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Abstract 

In the face of an aging population and declining birth rates, urban Chinese families 
are grappling with a new challenge of simultaneously caring for both elderly par-
ents and children. This study employs a three-generational analytical framework 
and a mixed research method to examine the intergenerational distribution of care 
resources and its consequences for urban Chinese families. The findings reveal inter-
generational competition for care resources within families, with a general tendency 
to prioritize children and only respond to crisis situations for elderly parents; this leads 
to a care deficit for older individuals. Furthermore, social care resources are ineffective 
in bridging this care gap, thereby inducing anxiety within families as they strive to bal-
ance the care needs of both elderly parents and children. The study argues that insuf-
ficient support from care policies exacerbates the resource squeeze on the elderly 
side by the children’s side within families, which calls for enhancing the policy support 
system to help families balance eldercare, childcare, and work commitments.

Keywords: Care deficits, Intergenerational competition, Intergenerational distribution, 
Three-generational framework

Literature review and research questions
Population aging is increasing the demand for eldercare in Chinese families. Adult chil-
dren are the main caregivers for elderly parents and provide daily living assistance and 
care during illness recovery (Du et al. 2016a, b; Lu and Zhang 2018). However, with the 
acceleration of aging and long-term low fertility rates, Chinese families are encounter-
ing a new caregiving scenario in which they are required to care for both elderly parents 
and children simultaneously. On the one hand, the increasing lifespan of older people 
requires more family investment in eldercare. On the other hand, decreasing family size 
results in fewer family members available to provide this care. At the same time, delayed 
marriage and childbirth create potential overlap between child and eldercare within 
families. According to the latest data from the 2019 Chinese Social Survey (CSS2019), 
approximately 27% of urban Chinese households have children under 14 and elderly 
parents over 60, representing an increase of 2.95% since 2008. This suggests that many 
Chinese families may face future pressure from the simultaneous demands of caring for 
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elderly parents and children. With the implementation of the three-child policy (TCP), 
the number of children will increase, further increasing the potential overlap between 
eldercare and childcare (Yan 2016a, b), leading to a scarcity of family care resources.

A care deficit, also known as a care resource shortage, is defined as a decline in the 
ability of a society or family to meet the care needs of children, elderly parents, and 
other individuals (Beneria 2008; Williams 2010). Extensive research in the field of social 
policy on family care deficits primarily focuses on the impact of welfare systems and 
care policies (Wu 2020; Ngok and Fang 2017). However, Chinese care research shows 
a noticeable trend toward “fragmentation.” Eldercare and childcare are often treated as 
separate issues, assuming that families face care pressure for children or elderly parents. 
However, Chinese family care encompasses both ends of the age spectrum (Peng and 
Hu 2015; Wang 2008). Additionally, family care and social care are often discussed sepa-
rately, ignoring their intersection (Xiao and Jian 2020).1 However, market-oriented social 
care services in urban China are growing rapidly and play a significant role, second only 
to family care (Shi and Luo 2017). Therefore, examining Chinese care practices within 
the “two-generation framework” of elderly parents and children does not align with Chi-
na’s perception of family care responsibility and fails to reflect the differences in family 
care at both ends of the age spectrum.

Based on the above considerations, this study adopts a three-generation analytical 
framework to examine the process of organizing and allocating care resources within 
Chinese families when the care needs of elderly parents and children overlap. Inspired 
by the work of Di and Zheng (2016), who employed a “three-generation framework” to 
examine intergenerational economic resource allocation in rural eldercare, this study 
situates caregiving practices within the “three-generation chain” comprising elderly par-
ents, adult children, and underage grandchildren. This approach allows for an investiga-
tion of how care resources are allocated to meet both eldercare and childcare needs in 
urban Chinese families. Additionally, this study integrates social care into the analytical 
framework, viewing it as a strategy employed by families to address the deficit of care 
resources.

This study examines the allocation of family resources from a social policy perspective, 
particularly emphasizing how government actions influence family caregiving decisions. 
The state plays a pivotal role in shaping family caregiving attitudes and arrangements 
by formulating policies related to caregiving, thereby influencing the division of care 
responsibilities between the state and the family. Family members, in turn, actively 
arrange care according to situational constraints, such as their own economic and social 
conditions, family structure, and cognitive concepts (Daly and Lewis 2000; Ngok 2018). 
Existing studies typically examine the impact of state policies on family caregiving deci-
sions through the lens of three policy tools: financial provisions, leave arrangements, and 
social care services (Bettio and Plantenga 2004; Daly and Ferragina 2018). These policy 
tools correspond to the main resources required for organizing caregiving activities 
within families: money, services (labor), and time (Daly 2021). In the following section, 

1 Xiao and Jian (2020) comprehensively analyzed the “public‒private divide” in care research. In addition, Chen Lu, Liu 
Baihui, Ji Jingyao, and other scholars have performed in-depth analyses of the relationship between social care and fam-
ily care for older people from different perspectives. However, overall, relevant research is still lacking.
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this study provides a brief literature review and evaluation of how care policies in China 
influence family caregiving across these three dimensions.

Money is indeed a crucial material resource for caregiving. In China, the state provides 
financial support to increase families’ ability to purchase social care services, education, 
medical services, and goods, or to compensate for income loss due to family caregiving. 
The pension and medical insurance systems enhance older people’s economic independ-
ence and have a certain crowding-out effect on adult children’s economic investment 
(Liu 2015). However, due to significant regional differences in social insurance in China 
and the long-term care insurance system still being in its trial phase, eldercare service 
subsidies are limited to low-income older people. Consequently, the economic capac-
ity of older people remains constrained. Research has shown that, in addition to pen-
sions, adult children are the second largest source of income for older people; the more 
economic support they receive from their children, the greater their ability to purchase 
social care services (Du et al. 2016a, b; Liu and Hou 2016). On the other hand, the mar-
ketization of childcare services and child education is encouraged and rapidly develop-
ing in China. The cost of childcare and education is increasing rapidly (Ngok and Fan 
2018), but childcare and education subsidies for ordinary families are quite limited. 
Although the state has increased its financial investment in childcare in recent years, it 
has focused mainly on preschool education for those 3–6 years old rather than childcare 
for those 0–3 years old (Ma 2020). Research has also found that young parents invest 
significantly in marketized goods and services, with this investment exhibiting notable 
class differences (Lin 2019; Wang 2017).

Time is an important nonmaterial resource in caregiving. Family members need 
to invest sufficient time to provide companionship, assistance, and care. Therefore, a 
shortage of care resources is often considered time poverty rather than merely a lack of 
money (Harvey and Mukhopadhyay 2007). To address the conflict between work and 
care needs for dual-income families (especially women), welfare states generally imple-
ment measures to balance work and family. These measures are mainly related to child-
care, with few leave arrangements for eldercare (Bettio and Plantenga 2004). In China, 
some provinces have established family leave only for adult children, but this leave is 
relatively short. Studies have shown that 60% of urban disabled older people in China 
are primarily taken care of by adult children. However, approximately 55% of disabled 
older people receive less than 36 h of care per week from their adult children (Li and 
Liu 2019). Regarding childcare, in China, female employees are entitled to 98  days of 
maternity leave, while male employees are granted 10 to 15 days of paternity leave. Some 
local governments have recently extended maternity leave to approximately 180 days for 
female employees. However, parental leave for children aged 0–3 years is rarely covered 
by care policies. Prior studies have shown that Chinese families in urban and rural areas 
need to enlist grandparents to increase the time spent caring for their children (Zhong 
and Guo 2017; Chen et al. 2011).

The importance of service (labor) resources is tied to the distinctive nature of care 
work, which involves intimate physical contact and emotional bonding (Xiao and Jian 
2020). Ensuring care quality requires sufficient caregivers who meet professional stand-
ards and possess a sense of moral obligation. China’s care industry is severely under-
staffed, with a high turnover rate and a notable lack of professional caregivers. Research 
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has shown that more than 90% of disabled older people in China rely mainly on family 
care and infrequently use social care services (Su et al. 2015). The use of social services 
by older people is influenced by factors such as the degree of disability, family economic 
level, and number of adult children (Zhang and Wei 2014; Du and Wang 2017; Du et al. 
2016a, b). In the area of childcare, since the 1980s, public nurseries and facilities for 
children aged 0–3  years have gradually disappeared, and many public kindergartens 
have either been converted or closed. At the same time, private nurseries and kinder-
gartens have emerged and grown rapidly, although the service quality can vary greatly. 
In the twenty-first century, public services for children aged 0–3  years are still scarce 
(Ngok and Fan 2018). Research has shown that the primary caregivers for children aged 
0–3  years in China are parents (especially mothers), followed by grandparents, live-in 
caregivers, and finally, nurseries or kindergartens (Zhang 2016). With the advent of mar-
ketization, cultural norms have gradually formed that view mothers as the “ideal caregiv-
ers” for children and fathers as the “ideal workers” (Tao and Feng 2020).

The literature suggests that China’s current care policies do not provide sufficient sup-
port for ordinary families, leading families to rely mainly on their own resources for 
eldercare and childcare. This situation can create potential intergenerational competi-
tion for care resources, particularly when the demands of caring for children and kanle 
parents overlap. The middle generation, who must care for elderly parents and underage 
children, often finds itself in a dilemma, which scholars have already noted (Liu 2021; 
Saraceno 2010). How does the middle generation choose and allocate care resources in 
intergenerational competition?

Although few studies discuss the allocation of family care resources from a three-gen-
eration framework, research on intergenerational relationships in Chinese families sug-
gests two possible decisions for allocating care resources. One possibility is the trade-off 
theory of prioritizing children over elderly parents. Studies have shown that China’s fam-
ily ethics and culture have shifted toward a new “child-centered” ideology, with care and 
material resources leaning toward the younger generation, resulting in an “inverted fam-
ily” (Yan 2021). This intergenerational imbalance can be found in phenomena such as 
“the flow of favors downward” in rural areas and “elderly-devouring” in urban areas (He 
2009; Wu 2015). Therefore, when faced with intergenerational competition, the middle 
generation may primarily allocate care resources to children, potentially disadvantaging 
eldercare.

Another possibility is the equal emphasis on eldercare and childcare. Studies have 
shown that both eldercare and childcare are equally important for a fulfilling life, negat-
ing the need to prioritize one over the other (Liu 2021). Scholars argue that in the pro-
cess of individualization, individuals striving for success are placed in a risky situation, 
and the family provides protection for individuals to resist these risks. Therefore, the 
importance of family to individuals in China has increased (Yan 2016a, b). The return to 
parental authority, filial piety, and intergenerational intimacy is a reflexive mechanism of 
the process of individualization, and the younger generation’s sense of filial responsibility 
has strengthened (Liu 2017; Liu and Li 2020). Therefore, even if there is a trend of prior-
itizing resource allocation to (adult) children rather than older people, this is an ethical 
shift rather than a collapse of filial piety (Yang and Li 2009; Croll 2006; Di and Zheng 
2016). It can be inferred that in the face of intergenerational competition, the middle 
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generation may allocate some resources to elderly parents or seek eldercare services to 
supplement family care resources, thereby achieving a balance between eldercare and 
childcare.

The question remains: is it favoring children over elderly parents or caring for both? 
This study examines intergenerational resource allocation decisions in Chinese families 
facing care deficits from a three-generation perspective. This study specifically addresses 
three questions. First, does intergenerational competition exist for care resources 
between elderly parents and children in Chinese families? Second, how does the middle 
generation consider and make care arrangements if competition exists? Third, if family 
care resources are insufficient, how does the middle generation seek marketized social 
care services to meet the needs of elderly parents? This study aims to reveal the risk 
groups facing care deficits in families and discuss how the government should adjust the 
division of caregiving responsibilities between families and the state in light of the TCP.

Analytical framework and research methods
Analytical framework

This study examines the dynamics of the intergenerational allocation of family care 
resources and its consequences within a three-generation analytical framework. First, 
it is important to analyze the relationship between family care and social care under 
this framework. When care pressure accumulates and overlaps, family resources may be 
severely lacking, necessitating the introduction of social care resources. However, lim-
ited research examines the relationship between family care and social care. Therefore, it 
is necessary to investigate how the middle generation understands the opportunities and 
constraints provided by care policies and how they make resource allocation decisions.

Second, within the three-generation framework, it is important to analyze the differ-
ences in allocating and converting care resources across multiple dimensions. Existing 
studies mainly focus on the intergenerational distribution of economic resources. How-
ever, when care pressure is superimposed, human resources and time also become ele-
ments of resources, and economic resources can be converted into social care services 
under certain conditions. In addition, existing research has shown that urban Chinese 
parents have a set of scientific parenting knowledge and skills, but little research has 
been conducted on middle-generation parents’ understanding of eldercare knowledge. 
Studies in gerontology have shown that acquiring basic eldercare knowledge and skills 
can improve the quality of care and alleviate caregiver stress (Given et al. 2008). There-
fore, it is necessary to examine care resource allocation from different dimensions, espe-
cially with regard to the reserve of eldercare knowledge resources.

Third, within the three-generation framework, it is particularly important to analyze 
gender and class inequalities that may be embedded in family care deficits. The elderly 
parents are important childcare providers, relieving the pressure on working mothers. 
Elderly disability not only means a reduction in family childcare resources but also that 
the middle generation needs increased resources for eldercare. This pressure may accu-
mulate on women. Therefore, examining the impact of older people’s physical condition 
on resource allocation is necessary, especially for families with poorer economic condi-
tions and women.
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Mixed research methods

This study adopts a mixed research method that combines quantitative and qualita-
tive approaches to investigate how Chinese families address the overlapping demands 
of caring for children and elderly parents. A mixed research method helps researchers 
avoid the limitations of using a single method in terms of research depth and rep-
resentativeness (Mason 2017; Lieberman 2005). This study performed a quantitative 
analysis based on large-scale survey data to examine whether there is intergenera-
tional competition for care resources in urban families and the basic characteristics of 
the intergenerational distribution of care resources. Qualitative analysis, on the other 
hand, provides a more in-depth analysis of the dynamics of the allocation process and 
its consequences within families. For example, how do family caregivers (mainly the 
middle generation) cope with the difference between caring for children and caring 
for elderly parents, how do they understand the meaning of caregiving for elderly 
parents, children, and themselves, and how do they view the difference between 
social and family care, among others? These “process-oriented” and “meaning-ori-
ented” inquiries are better suited for qualitative research, which helps to unravel the 
dynamic process of allocation decisions and the respondents’ interpretation of car-
egiving meaning (Chen 2020).

According to a three-generation framework, the allocation of family care resources 
is influenced by care policies. When the care needs of elderly parents and children 
overlap, the middle generation may make different decisions about allocating care 
resources in different contexts. Based on the willingness of the middle generation to 
care for elderly parents and children, this study proposes Hypothesis 1.

Hypothesis 1 When the care needs of elderly parents and children overlap, there is 
intergenerational competition for family care resources, and a “children-first” strategy 
is adopted. The more the middle generation supports policies favoring family care for 
children, the more they are likely to favor social care service policies for elderly parents.

When family care needs overlap, the “child-first” allocation strategy tends to 
be highlighted, leading the middle generation to allocate a majority of their care 
resources to children, which can be detrimental to eldercare. At the same time, given 
the common practice of grandparenting in Chinese families, elderly parents who ini-
tially receive care may transit into childcare giver roles under the “child-first” strategy. 
In addition, an increase in the number of children can result in older people spend-
ing more time caring for their grandchildren, thereby changing the intergenerational 
distribution of family resources (Liu and Wang 2022). Therefore, this study proposes 
Hypothesis 2.

Hypothesis 2 The number of children has a moderating effect on the positive correla-
tion between willingness to adopt family care for children and willingness to use social 
care services for elderly parents.

In summary, the quantitative analysis seeks to reveal whether children and elderly 
parents compete for care resources from the middle generation when their needs 
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overlap and whether the allocation of family resources follows a “children-first” 
strategy. The qualitative analysis further shows the process of intergenerational fam-
ily resource distribution under this competitive pattern from four dimensions: time, 
labor/services, knowledge, and financing. It particularly focuses on the decision-mak-
ing process of the middle generation within the constraints of care policies, examines 
the disparities in resource allocation for elderly parents and children by the middle 
generation, and explores how the middle generation leverages social resources to 
meet the care needs of elderly parents.

Data source and operationalization

The quantitative data for this study are derived from the “National Survey on Public 
Attitudes toward Welfare” conducted by the School of Government at Sun Yat-sen Uni-
versity in 2021 across three provinces: Guangdong, Jiangsu, and Shaanxi. The survey 
targeted residents aged 18 and above in these three provinces and used a multistage, 
stratified, and random sampling approach to conduct telephone surveys in 44 prefec-
ture-level cities. A total of 8868 respondents were successfully surveyed. The survey was 
localized and improved to fit specific research questions, and the data used in this study 
were derived from the “work ethics,” “social care,” and “respondent personal information” 
sections. In accordance with the purpose of this study, respondents with a rural hukou/
household status, an unmarried status, and an age of 60 and above were removed,2 and 
we received a sample of 2439 urban respondents.

The willingness to provide eldercare and childcare is mainly measured with questions 
regarding care policies for supporting eldercare and childrearing in questionnaires. This 
study uses the first question in the fourth part of the questionnaire, “What social sup-
port provided by care policies do you think is most needed for caring for elderly family 
members? (multiple choices available)” and the second question, “What support meas-
ures do you think are most needed for the universal three-child policy? (multiple choices 
available).” The first question included nine categories of social support, and the second 
question included 11 categories of supporting measures commonly mentioned in gov-
ernment reports and media coverage. Consistent with the research by Lu and Zhang 
(2018), this study uses the “demand” dimension to measure individual “willingness.” 
In the study of attitudes toward welfare policies, theoretical perspectives based on the 
self-interest of individuals have emphasized that instrumental rationality and personal 
gains and losses are closely related to personal preferences and willingness (Ngok 2018). 
Since willingness is a multidimensional and inclusive concept and demand is a rather 
important aspect of willingness construction, respondents’ willingness to care for elderly 
parents is more likely to be an expression of their needs in the face of a series of objec-
tive constraints on themselves or their families and has the characteristic of “situational 
rationality.” Considering data availability and feasibility, this is currently the best way to 
operationalize variables.

2 Unmarried respondents are likely to give “guesswork” responses, and as this study explores the willingness of the mid-
dle generation to take care of both children and elderly parents, unmarried respondents and those aged 60 and above 
were excluded from the sample.
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Regarding attitudes toward policies supporting childrearing, “increasing investment 
in compulsory education” had the highest support rate (75.93%), followed by “increas-
ing maternity leave and parenting leave for mothers” (73.88%), and “increasing pater-
nity leave and parenting leave for fathers” (72.04%). Among the 11 maternity support 
measures, options related to middle-generation family care rank higher, indicating that 
respondents tend to favor parental care in childcare. This finding is consistent with the 
literature, which suggests that mothers are considered the ideal childcare givers in mod-
ern society, and other forms of care are secondary choices (Wu and Niu 2019). Regarding 
attitudes toward social support provided by care policies for eldercare, “accompanying 
the elderly to see a doctor” had the highest support rate (72.08%), followed by “solving 
technical problems of online and mobile internet eldercare services for the elderly (such 
as online registration)” (65.68%) and “home visits” (59.40%). Options supporting com-
munity home-based eldercare rank relatively high,3 aligning with the findings of existing 
literature on the willingness of elderly parents to age in place (Du et al. 2016a, b).

When conducting regression analysis, the dependent variable is the willingness to use 
social care services for elderly parents, which is measured by whether the respondent 
chose a “daycare center or eldercare center.” Care services in eldercare centers and day-
care centers differ from traditional family care and are similar to institutional care (such 
as nursing homes) in social care mode4 (Du et al. 2016a, b; Lu and Zhang 2018). In this 
study, the dependent variable is measured as a binary variable and assigned values of 
1 and 0. Two independent variables are incorporated into the analysis. The first inde-
pendent variable is the willingness to adopt family care for children, which is measured 
by whether the respondent chose “increasing maternity leave and parenting leave for 
mothers” or “increasing paternity leave and parenting leave for fathers,” both of which 
are measured as binary variables and assigned values of 1 and 0. The second independ-
ent variable is the number of underage children in the family. The number of underage 
children will affect the distribution of family care resources in terms of money, time, 
services, and knowledge, affecting the allocation of family care resources. The number 
of underage children included in the survey questionnaire was included in the statistical 
analysis.

The control variables include age, gender, income level, perceived gender division 
of labor in the family, education level, marital status, and residential area. Age is an 
important control variable because it indicates the possibility of fertility at different 
birth policy nodes, which affects the distribution of family care resources. Percep-
tions of the gender division of labor in the family can affect the willingness to care, 
as people who have more children are likely to hold more traditional perceptions of 
the gender division of labor in the family (Torr and Short 2004), which will affect 
their willingness to adopt social care for the parents. The variable of perceived gender 

3 Community home-based eldercare services do not necessarily mean relying solely on adult children for care. It can 
also include spousal care or self-care.
4 Academic researchers have different definitions for the classification of eldercare models. According to the study by 
Lu and Zhang (2018), eldercare demand patterns can be classified into three types: “traditional care mode,” “transi-
tional care mode,” and “socialized care mode.” The “socialized care mode” mainly refers to care services provided by the 
government or the community. The “daycare center or eldercare center” option in the questionnaire was more closely 
related to the category “socialized care mode.” Moreover, the study by Du et al. (2016a, b) considered “daycare centers 
and eldercare centers” to be important components of social care facilities.
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division of labor in the family is measured with three questions in the “work ethics” 
section, namely, “men work outside the home, women work inside the home”; “if one 
person needs to take care of the family, women are more suitable”; and “if the wife 
earns more than the husband, more family problems arise” (Likert 5-point scale), 
which includes attitudes toward the family division of labor and gender awareness. 
Measurements were performed through factor analysis (principal component analy-
sis) (Bartlett’s sphericity test; Prob >  chi2 = 0.000; KMO = 0.714). The descriptive sta-
tistics of the main variables are shown in Table 1. The quantitative part of this study 
uses descriptive statistics and binomial logistic regression.

The qualitative analysis in this study draws on data from in-depth interviews with 
two groups of people: urban middle-class families and nursing home and live-in car-
egivers. The middle-class families were purposively sampled because their relative 
financial capability allows them to use private care services. This helps researchers to 
examine the integration of social care resources within families. Nursing homes and 
live-in caregivers for elderly parents were also selected because they represent typical 
forms of social care for older people in urban families. Their work choices and work 
experiences offer an alternative perspective on how families use social care resources 
to care for their elderly members.

Data related to middle-class families were obtained through in-depth interviews 
with 12 families in Guangzhou conducted from September to November 2021. Each 
interviewed family had at least one member aged over 60  years, one child under 
14 years, and owned a minimum of two local properties. The interviews with urban 
families included ten adult children, i.e., the middle-generation members and two 
elderly parents. Data on nursing homes and live-in caregivers were collected through 
interviews conducted between 2016 and 2021 with 16 caregivers across Shanghai, 
Beijing, and Guangzhou. The distribution included six nursing home caregivers from 
Beijing, eight nursing-homes caregivers from Shanghai, and two live-in caregivers 

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of the main variables (N = 2439)

Variables Mean S.D Min Max

Willingness to use social care services for elderly parents (daycare center or eldercare 
center)

0.529 0.499 0 1

Willingness to adopt family care for children (increasing maternity leave and parental 
leave for mothers)

0.739 0.439 0 1

Willingness to adopt family care for children (increasing paternity leave and parental 
leave for fathers)

0.720 0.449 0 1

Willingness to use social care services for children (increasing investment in care 
services for infants and young children under three years old)

0.593 0.483 0 1

Number of underage children 1.081 0.854 0 5

Age 40.389 8.291 20 59

Gender (1 = male) 0.478 0.499 0 1

Income level (1 = less than 22,000 yuan, 2 = 22,000 yuan to 80,000 yuan, 3 = 80,000 
yuan to 150,000 yuan, 4 = 150,000 yuan and above)

2.616 0.895 1 4

Education level (1 = no schooling, 2 = elementary school, 3 = junior high school, 
4 = technical secondary school, 5 = technical school, 6 = vocational high school, 
7 = general high school, 8 = college, 9 = undergraduate, 10 = master, 11 = PhD)

7.281 2.273 1 11

Marital status (0 = divorced, 1 = married) 0.961 0.191 0 1
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from Guangzhou. In total, the qualitative research comprised 28 interviewees, each 
lasting approximately one hour on average. This study used a three-generation ana-
lytical framework to conduct a thematic analysis of the interview data and compare 
different types of care and family cases.

Research results
Intergenerational competition under dual care pressure

This study used a binomial logistic regression model for quantitative analysis to 
explore intergenerational competition for care resources. Model 1 in Table  2 meas-
ures the willingness to adopt family care for children by “increasing maternity leave 
and parental leave for mothers.” The results of the binomial logistic regression model 
show that controlling for age, number of underage children, gender, income level, per-
ceived gender division of labor in the family, education level, marital status, and resi-
dential area, the willingness to adopt family care for children has a significant positive 
effect on the willingness to adopt social care for elderly parents. The respondents who 
choose to increase maternity and parental leave for mothers are 3.199 times  (e1.163) 
more likely to be willing to use social care services for elderly parents than respond-
ents who do not choose to increase maternity and parental leave for mothers.

Model 2 in Table 2 uses “increasing paternity leave and parental leave for fathers” 
to indicate the willingness to adopt family care for children. Similar to the results of 
Model 1, the willingness of families to adopt family care for children has a significant 
positive effect on the willingness to use social care services for elderly parents, and 
the respondents who choose to increase paternity leave and parental leave for fathers 
are 3.655 times  (e1.296) more likely to be willing to use social care services for elderly 
parents than those who do not.

In Model 3, the maternity, paternity, and parental leave of both mothers and fathers 
are incorporated as measurements for the willingness to adopt family care for chil-
dren, and the results are similar to those of Models 1 and 2. Respondents who choose 
to increase maternity and paternity leave are 1.696  (e0.528) and 2.611(e0.960) times, 
respectively, more likely to be willing to use social care services for elderly parents 
than those who do not.

In summary, the results in Table  2 show that using mothers’ maternity leave and 
fathers’ paternity leave as measures of willingness to adopt family care for children 
has a significant positive effect on willingness to adopt family care for children and to 
use social care services for elderly parents. The more supportive the respondents are 
of family care packages and policies for children, the more likely they are to choose 
elderly care services. Therefore, it can be inferred that there is intergenerational com-
petition for family care resources when faced with multiple and overlapping caregiv-
ing demands for both children and elderly parents.

Age, number of underage children, and income level also impact respondents’ will-
ingness to take care of elderly parents through social means to varying degrees. The 
results of Model 3 show that respondents born in 1975–1984 and 1985–1994 were 
1.211 times  (e0.192) and 1.033  (e0.033)times, respectively, more willing than respondents 
born before 1975 to use social care services for elderly parents. These age groups are 
still in their childbearing years, and with the implementation of the universal TCP, 
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the possibility of caring for both elderly parents and children will increase. Therefore, 
compared with respondents born before 1975, they are more inclined to take care of 
elderly parents through social means to alleviate dual pressure. Compared with low-
income respondents (annual income below 22,000 yuan), respondents with a personal 
annual income of more than 150,000 yuan are more willing to use social care ser-
vices for elderly parents. In contrast, other income categories of respondents show 
no significant difference, indicating that economic factors influence the willingness 
to use social care services for elderly parents. Moreover, among respondents with two 
or more underage children, the odds of their willingness to use social care services 
for elderly parents is 22.51%  (e−0.255) lower than that of respondents without under-
age children. This may be due to the “children-first” care resource allocation strategy: 
when the number of underage children increases, elderly parents who should have 
been taken care of become childcare providers, forming an intergenerational cooper-
ative childrearing pattern within the family. In addition, education level significantly 
influences the willingness of elderly parents to accept social care. No significant 
effects were found for the other control variables in Model 3.

Table 2 The influence of the willingness to adopt family care for children on the willingness to use 
social care services for elderly parents (binomial logistic regression)

(1) The sample excludes respondents who are farmers, singles, and those aged 60 and over. (2) The numbers in brackets are 
standard errors. (3)*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Willingness to adopt family care for children (increas-
ing maternity leave and parental leave for mothers)

1.163*** (0.099) 0.528*** (0.131)

Willingness to adopt family care for children (increas-
ing paternity leave and parental leave for fathers)

1.296*** (0.098) 0.960*** (0.128)

Age (reference group = born before 1975)

 Born in 1975–1984 0.322* (0.161) 0.267* (0.134) 0.192* (0.094)

 Born in 1985–1994 0.193* (0.096) 0.074* (0.037) 0.033* (0.016)

 Born after 1995 − 0.066 (0.354) − 0.214 (1.322) − 0.019 (0.018)

Number of underage children (reference group = no underage child)

 Having only one underage child − 0.158 (0.125) − 0.185 (0.126) − 0.179 (0.127)

 Having two or more underage children − 0.231* (0.116) − 0.268* (0.131) − 0.255* (0.128)

Gender (1 = male) − 0.173* (0.087) − 0.168 (0.088) − 0.166 (0.087)

Income level (reference group = below 22,000 yuan)

 22,000 yuan to 80,000 yuan 0.076 (0.175) 0.080 (0.175) 0.057 (0.176)

 80,000 yuan to 150,000 yuan 0.082 (0.187) 0.134 (0.186) 0.108 (0.098)

 150,000 yuan and above 0.132* (0.065) 0.192* (0.097) 0.076* (0.037)

Perceived gender division of labor in the family 0.063 (0.044) 0.059 (0.044) 0.057 (0.044)

Education levels (1 = no schooling, 2 = primary school, 
3 = junior high school, 4 = technical secondary school, 
5 = technical school, 6 = vocational high school, 
7 = general high school, 8 = college, 9 = undergradu-
ate, 10 = master, 11 = PhD)

0.076*** (0.021) 0.072*** (0.023) 0.073*** (0.020)

Marital status (1 = married) 0.046 (0.038) 0.041 (0.056) 0.040 (0.076)

Province (1 = Guangdong Province) − 0.008 (0.080) − 0.040 (0.132) − 0.035 (0.089)

Constant − 1.707* (0.812) − 1.742*** (0.315) − 1.861*** (0.317)

Log likelihood − 1584.356 − 1563.999 − 1556.004

Pseudo-R2 0.062 0.073 0.077

Obs 2439 2439 2439
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To strengthen the robustness of the above statistical inferences and avoid statistical 
bias, this study further analyzes the relationship between the willingness to use social 
care services for children and for elderly parents (see Table  3), using the option of 
“increasing investment in care services for children under three years old” to measure 
the willingness to adopt social care for children. Model 4 is the analysis of the full sam-
ple, and Model 5 is the analysis of the sample of married respondents with children. The 
results show that the influence of the willingness to use social care services for children 
on the willingness to use social care services for elderly parents is not statistically sig-
nificant. This may be due to two reasons: first, the “arena” of intergenerational competi-
tion for care resources discussed in this study is within the family rather than within the 
social support arena; second, families may consider factors such as service quality and 
economic affordability more when choosing social care services for childcare, which are 
not directly related to the willingness to use social care services for elderly parents.

Intergenerational distribution strategies: children first, crisis response only for the elderly

To further analyze the caregiving resource allocation strategies, this section explores 
the moderating effect of the number of underage children on the relationship between 
willingness to provide family care for children and willingness to use social care ser-
vices for elderly parents. Models 6 and 7 in Table 4 show that after incorporating the 
interaction term between the number of underage children and the willingness to 
provide family care for children, neither the category “only one underage child” nor 
its interaction term passed the 5% level of significance test. However, the category 
“two or more underage children” and their interaction terms with the willingness to 

Table 3 Analysis of the relationship between the willingness to use social care services for children 
and the willingness to use social care services for elderly parents (binomial logistic regression)

(1) The sample excludes rural households, unmarried respondents, and respondents aged 60 and above. (2) The numbers in 
brackets are standard errors. (3)*p < 0.05,**p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.(4) Other control variables such as gender, perceived gender 
division of labor in the family, income level, marital status, and province have been included in the analysis of models 4 and 
5, and the results are not listed due to space limitations

Model 4 (full sample) Model 5 
(Married with 
children sample)

Willingness to use social care services for children (increasing 
investment in care services for infants and young children 
under 3 years old)

0.283 (0.178) 0.394 (0.246)

Age (reference group = born before 1975)

 Born in 1975–1984 0.142 (0.078) 0.225* (0.088)

 Born in 1985–1994 0.297** (0.110) 0.374* (0.163)

 Born after 1995 0.176 (0.367) 0.098 (0.378)

Number of children (reference group = no underage child)

 Having only one underage child − 0.147 (0.129)

 Having two or more underage children − 0.221 (0.142) − 0.107* (0.053) 
[ref = only one 
underage child]

Other variables controlled controlled

Constant − 2.165*** (0.328) − 1.207*** (0.354)

Log likelihood − 1508.042 − 1140.846

Pseudo-R2 0.106 0.072

Obs 2439 1778
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provide family care for children both passed the 5% and above level of significance 
test, and their interaction coefficients were negative, indicating that as the number of 
underage children reached two or more, the positive relationship between the willing-
ness to provide family care for children and the willingness to use social care services 
for elderly parents decreased. This study visualizes the moderating effect of the num-
ber of underage children, and Fig. 1 shows that compared to respondents with fewer 
underage children, those with two or more underage children have a flatter predicted 
line and a lower slope, which is consistent with Hypothesis 2.

Table 4 The moderating effect of the number of underage children on the relationship between 
the willingness to adopt family care for children and the willingness to use social care services for 
elderly parents (binomial logistic regression)

(1) The sample excludes rural households, unmarried respondents, and respondents aged 60 and above. (2) The numbers in 
brackets are standard errors.(3)*p < 0.05,**p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. (4) Due to space limitations, other control variables are not 
shown in Table 4

Model 6 (increasing maternity 
leave and parental leave for 
mothers)

Model 7 (increasing paternity 
leave and parental leave for 
fathers)

Willingness to adopt family care for 
children

0.613** (0.227) 0.844** (0.329)

Number of children (reference group = no underage child)

 Having only one underage child − 0.267 (0.206) − 0.051 (0.214)

 Having two or more underage 
children

− 0.083* (0.042) − 0.075* (0.037)

Willingness to adopt family care for 
children × only one underage child

0.250 (0.241) 0.133 (0.297)

Willingness to adopt family care for 
children × two or more underage 
children

− 0.165* (0.082) − 0.215* (0.108)

other variables Controlled Controlled

log likelihood − 1588.665 − 1602.874

Pseudo-R2 0.071 0.084

Obs 2439 2439

Fig. 1 The moderating effect of the number of underage children on the relationship between the 
willingness to adopt family care for children and the willingness to use social care services for elderly parents. 
Note: the willingness to adopt family care for the children is measured by whether the respondent chooses 
“increasing maternity leave and parenting leave for mothers”, and the willingness to use social care services 
for the elderly is measured by whether the respondent chooses “daycare center or eldercare center”
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It can be further inferred from the results of the moderating effect that “children first” 
is, to some extent, a principle in allocating resources for family care. Specifically, com-
pared to those without underage children or with only one underage child, in the group 
with two or more underage children, the positive relationship between the willingness 
to provide family care for children and the willingness to adopt social care services for 
elderly parents will be weakened. As the number of underage children in the family 
increases, elderly parents who should be cared for likely become caregivers, establishing 
intergenerational cooperation in childrearing. However, the transition of elderly parents 
from care recipients to caregivers also depends on their health conditions. Therefore, the 
“children-first” principle of care resource allocation still needs to be further identified in 
different family and caregiving situations.

Time imperative for childrearing and crisis‑driven emergency response in eldercare

The interviews revealed that the middle generation lacked time, and their limited time 
was mostly devoted to childrearing. The interviewed parents showed a high sense of 
responsibility and a great urgency in regard to investing time in their children. The time 
points of “three years old,” “six years old,” “ten years old,” “middle school entrance exam-
iniation,” and “university entrance examiniation” were repeatedly mentioned. This is a 
long-term plan rather than a temporary arrangement. Parents consider the period from 
birth to high school a critical stage of children’s growth and development, involving their 
sense of security, self-expression, communication skills, learning interest and compe-
tence development, and value formation. In a plan that spans more than ten years, each 
time node is similar to an engineering acceptance date, with different tasks and require-
ments for parents and a sense of urgency permeating daily life.

The mothers interviewed generally highly identified themselves as the primary car-
egivers for their children. They indicated that if a mother does not provide sufficient 
companionship (including care, guidance, and supervision) during this critical stage, it 
will be difficult for the child to achieve success in the future and may even suffer from 
physical and mental problems. The mother in Case 1 resigned from her job after the 
child was born. She mentioned that the family was under financial pressure, but she did 
not intend to go out and find a job.

As a mother, I am primarily responsible for parenting… What children need most 
is companionship, to give them a sense of security, especially during the ages of 3 
and 6… Many parents are too busy with work, and their children develop depression 
and a sense of emptiness in their teenage years. What’s the point of earning an extra 
200,000 yuan a year? In terms of a child’s growth, time cannot be regained, and 
there is no way to turn back the clock (Case 1).

Providing sufficient companionship during critical periods is also crucial for build-
ing parent‒child relationships and meeting the emotional needs of both children and 
mothers. Expectations for children’s achievements and health, as well as the demand 
for intimacy, make parents (especially mothers) highly responsible for childcare. There-
fore, when the family’s economic conditions permit, mothers are willing to compromise 
career development, economic independence, and leisure freedom.
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This compromise, while ostensibly a negotiation between couples or a decision by 
women, is intrinsically linked to China’s parental leave policy. The mother in Case 5 
often works overtime and is apprehensive about taking leave to attend to her family for 
fear of its potential impact on her career advancement, a concern that her male peers do 
not share. Despite having comparatively flexible working hours, the mother in Case 4 
still experienced a lack of time.

What is most lacking is time. It is not like giving me a few thousand or tens of thou-
sands of Yuan and I will be absolved of these responsibilities. Raising a child is not 
too difficult, but I hope she can succeed. The most crucial stage of a child’s growth is 
from 3 years of age until they start middle school, and it is difficult to rely solely on 
family members. Maternity leave now adds at most one or two months, which still 
cannot solve the lack of accompanying time (Case 4).

The identity of being the primary caregiver requires a mother to invest a significant 
amount of time in accompanying her child’s growth. However, the lack of parental leave 
policies creates a serious conflict between a woman’s work responsibilities and childcare 
duties. Childcare responsibilities impose rigid constraints on women, and the greater 
time investment required exacerbates gender inequality for women in the labor market.

In contrast, the time invested by the middle generation in caring for elderly parents is 
often a crisis-driven provisional response. Most interviewees admitted that they “rarely 
take care of their aging parents” on a regular basis, and we did not hear any time-nodes-
based narratives about the physical and mental development of elderly parents during 
the interviews. In families where elderly parents are in good health, “haven’t thought 
that far ahead,” “haven’t thought about it yet,” and “will decide based on the situation” 
are phrases repeatedly used by interviewees. This indicates that the middle generation 
has not made plans for eldercare or made clear arrangements. This starkly contrasts the 
long-term planning for childcare, where the sense of urgency conveyed by the saying 
“When an adult child wishes to care for their elderly parents, they are no longer around” 
was not reflected in the interviewees’ narratives.

Despite the perception that children are responsible for eldercare, in contrast to the 
perception of being the primary caregiver for children, many interviewees indicated the 
likelihood of resorting to professional social care service options in the future, such as 
nursing homes or live-in caregivers, for at least one of their two elderly parents.

However, when elderly parents can take care of themselves, almost none of the inter-
viewees took action to visit nursing homes on the spot or search for information about 
them. This hesitation is closely related to elderly parents’ rejection of institutional elder-
care services. Overall, the elderly parents in the interviewed families preferred to stay at 
home with their spouses or adult children and did not agree to live in nursing homes. 
News reports about abuse by care workers and poor quality of care services in nursing 
homes have further increased the hesitation of adult children. Therefore, in addition to 
the time spent caring for children, the low willingness of elderly parents and the varying 
quality of marketized eldercare services have led to a lack of planning for adult children 
to care for elderly parents.

When elderly family members experienced serious illnesses or emergencies, the mid-
dle generation of the interviewed families (Cases 2/3/5/7/9/10) responded quickly, 
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allocating a portion of their time and effort to care for the elderly parents. In some fami-
lies (Cases 5/11/12), once the crisis has subsided, there is an inclination to transition 
from family care to social care. This is because elderly parents are incapable of self-care 
and require long-term care and assistance. We found that the middle generation who 
is only adult child faced a serious time deficit. Case 5 was an only adult child (daugh-
ter) with one disabled elderly parent, one elderly parent with cancer, and her 3-year-old 
daughter. Despite the employment of a live-in caregiver to care for her elderly parents, 
she still struggled with the “triple burn” of time poverty, her professional obligations, 
eldercare, and childrearing.

High‑quality child companionship and eldercare dependent on kinship networks

The middle generation provides high-quality companionship for their children, while 
the elderly family members receive emergency care from their spouses or siblings, and 
the adult children mainly serve as medical agents. The middle generation interviewed, 
especially the mothers, were heavily involved in the care and education of their children. 
These parents believe that investing in their children’s education, skills, hobbies, and 
relationships will pay off in the future and that their companionship, supervision, and 
guidance will ensure their investments are realized.

This high-quality companionship and attention involved in childrearing necessitate 
substantial human resource investment, posing a challenge for working mothers to 
maintain a balance. During the one-child policy (OCP) period, urban Chinese fami-
lies effectively resolved the labor/service deficit in child-rearing for working mothers 
through intergenerational cooperation. Specifically, grandparents handled physiologi-
cal needs, while parents took charge of social affairs (Xiao 2014). This is consistent with 
our findings that most interviewed families have adopted or previously adopted inter-
generational cooperation in childcare. However, the introduction of universal TCP and 
the aging of grandparents, coupled with the increase in the number of children, have 
intensified this issue. Despite grandparents’ involvement from both sides of the family in 
childcare, human and labor deficits remain significant challenges.

Most interviewed parents stated that increasing childcare services for children 
between zero and three years old is one of the top three childcare-supported measures 
that families need the most. However, parents emphasized the importance of safety 
in childcare services. Middle-class parents, with high-quality care of children by their 
mothers as a reference (Wu and Niu 2019), have high safety requirements for childcare 
services. This finding echoes the previous low ranking of childcare service options for 
those aged 0–3 years and the weak correlation between the willingness to utilize social 
care services for children and the willingness to adopt similar services for elderly par-
ents, as indicated by the data in Table 3.

On the other hand, the daily lives of elderly parents who can care for themselves are 
characterized by self-care and mutual care by their spouses. The common understand-
ing of the middle generation was that elderly parents “do not need me (to take care of 
them),” which contrasted with the emotional needs of children and the middle genera-
tion themselves. The middle generation considered whether or not to participate in 
eldercare primarily based on whether or not the elderly parents can care for themselves. 
They have two understandings of eldercare: one focusing on physiological needs and the 



Page 17 of 25Zhong and Peng  The Journal of Chinese Sociology           (2024) 11:20  

other on treatment and rehabilitative needs. The interviewed middle generation was not 
unaware of the emotional and companionship needs of elderly parents but they believed 
that these needs can be met through spouses, friends, or siblings and that they do not 
need to take on this role themselves.

In the interviews, we found that adult children assume the role of agents in dealing 
with the healthcare system in medical emergencies. As the father in Case 2 stated,

Before, when my mom had to undergo bypass surgery for her heart disease, we defi-
nitely went to the hospital on the day of the surgery. We had to communicate with 
the doctor beforehand, and my mom would also ask for my opinion on whether to 
have the surgery, use imported or domestic materials… Fortunately, my mom’s sis-
ter was there, and they have a good relationship. She stayed overnight, and then we 
hired a care worker in the hospital. Now, my dad accompanies my mom for follow-
up visits, and I look at her test results every time (Case 2).

As seen in Case 2, the specific responsibilities undertaken by adult children mainly 
included contacting hospitals, discussing surgical plans with doctors, communicating 
with elderly parents, arranging postoperative care and long-term care, and other social 
affairs. Although the interviewed families rarely had adult children who personally 
participated in caring for elderly parents, in families with multiple adult children, the 
middle generation had experience in or made plans for taking turns caring for elderly 
parents. Families with multiple adult children showed an advantage of human resource 
mobilization during crises, whereas only-child families faced a more significant chal-
lenge in addressing the human resource shortage for eldercare.

Abundant childrearing knowledge versus poor eldercare knowledge

Despite adult children taking on the role of agents in dealing with the health care system 
on behalf of elderly parents, most of them lacked knowledge about eldercare, according 
to the interviewees’ accounts. This knowledge gap manifests as a lack of understanding 
of first aid knowledge and skills, uncertainty about how to address the psychological and 
mental health problems of elderly parents, unfamiliarity with community home-based 
eldercare services and nursing homes, and a lack of training on how to communicate 
with and seek help from doctors. Many interviewees typically learnt about relevant 
knowledge by asking doctors, nurses, relatives, and friends for information after their 
parents became seriously ill or disabled; they have been learning by doing and have 
gained experience slowly.

Additionally, the deficiency in knowledge among adult children concerning eldercare 
manifests in the absence of shared daily life experiences, particularly in families where 
the two generations reside separately. Case 3, who lived with her father, talked about her 
experience taking her father to see a doctor.

Accompanying an older person to see a doctor cannot be delegated to others because 
the older person may have communication barriers. Doctors may ask family mem-
bers about the elderly parent’s daily medical history. If you are not living with 
elderly parents or have not been with them for a long time, accompanying them to 
see a doctor may not be very useful (Case 3).
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This passage emphasizes the importance of the daily life knowledge gained from 
shared living experiences in caring for elderly parents. The interviewed middle genera-
tion lacked the social knowledge needed to navigate the health care system for elder-
care and the intimate knowledge that comes from daily life due to living apart; this could 
impact their ability to make informed decisions and manage emergencies effectively.

Young parents (i.e., the middle generation) of middle-class families are better educated 
overall, and they are very well informed about scientific knowledge and policy informa-
tion, as well as about thoughts and reflections related to childcare. It is evident in many 
mothers’ narratives that parents’ knowledge of childcare begun before the birth of their 
children and was not an ad hoc occurrence in an emergency. These parents proactively 
learnt from multiple sources and strived to stay informed about the science and poli-
cies of childcare. Moreover, the childcare knowledge presented in parents’ narratives 
was transferrable, allowing others to learn from, communicate about, and assist in these 
tasks. Conversely, eldercare was perceived as a specialized and professional field that 
was challenging for adult children to grasp and difficult for others to intervene.

High economic investment in childcare while subsidizing market‑oriented social care 

services for the elderly

The primary economic resources of the middle generation predominantly flow toward 
their offspring. However, the majority of interviewees expressed a desire and provided 
some degree of financial support for the long-term care of their elderly parents. The eco-
nomic standing of the interviewees’ families was generally favorable, with some fami-
lies owning three or more properties. The interviewees invested most of their economic 
resources in their children’s health and education. This high expenditure lowered the 
quality of life for young parents and resulted in economic pressure, especially in fami-
lies with two children, single-parent families, and families where one parent is a full-
time caregiver. The interviewees indicated that public financial support for childcare is 
minimal, with only a monthly 1000 yuan personal income tax reduction for children’s 
schooling, which is insufficient to meet the rising prices of goods and services needed 
for childcare. Therefore, even middle-class families face economic pressure when raising 
children.

Unlike the financial input of childcare, the financial support provided by the adult chil-
dren of the families interviewed for the daily lives of elderly parents was more of a sym-
bolic gift. However, when the elderly parents became seriously ill or required long-term 
care, all interviewees were willing to bear the costs, and some have also paid for their 
parents’ hospitalization fees, medication expenses, hospital care worker fees, and live-in 
caregiver fees. The father of Case 2 said:

My parents’ retirement pensions add up to more than 7000 yuan, and they also have 
health care insurance. When my mother had surgery, the cost was approximately 
100,000 yuan, but after health care insurance reimbursement, we only paid more 
than 20,000 yuan. Some of my mother-in-law’s cancer drugs used to cost thousands 
or tens of thousands per injection, but now, with the health care insurance reform, 
they only cost a few hundred Yuan, and it has turned into several thousand yuan 
a year. We had reserved more than 100,000 yuan for her treatment at that time, 
which may not even be used now (Case 2).
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It can be seen that China’s pension and health insurance systems have somewhat 
alleviated the economic burden of adult children in daily life and medical treatment 
for elderly parents. If elderly parents become disabled, pension and health insurance 
schemes alone are not sufficient to pay for care costs, which requires the contribution of 
their adult children. The spouse of Case 12 suffered a stroke and needed to hire a live-in 
caregiver. The older person said:

My husband’s monthly pension is over 11,000 yuan, and I have 9400 yuan. The car-
egiver alone costs 8300 yuan each month. My husband’s money is used to hire a car-
egiver, and I use mine for food and medical expenses, and it would be even more dif-
ficult if there were no health insurance reimbursement… As long as the two sons can 
handle themselves, that’s enough. The younger son does not even have 4000 yuan 
(per month). Before my husband got sick, I had saved 500,000 yuan, and now there’s 
only twenty or thirty thousand left, most of which has been spent on his treatment 
and care services (Case 12).

Even if elderly parents have good economic conditions, it is difficult for them to pay 
for long-term care services and medication expenses by relying solely on personal sav-
ings, pensions, and health insurance when one party becomes disabled or demented. If 
adult children have poor economic conditions and are unable to provide support, older 
people and their spouses may be at risk of care deficits. Elderly parents may receive more 
economic support in families with multiple adult children.

Case 11 involves an older woman whose 91-year-old mother resides in a nursing 
home. However, her mother’s pension is not enough to cover the monthly cost of twenty 
to thirty thousand Yuan, requiring her four adult children to share the expense. Case 11 
said that even if siblings share the burden, they cannot cope with it in the long term.

Difficulty of marketized care services in addressing eldercare deficits for families

We found that adult children are willing to provide financial support for long-term care 
services for their elderly parents, mainly for purchasing marketized social care services. 
This finding is consistent with the literature. However, the care sector cannot provide 
sufficient and affordable services to meet the care needs of disabled elderly parents. This 
was seen in the three interviewed families with disabled and demented elderly parents 
(Cases 5/11/12). While this is the case for middle-class families, it is even more difficult 
for families with average economic conditions to address their eldercare needs through 
marketized services.

We conducted a further analysis to understand why the care sector fails to meet the 
long-term care needs of elderly family members. Our interviews revealed two main find-
ings. First, salary is the predominant factor influencing the job choices of care service 
workers. The low affordability of families to pay for care services for self-care elderly par-
ents has resulted in a serious loss of the labor force in the eldercare sector. Interviews 
with eldercare givers in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou yielded consistent narratives, 
revealing the income hierarchy of China’s urban social care sector. At the top of this hier-
archy are caregivers during the confinement period and live-in childcare givers, followed 
by hospital care workers, housekeeping workers, and nursing-homes and live-in car-
egivers for older people (caring for self-care older people). The wage disparity between 
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eldercare and childcare makes care service workers prefer caring for children. As long as 
their language proficiency, skills, and qualifications meet the requirements of childcare 
work, they often switch from nursing home caregivers, live-in eldercare givers, or house-
keeping workers to become live-in childcare givers or caregivers during the confinement 
period. For example, in 2003, the Shanghai Case ZL was employed as a live-in caregiver 
for older people, with a monthly wage of 1000 yuan. By the time of her departure from 
this position, her wage had increased to 1500 yuan, a fairly substantial sum for a car-
egiver for older people at that point in time. Upon obtaining her domestic helper qualifi-
cation in 2007, she transitioned to a role as a caregiver for children, increasing her wage 
to 3000 yuan.

Second, live-in caregivers often opt for the more dignified childcare profession com-
pared with eldercare. The societal value attributed to eldercare is often depreciated, even 
by the caregivers’ own families, who associate it with illness, pain, dirtiness, and death. 
Regional and class disparities further intensify such depreciation. In contrast, childcare 
is associated with hope, progress, joy, and dignity.

Marketized social care resources also prioritize children, which in turn exacerbates the 
scarcity of social care resources for elderly parents, thereby increasing the cost of caring 
for disabled older people. As a result, the interviewed families struggled to find afford-
able, professional care services for disabled elderly parents, making it challenging for 
adult children to substitute family care with social care services.

Conclusion and discussion: care deficits and supportive systems
The main findings of this study are threefold. First, the combination of an aging popula-
tion and declining birth rates has resulted in dual caregiving pressure on families, neces-
sitating care for both the children and older family members simultaneously. On the one 
hand, the economic security and quality of life for urban older people have improved, 
leading to increased expectations for care and companionship from their adult chil-
dren. On the other hand, modern life has fostered a “child-centered” family culture that 
requires parents to devote a significant amount of time, effort, and resources to the care 
and education of their children for decades. Therefore, middle-generation parents face 
the dual pressure of caring for children and elderly parents.

Second, the study revealed that care resources in urban families are insufficient to han-
dle the dual pressure of caring for elderly parents and children simultaneously, result-
ing in a care deficit. This deficit is mainly observed in eldercare. When the care needs 
of elderly parents and children overlap, the two generations compete for family care 
resources, with the middle generation adopting a “child-centered” allocation pattern. 
Under this pattern, family care resources, such as time, labor, knowledge, and money, 
are prioritized for children, while eldercare is more of a crisis-driven response. Even in 
middle-class families, there are often insufficient investments in eldercare, especially in 
the emotional companionship and knowledge reserves of eldercare. The care deficit for 
elderly parents is even more pronounced in families with poor economic conditions, 
with disabled elderly parents, or with only one adult child. In families with both disabled 
elderly parents and young children, the life and work opportunities for middle-genera-
tion women are severely impacted.
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Third, it is challenging for families to alleviate care deficits for elderly parents through 
social care services, mainly due to the lack of a mature and diversified care service mar-
ket. The workforce that can provide social care services is short over a long period, with 
a significant gap in the supply capacity of eldercare services compared with childcare 
services; this is related to two factors.

First, society evaluates caregiving for older people and children differently, with the 
childcare occupation having a higher status than that of eldercare. Second, there are 
differences in the willingness and ability of families to pay for eldercare and childcare. 
There is less willingness to pay for eldercare services than for childcare services, and the 
pensions and health insurance of older people are also insufficient to cover long-term 
care service fees. Market-oriented social care resources cannot compensate for the lack 
of family care resources, causing many families to experience anxiety about balancing 
care for both children and elderly parents.

Overall, overlapping care needs, care deficits, and care anxiety interact with each other 
and become a dilemma faced by urban Chinese families in the context of an aging soci-
ety. This study showed that inadequate support from care policies exacerbates resource 
competition between elderly parents and children within families. This issue deserves 
attention, especially regarding the older and female populations. Finally, from the per-
spective of social policy and care research, this study further discusses the following two 
aspects.

Care deficit beyond the nuclear family

Starting with Durkheim, the Western sociological tradition regards the nuclear  family 
as an important indicator of social modernization. Within this tradition, social policy 
research closely examines the relationship between welfare states and family functions in 
the process of industrialization, with a particular focus on resolving the conflict between 
women’s work and childcare responsibilities. The fundamental idea of the reforms in the 
30 years after WWII was “defamilialization”; this was primarily manifested in the state’s 
provision of childcare and education services and the establishment of pension and 
health insurance systems, thereby reducing family responsibilities for the care of chil-
dren and elderly parents.

Since the 1990s, a new concept of “refamilialization” has emerged as a response to the 
“defamilialization” approach. This concept has readjusted the division of care respon-
sibilities between the state and the family. The idea of refamilialization re-emphasizes 
the value and function of the family, positing that family care, especially companionship 
and emotional ties, holds significant value and should not be entirely replaced by state-
provided care. Various policies under this approach can be referred to as work–family 
balance measures. In addition to childcare services, policy measures include parental 
leave policies, flexible work arrangements, family allowances, tax deductions, and pri-
vate childcare vouchers. The policy goal is to enable families to invest more time, com-
panionship, and emotion in care without compromising the individual development of 
family members.

This study has provided a fresh perspective on the long-standing debate in Chinese 
family research regarding prioritizing the children over the old or giving equal atten-
tion to both. Viewing Chinese urban families through the lens of caregiving reveals a 
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three-generation structure, with caregiving serving as the connective thread binding 
these generations. The issues common to all three generations include enhancing car-
egiving awareness, allocating and managing care responsibilities, and providing care. 
This analysis of caregiving reveals a dual aspect of Chinese family values. On the one 
hand, there is an emphasis on private achievements, pleasure, and comfort for small/
nuclear families, mainly manifested through wealth accumulation and the pursuit 
of life opportunities. On the other hand, there is also a sense of responsibility toward 
large families, primarily demonstrated through the care and attention given to children 
and elderly parents. Methodologically, employing a three-generation framework as an 
analytical perspective is more suitable for studying Chinese families, particularly when 
examining caregiving practices. The nuclear/core family paradigm discussed in West-
ern countries is situated within a two-generation framework. Research topics and policy 
debates derived from this framework are not entirely applicable to discussions of Chi-
nese family issues. In the Chinese context, working parents have to raise children and 
care for elderly parents, adding another layer of caregiving pressure. We propose that the 
three-generation framework is a more applicable analytical tool that can help re-exam-
ine and promote real issues related to caregiving in China’s aging process.

Since the reform and opening-up, China’s care policy has distinctly shifted toward the 
“unsupported familialization” approach. This shift has led the government to reduce the 
provision of public care services for ordinary families while simultaneously promoting 
the growth of private care services. Despite this, the government has offered minimal 
financial support in terms of care subsidies, tax deductions, and other measures to help 
families purchase marketized care services. During the period of the OCP, families were 
able to meet their care needs through intergenerational support and other means. How-
ever, with the advent of an aging population and a declining birth rate, this model of 
intergenerational support has become unsustainable. While feeling a sense of responsi-
bility toward caring for elderly parents, the middle generation also experiences a sense 
of helplessness; this is exacerbated by the fact that current care policies do not provide 
sufficient support for families, thereby leading to increased anxiety. This anxiety is par-
ticularly pronounced among dual-income families and women who are facing the “triple 
burden” of work, childcare, and eldercare.

Improving the policy support system for families

This study underscores the inadequacy of care policies in supporting family care, thereby 
intensifying the competition for resource allocation toward childrearing and creating a 
“crowd-out” effect on eldercare. Both the literature and this study highlight that a major-
ity of older people in China prefer home-based care (Du et al. 2016a, b). From the per-
spective of a three-generation framework, there is an inherent structural tension in the 
allocation of care resources in families. We call for enhancing the policy support system 
to reduce this tension in two ways. The overarching idea is to address the low level of 
“defamilialization” in China’s care policies and to accentuate the unique value of family 
care in providing companionship and emotional support.

First, it is imperative to establish a knowledge support system to address knowl-
edge deficits in eldercare. A stark contrast is evident when comparing childcare and 
eldercare efforts within families using the three-generation framework. Families tend 
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to take a forward-thinking, proactive stance when it comes to childrearing, planning 
for issues well in advance. In contrast, eldercare tends to be reactive and crisis-driven, 
with challenges being addressed as they arise; this suggests that the deficit in elder-
care is also a knowledge deficit. Both elderly parents and their adult children lack 
knowledge on identifying the needs of eldercare (especially mental and psychological 
needs), responding to emergencies, and preventing diseases. A societal lack of knowl-
edge hampers effective eldercare and increases pressure on adult children. In promot-
ing an active aging strategy, the government should establish a knowledge support 
system for families on eldercare; this would assist elderly parents and their adult chil-
dren in acquiring essential knowledge, skills, and information about eldercare, foster-
ing a positive and healthy aging mindset and preparing for inevitable aging life.

Second, improving the public resource support system is crucial; this includes two 
aspects. First, a comprehensive evaluation of the needs and capabilities of families 
in childrearing and eldercare should be conducted based on the three-generation 
framework. Support can take various forms, such as subsidies, allowances, tax deduc-
tions, and other measures specifically tailored for eldercare. Second, a concerted 
effort should be made to promote the growth of community home-based eldercare 
institutions and to increase the supply capacity of professional and personalized care 
services that cater to individual needs. These two points aim to help dual-income 
families obtain affordable, quality-standard eldercare services when necessary, ena-
bling them to spend more time accompanying their older family members.

This study uses quantitative data from a survey conducted in urban areas across 
three provinces and qualitative data from research on middle-class families in Guang-
zhou. Therefore, the generalizability of the research findings is somewhat limited. 
Future research could broaden the survey scope under the three-generation frame-
work (especially in rural areas and families with lower income) and further investi-
gate the characteristics and mechanisms of intergenerational allocation of family care 
resources. Additionally, a more in-depth analysis is required to explore the statistical 
relationship between the four variables of willingness to provide family care for the 
elderly parents/children and willingness to receive social care for the elderly parents/
children. Finally, this study observed that different dimensions of care resources play 
varying roles in caring for elderly parents and children. Future research could further 
explore the complexity and dynamics of care resource allocation to adjust the division 
of caregiving responsibilities between the state and the family for elderly parents and 
children.
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