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ABSTRACT

Left Behind, At Risk, and Vulnerable Elders in Rural China:
What the RUMIC Data Reveal about the Extent, Causes, and
Consequences of Being Left Behind

Migration of any distance separates family members for long periods of time. In China, an
institutional legacy continues to privilege the migration of working-age individuals who often
leave children and elders behind in the rural areas. Up to now, the literature has treated
children and elders analogously, labeling each group “left-behind”. We argue that analysis of
elder stayers needs to be more nuanced, distinguishing among differing groups of elders. Of
these groups, those living alone without any adult children in the village are most at risk of
negative consequences of migration, while those living with other non-migrant children are
much less affected by migration. We find evidence, when focusing on the consequences of
migration on elders, that an elder-centric analysis is preferable to a migrant-child-centric
analysis.
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What the RUMIC Data Reveal about the Extent, Causes and Consequences of Left Behind, At
Risk, and Vulnerable Elders in Rural China

I: Introduction and Context

There is an increasing trend in the share of China’s rural elders living alone or with spouses only.
We explore, using the Rural Urban Migrants in China (RUMIiC) rural data set, the extent to
which the out-migration of elders’ adult children contributes to this trend. We argue that no
accurate accounting of “left-behind” elders can be made without first adjusting household rosters
to exclude their migrant members. In addition, we draw important distinctions between migrant-
centric measures and elder-centric measures of the “left behind” and vulnerable elders and urge
the adoption of elder-centric measures. The majority of elders with migrant adult children still
live in two- and three-generation households. Aging, widowhood and being unable to work
increase the likelihood that elders live with their children. Having more sons reduces the
likelihood but having more sons living in the same village increases the likelihood such that the
net effect of having more sons in the village is positive. The effect of daughters is quite muted.
We also combine data on elders’ living arrangements and the residential locations of their adult
children to derive more detailed taxonomies of their living situations. The elders who appear
most at risk are those who live alone with no children residing in their village. However, this
group constitutes a very small share of all the elders. A much larger share of elders live with
their spouse only. In some cases they are registered as such, that is, as living with their spouse
alone, but in other cases they find themselves in this situation because of the migration of
offspring who are registered as household members. Although those living with their spouse
only, without any children in the village, are potentially vulnerable, they also are more likely to
be working and to express positive feelings of wellbeing than those living alone. Another group
at risk from migration consists of elders who are caring for their grandchildren when the
grandchildren’s parents are migrants. These elders have high rates of employment and a more
negative outlook on life than those living with their children and spouse, but not more negative
than those living with children and no spouse. Overall, the loss of a spouse appears to have a
larger impact of self-reported wellbeing than living arrangements vis-a-vis adult children.

In the 1950s, the Chinese leaderships adopted an economic growth strategy that emphasized the
development of heavy industry. To pursue this economic development strategy while financially
maintaining its generous urban social welfare system, the Chinese leadership almost completely
prohibited rural to urban migration by means of a household Aukou registration system that
continues to the present and classifies individuals according to both residential locale and
designated economic status (Chan and Zhang 1999; Fan 1999).

In the socialist period, prior to the implementation of urban economic reforms, the hukou system,
in conjunction with the food rationing coupons, effectively kept rural people restricted to living
and working where they were born (Meng and Manning 2010). The restrictions on migration and
the hukou system were relaxed gradually, starting in the mid-1980s when the leadership eased its
stance on private enterprise and entrepreneurship. In the early 1990s with both the abolishment
of urban food coupons and the growth of the manufacturing sector with its concomitant increase



in the demand for labor, the flows of migrants from rural to urban areas gained momentum. Over
the most recent three decades, between 200 and 250 million rural residents moved to China’s
towns and cities (Chan 2012). Rural migrant labor is both an integral, enabling, factor in the
success of China’s low-cost manufacturing industries and the mainstay of the low-end service
sector. Despite the relaxation of many of the historical restrictions on migration, the legacy of
those constraints continues to severely restrict family migration and privileges the temporary
migration of younger, healthy, workers who can leave their family members (parents, children,
and often spouses) behind. Other institutional systems such as the health care delivery and
payment system, the admissions process to universities, and agricultural land tenure rules also
contribute to the social and demographic nature of China’s migrant flow, coloring its landscape.
Each of these institutions similarly stack the deck in favor of a pattern of the temporary
migration of the prime working-age population only, leaving children to attend school in rural
areas and older adults to farm, supervise children and care for elderly parents. While this
strategy has allowed migrants to work long days and weeks unencumbered by day-to-day family
responsibilities, it also generates very high costs in the loss of utility the prime-age adults would
have gained from family interactions. Costs are also born by the children and older adults who
remain in the rural areas in terms of the loss of the utility of familial interaction as well as the
work of caregiving, home production, and the agricultural labor of the absent prime-age
generation.

This situation is exacerbated of late by the increased length of the stays that Chinese labor
migrants spend away from their homes. When the labor migration flows began in the late 1980s
and early 1990s the durations were short, typically three to six months (Hare 1999). But the
increasing sophistication of industrial jobs, the increasing numbers of married women migrating,
the long distances traveled by migrants, and ever increasing demand for migrant labor in the
growing urban service sector has increased the duration to many years away with home visits
only once a year or even once every other year during Spring Festival (Connelly, Roberts, and
Zheng, 2011; Liang 2007) This migration of unaccompanied prime-age adults has resulted in
both a generation of migrants’ children growing up with long absences of parents and growing
concerns about the burdens borne by elders whose responsibilities have increased while their
support systems have dwindled.

In the 2000s and 2010s, social policy researchers interested in Chinese migration turned their
gaze back to the rural areas to consider the costs and benefits of migration on those family
members remaining in the rural areas. (Roberts et al 2004; Biao, 2007; Giles, Wang and Zhao,
2010; Mu and Van de Walle, 2011; Connelly, Maurer-Fazio, and Zhang, 2014; Wang 2014; Tse
2015; Ao, Jiang and Zhao 2015). Remittances increase the disposable income of family members
of migrants. These remittances are used to pay education fees, to build nicer houses, to pay
health care costs, and buy labor-saving devices for both home and agricultural production. All of
these things have contributed positively to the wellbeing of rural family members of migrants
(Zhu and Luo, 2008, Biavaschi, Giulietti, and Zimmermann, 2013). On the cost side,
researchers have examined school performance, children’s physical and mental health, and
elders’ physical and mental health including feelings of loneliness (Du et al, 2004; Liang and
Chen, 2007; Liang, Guo, and Duan, 2008; and Silverstein, 2008; Guo, Aranda, and Silverstein,
2009; Kong and Meng, 2010; Gao et al, 2010; Chang, Dong, and MacPhail, 2011; Chen and
Powell, 2012; Jacka, 2012; Liang and Wu, 2014; Ao, Jiang and Zhao, 2015). The empirical



analyses of the net costs and benefits of adult migration for both children and elders who remain
in the rural areas are mixed. Some studies find overall negative effects and others find no
significant negative effects.

This paper focuses on the “left-behind” elders. One reason it is difficult to make generalizations
from the literature on “left-behind” elders is that the definitions of “left-behind” and the age
groups being analyzed differ widely from study to study. Our first task is thus to explore
potential definitions of “left-behind.” As we demonstrate, the extent of the “problem” of “left-
behind” elders depends on the definition used. Defining “left-behind” elders based on the
observed migration of one child leads to a much higher incidence of “left-behind” cases than
definitions that are elder-focused. The reason is simple: while every child of a migrant is left
behind by that parent, many parents of migrants are not bereft of adult children with whom to
live since the current generation of rural Chinese elders has, on average, four grown children
plus their children’s spouses as potential caregivers and companions. In addition, while there is
widespread agreement that children need the care of parents, elder parents may not need the care
of their adult children. Older adults choose from a menu of living arrangements. Even without
migration not all Chinese rural elders would live with their children. Although evidence from
the living arrangement literature for rural China shows a high rate of three-generation households
before the Great Migration, the proportion was never close to 100 percent (Zeng and Wang 2004;
Connelly, Maurer-Fazio, and Zhang, 2014). In considering this issue, we link the literature
focused on migration and those left behind to the literature on the living arrangements of rural
Chinese families, which have been largely separate literatures to this point.

In order to more accurately assess an elder’s living arrangement we must differentiate between
the family members registered officially as part of the household and those present, actually
residing in the interview households. Using the household roster without accounting for
migration undercounts the elders who are living alone or with spouse only. However, it is
equally problematic to define elders are “left behind” simply because there is a migrant
registered in their household. Comparing the living arrangements of elders with at least one
migrant in the household and those without a migrant in the household we find little difference in
living arrangements. Yes, those who have a migrant in their registered household are somewhat
more likely to live alone, but they are just as likely to live with children or grandchildren. This
result is fundamentally important in understanding why the analysis of the effect of migration on
elders must be elder-centric not migrant child-centric.

Beginning with the simplest dichotomy, living with one’s offspring (which can be children
and/or grandchildren and may include one’s spouse as well) we estimate a reduced-form probit
regression focused on the individual characteristics of elders: number of sons and daughters,
education, health, gender, widowhood status, education and age. We find strong effects of
widowhood, age, and ability to work. From this descriptive model, we settle on three categories
of living arrangements, alone, with spouse only, and with offspring. While these three categories
constitute very different realities for the elders, they should be easy to establish in most data sets
and thus contribute to meaningful comparative research. Cross tabulations of these categories
with individual demographic information reveal expected patterns: the proportion of elders living
alone decreases with age and poor health. The proportion living with spouse only is highest for
the group of elders who still working.



To understand the impact of migration on living arrangements more fully, we expand the
categories of living arrangements to consider elders’ residence in relationship to their other
children in the village. Many of the elders who live alone or with spouse only have children
living in the same village. These elders are not “at risk™ in terms of lack of caregiving potential
in the same way as elders living alone or with spouse only with no children in the same village.
Finally, we differentiate between elders living with adult children (perhaps in conjunction with
grandchildren) versus those living with grandchildren without the middle generation. This latter
group is also a cause for concern in the migration literature, “at risk™ in a different way with
substantial burdens of child care and farming and less resources for their own care if care should
be needed.

Beyond our careful accounting of the rural elders living arrangements in light of the migration of
their adult children, we consider some possible consequences of living alone or with spouse only
in terms of employment and psychological outlook and life satisfaction. These latter analyses,
like the others in this paper, are agnostic on causal direction. Migration of adult children has the
potential to affect elders’ decision making and well-being, but it is equally likely that the
migration decisions of adult children are affected by family circumstances including the
exogeneous health status of living parents and parents-in-law, a direction of causation explored
by Antmann (2012, 2013), Démurger and Xu (2015), Giles and Mu (2007), and Stohr (2015).
The causal direction is strongly influenced by the age of the elder. Younger and relatively
healthy elders enable the migration decisions of their offspring by acting as caregivers of their
grandchildren and maintainers of the family’s land allocation while those of advanced age or in
frail health may deter the migration of offspring (Giles and Mu 2007). With both pathways of
causality potentially strong we opt instead for a descriptive analysis of the situation on the
ground. Who is home, who is away? In rural China, who do elders live with and among in the
era of the Great Migration and how do these groups differ in their probabilities of employment
and measures of well-being?

II: RUMIC Rural Data

The ongoing RUMIC project’s goal is to collect information on the causes and consequences of
migration in modern China (Meng, 2010; Akgiic, Giulietti, and Zimmermann, 2014). As such,
data have been collected in rural areas to gather information on rural residents and in urban areas
to gather responses from both urban residents and rural-to-urban migrants. The rural resident
surveys of 2008 and 2009 form the basis of our analysis. It was carried out by China’s National
Bureau of Statistics (NBS) and includes a random sample of 8000 rural households from 8
provinces (Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Guangdong, Hebei, Hubei, Anhui, Henan, and Sichuan) and 1
provincial-level municipality (Chongqing). The sample is based on the regular sampling frame
employed by the NBS for its annual household income and expenditure surveys (Kong 2010),
which includes everyone with a rural household registration. The resultant rural sample of the
RUMIC project contains households with and without migrant members.

The household heads, or their spouses, supplied information on migrant and other household
members not present at the time of the survey (Lee and Meng, 2010). The attrition rate between
the 2008 and 2009 surveys was negligible, allowing us to also combine information from the



20009 rural survey about the non-resident children of the resident parents of the household heads
and spouses via the 2009 module on the siblings of the household heads and their spouses.

From this data we extract a sample of all the elders who reside in sampled rural households.
These elders fall into two categories—those who were categorized by the enumerators as the
household heads or the spouses of the household heads and those who were categorized as the
parents or parents-in-law of the household heads. The distinction matters in terms of what
information is available for them in the data set. However, we have chosen variables for our
analysis that are available for all respondents. Together the heads of households, their spouses,
and their resident parents constitute a random sample of all rural residents age 60 or older in the
nine surveyed provinces.

It is well know that elders’ living arrangements vary considerably with age (Zeng and Wang
2004, Lei et al 2011, Connelly, Maurer-Fazio, and Zhang 2014, Connelly et al 2015). The
literature analyzing elders’ well being has yet to standardize the age cutoff for investigation. We
focus here on rural elders age 60 and above as after 60 employment and hours worked decline
noticeably (Connelly and Maurer-Fazio, forthcoming, Connelly, Maurer-Fazio, and Zhang
2014). In addition, because of the increases in mortality that kick in at this age, many more
people become widows or widowers after age 60 and widowhood demonstrably affects living
arrangements in China (as it does most places) (Connelly et al 2015). The next section describes
the sample of all persons age 60 or older in sampled households.

III:  Living Arrangements of All Elders in Sampled Households

Of the 8,000 households of the RUMIC rural sample, 1,924 have at least one person age 60 and
above, resulting in a sample of 3,562 elders. As introduced above, this sample is made up of two
groups, those elders who are themselves heads of household or spouses of heads of household
and the resident parents of the heads of household and spouses.

(Insert Table 1 here.)

As Table 1 reveals, these two groups of elders differ considerably by age. The larger group, the
household heads and their spouses, are relatively young with a mean age of approximately 65.
The smaller, but still substantial, group of parents and parents-in-law of household heads have an
average age of approximately 75. It should be noted here that while all the household heads and
spouses included in our elder sample are themselves 60 years old or older, the household heads
of those identified as parents and parents-in-law of household heads include many younger
household heads, that is, the requirement for inclusion in our analysis is simply that the parents
themselves are age 60 or older. This explains the gap of only 10 years in the mean ages of the
group of elder household heads and spouses and the group of elder parents and parents-in-law of
household heads and/or their spouses.

The sample respondents who were enumerated as heads of household and spouses of heads of
household are also more likely to be male. This result is partly a function of age, but is also the
result of enumerators’ decision rules in terms of who is designated the head of the household.
However, by combining the older heads of household and spouses and the parents of the heads of



household and spouses we have a complete accounting of all the elders residing in sampled
households.

(Insert Table 2 here.)

Table 2 begins our exploration of the living arrangements of rural elders using information
derived from the household record. We use the household ID to identify distinct households and
then we count all those sharing a household ID. This strategy of using the household roster is
employed by most empirical studies of living arrangements. In the first panel of Table 2, we
present a three-way taxonomy of living arrangements based on household registration: those who
live alone, those who live with their spouse only, and those who live with offspring (children or
grandchildren) regardless of whether a spouse is also present. In contrast, in the second panel we
base our calculations only the members of the household actually present, excluding those who
are registered as part of the household, but in reality, are away as out-migrants. We classify
household members as migrants if they lived away from the household for 6 months or more in
2007."! Comparing the two panels, it is clear that for rural areas with substantial out-migration, it
1s important to exclude migrants from the household to get a genuine picture of the extent to
which elders live alone or with their spouse only. Ignoring migration, it appears that only 26%
are living alone or with spouse only. However, their share increases to 36% when the out-
migration of other household members is appropriately taken into account. Thus, Table 2
provides a cautionary tale for those wishing to construct living arrangement taxonomies from
Chinese survey data based on the National Bureau of Statistics’ definition of households as
consisting of registered household members. Because of the large out-migration of rural
residents, the number registered household members often exceeds the number of people actually
living in the household.

Are all of the elders who live alone or with their spouse “left-behind”? Table 3 indicates that this
is not the case. Table 3 divides the sample into elders who have at least one adult child registered
as residing in the same household who is a migrant and those with no adult children registered as
residing in the same house who are migrants. Row 1 reveals that 28% of the sampled elders live

in households with adult children who are migrants.

[Insert Table 3 here.]

Rows 2, 3 and 4 showcase the similarities and differences in the living arrangements of elders
according to whether there is one or more migrant child included in the household rosters. As
the third row indicates, the share of elders who live with their offspring is identical, regardless of
whether the household includes migrants. The differences show up in the first two rows. The
share of those living alone is somewhat higher in households with migrant children than in those
without migrants. The share living with spouse alone is somewhat lower in households with
migrants than those without.

1 Qur criterion for migrant status is more conservative than the 3 months away used by Lee and Meng (2010)
because our focus is on the ability to care for those staying in rural areas instead of the migrant experience
itself.



Most other analysts (Biao, 2007; Luo, 2009; Tse, 2015; Ao, Jiang, and Zhao, 2015) have
identified “left-behind” elders from the perspective of migrants. For example, Luo analyzes a
sample of rural residents aged 54 to 91, who have at least one adult child migrated. Ao, Jiang and
Zhao (2015) using the same RUMIC rural data analyze household heads and spouses aged 50
plus and count the number of adult children who have migrated. From this perspective, all the
non-migrant household members of a migrant’s household are left behind. If we applied that
approach to our sample of elders in the sampled RUMIC rural households, it would lead to
defining all 975 elders in column two of Table 3 as left-behind. But Table 3 clearly shows that
63 percent of the elders with a migrant adult child registered in the same house are still co-
residing with other children and grandchildren. We are not inclined to think of these elders as left
behind. In addition, the commonly employed and migrant-centric criteria of defining left-behind
as those having any migrant child is even broader than the one we have defined here. To count
an elder has having a migrant child; we require the migrated offspring to be registered in the
same household as the elder. It is more than likely that many of the elders in column one have
migrant children who are registered in other households in the village.

Part of the problem of defining elders at risk as those affected by the migration of one of their
adult children is that the concept of “left-behind” was borrowed from analyses of children left-
behind. However, the situation of children and elders is not parallel. Defining dependent
children as left-behind is straight-forward enough. Children are left behind if one or both parents
migrate out for work. The direction of responsibility is simple for the parent and young child
relationships. The parents are responsible for the well-being of their own children. However, it is
erroneous to treat elders analogously with children, that is, to select and identify elders as left
behind simply from the perspective of using the migrant as the unit of observation. Many of
these supposedly “left-behind” parents are still relatively young, in their forties, fifties, or sixties;
are healthy; and have agency. Many have participated family decisions involving migration.
Relatively young parents of migrant adults often enable the migration of the one who migrates
by providing care to grandchildren, farming their land, and helping out the “left-behind” spouses.

Elders live separately from their adult children for many reasons. Economic studies of living
arrangements around the world have shown that privacy is a normal good, that is, those older
people with higher incomes are more likely to live separately from their children, all else equal
(Lei et al 2011, Meng and Luo 2008). Even when their children do not migrate, parents of adult
children may choose to live independently. In addition, for elders who need care, it is possible
that some their children live nearby instead of within the same household. Of course, it is also
possible that other elders find themselves in need of care, yet living alone and vulnerable and
without nearby offspring--not as a matter of choice and not in a desirable situation. Certainly
members of this last group are worthy of the concern of policy-makers and of analysis by
researchers interested in exploring the extent to which their situation is the result of migration.

(Insert Table 4 here.)

In Table 4 we explore differences in the distribution of living arrangements by some
characteristics of the individuals. We began our assessment of elders’ living arrangements by
asserting that these vary tremendously with age. Table 4 demonstrates this variation clearly. The
younger groups of elder parents, those in their 60s are much less likely to live with their



offspring (children and grandchildren) that are those age 70 and above. This change with age is,
in part, related to widowhood, which is observed indirectly with the decline in living with spouse
only. Interestingly, Table 4 also reveals that the proportion living alone increases after age 70, as
does the proportion living with offspring.

Just as we expect age and widowhood to increase the probability that elders co-reside with their
adult children, we also expect that poor health and frailty are positively correlated with elders
living with their children. The RUMIC data contain two variables that we employ to signal the
health of the sample’s elders. The first is the elders’ direct response to a question that asks them
to report their health status relative to their peers. The responses vary along a 5-point scale from
very poor to excellent. Table 4 reveals that 84% of the sample’s elders report themselves to be in
average or good health. It also reveals that those at the extremes, that is, those in very poor health
and those in excellent health, both constituting small shares of our sample are, respectively,
much less likely and much more likely to live independently of their offspring.

We also approach the relationship between elders’ health and their living arrangements from a
slightly different perspective. We exploit the survey question that addresses respondents’ work
status at the end 2007. One of the potential responses is that of having lost the capability to work.
We use this response to indicate a measure of disability. As we see in Table 4, those who have
lost the ability to work, and are in this sense disabled, are much more likely to live with their
offspring than are those still able to work. Least likely to live with their children are those elders
who are reported as working. We classify all those who are wage earners, farmers, self-
employed, or working in family businesses (even if unpaid) as working and the rest as not
working. Those who are able to work, but are not working, are more likely to live with their
children than those working, but less likely to live with their children than those who report they
cannot work.

Of course, age, health, and working status are interrelated. In Table 5 we present the results of a
probit model of the probability of living with one’s offspring. The advantage of this model over
Table 4 is that we can observe the marginal effects of demographic characteristics on the choice
to live with one’s children.

The included variables are gender, widowhood, education, health, disability to work, age, and the
number of living sons and daughters. Age is entered as five-year age cohorts as age effects
appear to be highly non-linear. Education is also entered in levels with illiteracy as the omitted
category. Twenty-nine percent of the sample is in this category.

In column 2 we have added two variables, the number of sons and daughter living in the village,
respectively. For parents of household heads this information was obtained from the 2009
module on the location of siblings of the household heads so there will be some measurement
error from the implicit assumption that these 2009 locations of residence also apply to 2008. For
the household heads and spouses themselves, the same information is obtained from a 2008 data
module on all the children of the household head who are not co-residing. Since the number of
sons and daughters also appears in the model, we can interpret the marginal effects of the
number of sons and daughters in the village as the additional effect on living with one’s offspring
of having those sons and daughters living in the same village.

10



(Insert Table 5 here.)

The results in Table 5 corroborate each of the bivariate relationships shown in Table 4. Living
with one’s children is increasing likely as one ages, however the effect does not begin until age
70. Higher levels of education reduce the probability to co-residing. Being widowed increases
the probability of co-residing by 11 percentage points and not being able to work increases the
probability by almost 9 percentage points. It is noteworthy that self-reported overall health is not
related to co-residence with one exception: those in good health are 4 percentage points more
likely to co-reside with their offspring than those in average health. This result serves as a good
reminder that co-residence may be for the purpose of helping the younger generation with
household tasks and childcare. Also noteworthy in its lack of statistical significance is the
indicator variable for gender. Although women are more likely to live with children than men,
but the results in Table 5 indicate that this is because women live longer and are more likely to
have lost their spouse than men.

The final set of variables in Table 5 count the number of adult sons and daughters still alive, and
in column 2, the number of adult sons and daughters living in the same village as their parents.’
Because of long-standing son preference, patri-locality, and patterns of elder care by sons and
daughters-in-law rather than daughters, we include number of sons and daughters separately.
The results show that the number of sons matters substantially more than the number of
daughters. In column 1, which does not include the location of residence of one’s adult children,
having more sons slightly reduces the probability of living with one’s children. This finding may
seem surprising until we remember that sons often provide monetary support for parents and that
privacy is a normal good. In column 2, we see this more clearly as the total number of sons
reduces the probability of co-residence but the number of sons in the village increases the
probability of co-residence. Combining these two results, the total effect of more sons in the
village is an increased probability of co-residence with children. The effects for daughters have
the same signs as sons but are much smaller. The mean number of sons in the village, 1.2,
exceeds the mean number of daughters in the village, 0.37, and provides evidence of the
customary pattern of daughters marrying outside the village and going to live with or nearby
their parents-in-law.

(Insert Table 6 here.)

In order to explore the extent of elders who are at risk, that is, lack proximity to potential family
caregivers, in Table 6 we explore in more detail the living arrangements of those elders who live
alone or with spouse only. Here we consider both the location of adult children in the village and
whether the elders are living alone or as empty-nesters because household members have
migrated away. Table 6 reveals that 69% of those living completely alone are alone due to the
out migration of family member, while the other 31% are registered as living alone. They may
not have had children, they may have outlived their children, they have chosen to live alone or
their children may have migrated out long enough ago that the household registration has been
changed. The proportion living with spouse only because of the migration of a registered

2 Here adult child is defined as a child over age 16 to correspond to the information available in the RUMiC
data on adult children living away from home.
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household member is much lower. Twenty-five percent of those co-residing only with their
spouse are in that situation due to the out-migration of family members. The other 75% of
spouse-only households are registered as spouse-only households.

We think it important to understand and acknowledge the proportion of those who are living
alone or with a spouse only, regardless of whether it is because of migration, which has an adult
child living in the same village. Row 2 of Table 6 provides this information. Of the elders living
alone, 28% have children living in the village. Similarly, 54% of elders living with their spouse
only have children living in the same village. We are certainly less concerned about these elders
than the ones living alone or with spouse only who have no children in the village. Those without
children in the village are the most vulnerable group, those for whom the lack of adult children
nearby may prove critical to their health and wellbeing. Adding together the alone and spouse-
only elders with no children in the village, we find that 17% of the total elder sample are “at
risk” in this way and just less than half of them, 45%, are in this living situation because of the
migration of a household member. Seventeen percent is still substantial, but it is a much smaller
share than the 28% with a migrant adult child.

(Insert Table 7 here.)

In Table 7, we further explore the living arrangements of elders who co-reside with their
offspring (children and/or grandchildren). Table 7 shows that, of the elders who live offspring,
82%, are living with their adult children (there may also be grandchildren present), while 18%
live with their grandchildren with a missing middle generation. Of those elders who co-reside
with their grandchildren, the vast majority of cases, regardless of whether the elders have other
children in the village, are due to the out-migration of the elder’s adult children, the
grandchildren’s parents.

We may want to add those elders living with grandchildren only without other children in the
village into the “at-risk™ group though our concerns about them are quite different from those
living alone or with spouse only. Those living with grandchildren with a missing middle
generation may receive both help and companionship from the grandchildren, but they are also
shouldering a substantial amount of responsibility and may be under more stress than they would
be if the children’s parents were around.

IV:  “Consequences” of Living Arrangements -- The Relationship of Work and Living
Arrangements

As mentioned above, we classify all those who are wage earners, farmers, self-employed, or
working in family businesses (even if unpaid) as working and the rest as not working. In this
section of the paper we explore how elder’s proclivity to continue to work is related to their
living arrangements and a number of demographic factors such as age, gender, education, and
reported health. Controlling demographic factors, are elders who live alone or with spouse only
more likely to work than those who live with their adult children? In Table 8 Models 1, 2, and 3
we report the marginal effects of these demographic factors on whether elders work, based on
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probit regressions. The models differ only in the detail of the living arrangements. Model 1
includes the simple 3-way classification of living arrangements that is available in most data
sources, that is, elders who live alone, with spouse only, or with their adult children and possibly
their spouse. In Model 2 we compare results based on a 6-way classification of living
arrangements that distinguishes between those with and without children in the village. For
those living with offspring we distinguish between those with or without a spouse is present. In
Model 3, we further expand the classification of offspring to isolate the situation where elders
may be living with grandchildren without the presence of their children, the grandchildren’s
parents, while at the same time maintaining the information on the presence of other children in
the village. We use the traditional Confucian ideal of living with one’s spouse and offspring as
the base case and report the marginal effects for those who live in various arrangements without
their offspring. Note that the definition of the base case changes subtly across the columns since
in Model 1 it is living with any offspring, in Model 2 it is living with any offspring and one’s
spouse, and in Model 3 it is living with one’s children and spouse.

(Insert Table 8 here.)

Consider first the living arrangement results for Model 1. Elders who are living with their
spouse only are percentage points more likely to work than those who live with their offspring.
Interestingly, in Model 1 there is no significant difference in the proclivity to work between
those living alone and those living with offspring.

A comparison of these results with those from Models 2 and 3, reveals that elders living with
their spouses alone, whether or not they have children in the same village, are significantly more
likely to be working than both those living alone (regardless of whether they have children in the
village) and those living with both their spouse and their adult children. Those living with their
adult children without a spouse present, a situation largely attributable to widowhood are 12
percentage points less likely to work than those living with their spouses and children.

In Model 3 we find that three of the four groups of elders who live with their grandchildren while
the grandchildren’s parents are absent are much more likely to be working: elders with no spouse
present (mainly widows and widowers) who are living with grandchildren alone with no children
residing in the same village and those with a spouse present living with grandchildren whether or
not the elders have other children in the village. Each of these groups is at least 20 percentage
points more likely to be working than those who live together with their spouses and adult
children. In the fourth case, that of elders living with grandchildren with no spouse present yet
with other children in the village, we have too few observations (only 6 cases) to obtain
statistical significance. The increase in the probability of working among grandparents caring
for grandchildren without prime age adults present parallels findings, based on rural data, of
Connelly, Maurer-Fazio, and Zhang 2014.

The marginal effects of the other demographic variables are robust to the specificity of the living
arrangement classification. As predicted, the probability of working declines with age, with those
65-69 about 10 percentage points less likely to be employed and those 70-74 about 20 percentage

3 Connelly, Maurer-Fazio, and Zhang 2014 used a somewhat younger sample of elders aged 50 to 74 since
they focused, primary, on employment decision making.
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points less likely to be employed than those 60-64. The big break comes at age 75 to 79 when
elders of this age are approximately 40 percentage points less likely to be employed than the
youngest included age cohort. We also observe that women are significantly less likely to work
than men. Both these results are similar to the rural results of Connelly, Maurer-Fazio, and
Zhang (2014), which was based on the 2000 Chinese Census.

We use illiteracy as the educational base case, given that a significant share of the elders is
illiterate, and particularly so for the women. The two groups of elders who have attained primary
or junior-high educations each have a 5 percentage point higher probability of working than
those who are illiterate, while those with senior-high or better educations are 10 percentage
points less likely to be working. We suspect that the elders in this more educated group were
probably able to amass sufficient savings and wealth to better afford to retire or cease working.

As expected, for elders being in either very poor or poor health significantly lowers the
probability of working-- very poor health more so than poor health. We use self-reported average
health as the base case. Neither being in good or very good health changes the probability of
working relative to those in average health.

V: “Consequences” of Living Arrangements -- The Relationship Between Psychological
Outlook and Living Arrangements

The rural questionnaire of the RUMIC project asks household members present at the time of the
interview a series of 12 questions about their feelings and outlook on life. Half of these questions
are phrased positively and half phrased negatively.* Each of the questions is answered on a 4-
point scale with the lower numbers indicating better feelings and positive psychological outlook
and higher numbers indicating worse feelings and negative outlook. We summed each
respondent’s answers to these 12 questions to get a 36-point outlook variable that varies between
12 and 48. We used this composite outlook variable as the dependent variable in a set of three
regressions presented in Table 9. Each of these models varies from the previous only in terms of
the complexity of the classification of living arrangements. We use the same set of living
arrangement classifications as in section IV. In each of these regressions we also control for age,
education, health, ability to work, and gender.

In each of these 12 outlook questions, a larger number (4 compared to 3) always indicates a
worse outlook. Therefore a significant positive coefficient in Table 9 indicates a more negative
outlook. Similarly, a significant negative coefficient indicates a more positive psychological
outlook on the part of the elder. Looking across all three models of Table 9, we observe that
living alone has a substantial negative effect (positive coefficient) on elders’ psychological
wellbeing whether or not they have non co-resident children in the same village. This effect is
somewhat exacerbated in the cases where the elders live alone and have no children in the same
village. Living with one’s spouse alone in comparison to the base case leads to somewhat more
negative feelings but the effect is quantitatively much smaller than living alone. In Models 2 and

4 For example, respondents are asked, “In the last few weeks has your ability to concentrate on whatever you
are doing been better than usual, the same as usual, less than usual or much less than usual?” and “In the last
few weeks have you been able to enjoy your normal day to day activities more so than usual, the same as
usual, less so than usual, or much less than usual?”
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3, comparing the coefficient of living with one’s spouse only with living with one’s offspring
without a spouse we find the loss of a spouse has a much larger negative effect on outlook than
living without one’s offspring. These results accord with those of Silverstein, Cong, and Li
(20006).

In Model 3, we again explore the effects of living with grandchildren whose parents are absent.
In the first two cases, those with no spouse but grandchildren without and with other children in
the same village, there are very few observations and the coefficients are insignificant. In the last
two cases where spouses are present along with grandchildren whose parents are absent, there
are plenty of observations. The two coefficients on categories involving grandparents (with
spouses present) living with their grandchildren suggest, in the first instance when the
grandparents have no other adult children living in the same village, that their outlook on life is
not significantly different from the case of elders living in the more traditionally ideal situation
with their spouse and own children. And in the second instance, when the grandparents (with
spouses present) living with their grandchildren have other children in the same village, the
coefficient suggests the elders’ outlook is somewhat more negative than in the ideal set up but
not as negative as those without spouses but with children. Overall, we comes away with the
sense that the presence of elders’ spouses is the key factor in their psychological wellbeing, more
important than the presence of elders’ adult children.” Social science researchers have, up to this
point in time, focused more on the absence of adult children than on the debilitating effect of the
loss of one’s spouse. Losing one’s spouse appears to change one’s role in the family. Elders are
more likely to live with children, less likely to work, and more likely to be depressed controlling
for age, gender and health. This finding has important implications for considering who is at risk
and vulnerable amongst China’s rural population of elders.

(Insert Table 9 here.)

In terms of the demographic factors, we see that in each model age has a negative effect on
outlook after age 75 and, in each model, women have a considerably more negative outlook than
men.® Education has a monotonically positive effect on outlook.” Not unexpectedly, health also
plays a big role in elders’ outlook on life. Those in poor health are much more negative in their
outlook than those with average health. Similarly, those in good health are much more upbeat in
their perspective on life. These health effects are significant even with the inclusion of the
indicator of the inability to work which is shown to have its own negative effect on outlook.

VI: Conclusions

In many places around the world, large numbers of prime-working-age adults leave their
traditional family homes and migrate to urban areas in search of work. In many instances they
leave behind close relatives including children, spouses, and parents. In China the situation is
exacerbated by a set of laws and regulations that both make family migration difficult and

5 This result on widowhood is similar to the findings of Zhou et al (2015).

6 Qin, Wang, and Hsieh (2015) also find similar effects of age, gender, and education on mental health in
China, based on a nationally representative data set.

7 Strauss et al (2010) and Smith, Strauss, and Zhao (2014) also find a positive effect of education on mental
and physical health outcomes using the CHARLS pilot sample.
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provide incentives to keep a family’s hands in agriculture. Even when the benefits of migration
outweigh the costs, the costs may be quite high and are inherently borne by the more vulnerable
members of society, that is, children and elders. This paper is focused on China’s rural elders
residing in areas that have experienced large migrant out flows of the prime-age population.

In the 2008 RUMIC rural sample, 28 percent of the elders live in a household which includes an
adult child (over 19) who was away from the household for six or more months the previous
year. A migrant-centric measure of “left-behind” elders would classify all these elders as “left
behind”. However, we have demonstrated that the distribution of the living arrangements of
elders with migrant adult children is very similar to that of the living arrangements of those
without migrant adult children. We use this illustrative result to urge that analysis of “left-
behind” elders relocate its focus from the migrant as the unit of analysis to the elder as the unit of
analysis. The elder-centric analysis we favor also takes into account the ultimate sources of
welfare concern and suggests that specific groups of elders are affected by migration in differing
ways.

One group of adult-stayers is affected by the Chinese migration pattern of leaving young children
at home. These elders are relatively young. They are able to care for the grandchildren and “hold
down the fort” in terms of farming and other cottage industries of their households. We found
that they are much more likely to be working, to still have a living spouse, and to express levels
of well-being only somewhat lower with those living with both spouse and children (and
grandchildren).

An older group of adult-stayers affected by migration consists of those living alone or with their
spouse only. Sixty-eight percent of those who are living alone are alone because of the
migration of a household member compared with 25% of those living with spouse only. Those
living alone without children in the village appear to be the most at risk; they have low levels of
employment and significantly lower measures of well-being than those living with their spouse
only. However, this group, those that the term “left-behind” evokes, represents just two percent
of the elders’ sample. The much larger group, that living with spouses only, has higher rates of
working and only somewhat lower measures of wellbeing than those living with spouse and
children. Overall, those living with spouses only appear better off than those living with their
children but no spouse. (In most of these cases the spouse has died, but in a small number of
cases the spouse is an out-migrant).

One of our key conclusions is that analysts need to be careful in translating concerns about left-
behind children to left-behind parents. Parents continue to have some agency in, and influence
on, the migration decisions of the prime-age population. Current elders have multiple children
who can act as caregivers when necessary. Conditions less under an elder’s control such as
becoming a widow/widower or becoming disabled and unable to work appear to be more life
changing than the migration of the elder’s children. Of course, more choice is better than less,
such that removal of the barriers to family migration should improve the lives of Chinese rural
elders. Fewer elders would be left in the solo care of their grandchildren and long-term rural-to-
urban migrants could move infirm/frail parents to the urban areas if need be.
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Finally, we remind readers that time is not on the side of Chinese elders. The lower fertility rates
of the next generation to become elders imply more holes in the social safety nets of rural areas.
We predict that the number and share of elders who find themselves “alone with no children in
the village” will increase over the next twenty years.
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Table 1: Types of Elders, Age 60 and Older, in RUMIiC Rural Sample Households

Resident Parent or Parent-in-law of Household

Heads 1,102
Household Heads and Spouses of Household

Heads 2,460
Total 3,562

Frequency Percent

Number
of

Children
Mean Percent Ever
Age Female Born
30.9 74.5 64.1 3.7
69.1 64.8 39.5 3.1
100 67.8 471 3.3

Table 2: Living Arrangements of Elders in Rural Sample Households

Based on Registered
Members of
Households

Based on Resident,
Non-Migrant,
Members of
Households Only

Frequency Percent

Frequency Percent

Alone

Only with spouse

With offspring (with or without spouse)
Registered Elder Not in House

Total

28
894
2,634
NA

3,556

0.8 90
25.1 1,198
74.1 2,221
NA 50
100 3,559

2.5
33.7
62.4

1.4

100

Table 3: Living Arrangements of Elders in Sampled Households by Migration
Status of Their Household's Adult Children

No adult children
on household
roster are migrants

One or more adult
child on household
roster is a migrant

Percent of sample in category 72% 28%
Living Arrangements

Alone 1.38% 5.95 %
Only with spouse 35.47 % 30.56 %
With offspring (w or w/o spouse) 63.15% 63.49 %
Total 100 % 100 %

Note: Adult children are defined as those age 20 and older.
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Table 4: Living Arrangements of Elders by Individual Characteristics

With
Offspring
With (with or
Spouse  without % of

Alone Only Spouse) Total sample
Total 2.56 34.14 63.29 100 100
Age Cohorts
60-64 2.39 43.44 54.17 100 45.52
65-69 2.53 41.79 55.68 100 22.67
70-74 5.15 28.64 66.22 100 12.67
75-79 2.26 12.58 85.16 100 8.77
80 Plus 0.54 2.18 97.28 100 10.37
Self Reported Health Status
Very Poor 2.44 21.14 76.42 100 3.48
Poor 1.81 32.51 65.69 100 12.64
Average 3.15 32.88 63.97 100 39.87
Good 2.46 35.71 61.83 100 35.8
Excellent 1.41 41.55 57.04 100 8.2
Ability to Work
Unable to work 2.3 13.65 84.05 100 19.67
Work Status
Working 2.91 42.56 54.54 100 57.04
Able to work but not working 1.96 31.05 66.99 100 23.29

* Table excludes elder migrants
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Table 5 Probit Analysis of Elders’ Probability of Living with their Offspring

Explanatory Variables dy/dx Sig. dy/dx Sig. Means
Age Cohorts
60-64 0.46
65-69 0.013 0.015 0.23
70-74 0.062 ** 0.069 *** 0.13
75-79 0.215 *** 0.222 *** 0.08
80 Plus 0.357 *** 0.367 *** 0.10
Education
[lliterate, base case 0.29
Primary -0.023 -0.018 0.46
Junior High -0.085 *** -0.069 *** 0.20
Senior High & Above -0.088 ** -0.068 * 0.05
Health
Very Poor 0.013 0.018 0.03
Poor -0.042 -0.029 0.13
Average, base case 0.40
Good 0.043 ** 0.044 *** 0.36
Very Good 0.008 0.010 0.08
Ability to Work
Unable to work 0.097 *** 0.088 *** 0.19
Marital Status
Widowed 0.167 *** 0.111 *** 0.17
Gender
Female 0.008 0.014 0.47
Number of Children
No. of Sons -0.021 *** -0.125 *** 1.59
No. of Daughters -0.006 -0.013 * 1.29
No. of Sons in village 0.167 *** 1.22
No. of Daughters in village 0.032 ** 0.37
Number of Observations 3,434 3,434 3,434
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Table 6: Details of Living Arrangements Of Elders Living "Alone" or with "Spouse Only"

Spouse
Alone Only
1 | Share of elders in this living arrangement due to out-migration of
household members 68.9% 25.2%
2 | Share of elders in this living arrangement with no children in village 72.2% 46.2%
3 | Share of elders in this living arrangement with no children in village who
are in this situation due to out-migration of household's children 81.5% 40.6%

Table 7: Details of Living Arrangements of Elders Living "With Offspring"

Live with children (with or without spouse, with or without grandchildren) 81.8%
Live with grandchildren (with or without spouse) no children in village 12.7%
Live with grandchildren (with or without spouse) with children in village 5.5%
Total who live “with offspring” 100.0%

Percent co-residing with grandchildren without children in village because

of children's out-migration 86.5%
Percent co-residing with grandchildren, but with children in village because

of children's out-migration 71.5%
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