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Using data from a survey in Songzi county of Hubei province, this paper analyzes the
relationship between children’s gender and marriage form and their provision of old-
age support to their parents in rural China. The results show that, after controlling for
children’s and parents’ individual characteristics, children’s gender and marriage form
have significant influence on their likelihood of giving financial and housework sup-
port to their parents, but no significant influence on the amount of financial support
or their likelihood of supporting their parents with agricultural labor in peak agri-
cultural seasons. Thus, we find that in Songzi, where both virilocal and uxorilocal
marriages have been historically accepted and commonly practiced, sons and daugh-
ters play basically the same role in providing old-age support for parents as they do
in virilocal and uxorilocal couples. The paper discusses how these findings relate to

current and future problems of old-age security and son preference in rural China.



Sustained low fertility, resulting both from a strict population-control policy and from funda-
mental social, economic, and cultural changes since the late 1970°s, has resulted in accelerated
population aging in China. According to the latest population census, in 2000 the proportion of
the Chinese population aged 65 and above reached 7 percent (Lavely, 2001), a level unprec-
edented in the modern history of China.

Related to population aging is old-age security, an issue especially important in rural China
where a reliable pension system with broad coverage has not been established. Also, income is
not high enough for most rural couples to save for their old age (Yu, 1996). That children should
show filial piety to, and be responsible for the support of, their elderly parents is a widely
accepted personal value and community norm in traditional Chinese culture (Ganschow, 1978).
In addition, the relevant laws in China protect old people’s legal interests and rights and define
the norm of family responsibility for elder care (Davis-Friedmann, 1991). As a result, family
support for the elderly, provided primarily by adult children, is and will continue to be the
dominant form of care for the elderly in rural areas in the foreseeable future (Shi, 1993; Gu et al.,
1995; Xu and Yuan, 1997).

In rural China, however, gender plays an important role in determining children’s likelihood
of providing old-age support for their parents, as well as the amount of this support. It is usually
sons in a family, but not daughters, who provide necessary support for their older parents (Yang,
1996). This phenomenon is essentially derived from the Chinese patrilineal family system.

Family system refers generally to the customary, normative manner in which family
processes unfold, that is, the usual pattern of family practices and household dynamics, including
the main elements of marriage form, succession, property inheritance, residential arrangements,
and power structure as a function of gender and age within the family (Skinner, 1997). Rural
Chinese society has historically been dominated by a rigid male-centered patrilineal family

system. Under this system, parents call in a daughter-in-law for each of their sons, and all sons
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are entitled to stay home after marriage and co-reside with their parents for a period of time until
family division occurs or until both of their parents pass away. A son’s offspring use his father’s
surname to continue the family lineage. Family property is usually inherited equally among all
sons, and sons are obliged to take care of their parents in their old age. By contrast, parents
marry all of their daughters out to other families, and these daughters as well as their future
descendants are no longer regarded as members of their natal families. The rights, productivity,
service, and future of daughters are transferred to their husbands® families at the time of marriage,
and they neither inherit their natal family’s property nor carry the formal obligation to take care
of their natal parents in their old age (Das Gupta and Li, 1999).

The patrilineal family system in rural China shapes the gender-based pattern of children’s
support for their older parents. Under this system, intergenerational exchange between parents
and sons is greater than between parents and daughters, and it is characterized by reciprocity
over a longer period (Greenhalgh, 1985). Parents usually invest a lot in sons in terms of their
education, marriage, etc., and expect later repayment by being supported in their old age by their
sons. Parents usually invest less in daughters in terms of their education, marriage, etc., and
expect daughters to repay them before marriage by doing housework and taking care of younger
siblings, etc. A daughter’s moral obligations may continue after marriage, but her formal obliga-
tions to her parents end at the time of marriage (Greenhalgh, 1985; Yang, 1996). Although
dramatic social and economic transformations in rural society have brought about some changes in
the traditional patrilineal family system and gender-based pattern of children’s support for their
older parents, the essential gender-dependent mode of old-age support is still retained. Currently,
sons are expected to provide fundamental support for their older parents, while daughters tend to
provide supplementary support for their parents through emotional connection and care in daily
life. This situation has been observed in a few studies of old-age support in mainland China and
Taiwan (Freedman, 1978; Lee et al., 1994; Xu, 1996; Yang H., 1996).

To date, studies on gender differences in children’s support for their older parents have

focused mainly on virilocal marriage, with few studies devoted to uxorilocal marriage. There are
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two reasons for this. First, uxorilocal marriage, in which a couple resides with the wife’s parents
after marriage, is overshadowed by the dominant virilocal marriage under the patrilineal family
system, and it has rarely been prevalent in the history of rural China. As a result, it has not yet
drawn extensive attention from researchers. Second, few detailed surveys concern intergenera-
tional exchange between children in uxorilocal marriages and their parents.

Previous studies have revealed that uxorilocal marriage is actually a variant of the Chinese
patrilineal family system and occurs mostly in families without a son. To ensure continuity of
the family lineage and security for their old age, parents usually call in a son-in-law for one of
their daughters, reaching an agreement with him concerning the selection of his surname and that
of his future offspring, duration of co-residence, inheritance of family property, and provision of
old-age support for the wife’s parents (Pasternak, 1985; Li and Zhu, 1999). Uxorilocal marriage
occasionally occurs in families having at least one son but facing economic constraints, such as a
lack of male laborers. Other reasons that would favor uxorilocal marriage inciude its low cost,
unwillingness of daughters in wealthy families to leave the natal family after marriage, and
relatively greater ability of uxorilocally married men from outside to become economically
successful (Pasternak, 1985; Li et al., 2000, 2002, in press). The low proportion of no-son
families in populations with high fertility, together with the fact that a called-in son-in-law is less
recognized and respected by the wife’s family’s clan and community under the patrilineal family
system, has resulted in uxorilocal marriage being rare throughout rural China. It is reported to be
prevalent in only a few Han Chinese areas (Feng, 1936; Pasternak, 1985; Wolf, 1989; Han, 1992;
Li et al., 1999; Yihuang County Government, 2000; Jin et al., 2002). However, it was noted in
previous studies that children in uxorilocal marriages, like those in virilocal marriages, also
support their older parents in various ways (Li and Zhu, 1999; Jin and Li, 2001; Jin et al., 2002).

With the rapidly increasing proportion of rural couples without a son (as fertility has
dropped), more and more rural couples have chosen this option of uxorilocal marriage in recent
years. Consequently, studies on uxorilocal marriage are becoming more common, and there has

been substantial progress in understanding its determinants, cultural transmission, and functions.
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However, the issue of relationship between children’s marriage form and their provision of old-
age support for their parents has not yet been adequately investigated (Li et. al, 1999, 2000,
2002, in press).

Here, we aim to analyze the effects of children’s gender and marriage form on their
provision of old-age support for parents by using data from a survey in Songzi. We are
specifically concerned about two related issues: differences in old-age support for parents
provided by children of different gender and marriage forms, and differences in old-age support

for each set of parents provided by couples in virilocal and uxorilocal marriages.

DATA AND METHODS
Data

Data for this study come from a sample survey of marriage and old-age support in Songzi
county, Hubei province, conducted by the Population Research Institute of Xi’an Jiaotong
University of China in November 2000 (Jin et al., 2002). Songzi, a Han Chinese county located
on the Yangtze River and consisting of plains, foothills, and mountainous areas, is a relatively
well developed county in southern China. Since the late 1970’s, the national population-control
policy has been strictly observed in Songzi, and fertility has declined to a low level. The popu-
lation in 2000 was close to 900,000 and approached a zero-growth state. One direct consequence
of sustained low fertility is a high proportion (32 percent) of no-son couples among those who
married after 1980 and have stopped childbearing, much higher than that in most rural areas (Jin
et al., 2002). In contrast, however, there are cultural traits and marriage customs unique to Songzi.
The relaxed patrilineal family system and community restrictions on uxorilocal marriage resulting
from a large influx of immigrants in the early decades of the 20 century have made both virilocal
and uxorilocal marriages relatively common here (Hu, 1990; Yan M., 1995; Yan M. and Shi, 1996;
Jin et al., 2002). As a result, the proportion of virilocal marriage is about 75 percent and that of
uxorilocal marriage is about 21 percent, indicating that the occurrence of uxorilocal marriage in

families with at least one son must occur frequently, which makes Songzi very different from
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most other parts of rural China (Jin et al., 2002). One direct result of diversified marriage form in
Songzi is weak son preference, as evidenced by a normal sex ratio at birth, namely 105.3 in the
1990’s (Jin et al., 2002). Thus, Songzi provides an excellent location for the study of influences
of children’s gender and marriage form on their provision of old-age support for parents.

The survey of marriage and old-age support was conducted in three administrative villages
in Babao township, selected by cluster sampling, using a structured household questionnaire and
a structured community questionnaire. The targets of the household questionnaire were all the
households in the selected villages in which there was at least one living couple; that is, both
members of a couple had to be living. In all, 1,745 couples in 1,459 households were included in
the survey. The survey is a continuation of a pilot survey of cultural transmission of son
preference conducted in two counties of Shaanxi province in 1997 (Li et al., 1999); to facilitate
comparison, all the items in the household questionnaire in the preceding survey were retained. In
addition, the current household questionnaire adds a section concerning individual background
information about both sets of parents of each couple as well as information about intergenera-
tional exchange between each couple and both sets of their non-co-residing parents. Preliminary
analysis reveals that the quality of data from this survey is quite satisfactory and reliable, with a
relatively high consistency rate of about 90 percent between the sampled formal interviews and
post-survey re-interviews, a level comparable to that of 1997 survey. A detailed description of
the survey background, sampling design, contents, implementation, and data quality is given in

the survey report (Jin et al., 2002).

Dependent Variables

In this study, intergenerational exchange includes only mutual financial transfers, house-
work, and agricultural-labor assistance between children and their non-co-residing parents in
2000. The main reason for restricting mutual help to that between children and their non-co-
residing parents is that in rural China, married children co-residing with their parents and sharing

the same household economy with their parents would automatically provide economic and non-



economic help for their elderly parents. In the survey, children who have separated from parental
families are no longer regarded as co-residing with parents, even though they may actually reside
with their parents within the same courtyard or under the same roof. Thus, “division of hearth”
is adopted as the practical symbol of the family division in the survey (Cohen, 1976). This
survey of marriage and old-age support continues and expands on our earlier pilot survey of
cultural transmission of son preference, which focused on marriage and son preference, but it is
not a survey specifically designed to cover all aspects of older people’s life. The length of the
questionnaire restricted questions about intergenerational exchange to just three aspects: financial
assistance, household assistance (housework), and agriculturai-labor assistance. Children’s help in
parent’s daily activities and other realms was not addressed.

In the survey, each couple was asked questions about whether they gave financial help
(both in cash and in kind), housework help, and agricultural-fieldwork help during the peak
agricultural seasons, as well as the amount of financial help given to each set of their non-co-

residing parents in 2000. Housework was measured by frequency, that is, “almost daily,” “about

b1 I

several times a week,” “about several times a month,” “about once a month,” “about several
times a year,” or “none” (never). Agricultural fieldwork was assessed by the question: “Of
parent’s agricultural fieldwork during peak agricultural seasons in 2000, how much have a couple
helped the parents?” The extent of this help was reported as “almost all,” “more than half,”
“about half,” “less than half,” or “none” (not at all). The same questions were also used to
measure the help that a couple received from each of the two sets of parents in 2000.

Couple’s responses to these questions produce two measures of old-age support provided
by children for their parents. The first measures the gross help that children provide for their
parents, in which only upward flow from children to parents is considered while downward flow
from parents to children is ignored. Thus, children’s likelihood of giving gross financial help to
their parents in 2000 is treated as a dichotomous variable, with 1 as “yes” and 0 as “no.” The

same assumption also applies to housework and agricultural fieldwork. Similarly, gross amount

of financial help includes only upward flow from children to parents. The second measures the
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net help that children provide for their parents, in which both upward and downward flows
between children and parents are considered. For financial help, housework, or agricultural
fieldwork measured respectively in amount of money, frequencies, or extent, if the upward flow
from children to parents is larger than the downward flow from parents to children, children have
provided net support for parents. Otherwise, children have not provided net support for parents.
Accordingly, children’s likelihood of giving net help to parents in 2000 is also treated as a
dichotomous variable, with 1 as “yes” and 0 as “no.” The net amount of financial help from
children to parents is the difference between what children gave and what children received from
their parents.

The above methods can also be applied to measure the gross and net help that children
received from their parents. However, in this paper, measures of help from parents to children
are used only to analyze the likelihood and type of intergenerational exchange between children
and parents; they are not used in our statistical models as dependent variables.

To better reflect old-age support provided by adult children for their parents, we restrict
samples used in our study to those children who are less than 60 years old and whose parents are

60 years old or older.

Independent Variables

In this paper, independent variables include children’s gender and marriage form.
Accordingly, children are grouped into four categories: sons in virilocal marriages, sons in
uxorilocal marriages, daughters in virilocal marriages, and daughters in uxorilocal marriages.
Marriage form includes residential arrangements, succession, family-property inheritance, and
power structure within the family (Skinner, 1997). However, since a practical definition of
marriage form is required in the survey, in the questionnaire virilocal marriage is characterized by
a wife’s moving to her husband’s natal family and living with her parents-in-law at the time of
marriage; uxorilocal marriage is characterized by a husband’s moving to his wife’s natal family

and living with his parents-in-law at the time of marriage.



Control Variables

Control variables include individual characteristics of children and parents. The inclusion
of these variables is an attempt to measure accurately the effects of children’s gender and
marriage form on their provision of old-age support for parents.

The variables for children’s individual characteristics include their age, years of education,
number of brothers and sisters, level of family economy, and number of offspring. Children’s age
and number of offspring indicate their stage of life. Years of education and level of family econ-
omy represent their social and economic status as well as their ability to support parents. Years
of education may also reflect early parental investment in children. Number of brothers and
sisters indicates the size of the family network and hence the scope of resources available to
support elderly parents. All of these variables are treated as continuous. As it is quite difficult to
obtain reliable information about family income, family production cost is used as a proxy to
reflect family economic status (Jin et al., 2002). Family production cost is reported on a scale
from 1 to 11 in the survey questionnaire, with each number indicating a specific range of
production cost.

The variables for parents’ individual characteristics include spouse’s survival status, age,
location of residence, availability of other co-residing children, main source of income, abilities to
do housework and agricultural fieldwork, whether financial help, housework, agricultural field-
work, or child-care help are given to children and the amount of financial help to children. Among
these, age and spouse’s survival status indicate their stage of life. Location of residence repre-
sents proximity to children. Whether parents co-reside with other children indicates their family
structure and the availability of help from nearby children. Main source of income and abilities to
do housework and agricultural fieldwork indicate parents’ potential need for various forms of
help. Parents giving children various forms of help represents reciprocity in their intergenera-
tional exchange with children. Parents’ age and amount of financial help are treated as continuous
variables; all other variables are treated as categorical, with their detailed categories presented in

Table 1. Note that in the survey, although most variables concern the joint situation of children’s
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parents, age and the abilities to do housework and agricultural fieldwork concern both parents of
the husband and of the wife. We use age of the older parent as representative of both parents, and
we use the parent with weaker abilities to do housework and agricultural fieldwork as represen-

tative of both parents. This allows us to reflect as well as possible parental needs for various

forms of help.

Methods and Models

We employ a logistic model to analyze children’s likelihood of giving gross and net finan-
cial, household, and agricultural help to parents, while we use ordinary least squares (OLS) to
analyze the gross and net amount of financial support from children to parents.

For each form of gross and net help, we apply three models. Model 1 includes only
children’s gender and marriage form to assess their gross effects on children’s decision to provide
old-age support to parents. Model 2 adds children’s individual characteristics to model 1 in order
to analyze the net effects of children’s gender and marriage form on their decision to provide old-
age support to parents, after controlling for their individual characteristics. Model 3 adds
parents’ individual characteristics to model 2 in order to analyze the net effects of children’s
gender and marriage form on their decision to provide old-age support to parents, after controlling
for both children’s and parents’ individual characteristics. Among parents’ individual variables,
financial resources and abilities to do housework and agricultural fieldwork enter into the
respective versions only of model 3. In addition, variables for various forms of help received from
parents do not enter model 3 for children’s net help. Only the variable for child care received
from parents enters model 3 for children’s net help.

In our analyses, we exclude respondents who are 60 or older or whose parents are under 60,
as well as those with incomplete information for the variables involved. As a result, the number
of samples eventually used in the models is 1,152. Because both the proportion of couples in
uxorilocal marriages among all couples and the proportion of uxorilocal couples who have under-

taken family division from parents are relatively low in our survey sites, in our sample there are
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Table 1. Pescriptive statistics for variables used in models (N = 1,152)

12

Variable Mean 5D
Pependent Variable
Giving gross financial help to parents .72 .45
Giving gross housework heip to parents .19 .40
Giving gross agricultural-fieldwork help to
parents .38 .49
Giving net financial help to parents .59 .49
Giving net housework help to parents .11 .31
Giving net agricultural-fieldwork help to
parents .25 .44
Gross amount of money given to parents
{yuan) 125.55 197.35
Net amount of money given to parents (yuan) 87.17 225.42
Independent Variable
Child" s Gender and Marriage Form
Son/Virilocal .33 .47
Son/Uxorilocal .10 .30
Daughter/Virilocal .54 .50
Daughter/Uxocrilocal .04 .19
Child’ s Characteristic
Age 39.55 6.93
Education 6.72 2.08
Number of brothers 2.30 1.29
Number of sisters 1.84 1.28
Household economy 2.47 1.86
Number of offspring 1.68 .70
Parental Characteristic
Living
Both alive .53 .50
Only father alive .15 .36
Only mother alive .32 .47
Age 69.89 6.02
Residence
Local village .49 .50
Local township (excluding local village) .25 .43
Local county {excluding local township) .18 .39
Other county .08 .27
Co~residing with other children .79 .41
Children main source of income .62 .49
Can de housework
Yes .63 .48
Partly .25 .43
No .12 .32



Can do agricultural fieldwork

Yes .33 .47
Partly .26 .44
No .41 .49
Giving financial help to child .31 .46
Giving housework help to child .23 .42
Giving agricultural-fieldwork help to child .23 .42
Ever helped child with child care .46 .50
Amount of money given to child (yuan) 42.38 111.48

Source: Calculations based on data from the survey of “Marriage
form and old-age support” in Songzi, 2000,
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Table 2. Proportions of children giving help

to and receiving help from

parents and amount of financial help (yuan),
by child' s gender and marriage, Songzi,
Finan- House- Agricwul- Amount Number
Gender/Marriage cial work tural (yuan) of cases
Giving Gross Help to Parepts
Son/Virilocal .55 .24 .53 123.72 376
Son/Uxecrilocal .76 .10 .18 138.42 114
Daughter/Virilocal .84 .17 .33 133.41 620
Daughter/Uxorilocal .43 .36 .50 100.71 42
All .72 .19 .38 129.55 1,152
R v r 1
Parents
Son/Virilocal .19 .40 LAQ 25.07 376
Son/Uxorilocal .26 .06 .08 50.70 114
Daughter/Viriloccal .40 .15 .15 51.53 620
Daughter/Uxorilocal .19 .29 .38 39.76 42
All .31 .23 .23 42.38 1,152
[ vi N Par
Son/Virilocal .48 .09 .31 98.66 376
Son/Uxorilocal .67 .07 .14 87.72 114
Daughter/Virilocal .65 .12 .24 81.88 620
Daughter/Uxorilocal .36 .21 .29 60.95 42
All .59 .11 .25 87.17 i,152
lvin F
Parents
Son/Virilocal .11 .25 .08 -98.66 376
Scon/Uxorilocal .11 .03 .03 -87.72 114
Daughter/Virilocal .22 .10 .04 -81.88 620
Daughter/Uxorilocal .12 .10 .03 -60.95 42
All .17 .14 .05 -87.17 1,152
Source: Calculations based on data from the survey of “Marriage form and

old-age support” in Songzi, 2000.



