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Abstract

For Chinese families, coresidence with elderly parents is both a form of support and a moderator 

of financial support. Previous literature on intergenerational support in Chinese societies has 

studied either coresidence or financial support independently, but not these two forms of support 

jointly. Using data from the 1999 “Study of Family Life in Urban China” in Shanghai, Wuhan, and 

Xi’an, we examined whether or not adult children, especially sons, buy out of the obligation to live 

with their parents by providing greater financial support. To account for the potential selection bias 

associated with coresidence, we treated coresidence and financial transfer as joint outcomes by 

using endogenous switching regression models. The results showed that children who coreside 

with their parents would have provided more financial support had they lived away, and children 

who live away from their parents would have provided more financial support had they coresided. 

These findings suggest a self-selection mechanism that maximizes children’s interests rather than 

parents’.
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Introduction

Traditionally, Chinese elders rely primarily on their family members, especially adult 

children, for old age support. This family practice is attributed to the Confucian norm of 

filial piety (Chen and Silverstein, 2000; Feng et al., 2012), which expects children to be 

responsible for caring for and supporting their elderly parents. Given the patrilocal and 

patrilineal features of the family system, sons and daughters are expected to take different 

roles in caring for their parents (Whyte, 2004; Whyte and Xu, 2003). Sons are permanent 

family members—they carry the family lineage and inherit properties, and therefore they are 

expected to take on major responsibilities in caring for their natal parents throughout their 
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lives. However, daughters are considered transitory members of their natal families; upon 

marriage, they move to their husbands’ families and provide support to their parents-in-law 

(Greenhalgh, 1985; Xie, 2014).

Family support for the elderly is still prevalent in contemporary China (Xie and Zhu, 2009; 

Zhu, 2016). The prevalence of the traditional practice can be explained by cultural and 

practical reasons. First, filial piety is so deeply rooted as to establish a societal consensus 

that children should take care of their parents (Sun, 2004). The second reason is that non-

family support resources such as pension coverage and private and governmental social 

support programs are limited. Public pensions are available only to those in the higher social 

strata who are primarily urban residents (Lee and Xiao, 1998; Walder, 1992). In urban areas, 

retirement benefits have become unstable, and the cost of medical care has increased in the 

transition from a planned to a market economy (Lee and Xiao, 1998). Moreover, other types 

of support such as social and commercial programs are also limited, especially in rural areas 

(Gu and Vlosky, 2008). As Leung (1997) points out, “The heart of the problem for China is 

that formal and professional personal social services for the elderly are extremely 

underdeveloped.” It was estimated that the rate of living in residential care facilities is very 

low, at 1.5–2.0 percent of people aged 65+ in 2010 (Feng et al., 2012). Because the majority 

of the elderly live either independently or with adult children, the responsibility to care for 

the elderly falls mainly on their children.

Among various forms of family support, financial support and coresidence have been 

highlighted in past research (e.g., Chu et al., 2011; Xie and Zhu, 2009). Financial support is 

important for elderly parents’ living expenses and medical care, especially for those who no 

longer work and have no pension. Statistics from the Survey on Support Systems for the 

Elderly in China show that 49 percent of urban residents and 73 percent of rural residents 

received financial support from children in 1992 (Lee and Xiao, 1998). Another crucial part 

of family support in China has been adult children’s coresidence with elderly parents, which 

plays an important role in affecting elderly parents’ psychological, physical, and economic 

well-being (Knodel and Ofstedal, 2002). Traditionally, the ideal traditional Chinese family is 

patrilocal, multigenerational, and extended (Greenhalgh, 1985; Xie, 2014; Zavoretti, 2006). 

Since sons and their wives shoulder major responsibilities to care for parents, parents are 

expected to live with sons rather than daughters (Chu et al., 2011; Whyte, 2004). According 

to the 2000 Census, 65.3%1 of persons aged 60 and older lived with their children; 61.1% in 

urban areas and 68.2% in rural areas. Significant gender differences exist in living 

arrangement patterns with parents. From a survey in three large Chinese cities in 1999, Xie 

and Zhu (2009) found that 38.1% of married sons lived with parents, while only 15.2% of 

married daughters lived with parents. The percentage of sons coresiding with parents in rural 

areas is even higher (Lee and Xiao, 1998), given the stronger traditional values of familial 

obligation there.

Although family support continues to prevail, rapid demographic, social, and economic 

changes have been eroding traditional practices, particularly in urban areas (Raymo et al., 

2015; Whyte, 2004; Xie, 2014). As a result, the level and form of family support to the 

1These percentages are calculated based on the 0.1% micro 2000 Census data.
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elderly may change. An important change in family support is the decline of children’s 

coresidence with parents (Logan et al., 1998; Tsui, 1989), as the traditional extended family 

has been replaced by the nuclear family as the commonly preferred living arrangement. 

Many young adults do not live with parents, as they increasingly prioritize their own life 

style and privacy. Moreover, increasing geographic mobility means that fewer adult children 

live near their parents. A study conducted in the Philippines, Thailand, Taiwan, and 

Singapore finds that the percentage of children’s coresidence with elderly parents declined 

from the 1980s to the 1990s (Knodel and Ofstedal, 2002). In China, Unger (1993) shows 

that even in the 1980s about 88% of younger adults preferred not to coreside with their 

parents after marriage. The proportion of elderly parents coresiding with adult children in 

urban China decreased from 71% in 1987 to 67% in 1993 (Logan et al., 1998), and 53% in 

2012 (Xie et al., 2013).

Adult children in China today are obliged to care for their elderly parents but prefer not to 

coreside with them. How do they reconcile the two conflicting relationships with parents? 

Power/bargaining theory suggests that children “may use financial resources to exempt 

themselves from coresiding with parents or other-intensive services,” and that “siblings with 

more resources may induce less well-off siblings to accept a trade of money for time by 

housing a parent” (Lee et al., 1994: 1012–1013). Therefore, non-coresidential children may 

provide more compensation in the form of financial support compared to their coresidential 

counterparts (Logan and Bian, 2003).

The argument that children may buy out of their familial obligation of living with parents by 

providing greater financial support actually suggests that coresidence and financial support 

are jointly determined in that “they are partial substitutes for each other, and the choice 

between them is made at a single point in time” (Lee et al., 1994: 1027). If so, studies of 

coresidence and financial support as if they are independent of each other may suffer from a 

selection bias. In other words, the assignment of children to live with or not live with parents 

is not random. The decision of whether to coreside with parents may be affected by the 

expected outcome — the financial obligation under different living arrangements. On the 

one hand, children with low socioeconomic status (SES) may choose to coreside with 

parents, since they can share resources with parents and would not need to provide much 

financial transfer; on the other hand, children with high SES may choose to provide more 

financial support to parents to fulfill their obligation of support without coresidence.

Although a number of studies have examined either intergenerational financial transfers or 

coresidence in China (e.g., Chu et al., 2011; Lee and Xiao, 1998; Sun, 2002; Xie and Zhu, 

2009; Zhu 2016), the joint nature of these two has not been taken into account. The common 

approach to analyzing coresidence and financial support from children to parents is to treat 

them as separate outcomes, predicting the likelihood of coresidence and then estimating the 

effect of coresidence on financial support. Because this common approach does not consider 

the joint nature of coresidence and financial transfer, the question of whether children buy 

out of their familial coresidence obligation by providing more financial support (i.e., the 

buy-out hypothesis) has not been formally examined in the literature.
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In addition, the choice of living arrangements may be affected by unobserved factors that 

also affect financial transfer. For example, children with traditional family values may prefer 

to live with their parents and may also provide more financial support. Unobserved factors 

such as family values may positively affect both living arrangements and financial transfers. 

Methods employed by previous studies, such as OLS regression analyses, assume the 

absence of unmeasured factors that may affect both financial transfer and coresidence, 

leading to omitted variable bias and thus to misleading results (Mare and Winship, 1988).

The purpose of this study is to examine the buy-out hypothesis: adult children buy 

themselves out of fulfilling obligations to live with parents by providing greater financial 

support, utilizing a dataset from the 1999 “Study of Family Life in China” conducted in 

Shanghai, Wuhan, and Xi’an. We consider coresidence and financial support jointly by 

estimating endogenous switching models taking into account unmeasured variables that 

could affect both coresidential status and financial transfer.

Based on the coefficients of endogenous switching regression, we can calculate and compare 

observed and counterfactual financial transfer for both coresidential and non-coresidential 

children. Therefore, the endogenous switching models can provide answers to the following 

two questions: 1. Would adult children who currently coreside have given their parents more 

financial support had they lived away? 2. Would adult children who currently live away from 

their parents have given less financial support had they coresided? A “yes” to both questions 

would support the buy-out hypothesis.

Data

The data come from a survey, “Study of Family Life in Urban China,” conducted by Xie and 

his collaborators in 1999 in three large cities: Shanghai, Wuhan, and Xi’an.2 The survey 

initially aimed to reach 1,300 households in each city using a two-stage probability sampling 

method, and an adult aged 18 or older was randomly selected in each chosen household. The 

survey used a unique matching design: if a respondent was younger than 60, he/she was 

interviewed using Questionnaire A, and his/her parent (if available) was interviewed with 

Questionnaire A+, which is designed specifically for the elderly. If an initial respondent was 

60 years or older, he/she was interviewed using Questionnaire B, which is similar to 

Questionnaire A+, and one of his/her children was randomly selected and interviewed using 

Questionnaire B+, which is similar to Questionnaire A.3 Therefore, this study includes an 

adult child sample, a parent sample, and a matched sample with adult-parent pairs4 based on 

the former two samples.

We use the adult child sample in this study because it includes detailed information on 

demographic, socioeconomic, and intergenerational transfers of adult children; thus, we 

examine elderly support from the child’s perspective. We restrict our analyses to married 

adults, separately for men and women, with at least one surviving parent aged 60+. The 

2The principal investigators for this project included Yu Xie (University of Michigan), Zhongdang Pan (Chinese University of Hong 
Kong), and Xuejun Yu (Center of Population Information and Research, China), in collaboration with the Institute for Market 
Information and the Beijing Broadcasting Institute.
3For more detailed information on the survey design, see Xie and Zhu (2009).
4All parent-child pairs lived in the same city.
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previous literature shows significant gender differences in coresidence and financial support 

after marriage, as marriage is the turning point at which daughters contribute to their 

husbands’ families, but sons continue to support their own parents (Lee et al., 1994; Xie and 

Zhu, 2009. The sample size of 1,776 includes 853 sons and 923 daughters.

Measures

On the adult child questionnaire, respondents were asked how much money (including both 

cash and gifts) he or she provided to elderly parents and how much he or she received from 

parents in 1998. Financial transfer from children to parents is the net amount exchanged 

between the respondent and the respondent’s parents, with parents’ contribution subtracted 

from child’s contribution. Coresidence is a dummy variable, with non-coresidence with 

parents coded 0 and coresidence with parents coded 1.

The independent variables are divided into three categories: parents’ resources, children’s 

resources, and other controls. Gender is not included as an independent variable because 

analyses are stratified by gender.

Parents’ resources include father’s socioeconomic status (SES), parental survival status 

(whether both parents are alive or one parent is alive), and whether the respondent child has 

siblings. Father’s socioeconomic status is measured by the International Socioeconomic 

Index value of the respondent’s occupation (SEI), which is created based on 3-digit 

occupational codes used in the statistical system by the China State Statistical Bureau (Xie 

and Zhu, 2009). SEI values range from 10 to 88.

Children’s resources include both children’s SES and spouses’ SES. Children’s SES is 

measured by three variables: education, personal income in 1998, and SEI. Education is 

measured by years of schooling.

Other Covariates include parents’ average age (if both parents are alive; parent’s age if only 

one parent is alive), respondent’s age, city (Shanghai, Wuhan, or Xi’an?), and length of stay 

in the city (years).

Methods

The key statistical approach in this study is the application of endogenous switching 

regression models. As shown by Mare and Winship (1988), this approach can model both 

the assignment of children’s coresidential status and the effect of coresidential status on 

financial transfer, as well as the influence of unmeasured variables.

The general endogenous switching regression is defined as follows (Gamoran and Mare, 

1989; Maddala, 1983; Mare and Winship, 1988; Willis and Rosen, 1979). For the ith child, 

let Y1i denote the amount of financial transfer if he or she coresides with parents, and Y2i 

denote the amount of financial transfer if he or she does not coreside with parents. We only 

observe the outcome under one situation; if children coreside, we observe the amount of 

transfer under coresidence, and vice versa. Let Xki represent the kth independent variable 

that affects the amount of financial transfer under such a situation, and Zki the kth 

independent variable that affects coresidence status.
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for children coresiding with parentsY1i = ∑Xkiβ1k + ε1i if I = 1 (1)

for children not coresiding with parentsY2i = ∑Xkiβ2k + ε2i if I = 0 (2)

coresidence decision functionIi
∗ = ∑Zkiπk + ε3i (3)

In Equations 1 and 2, β1k and β2k are parameters, and ε1i and ε2i are error terms. I is an 

indicator of whether the children coreside (I=1) or do not coreside (I=0). I* is a latent 

variable, representing the likelihood of children coresiding with parents: Ii =1 if I* >0; and Ii 

=0 if I
i
∗ ≤ 0. In fact, Equation 3 is in a reduced form, which can be estimated. If ε3 is 

uncorrelated with ε1 and ε2, then ordinary least squares (OLS) estimates are consistent 

(Mare and Winship, 1988). Otherwise, OLS estimates of β1k and β2k in Equations 1 and 2 

are inconsistent due to nonrandom selection of individuals into coresidence versus non-

coresidence. For the endogenous switching method, Equations 1 and 2 are estimated jointly 

with an equation predicting the likelihood of coresidence, Equation 3.

With the assumption that the error terms of Equations 1, 2, and 3 are distributed jointly as 

trivariate normal, we can obtain maximum likelihood estimates of the parameters, β1k and 

β2k. Theoretically, the parameters can be identified even if the same independent variables 

appear in all three equations, but the identifying information is weak (Xie, 2000). To 

improve model identification, it is useful to have instrumental variables that affect Equation 

3 but not Equations 1 and 2 (i.e., certain variables appear in Z but not in X). In this study, we 

use city, length of stay in city, and the interactions between these two variables as 

instrumental variables. We assume that the city variable is associated with local housing 

market; both city and length of stay have direct effects on the likelihood of coresidence but 

indirectly affect financial transfer through coresidence. The two covariances, σ13 (i.e., 

Cov(ε1,ε3 ) ) and σ23 (i.e., Cov(ε2,ε3 ) ), indicate the direction and effect of unmeasured 

factors on both the amount of transfer and the likelihood of coresiding. The two correlation 

coefficients, ρ13 and ρ23, represent correlations between both the error terms of Equations 1 

and 3 as well as between the error terms of Equations 2 and 3 respectively. We estimated the 

endogenous switching regression model with MOVESTAY in STATA (Lokshin and Sajaia, 

2004).

Based on the endogenous switching regression model, we further calculated the average 

change in financial transfer for coresidential children if they had lived away and for non-

coresidential children if they had coresided, respectively. First, let us consider those adult 

children who currently coreside with parents. If we view “coresiding” as a treatment, then 

the treatment effect on the treated (i.e., coresidential children), which measures the change 

in average financial transfer if they had lived away, is:
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∫
ε1, ε2

E(y ∣ x, ε2, I = 0) − E(y ∣ x, ε1, I = 1) f (ε1, ε2 ∣ I = 1)dε1dε2 = ∑
k

xk(β2k − β1k) + E

(ε2 − ε1 ∣ I = 1) = ∑
k

xk(β2k − β1k) + E(ε2 ∣ ε3 > − ∑
k
zkπk) − E(ε1 ∣ ε3 > − ∑

k
zkπk)]

(4)

Where

E(ε2 ∣ ε3 > − ∑k
z
k
π

k
)

= ρ23σ2[

ϕ( −
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)

1 − Φ( −
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)

]

= ρ23σ2[

ϕ(
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)

Φ(
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)

]

Similar derivation yields

E(ε1 ∣ ε3 > − ∑
k
zkπk)

= ρ13σ1[
ϕ(

∑
k

z
k
π

k

σ3
)

Φ(
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)
]

(5)

Thus, the “treatment effect on the treated” is:

∑
k

xk(β2k − β1k) + (ρ23σ2 − ρ13σ1)[
ϕ(

∑
k

z
k
π

k

σ3
)

Φ(
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)
] (6)
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If the average effect is greater than 0, it means that children who currently coreside would 

have given more support had they lived away; this is the case where the buy-out hypothesis 

is supported. If the effect is less than 0, it means that children who currently coreside would 

have given less support had they lived away; this would be evidence against the buy-out 

hypothesis.

Let us now consider those adult children who currently live away. The average change in 

financial transfer if they had coresided is:

∫
ε1, ε2

E(y ∣ x, ε1, I = 1) − E(y ∣ x, ε2, I = 0) f (ε1, ε2 ∣ I = 0)dε1dε2

= ∑
k

xk(β1k − β2k) + E(ε1 − ε2 ∣ I = 0)

= ∑
k

xk(β1k − β2k) + E(ε1 ∣ ε3 < − ∑
k
zkπk) − E(ε2 ∣ ε3 < − ∑

k
zkπk)]

(7)

Where

E(ε1 ∣ ε3 < − ∑k
z
k
π

k
)

= − ρ13σ1[

ϕ( −
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)

1 − Φ( −
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)

]

and

E(ε2 ∣ ε3 < − ∑k
z
k
π

k
)

= − ρ23σ2[

ϕ( −
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)

1 − Φ( −
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)

]

Thus, the average change in financial transfer if they had coresided is:
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∑
k

xk(β1k − β2k) + (ρ23σ2 − ρ13σ1)[
ϕ(

∑
k

z
k
π

k

σ3
)

Φ(
∑

k
z
k
π

k

σ3
)
] (8)

If the average change is greater than 0, then children who currently live away from their 

parents would have given more had they coresided. If the average change is less than 0, then 

children who currently live away would have given less had they coresided. The latter is the 

case in support of the buy-out hypothesis.

Results

Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the dependent and independent variables. Means and 

percentages are broken down by sex and coresidential status. Overall, the percentage 

coresiding with parents is 38.2% for sons and 15.2% for daughters. This result shows a 

traditional pattern, consistent with the previous literature, that married sons are more likely 

than married daughters to live with parents (Logan et al., 1998; Zhang, 2004). The first three 

rows present average amounts of financial transfer. The first row shows that the net transfer 

is negative for married sons, -513 yuan for coresidential sons and -144 yuan for non-

coresidential sons, showing that parents actually give more than what they receive from 

sons. The net transfer is 309 yuan for coresidential daughters and -3 yuan for non-

coresidential daughters, indicating that daughters, especially coresidential daughters, give 

more than what they receive from parents. Net transfer can be further decomposed into 

upward and downward flow. We find that downward flow is larger than upward flow among 

coresidential sons. However, downward flow is smaller than upward flow among 

coresidential daughters. These results reveal that coresidential sons receive more financial 

support from parents, while coresidential daughters provide more financial support to their 

parents.

Table 1 also shows that average SES measures are higher among non-coresidential sons than 

among coresidential sons. For example, the income gap in 1998 between non-coresidential 

and coresidential sons is about 2,300 yuan (12,045 versus 9,703), and the SEI gap is about 

3.8 (44.5 versus 40.7). These statistics indicate that better-off sons are less likely to live with 

parents. In terms of parents’ resources, fathers’ SEI is higher among non-coresidential sons 

than among coresidential sons. Non-coresidential sons are also slightly more likely to have 

both parents alive and to have siblings than are coresidential sons (58.3% versus 55.9% and 

98.2% versus 94.4%). These results suggest that sons may be more likely to live with 

parents in situations where the parents’ SES is lower, only one parent is alive, and parents do 

not have more than one child. For daughters, we observe opposite patterns: coresidential 

daughters have higher SES than their counterparts, and their fathers’ SES is also higher than 

that of their counterparts. For example, the income gap is 800 yuan (7,656 versus 6,815) and 

the gap for father’s SEI is 4.2 (46.5 versus 42.3). Therefore, in contrast to married sons, 

married coresidential daughters and their parents are both more likely to have higher SES. 

This observed pattern is consistent with the findings of Xie and Zhu (2009). One reason is 
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that wives with high SES and higher-SES parents may have more marital power relative to 

their husbands and thus be able to break away from tradition to live with their own parents 

(Chu et al., 2011).

Table 2 shows the results based on the endogenous switching model for married sons. 

Columns 2, 4, and 6 present the coefficients respectively from the three models: the selection 

model predicting the probability of coresiding, the outcome model for amount of financial 

transfer under non-coresidence, and the outcome model for amount of financial transfer 

under coresidence. In column 2, city, length of stay, and the interaction between city and 

length of stay serve as instrumental variables to help identify the model predicting the 

likelihood of coresiding. Father’s SEI, child’s education and SEI, having siblings, parents’ 

average age, and child’s age are all significantly associated with the likelihood of coresiding. 

For example, higher education reduces the likelihood of living with parents. Having no 

siblings increases the probability of living with parents. The older the parent, the more likely 

it is that sons coreside. In addition, the instrumental variables, city, length of stay, and their 

interaction all significantly predict coresidence status.

Columns 4 and 6 in Table 2 present the effects of observed variables on financial transfer 

among coresidential sons and non-coresidential sons. Among coresidential sons, higher SES 

increases financial transfer provided to parents, while father’s SEI and parents’ average age 

are negatively associated with financial transfer. On the other hand, among non-coresidential 

sons, SES is not significantly associated with financial support provided by children.

Table 3 shows the results based on the endogenous switching model for married daughters. 

In the coresidence selection model (Column 2), having only one parent alive and having no 

siblings are associated with higher likelihood of living with parents. However, daughter’s 

age is negatively associated with the likelihood of coresiding, while parents’ average age is 

positively associated with the likelihood of coresiding. Among the instrumental variables, 

only length of stay is significantly associated with the likelihood of coresiding: the longer 

daughters stay in the city, the more likely they are to coreside with parents.

Coresidential daughters with higher SEI provide greater financial transfers to parents than 

coresidential daughters with lower SEI do, as shown in Column 4. Column 6 shows the 

effects of measured variables on non-coresidential daughters. Non-coresidential daughters 

who have only one parent alive, higher income, or higher SEI provide more transfers to their 

parents than those who have both parents alive, lower income, or lower SEI. Having no 

siblings is associated with decreased amount of transfer to parents.

Table 4 presents the conditional expectations and treatment effects on treated and untreated 

groups among sons. The observed amount of financial transfer for children who currently 

coreside is -678 yuan; the counterfactual for children who currently coreside if they had 

lived away is 3,561 yuan. The observed amount of financial transfer for children who 

currently live away is -380 yuan; the counterfactual for children who currently live away if 

they had coresided is 4,539 yuan. By comparing the observed transfer amounts with 

counterfactual transfer amounts, we observe that sons who currently coreside would have 

given more financial support had they lived away, and sons who currently live away from 
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their parents would have given more financial support had they coresided. The treatment 

effects of residential arrangement for the treated are given in the last column.

Table 5 shows parallel counterfactual comparisons for daughters. The observed amount of 

financial transfer for daughters who currently coreside is 309 yuan; the counterfactual 

amount for daughters who currently coreside had they lived away is 2,418 yuan. The 

observed amount for daughters who currently live away is -65 yuan, and the counterfactual 

for daughters who currently live away had they coresided is 928 yuan. Like the patterns 

shown in Table 4, coresidential daughters would have provided more financial support had 

they lived away from parents, and non-coresidential daughters would have provided more 

had they coresided. Thus, the treatment effects of residential arrangement on the treated 

group are given in the last column, -2,009 yuan for coresidence and -993 yuan for non-

coresidence.

Discussion

Coresidence is a moderator of financial transfer but also a form of support in China. 

Although both intergenerational coresidence and financial transfer have been well studied, 

the joint nature of these two has been ignored in previous studies. Using a dataset collected 

in three large Chinese cities, this study examined whether or not children buy out of their 

obligation to live with their elderly parents by providing more financial support. We treated 

coresidence and financial support as joint outcomes by using endogenous switching models 

to account for potential selection bias for financial support associated with coresidence. We 

separated the analyses by child’s gender to account for gendered patterns in coresidence and 

financial support. We also calculated factual and counterfactual financial transfers among 

coresidential children and non-coresidential children.

We found that children who currently coreside with their parents would have given more 

financial support had they lived away, and children who currently live away from their 

parents would have given more financial support had they coresided. These findings lend 

support to the buy-out hypothesis among coresidential children. Since children would have 

given more had they chosen alternative living arrangements, parents’ benefit is not 

maximized by either currently coresiding with or living away from their children. The 

results suggest that whether or not children coreside with parents is driven mainly by 

children’s interests, rather than by parents’ interests. If decisions had been driven by 

maximizing parents’ financial benefit, they would have selected non-coresidential children 

for parents to coreside with, and coresidential children for them not to coreside with. 

Therefore, our results reveal that the child-parent coresidential pattern is child-centered.

The child-centered pattern reveals that, in urban China, especially in big cities, 

intergenerational support flows downward, from parents to children, especially for married 

sons. This pattern is inconsistent with some previous studies. According to Logan et al. 

(1998), coresidence is mainly determined by parents’ rather than children’s needs. Zhang 

(2004) also shows a parent-centered pattern of living arrangements, based on a survey of 

Life History and Social Change in Contemporary China. The inconsistency may arise from 

the fact that the data we used for this study came from a survey of three large Chinese cities, 
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which are much less traditional than China’s smaller cities. The downward pattern may also 

indicate rising socioeconomic power of children and the economic pressure in urban China 

(Mu and Xie, 2014). The power/bargaining theory argues that parents receive support from 

children as long as they have power over them (Goode, 1963; Zimmer et al., 2003). 

However, the process of modernization may have weakened parental power and 

strengthened children’s power. Younger generations are more likely to have good 

educational and job opportunities, which may empower them in relation to their elderly 

parents. In addition, the elderly in urban China are covered by the state’s pension system and 

do not need children’s support to meet their basic needs (Xie and Zhu, 2009). At the same 

time, economic pressure faced by adult children in the post-reform era may have compelled 

parents to help them financially, changing the traditional income flow from upward (i.e., 

from children to parents) to downward (i.e., from parents to children).

Indeed, as argued by Xie and Zhu (2009), providing support to parents in urban China may 

have become mostly symbolic rather than material, being a way for children to show respect 

and acknowledge familial obligations. As such, the pension system, together with social, 

economic and ideological changes, likely changed the nature of elder support in urban 

China. Previous literature has also suggested that in contemporary urban China, especially in 

big cities, the intergenerational support pattern between children and parents actuallyflows 

from parents to children (e.g., Rosenzweig and Zhang, 2014). For example, parents provide 

financial support to their adult children, particularly for high-cost purchases such as homes 

and durable goods. It is thus no surprise that children’s interests rather than parents’ are 

maximized.

This study also found gender differences in how SES affects decisions about living 

arrangements. Among sons, higher SES reduced the likelihood of living with parents, while 

SES was not significantly associated with living arrangements among daughters. Consistent 

with the findings in Xie and Zhu’s study (2009), our results suggest that unsuccessful sons 

may be dependent on parents by living with them to share resources. Since this pattern did 

not exist among unsuccessful daughters, these findings further indicate that parents are 

traditional, favoring sons over daughters and providing support to sons rather than daughters 

even if both are in need, consistent with findings by Zhu (2016). The study further found 

that children’s higher SES was associated with increased amounts of financial transfer to 

parents among coresidential sons and non-coresidential daughters.

This study has several limitations worth noting. First, due to the limitation of available 

variables in the dataset, we were unable to include more instrumental variables, which are 

crucial in improving model identification. Second, the data used for the study were not 

nationally representative but from a survey conducted in three big cities that were more 

economically developed than the average level of development in urban China as a whole. 

Third, the data we used were collected in 1999, and thus information may not be up to date. 

Since 1999, housing privatization has led to a boom in the real estate market and rapid rises 

in the costs of housing units in most Chinese cities (Song and Xie, 2014). Thus, economic 

pressure has increased, most likely pushing intergenerational transfers further downward 

than before and further favoring child-centered living arrangements that maximize children’s 
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interests. Thus, we believe that the main findings reported in this study are still applicable to 

today’s China and the near future.
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Table 1

Means and Percentages of Variables

Men Women

Coresiding (38.2%) Non-coresiding (61.8%) Coresiding (15.2%) Non-coresiding (84.8%)

Amount of Transfer (yuan)

 Net transfer −513 −144 309 −3

 Downward transfer (from parents to 
children) 964 626 437 441

 Upward transfer (from children to 
parents) 451 482 746 438

Parents’ Resources

 Father’s SEI 43.5 42.4 46.5 42.3

 Parents’ survival status

  Both alive (%) 55.9 58.3 51.1 60.5

  Only father/mother alive (%) 44.1 41.7 48.9 39.5

 Respondent has siblings

  Yes (%) 94.4 98.2 87.1 84.8

  No (%) 5.6 1.8 12.9 5.2

Respondent’s Resources

 Income in 1998 (yuan) 9,703 12,045 7,656 6,815

 Education 11 11.4 11.6 10.8

 SEI 40.7 44.5 44.8 42.8

Other controls

 Respondent’s age 38.3 41.6 38.4 39.4

 Parents’ average age 69.5 69.9 69.3 68.2

 City

  Shanghai (%) 35.1 32 35 29.5

  Wuhan (%) 33.2 33.5 38.6 36.9

  Xi’an (%) 31.7 34.5 26.4 33.6

  Length of stay 36.4 35.3 35.4 33.5

 N of observations 853 923

Data source: “Study of Family Life in Urban China” conducted in Wuhan, Shanghai, and Xi’an, 1999.
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Table 4

Conditional Expectations and Treatment Effects, Sons

Subsamples To coreside Not to coreside Treatment effects

Children who coreside −678 3,561 −4,239

Children who live away 4,539 −380 −4,919
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Table 5

Conditional Expectations and Treatment Effects, Daughters

Subsamples To coreside Not to coreside Treatment effects

Children who coreside 309 2,418 −2,009

Children who live away 928 −65 −993
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