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Grandparents play an important role in rural Chinese fam-
ilies, often providing extensive and intensive care for grand-
children whose parents have migrated for work opportunities 
in urban centers. China’s economic growth over the last sev-
eral decades is, to some degree, predicated on the efforts of 
grandparents, who enable the migration of workers to loca-
tions where productive jobs have been plentiful and return 
higher wages than jobs in their home communities (Wu & 
Rao, 2017). However, the social conditions of families and 
the capacities of older grandparents in China have not been 
static in recent decades. Declines in fertility have reduced the 
numbers of grandchildren available to grandparents (Mjelde-
Mossey, 2007) while, at the same time, the physical, mental, 
social, and financial health of older adults have improved due 
to China’s rapid modernization and economic development 
(Chen et al., 2010). As a rule, improved health in later life 
and fertility postponement in younger generations dramat-
ically alter the likelihood and timing of becoming a grand-
parent, as in patterns observed in the United States (Margolis 
& Verdery, 2019). Given the speed of such changes in China, 
as well as the strong integration of grandparents within the 
family system, we might expect the consequences of these 
trends to be particularly profound.

In this article, we analyze the Longitudinal Study of 
Older Adults in Anhui Province, China, and employ a 

cross-cohort comparative design to examine changes in 
full-time grandparenting between 2001 and 2018, as well 
as associated changes in the opportunities and abilities of 
older adults to provide care to grandchildren.

Background
Grandparenting is a widely researched topic, and evidence 
suggests that the cultural milieu and degree of welfare state 
supports have consequences as to whether and how grand-
parents look after their grandchildren (Baker & Silverstein, 
2012; Hank & Buber, 2009). China represents a good case 
in point, having achieved rapid economic growth while re-
taining strong filial primacy as a societal norm.

Demographic factors also influence the opportunity for 
grandparents to provide care for grandchildren. On one 
hand, as child mortality has declined and life expectancy 
has increased, older adults are spending more of their life-
times in the grandparent role (Chen & Liu, 2012; Xu & 
Chi, 2011). On the other hand, declines in fertility across 
successive generations have reduced opportunities to 
interact with grandchildren in their preadult years, creating 
cross-pressure on enhanced grandparent involvement.

In many countries of the world, grandparents are respon-
sible for caring for their grandchildren when children are 
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challenged to provide such care themselves. In China, this is 
a common expectation given the collectivistic Confucian cul-
ture of China, with its emphasis on family integration and 
filial responsibility (Zhu et  al., 2019). The importance of 
grandparent-grandchild relationships is exemplified by a cul-
tural script that emphasizes mutual aid and respect between 
generations (Xu & Chi, 2011). In more traditional, rural areas 
of China, grandparents are expected to be surrogate care pro-
viders for the children of migrant parents, who are themselves 
obligated to send remittances to these grandparents who were 
“left behind” (Chen & Liu, 2012; Chen et al., 2015; Tang 
et al., 2016). From this perspective, caring for grandchildren 
can be viewed less as a forced choice and more as a strategic 
family decision designed to optimize overall family well-being 
in response to dynamic economic conditions.

From this perspective, caring for 
grandchildren can be viewed less as a 
forced choice and more as a strategic 
family decision designed to optimize 
overall family well-being in response 
to dynamic economic conditions.

Well-Being of Older Adults in China
The older population in China has achieved remarkable im-
provements in multiple aspects of their physical, emotional, 
and material well-being over recent decades (Luo et al., 2019). 
Research has shown that most older adults in China were able 
to perform daily activity tasks (Luo et al., 2016) and have im-
proved in their ability to perform these tasks over time (Yang, 
2020). Such improvements in physical functioning have likely 
enhanced the ability of grandparents to provide custodial care 
for their grandchildren. Further, added years to life, deriving 
from this health dividend, provide greater opportunities to 
interact with and provide care for grandchildren (Xu et al., 
2014). Not only do better health and increased longevity en-
able grandparents to provide childcare, but engaging in these 
care activities is also likely to further benefit their physical and 
psychological well-being (Tang et al., 2016).

Psychological functioning in relation to grandparenting 
is an underinvestigated area of research, even though de-
pression has been identified as a persistent problem for 
older adults in China (Chen et al., 2012). However, research 
suggests that grandparenting activities produce discernable 
emotional benefits for grandparents. For instance, grand-
parents who lived with their grandchildren in the absence 
of the middle generation suffered from fewer depressive 
symptoms and were happier than other grandparents (Chi 
& Mao, 2012; Choi & Zhang, 2021; Silverstein et al., 
2006). However, it is unclear whether caring for grand-
children promotes better emotional well-being or whether 
grandparents with better emotional well-being are more 
willing and better able to be care providers.

The economic status of the older population of China 
has also improved in recent years, benefitting the mental 
health and general well-being of older adults (Hua et al., 
2015). Increased financial resources of the older popula-
tion in rural China have been derived from remittances 
received from migrant children and financial transfers 
from upwardly mobile children in “new” China’s emerging 
middle class. Improvement in the economic well-being of 
older adults can also be traced to a national policy, intro-
duced in 2009, that provides pensions to rural adults aged 
60 and older (Fang & Sakellariou, 2016; Ko & Möhring, 
2021). This plan—the New Rural Pension Scheme—pro-
vides universal monthly government pension payments, 
even though these payments tend to be small for those in 
less developed localities and rural areas of the country. 
Nevertheless, there is evidence that economic support from 
children has declined commensurately with the value of 
pensions, suggesting some degree of substitution between 
government contributions and intergenerational transfers 
(Shen & Williamson, 2010). Prior to this pension policy, 
the family—mostly adult children—was primarily respon-
sible for ensuring the economic sufficiency of older adults 
(Williamson et  al., 2017). Grandparents’ ability to care 
for grandchildren is likely enhanced by having economic 
resources that bring tangible benefits to grandchildren 
(Silverstein & Zhang, 2020) and their older care providers 
(Hua et al., 2015).

Demand for Childcare by Grandparents
Families in rural China still rely on farming as their chief 
income-generating activity. Consequently, nonfarming op-
portunities are quite limited for those in the working-age 
population, who have resorted to taking jobs in the urban 
economy where they can earn substantially higher incomes 
and send remittances back to older parents in their native 
villages (Cong & Silverstein, 2011). Labor migrants often 
must geographically separate from their younger children 
due to restrictions imposed by the household registration 
system (i.e., hukou) and the prohibitive cost of raising 
children in urban areas. Grandparents are usually the first 
choice as custodial care providers for children left behind 
by migrant parents (Chen & Jiang, 2019; Liu et al., 2020; 
Xu & Chi, 2011). Another family arrangement in which 
grandparents provide care for grandchildren is a three-
generation household, often with working parents in need 
of childcare assistance.

Given the amount of effort required to care full-time for 
grandchildren, it is reasonable to expect grandparents who 
possess physical, mental, social, and economic resources 
to be better able to provide care for their grandchildren 
compared to those who possess fewer such resources. 
Grandchild care is often framed as a nonnegotiable filial 
obligation and as only reactive to family demand. In con-
trast, we consider the capacity of grandparents to fulfill the 
caregiver role, thus leaving open the possibility that policy 
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interventions that improve the quality of life of older adults 
may enhance their ability to provide care for grandchildren. 
We investigate cohort change in the resources of grandpar-
ents in relation to the prevalence of providing full-time care 
for grandchildren.

We examined the issues raised above by conducting 
a cross-cohort comparison of grandparents in 2001 and 
2018 within a particular region of rural China. Specifically, 
we used data from the Longitudinal Study of Older Adults 
in Anhui Province, China (for details, see Silverstein et al., 
2006). Located in the eastern region of China, the Anhui 
province is largely rural, with significant labor migration 
among its working-age population. For this analysis, we 
organized the data into two cohorts to compare changes 
in grandparenting between 2001 and 2018 (the more re-
cent 2021 data were not used, to avoid distortions due to 
coronavirus disease 2019 restrictions). We restricted the 
analysis to older adults between 60 and 77 years of age in 
each cohort to standardize chronological age and ensure 
that there was no overlap of respondents across the two 
cohorts. The sample sizes in the selected age range were 
1,253 in 2001 and 932 in 2018.

Measuring Care for Grandchildren
Each grandparent in the sample was asked whether they 
provided care to one or more grandchildren (16 years old 
or younger) parented by each adult child. Response options 
were six ordinal categories ranging from all day, every day 
to none. Grandparents were considered full-time caregivers 
if they provided care all day, every day for at least one set 
of grandchildren.

Measures of Well-Being
We conceive of the well-being of grandparents as com-
prising the presence or absence of four resources widely 
considered necessary for having a reasonably good quality 
of life (coded in a negative direction, indicating a resource 
deficit). These deficits or resources include functional limi-
tations (difficulty performing five instrumental activities 
of daily living), mental distress (nine types of depressive 
symptoms), social disruption (widowed vs. married status), 
and economic inadequacy (dissatisfaction vs. satisfaction 
with one’s current financial condition). To create indicators 
of difficulties with instrumental activities of daily living 
and of depressive symptoms, threshold scores were used 
to create dichotomous variables indicating low versus high 
resources in these domains (details will be provided upon 
request to the authors).

Comparative Results
First, we examined differences in the physical, mental, so-
cial, and economic well-being of grandparents between the 

2001 and 2018 cohorts. Figure 1 shows that each type of 
well-being improved in the 17  years between cohort as-
sessments. Specifically, the 2018 cohort of grandparents 
was less likely than the 2001 cohort to have functional 
limitations and depressive symptoms, be widowed, and ex-
perience adverse financial conditions. The improvement in 
functional health is particularly large and is likely to be 
the most important qualification for taking care of grand-
children, especially grandchildren in early childhood, who 
require more energy and diligent supervision on the part of 
their caregivers.

Next, we addressed the following three questions: (1) 
has the opportunity to provide full-time care for grandchil-
dren declined between 2001 and 2018; (2) conditional on 
having at least one grandchild 16 years old or younger, are 
grandparents more likely to provide daily care for grand-
children in 2018 than in 2001; and (3) does the possession 
of personal resources increase the likelihood that grand-
parents provide full-time care for grandchildren?

The first two bars in Figure 2 show that the probability 
of having a preadult grandchild (16 or younger) dimin-
ished from 61% to 41% between cohorts, likely as a con-
sequence of declining fertility rates across generations. 
Indeed, the proportion of older adults in our sample having 
five or more grandchildren went from 76% in 2001 to 
37% in 2018. Clearly, the opportunity to provide care for 
grandchildren has declined as the family size in descending 
generations has grown smaller in China.

Next, we examined cohort difference in whether grand-
parents provided full-time care for grandchildren, con-
ditioned on having at least one preadult grandchild. The 
second two bars in Figure 2 show a dramatic increase in 
the proportion of grandparents providing full-time care 
across the two cohorts, rising from 30% in 2001 to 70% in 
2018. Thus, while lower fertility has reduced the likelihood 
that grandparents have a preadult grandchild, those grand-
parents having at least one such grandchild were far more 
likely to engage as a full-time caregiver in 2018 than in 
2001. Growth in the prevalences of rural-urban migration 

Figure 1.  Resource deficits and resources among older adults aged 
60–77 in 2001 and 2018 cohorts. Abbreviation: IADL, instrumental ac-
tivities of daily living.
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and dual-earner couples in the working-age population 
may serve as explanations for such a large increase.

Finally, Figure 3 shows the prevalence of deficits and 
resources among grandparents by whether they provided 
full-time care for grandchildren, pooling the 2001 and 
2018 cohorts. Full-time caregivers had fewer functional 
limitations, were less likely to be widowed, and experi-
enced less economic dissatisfaction than other grandpar-
ents. There were no differences in depressive symptoms 
between the two groups.

Summary and Policy Considerations
Studying the social patterns of grandparenting in China 
brings together various, complex changes in Chinese society 
related to health, fertility, and economic trends that have 
consequences for individual and family lives. Examining 
these issues over 17 years provided the opportunity to con-
sider how China’s rapid development has consequences for 
the family behavior of rural grandparents.

In this article, we examined the role played by grand-
parents as a key family resource, but one that has been 
exposed to sharp contextual changes over the last two 
decades. While fertility decline has reduced opportunities 
for providing full-time care to grandchildren, the ability of 
grandparents to serve younger generations was seemingly 

enhanced over time by the increase in resources available 
to older adults in rural China.

While fertility decline has reduced op-
portunities for providing full-time care 
to grandchildren, the ability of grand-
parents to serve younger generations 
was seemingly enhanced over time 
by the increase in resources available 
to older adults in rural China.

Grandparent caregivers serve as enablers of economic 
development in China, albeit indirectly and in ways not 
always acknowledged. Policies that support grandparent 
caregiving may be valuable for reducing stress and burnout 
in this population of older adults and provide added incen-
tives for them to continue their altruistic family activities. 
Such policies may include inexpensive childcare or respite 
services to periodically relieve grandparents from the stress 
of providing intensive care for their grandchildren. In add-
ition, pension bonuses to caregiving grandparents may 
provide financial relief and indirectly benefit grandchildren 
whose parents have migrated, as children left behind in 
rural villages often suffer from behavioral difficulties and 
emotional distress (He et al., 2012).

While supportive public policies may be viewed as 
violating norms of filial primacy that characterize rural 
Chinese society, they can be enacted as family-friendly inter-
ventions that benefit not only older adults but also family 
members in other generations, with whom older adults are 
interdependent. The interdependence-of-generations per-
spective is well established in the field of aging, emerging 
within a social-policy environment threatened by privat-
ization, retrenchment of benefits, and claims of unfairness 
to younger generations (Bengtson & Achenbaum, 1993). 
These issues remain persistent challenges to policy develop-
ment on behalf of older adults and are no less applicable to 
contemporary China, with its weak social safety net.

Our previous research based on Anhui data showed 
that grandparent caregivers in China were psycho-
logically and economically advantaged relative to 
noncaregivers, whereas in the United States the opposite 
was true (Baker & Silverstein, 2012). Chinese grandpar-
ents were involved in a circular exchange of resources 
that rewarded their caregiving with remittances (Cong 
& Silverstein, 2008, 2011), and American grandparents 
tended to be disadvantaged and selected into caregiving 
due to family distress and crises in the middle generation. 
Indeed, greater remittance receipts from adult children 
in rural China improved the psychological and cognitive 
well-being of grandparents who provided full-time care 
for grandchildren (Silverstein & Zuo, 2021); this sug-
gests that intergenerational time-for-money reciprocity 
was beneficial for these caregiving grandparents by pro-
viding them with both a purposeful activity and com-
mensurate rewards.

Figure 3.  Resource deficits and resources among grandparents pro-
viding full-time care for grandchildren in pooled 2001 and 2018 cohorts. 
Abbreviation: IADL, instrumental activities of daily living.

Figure 2.  Probability of older adults aged 60–77 having a preadult 
grandchild and conditional probability of providing full-time care for 
grandchildren in 2001 and 2018 cohorts. 
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While resources accumulated by one generation are 
often distributed to other generations in need in both 
Chinese and American contexts, this pattern appears more 
evident in China, where mutual exchange and filial obli-
gation more explicitly guide intergenerational transfers. 
Filial obligation as a core cultural precept should not be 
underestimated as a social force and may make govern-
ment supports for older adults more efficient by harnessing 
the family system as a site of resource redistribution across 
generations.
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