem-family
households and respondents living with grandchildren only in
skipped-generation households had greater life satisfaction than
did those in a network-family structure. In this model, age

emerged as being positively associated with life satisfaction
(this effect having been suppressed in the earlier model because
older respondents were more likely to coreside with children
only, the family form within which parents tended to be the
least satisfied).

When we added variables representing intergenerational
support into the third model, we found that parents who received
greater financial transfers from children and who felt emotionally
closer to their children were more satisfied with their lives than
those who, respectively, received smaller transfers and felt less
close. As suggested by the significant negative coefficient for the
standard deviation of emotional cohesion, life satisfaction was
more compromised among parents with larger variation in the
quality of their relationships with children: Having a relatively
weak emotional relationship with one or more children tended to
lower satisfaction. As in the analysis of depression, the addition
of financial receipts to the model resulted in a strong reduction in
the magnitude of the psychological benefit of living in a skipped-
generation household.

DISCUSSION

Rapid economic growth, accelerated migration patterns, and
changing family preferences in China have altered traditional

Table 3. Unstandardized Ordinary Least Squares Regression

Estimates Predicting Depression (N ¼ 1,561)

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Constant 7.664*** 8.485*** 13.205***

Sociodemographic

Age �.014 �.020 �.029

Female �.003 �.068 .041

Unmarried .489* .592** .266

Education �.452 �.465 �.328

Agricultural occupation �.434 �.369 �.368

Functional health difficulties .233*** .242*** .221***

Number of children �.244*** �.254*** �.139*

Income (log þ 1) �.044 �.063 �.106**

Intergenerational living arrangement

Lives with children and

grandchildren �1.375*** �.992***

Lives with children only �.431 �.012

Lives with grandchildren

only �.676* �.276

All children live beyond

village .210 .459

Intergenerational support

Maximum value of money

received from children �.375**

Standard deviation of money

received from children .223*

Provided money to children �.200

Received instrumental support

from children .184

Provided instrumental support

to children .007

Maximum emotional cohesion

with children �.812**

Standard deviation of emotional

cohesion with children 1.020***

Adjusted R2 .208 .226 .329

Note: Reference category for intergenerational living arrangement is closest

child lives in village.

*p , .05; **p , .01; ***p , .001.

Table 4. Unstandardized Ordinary Least Squares Regression

Estimates Predicting Life Satisfaction (N ¼ 1,561)

Independent Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Constant 3.278*** 2.691*** �.243

Sociodemographic

Age .015 .019* .025**

Female .020 .050 �.035

Unmarried �.131 �.180 �.011

Education .249 .234 .133

Agricultural occupation �.287 �.308 �.288

Functional health difficulties �.082*** �.085*** �.074***

Number of children .159*** .175*** .108**

Income (log þ 1) �.012 �.007 .027

Intergenerational living arrangement

Lives with children and

grandchildren .655*** .378**

Lives with children only .257 �.058

Lives with grandchildren only .400* .160

All children live beyond village .203 .084

Intergenerational support

Maximum value of money

received from children .298***

Standard deviation of money

received from children �.137

Provided money to children .022

Received instrumental support

from children .037

Provided instrumental support

to children .119

Maximum emotional cohesion

with children .416***

Standard deviation of emotional

cohesion with children �.558***

Adjusted R2 .079 .090 .215

Note: Reference category for intergenerational living arrangement is closest

child lives in village.

*p , .05; **p , .01; ***p , .001.
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living arrangements of rural elders, possibly jeopardizing the
ability of older parents to rely on adult children for needed
support and compromising their well-being. In this investigation
we examined whether residing in multigenerational households
and engaging in intergenerational transfers of money, time, and
affect influenced the psychological well-being of older parents
living in a highly mobile area of rural China.

In general, we found that older adults reap the rewards of
extended family integration. Older parents living with both
adult children and grandchildren, but not those living with adult
children only, experienced favorable psychological outcomes.
That these results held after controlling for support exchanges
suggests that beyond its functional benefits, living in a three-
generation household remains important to older adults in rural
China as the fulfillment of a cultural ideal. Thus, older people
who are socially embedded within a traditional multigenera-
tional household may have a greater sense of purpose by virtue
of occupying a culturally sanctioned role within the family.
This sentiment is echoed in Johnson’s (2001) contention that
family members help their elders avoid declines in mental
functioning by providing them ‘‘a normative anchorage that
reinforces social conventions and expectations about appropri-
ate behavior’’ (p. 195).

Living independently of children was detrimental to the
emotional health of older parents, but the harm did not increase
with greater distance from children. These results mute enthusi-
asm for network-family arrangements where children live
independently from, but near, their parents. Although this
type of family has been shown to function well in urban areas
(Logan et al., 1998), it may be considered culturally deviant and
reflect the presence of intergenerational conflict in rural areas. We
found a key exception with respect to skipped-generation
households. Living with grandchildren without the middle
generation present was associated with better psychological
outcomes for elders (before controlling for intergenerational
transfers). In China, this living arrangement is a sign of optimal
family functioning, whereas in the United States it is associated
with a breakdown in parenting by the middle generation. In rural
China, grandparents often take over responsibility for child
care when their adult children migrate to urban areas in search
of employment.

We also investigated whether the link between living
arrangements and psychological well-being was mediated by
the capacity of household structure to enable or inhibit the
flow of financial, instrumental, and emotional support to and
from adult children. We found that the value of remittances
received from absent children was the primary reason why
living with grandchildren in a skipped-generation household
was psychologically beneficial to grandparents. Financial
transfers provided to grandparents may serve as compensation
for their custodial care of grandchildren as part of a time-for-
money exchange that exemplifies the functional integration
between generations in the rural Chinese family. Although it
is not possible to know whether the amount of remittances
went beyond the actual cost of providing care for grand-
children to include a ‘‘payment’’ for services rendered by
grandparents, it can be said that their value—found to be
higher in skipped-generation households than in other house-
holds—was proportionate to the level of well-being in the
older generation.

We did not find that older parents who lived in three-
generation households were less depressed and more satisfied
as a result of the enhanced intergenerational support they
received or provided. Adherence to the traditional cultural norm
of living in a stem family appeared to be its own reward—the
fulfillment of an ideal cultural form. Living with children only
did not provide similar benefits, possibly because such
households may have been driven more by need (of the child
or the parent) than by cultural duty. In addition, older
parents with stronger emotional connections to their children
had better psychological well-being, demonstrating the power-
ful role played by intergenerational dynamics in a familistic
culture.

Neither providing nor receiving instrumental support was
related to the psychological well-being of older parents. A
plausible reason why receiving instrumental support from
children did not affect parental well-being is that benefits may
have been counterbalanced by the loss of self-efficacy that
receiving such support implies (X. Chen & Silverstein, 2000).
In analyses not shown here, the benefits of providing support to
children were wholly explained by the better physical health of
support providers, suggesting that the robustness that predis-
posed helping behavior, rather than the behavior itself, underlay
why providers were less depressed and more satisfied with their
lives than were nonproviders. Thus, the types of support most
likely to be impaired by geographic distance from adult
children had little bearing on the psychological well-being of
parents. However, the value of monetary support received—
a form of support that is enhanced by migration—had a positive
effect on psychological outcomes, to some degree offsetting the
disadvantage of living apart from children.

We also examined within-family heterogeneity in financial
and emotional support from adult children, finding that having
children who were less supportive in both areas detracted from
the psychological well-being of older parents. As suggested by
Lai (1995), the emphasis in Chinese culture on maintaining
harmony makes families in China particularly vulnerable to
stress from interpersonal conflict. This both suggests the
possibility that each child in the family exerts a unique effect
on the quality of life of his or her parents and emphasizes the
importance of considering multiple children—not only the
closest or most supportive—when studying intergenerational
relationships of older parents.

This investigation has several limitations that merit discus-
sion. First, the analysis relied on cross-sectional data, and,
consequently, there is the possibility of endogeneity with
respect to well-being and living arrangements. Endogeneity
problems occur when an outcome variable influences the
predictor variables such that the causal direction ascribed to
estimated effects may be incorrectly inferred. In our analysis,
this may have occurred if depressed individuals are pre-
disposed to living in particular types of arrangements. On the
one hand, adult children with families of their own may
perceive depressed parents as potentially unpleasant living
partners. On the other hand, adult children may view depressed
parents as having needs that would be best served by living
with extended family. Because either scenario is theoretically
plausible, we acknowledge that both are possible sources of
specification bias in our analysis. In an attempt to detect the
extent of this potential problem, we estimated a series of
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two-stage least squares models and compared the results to
those from our ordinary least squares model by using
Hausman’s (1978) test for endogeneity. This test revealed no
significant difference between the two sets of estimates and
provided little evidence of endogeneity with respect to the
effects of living arrangements. Nevertheless, we cannot fully
rule out reciprocal causation, and we await further research
on this topic to strengthen confidence in our particular
interpretation.

Endogenity may also take the form of spuriousness, whereby
the effects of household arrangements may simply be the
product of earlier (but unobserved) processes that have led to
coresidence. That is, the reasons that brought the three
generations together may also affect older parents’ psycholog-
ical well-being. In analyses not reported here, we found that
parents in three-generation households had significantly more
health problems, had lower income, and were more likely to be
widowed than those not living with children. This pattern
suggests that parents who live in these households tend to have
vulnerabilities that are associated with greater depression. Our
results show, however, that living in a three-generation
household more than compensates for these objective dis-
advantages in terms of their effects on depression.

Living arrangements may also be endogenous with respect to
filial norms, as suggested in work by Logan and colleagues
(1998). In preliminary analyses we found that a summary index
designed to ascertain normative expectations of children (that
they should ‘‘live with their parents,’’ ‘‘provide for parents in
need,’’ and ‘‘live close to their parents’’) did, in fact, differentiate
household types as expected (with those in three-generation
households expressing the strongest norms). However, this
index did not predict well-being outcomes, nor did it change the
magnitude or significance level of any substantive variable (i.e.,
household type and support exchanges).

In addition, by not having considered appraisals and
preferences in the younger generation, we run the risk of omit-
ting important family factors that may simultaneously influence
living arrangements and parental well-being. Although we
believe that adult children’s appraisals of their intergenerational
relationships should have little independent effect on well-
being outcomes (net of their parents’ appraisals), the possibility
of unmeasured spurious factors looms as a threat to the validity
of our conclusions. We hope this investigation sets the stage for
future longitudinal and multigenerational designs that are better
able to account for these potential biases.

We were somewhat surprised that in this traditional, rural
region of China, only 23% of parents lived in three-generation
families. We speculate about five possible reasons for the low
prevalence observed:

1. Among the oldest respondents (aged 75 and older), there
was diminished opportunity to live with grandchildren, most
of whom were old enough to live independently.

2. Relatively recent agricultural reforms granted land and
housing ownership rights to offspring, enabling them to live
independently but in the same village as their parents.

3. Growing resources and changing values in the younger
generation (not measured in our study) may have weakened
preferences for coresidence.

4. Labor migration is often seasonal, and many geographically
distant children may return to live with their parents again,
reconstituting the three-generation household.

5. The region we chose to study is known for higher than
average rates of out-migration among its working-age
population, leading to greater separation of family members
than might be found in other rural regions of China (and
suggesting that extrapolation beyond this region should be
done with some caution).

Based on our findings, we are confronted with the possibility
that the ostensible cultural ideal of living in a three-generation
arrangement—typically held most strongly by the oldest
generation—is not in step with current social realties in rural
China. This may represent a kind of cultural lag that forms the
basis for our main hypothesis that coresidence with children
and grandchildren, although still preferred among older rural
Chinese, has become more difficult to attain due to social and
economic changes currently underway in China. Qualitative
research on this topic may provide a richer description of the
complex filial dynamics operating within multigenerational
households and offer a deeper understanding of positive and
negative aspects of the coresidence experience. The interpre-
tation of our results will certainly be enhanced by in-depth
interviews to ascertain the actual preferences and perceptions of
older people in different living arrangements.

The unique social context of rural China is underscored by the
appeal that traditional coresidence still holds for older adults. Yet
structural changes in Chinese society have created conditions
under which a large share of older people live apart from children,
many at a great distance. Misalignment between filial beliefs and
practices is not uncommon in developing Asian nations caught
between the forces of traditionalism and modernism. Older
people, at least initially, may be the most disadvantaged by the
squeeze between cultural continuity and structural change, as
their values and expectations—forged in an earlier era—are out
of step with the demands of contemporary society.

Paradoxically, the same forces promoting structural lag have
promoted the prevalence of skipped-generation households and
provided older adults with the critical role of ‘‘kin keeper.’’ As
such, grandparents in this quasi-traditional household arrange-
ment are key family actors, both enabling and responding to
social change in rural China. Both parents living in skipped-
generation households and those living at a distance from all
of their children tended to be among the youngest, healthiest,
and wealthiest in our sample. These more advantaged parents
and grandparents were providers of instrumental and financial
support to their children and grandchildren. Thus, older parents
represent a mixture of populations: the first group with
traditional filial values, characterized by their interdependence
with children and grandchildren in a common household;
another group with elevated need, characterized by their full
dependence on children in a shared living arrangement; and
a third group that is more autonomous and relatively resource
rich, characterized by their provision of labor and economic
resources for the benefit of their geographically distant children.

Scholars who study China, such as Whyte (2003), suggest
that with changing filial norms and rising standards of living,
coresidence is no longer the only way to practice filial piety.
Even though the stem family remains an idealized living
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arrangement in rural China, as it does in other rural areas of the
developing world, the interdependence between generations has
taken on new functional forms that will challenge, and arguably
strengthen, the adaptive capacity of older people to cope with
rapid change in the society at large.
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