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Abstract

BACKGROUND
The economic reforms of the last thirty years have produced a dramatic improvement in
the standard of living in China. However, the concurrent social transformation has also
created both stresses and challenges for Chinese families. While researchers have paid
considerable attention to the headline demographic statistics accompanying these
economic and social transformations, the nuanced ways in which Chinese society has
changed and continues to change since the reforms are less understood.

CONTRIBUTION
This special collection uses the life course framework, which has emerged as an
important organizing concept within demographic studies, to examine constancy and
change in Chinese society since the reforms of the late 1990s. By framing life events as
the result of decisions that are influenced by and sometimes are direct responses to
China’s modernization, and investigating how these decisions collectively affect and
reshape Chinese society, the papers in this collection provide a rich way of interpreting
and understanding demographic changes in China.

1 Southwestern University of Finance and Economics, Chengdu, China. Email: xubing@swufe.edu.cn.
2 University of California, Los Angeles, USA.
3 University of Hong Kong, Hong Kong, SAR, China.
4 Texas A&M University, College Station, USA.

mailto:xubing@swufe.edu.cn


Xu et al.: Introduction to the special collection on life-course decisions of families in China

130 https://www.demographic-research.org

1. Introduction

The rapid modernization and development of the last thirty years have had a profound
effect on Chinese society. While economic reforms have produced dramatic
improvements in the standard of living in China, the concurrent social transformation
has created both stresses and challenges for its families, long regarded as the bedrock of
Chinese society. The current generation of Chinese enjoy higher wealth, increased life
expectancy, better education, greater mobility, and expanded opportunities; however,
they also face widening income and wealth inequalities, rapidly rising house prices, and
intensifying competition in education and employment. The headline demographic
trends accompanying these economic and social transformations, such as declining
fertility rates, a persistent gender imbalance, and aging of the population, have received
considerable attention from researchers and much is known. Yet, less understood are
the nuanced ways in which Chinese society has changed and is continuing to change
since the reforms of the late 1990s. The papers in this special collection address these
changes within a life course framework, which has become a core conceptual structure
for studying our changing societies and the individuals in them.

Despite a somewhat amorphous and disparate approach to the life course, and even
calls for greater clarity in its modeling, at its heart the life course perspective is about
taking a long view and examining multiple life domains and multiple levels of analysis
(Bernardi, Huinink, and Setterston 2019). Building upon earlier concepts of the life
course given in Elder and O’Rand (1995) and Giele and Elder (1998), Bernardi and
colleagues define the life course as a multifaceted process of individual behavior that
evolves from the steady flow of individuals’ actions and experiences and modifies their
biographical state. Thus, a central element of life course analysis from a demographic
perspective is the role of life events – sometimes referred to as triggers (Clark and
Dieleman 1996) – that alter the life course path. Several papers in this collection
illustrate such categorical events within the life course, while others evaluate the
sequence of parallel events which follow categorical choices.

Since the economic reform, life in China has undergone tremendous changes,
including increasing divorce rates, declining birthrates, population aging, and rapid
urbanization. The life course theory helps connect how different cohorts face and
respond to these changes.  As such, the papers in this collection frame life events as the
result of decisions that are influenced by and sometimes are even direct responses to
China’s modernization, and investigate how these decisions in turn collectively affect
and reshape Chinese society. Using the life course to understand Chinese society and its
economy is not new. Since the 1990s researchers have been applying life course
perspectives to explore various economic and social patterns in China. Although it did
not specifically use life course terminology, Gold’s (1990) work is an early study on the
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emergence of private businesses at the beginning of China’s economic reform. The
study focuses on the early stages of labor market careers when individuals worked in
private businesses while waiting for a job assignment after completing education or
returning to cities from the countryside after the ‘Down to the Countryside Movement.’
In his study of changes in Chinese families between 1950 and 1970, Zeng (1991)
applies a life course perspective to understand how different age groups are associated
with different family dynamics. He shows that there are distinct cohort differences with
respect to family size. The research on China using a life course perspective increased
in the 1990s, including an exploration of the cohort of children of the cultural
revolution (Zhou and Hou 1999), stratification patterns (Zhou, Tuma, and Moen 1996),
and living arrangements (Treas and Chen 2000). Since 2000 the life course perspective
has flourished and has been applied to diverse topics, including residential mobility (Li
2004), unemployment (Hung and Chiu 2003), and smoking behavior (Kenkel, Lillard,
and Liu 2009). However, with the recent, major societal development in China, three
areas are particularly timely and deserve more attention: the growing parental
investment in children’s education in a rapidly increasing competitive educational
system, the effect on children’s wellbeing of millions of parents deciding to migrate
from rural areas to cities, and intergenerational coresidence patterns as the size of the
country’s senior population rapidly increases.

In summary, and as we illustrate across the papers in this collection, the life course
is a conceptual structure that we use to organize the evolving process of decision-
making and actions regarding a whole raft of life events. At any given moment these
big life events intertwine and overlap in a complex web of ties across generations and
domains and provide links through which individuals’ decisions affect each other. Our
collection examines both constancy and change in the entry into partnership, the effect
of childhood education on life course success, how migration affects children in a
changing labor market, and the connection between adult children and their aging
parents. Because these links cannot be separated neatly into a strict purview of
demography, economics, or sociology, the collection presents contributions from
scholars in all three fields. This is not merely a collection of independent works by
demographers, economists, and sociologists on a single topic: The work presented here
stems from a conference held in Chengdu, China in 2019 to bring together researchers
from all three fields to study household decisions, and is the result of ensuing
discussions and cross-field reviews of the findings. As such, the collection represents
true interdisciplinary collaboration.
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2. Contents of the Special Collection

Although the past 30 years have brought significant changes to the structure of the
Chinese family, increasing cohabitation and divorce (Xie 2013; Yu and Xie 2015), the
extent to which the Chinese family structure has ‘modernized’ has remained unclear.
For example, scholars have noted that the extended family continues to play a critical
role during childrearing and that a large proportion of the elderly still expect – or at
least prefer – to live with their children (Chu and Yu 2010). The first paper in this
collection, by Clark and Yi (2020), closely examines recent household data and reveals
that China remains relatively traditional, with marriage being nearly universal and
family formation occurring rapidly and consistently across both urban and rural areas.
Clark and Yi’s work suggests that despite the ongoing social and economic
transformations, families have endured as the cornerstone of Chinese social structure.
Against this backdrop, the remaining articles in the collection delve deeper into
different life course aspects of intergenerational family decisions.

The two papers that follow, by Zhou et al. (2020) and Shi, Xu, and Wei (2020),
examine parents’ investment in their children’s education, which is one of the most
important ways in which parents prepare children for adulthood (Allat 1993;
Bourdieuand and Passeron 1977; Martens, Southerton, and Scott 2004). A number of
works have shown that despite the government’s effort to reduce urban–rural inequality
in China, large gaps in education and health conditions remain (Li et al. 2018; Liu et al.
2017; Nie et al. 2020; Wang et al. 2018). The findings of Zhou et al. and Shi, Xu, and
Wei exemplify the extent of such urban–rural disparity. In particular, Zhou et al. give a
troubling picture of China’s rural families, where parents love their children and have
high aspirations for them, but despite their willingness to “do anything” for their
children, their limited parenting skills and lack of knowledge about childhood
development result in low investment in early education. The authors predict that the
resulting deficiency in early cognitive development will persist throughout the
children’s lives, not only trapping the children in poverty in their personal lives but also
leading to greater inequality and slower economic growth at the societal level
(Heckman and Masterov 2007; Heckman et al. 2010). In sharp contrast, the paper by
Shi, Xu, and Wei examines the recently emerging trend of (mostly urban) parents
spending on private education to prepare their children for the college admission
process. While previous studies on educational investment have focused on the positive
relationship between parents’ socioeconomic status and investments in their children
(Acemoglu and Pischke 2001; Carneiro and Heckman 2002; Loken 2010), Shi, Xu, and
Wei explore the life course effect on parents’ investment behavior. They find that
parents’ investments in their children are positively related to their age at the children’s
births but are negatively related to their current age, even after controlling for parents’
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socioeconomic characteristics and children’s school-stage needs. The first finding
suggests that in addition to the biological channel, financial constraints may be another
channel through which having a child at a later age limits total fertility, and the second
suggests that this channel may strengthen over time.

The next two papers, by Liang and Sun (2020) and Zhan, Zhang, and Lu (2020),
study the indirect effects on children of parents’ decision to migrate from two different
viewpoints. Liang and Sun investigate the effect on children whose migrating parents
left them behind, while Zhan, Zhang, and Lu focus on those who moved with their
parents. Previous works have been inconclusive as to the effects of being left behind.
Some scholars find no systematic effects (Ren and Treiman 2016; Xu and Xie 2015),
while others find negative effects on education (Lu 2012; Meng and Yamauchi 2017;
Zhang et al. 2014), physical health (Meng and Yamauchi 2017; Tong, Luo, and
Piotrowski 2015), and mental health (Wen and Lin 2011). Unlike those studies, which
examined short-term effects, Liang and Sun’s study is one of the first to examine the
long-term effect of the left-behind experience. They conclude that being left behind,
especially during the primary school years, has substantial negative consequences for
the children’s long-term education attainment. They also document poor self-reported
health and elevated mental health problems during adulthood. By contrast, Zhan,
Zhang, and Lu examine children who moved with their parents during the 1994
poverty-alleviation program that resettled families from 19 poor, mountainous villages
of Boshan District, Shandong Province, to comparatively richer suburban areas of
Boshan. Like the earlier works on left-behind children, studies on the effects of similar
resettlement programs have yielded mixed results. Investigations on the effects of the
Moving to Opportunity experiment in the United States and the public housing
demolition program in Chicago find some positive long-run economic effects on
children who were relocated (Chetty, Hendren, and Katz 2016; Chyn 2018; Jacob
2004). However, using data from an Indonesian government-sponsored transmigration
program, Bazzi et al. (2016) argue that gains from a resettlement program depend on
the productivity differences and the skills match between the locations involved. Zhan,
Zhang, and Lu’s study on the Boshan program also shows that benefits of relocating
from poor to richer areas may not be universal. In particular, the authors conclude that
the resettlement led to lower education attainment for girls while benefiting boys.
Moreover, despite migrating to richer areas, the long-term effects of the resettlement on
labor market outcomes are negative, as measured by income and occupation choice in
adulthood.

After imposing decades of strict family planning, China now faces the challenge of
an aging population (Du 2013; Wang, Huang, and Yang 2019), and how best to support
aging parents and cope with increased physical distance between the extended family
members is becoming a pressing issue for both the families themselves and
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policymakers. The final two papers in this collection, Qin et al. (2020) and Gan and
Fong (2020), provide valuable insights into this issue, but from different angles. The
papers address the limitations of earlier studies on the subject by including a wider age
group of children and employing a recently collected national survey. Qin et al.
investigate how the socioeconomic changes have affected the current midlifers’
expectation of and preference for providing their own support when they age. The
authors conclude that while there is some heterogeneity according to family structure,
socioeconomic status, current pattern of intergenerational support, gender, and cohort,
an increasing number of Chinese midlifers prefer to live ‘independently’ in the
community. Thus, their preferences increasingly resemble those of their U.S. and
European counterparts, who also want to stay in their own home and ease the burden on
their children (Cai et al. 2012; Whyte 2012). Rather than focusing on future
preferences, Gan and Fong investigate how Chinese families have coped with eldercare
challenges by examining the current living arrangements of midlifers in relation to their
parents. Unlike previous studies on the subject, Gan and Fong’s work is from the
viewpoint of the adult children, which allows them to better tease out possible motives
for coresidence, such as practical considerations like childcare and high housing prices
or traditional values like filial piety and family responsibility (Chu and Yu 2010). Gan
and Fong find that although these motives remain for some midlifers, the overall
likelihood of coresiding with aging parents is low compared to 20 years ago. Both Qin
et al. and Gan and Fong’s findings suggest that the modern trend of greater
independence between generations is taking hold in China.

3. Conclusion and avenues for further research

The papers in this collection examine how the life course of Chinese households has
evolved during the past thirty years. The findings are at first surprising in that they
show that despite the rapidly modernizing economy, many of the traditional attitudes
and ties remain. The papers paint a picture of a society that is evolving slowly like a
gently coursing river, while beneath lie swirls and eddies where traditions run into
forces of modernization, and families adapt and change and make household decisions
in response to increasing living standards, urbanization, mobility, and competitive
pressures. These findings also yield important questions that warrant further
investigation.

Clark and Yi (2020)’s study, which shows both continuity and change in the
current attitude toward family formation as well as the actual formation patterns,
naturally raises a question about the link between attitude and observed behavior. For
example, it would be interesting to see if the surveyed individuals whose primary



Demographic Research: Volume 43, Article 5

https://www.demographic-research.org 135

reason for marriage was romantic rather than raising a child are more likely to delay
marriage or not have any children. Given that the primary reason for marriage for about
half of the respondents in the 1990‒1994 birth cohort in their study was romantic life,
and raising a child the reason for less than 15%, knowing how tight the link between
attitude and behavior is may give us a better understanding of developing trends in
marriage and fertility. Moreover, if attitudes and behaviors differ, then investigating the
factors that make them diverge would be equally important.

The papers by Zhou et al. (2020) and Shi, Xu, and Wei (2020) examine parents’
investment in children’s education in rural and urban areas, respectively. Their findings
suggest that the quantity–quality tradeoff between number of children and each child’s
human capital development (Becker 1960; Becker and Lewis 1973) may be playing out
in different ways in rural and urban China, with the tradeoff resolving in favor of
quantity in the rural areas and quality in the urban areas. The rapid urbanization of
China means that rural and urban children have a high likelihood of engaging in the
same labor market later in their life course. To better understand its possible
consequences, such as widening inequality and reduced social mobility, and to
implement appropriate public policies now to mitigate them, it is crucial to learn more
about the gap between these two groups of children, especially in terms of education
and health.

For the millions of rural workers who migrate to cities for work, a vexing question
has been whether to bring their school-age children with them to the cities, where they
have limited access to education, or to leave them behind in the rural areas. While the
works by Liang and Sun (2020) and Zhan, Zhang, and Lu (2020) shed additional light
on this issue, data availability has limited their findings in one important aspect. The
comparison group in their studies comprises children of families that did not migrate.
To better answer the question, a direct comparison is needed between the children who
were left behind and those who migrated with their parents. If a conclusive finding can
be made from such a comparison, policymakers can incentivize migrant workers to
make a better decision, either by improving access to quality education for migrant
children in urban areas or by providing better educational resources and other support
for the left-behind children in rural areas.

Finally, just as Clark and Yi’s (2020) work raises a question about the link
between attitude and observed behavior, Qin et al. (2020) and Gan and Fong (2020)’s
works on elderly support and living arrangement raise the question of how well
expectations and reality match, especially in rural areas. For example, Qin et al. find
that current midlifers with rural hukou (household registration) are much more likely to
expect to live with their children during their elderly years. However, since Gan and
Fong show that one important reason that adult children in urban areas live with their
parents is high housing prices, rural adult children, who do not face the same housing
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constraint as their urban counterparts, may be less likely to live with their parents.
Moreover, if rural-to-urban migration continues, a large number of rural adults will not
be living near their elderly parents, let alone coresiding with them. Given the low level
of publicly funded eldercare provision in rural areas, it is important to examine the
welfare of such left-behind parents and explore policy options that can improve the
rural eldercare system.

As a whole, this special collection not only provides a timely insight into the life
course decisions of Chinese families but also generates a fascinating set of new research
questions that will contribute to a deeper understanding of Chinese families. As the
collection illustrates, the life course approach is a fruitful way to organize and structure
research on China’s changing society. Longitudinal studies are critical in tracing the
paths of change and the implications of those changes for the continuing evolution of a
complex and multifaceted society.
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