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Background: Under the background of miniaturization of family size and a growing number of young and middle-aged population outflow in rural China, the study of family pension mechanism in rural China from the perspective of changes in the pension functions of son and daughter will not only help to deepen the understanding of the change rules of China's family system, but also provide important reference for the future design of rural pension system.

Data and method: The data come from the China Family Tracking Survey (CFPS), a nationwide social survey project runs by the Social Science Research Centre of Peking University. After excluding missing data, we obtained a valid sample of 11,207 sons and 2028 daughters in four data periods. We applied a fixed effects model for the analysis.

Results: In rural areas, sons mainly provide economic support, while daughters mainly provide life care, thus forming a gender-based division of labor. With increasing off-farm job opportunities for daughters, they provide more economic support for their parents, but the time they spend on housework for their parents is reduced. As the number of children in a family has increased, daughters' role in supporting their parents has decreased. This research shows that although the traditional son-centered pension mode in China has not completely disintegrated, it has changed significantly. The findings reveal that changes in family size and improvements in women's status are important factors in changing family support patterns.

Discussion: Different from the thought research about intergenerational relationship for a whole model, this article from the family internal different subjects role identity, shows the characteristics of the individual in the family, is conducive to theoretically explore the tension in the intergenerational relationship, individual and family which is helpful to understand the contemporary China's rural family generation ethics and intergenerational solidarity model. Families are classified more carefully according to the number, size and gender of children in the family, so as to fully show the heterogeneity and complexity of intergenerational relationships and old-age care models in rural families with different structural types. The discussion of the above issues has refined the description of rural family pension resources in China, which has certain reference significance for improving rural pension policies and actively dealing with the aging population.
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1. Introduction

The concept of “raising sons for old age” exists in traditional rural China. With the aging of China's population and the economic and social changes in rural areas, the role of daughters in the family pension has gradually increased and has become a major trend in modern rural areas. The mode of “daughter support” not only breaks the division of labor in traditional family support, with sons as the core, but also reshapes the division of responsibilities in rural families. An increasing number of studies suggest that daughters are better than sons at providing economic support and life care (1–3). The new concept of daughter pension has been gradually accepted and recognized in rural societies; thus, daughter pension has become a new element of China's rural social pension pattern.

At present, academic research on rural old-age care in China mainly focuses on family old-age care, family structure, traditional gender concepts and support mechanisms.

Due to the lack of social security in traditional rural society, the family has assumed the main function of old-age care. In rural families in China and East Asia, children, especially sons, assume the responsibility of supporting their parents (4, 5). He et al. (6) asserted that the system of support for elderly people in rural China is based mainly on people providing feedback and caring for the old; indeed, in traditional farming society, single-endowment resources determine the dominant position of the family endowment (7). In traditional societies, production activities depend mainly on physical strength, and sons perform the dual function of producing labor and offspring. Therefore, bearing and rearing sons is considered a rational and less risky investment than raising daughters (8). Yin et al. (9) similarly found that in a society with relatively low productivity, because men are physically stronger than women and have more endurance and energy, people in China and East Asia are motivated to have boys.

In practice, the changes in the modern family structure have caused a situation in which daughters support their parents (10). As families have become smaller, the traditional role of sons as providers for their parents is no longer feasible to meet the true needs of rural social development, and daughters have also become providers to meet the needs of their elderly parents (11). Modern urban development has dismantled the traditional concept of filial piety (1), but at the same time, urbanization has improved the ability and willingness of daughters to support their parents and motivated them to do so. Horowitz (12) wrote that male migrant workers have contributed to the weakening of the concept of support, making daughters more important in providing for their parents and changing the nature of the family (13, 14). Sons who cannot directly assume the responsibility of supporting their parents provide economic support to their sisters, who in turn support their parents through the performance of certain household tasks (11).

The traditional concept of gender has also had a great impact on the ways in which children support their parents; it has been influenced by Confucianism, which holds that the purpose and meaning of having children is to provide “support”; i.e., sons are the most reliable resource for parents (15). Moreover, elderly people rely mainly on family members for their pension, and supporting parents in their old age is crucial (16). Ross and Alison (17) proposed the gender consciousness theory to explain that men play the role of material suppliers, while women play the role of family caregivers. When people raise children to support them in their old age and retirement, daughters do not play a role; instead, only sons play a role, as they are the most reliable resources for retirement (18). Preference for a certain gender (mainly for boys) has been a common phenomenon influencing fertility intentions in Chinese society (19). Most farmers have a strong fertility value orientation toward boys (20). Among people's reproductive objectives, the most important factors are the traditional concept of family legacy and the fact that people raise children so that these children can provide for them when they are old; these objectives constitute the root cause of people's universal preference for boys (21). In this paper, parents' preference for boys is based mainly on the traditional concept of family legacy and parents' practical need for support in their old age. People believe that having more children will make them happier, although it is mainly sons who will provide them with security in their old age; parents do not have great expectations of their daughters (22), and the responsibility of sons to support their parents leads parents to prefer their sons (21). This preference for boys over girls often leads to discrimination against daughters in parenting and intergenerational communication (23, 24).

Other scholars have found obvious differences between sons and daughters in terms of the support mode, time spent and rules that apply to them (3); specifically, daughters tend to care for parents' life needs and emotional support, and sons tend to provide economic assistance (25). Zeng et al. (25) found that due to gender-based psychological and physical differences, daughters often play a more practical role than sons in spiritual comfort and life care, which is more relevant to their parents' retirement needs. In addition, traditional principles dictate that the reciprocal relationship between generations emanates mainly from the Confucian principle of “reciprocating kindness”; that is, children support their parents in return for their parents' kindness in raising them Yan (26). When distinguishing the motivations of daughters and sons to support their parents, it has been found that the motivation of sons is based on “responsibility,” while that of daughters is based on “emotion” (25). Hence, daughters' support has become increasingly instrumental in current support practices in rural areas, and daughters have contributed immensely to meeting their parents' needs for life care and emotional support (2).

As rural areas have modernized, traditional concepts have continuously changed. The process of rural modernization has blurred the differences between genders in social production and narrowed the gender gap in intergenerational support (27). Daughters have assumed an increasingly prominent role in supporting their parents (10, 28, 29). Silverstein et al. (30) stated that daughters may be more filial than sons and more willing to take care of their elderly parents. The new concept of daughters' support for their parents has gradually been recognized by some villagers (31). Today, the idea of raising children to provide for old age and equating more children with more happiness has also changed; having children generally no longer refers to having sons (13, 32). The promotion of the role of daughters as providers for their parents has depended on the weakening of traditional gender systems and concepts (33) and the development of a modern consciousness (34).

In addition, spiritual support is directly related to elderly people's health, quality of life and happiness. As society has developed, the needs of older people in rural areas have changed from food and clothing to spiritual fulfillment. The needs of elderly people in rural areas are not limited to material needs, such as food, clothing and warmth, but also include spiritual comfort. Studies have found that daughters provide more emotional and functional support to their elderly parents than sons do (35, 36). The number of children in a family also affects the welfare of elderly individuals, as it is difficult for an only child to effectively meet the emotional needs of his or her parents (37).

Scholars in China and abroad have widely studied old age in rural areas and obtained relatively rich findings. However, research on rural pensions has fallen short. First, most current research has focused on family pensions as a whole. However, is there any significant difference in the level of support for parents' pensions provided by children within the same family based on gender? How does the gender of children affect the economic support and living care provided to parents in their old age? Second, research on family pensions has focused mainly on economic support, and the difference between genders in how much life care is provided remains unclear. Considering the improvement in women's economic and social status, what is their current status and role in supporting their parents? Can women promote a division of labor among children supporting their parents and improve the level of rural family pensions? In this paper, we use “gender role theory” and “resource endowment theory” to combine economic support with life care and, from the perspective of family support, explore whether and what kinds of differences exist in children's support for their parents as well as the change mechanism that causes gender-based differences in children supporting their parents.



2. Analytical framework and research hypothesis

Parents' pension benefits are realized in two ways (Figure 1). The first is that the son is the main provider of the parents. The son is considered the single resource for the parents' pension in traditional society, dictating the level of the parents' pension welfare. The second is that daughters provide important support to their parents. In traditional societies, sons and daughters act as a single resource for their parents' pension and jointly decide the level of parents' pension welfare through a specific family division of labor.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Theoretical research framework diagram.



2.1. Gender-based differences in children's support of their parents

As the structure of the rural population has changed and rural modernization has accelerated, the gender lines in social production have gradually blurred, and the gender gap in children's intergenerational support has also narrowed (27). As a result, gender-based differences in social production have become increasingly unclear. Some studies have found that with the increasing role of daughters in family support, the gender gap in providing for parents has gradually also narrowed, although it remains significant (33). In rural areas, it is traditional to for couples have children as security for their old age, and this idea is still deeply rooted in people's hearts (22). Xu (11) found that daughters in rural families participate in their parents' retirement activities, but sons still play a greater role in their parents' pensions than daughters do. In addition, as the gap between children's education level and income has narrowed, men and women have become more equal. In rural areas, even though the level of support provided by daughters has improved, traditional ideas about having children for security in old age and “having more children for more happiness” have remained influential. Accordingly, we propose the following hypothesis.

Hypothesis 1: In rural families, there is still a traditional pension model based on sons being the main providers, and sons contribute more than daughters to their parents' pensions, but the gap between sons and daughters is narrowing.



2.2. Process by which children have changed the way they support their parents

In rural areas of China, all sectors of society have paid extensive attention to the fact that women are now supporting their parents. Two aspects of the narrowing of the gender gap in how children support their parents have mainly been considered: on the one hand, the role of men in supporting their parents has weakened, and on the other hand, the role of women in supporting their parents has increased. The second aspect is the most important, so this study focuses on socioeconomic status, education level, number of children in the family and other aspects to explore the impact of the gender gap on the ways in which children support their parents.

First, we consider the impact of children's socioeconomic status on parental support. Children's socioeconomic status directly affects the level of support they provide to their parents and is generally positively correlated with the economic support that they provide Zhang and Luo (38). Studies have found that in rural families, a certain gap remains between daughters and sons in terms of the level of economic support that they provide to their parents, but this gap is expected to gradually narrow as daughters' socioeconomic status improves (39). With adjustments in the industrial structure and the development of the tertiary industry, people no longer obtain income from wages for manual labor, and the sources of women's income, which has improved, have changed. These changes in income sources have led to daughters providing more support to their parents.

Second, the role of education as a relatively scarce resource allowing children to support their parents should not be underestimated. The more resources children have, the more likely they are to provide additional support (40, 41). Studies have found that the higher the children's education level, the greater their role in supporting their parents (26) and that offspring with higher education levels can provide more resources to their parents' pensions. Some scholars have conducted quantitative analyses using children's number of years of education to determine whether there are significant differences in how children support their parents based on education level. The results indicated that when children have 17 years of education, i.e., they have gone to college, there is no significant difference in the level of economic support provided by sons and daughters (11). Other studies have found that when daughters have studied for 12 years, i.e., they have finished high school, there is also no significant difference in the amount of care and support sons and daughters provide to their parents; moreover, studies have found that as education levels continue to increase, the role of daughters in caring for parents could exceed the role of sons (33).

Finally, the number of children in rural families not only affects the pension resources available to the elderly, but also is the basis for the division of pension responsibilities among children in such families (42, 43). The division of labor among children is the result of family members' subjective demands and emotional relationship negotiation under the restriction of the external environment. With the process of modernization and the decline of patriarchal system, daughters play a more and more prominent role in the family pension; thus, daughters are becoming increasingly involved in supporting their parents. However, the daughter's pension responsibility in a family with many children is more of an auxiliary responsibility. Parents and society have relatively low expectations for daughters regarding support of the elderly in families with many children, which may lead to the “mutual discharge of responsibilities” among children in rural families with many children, resulting in “free riding” behavior, thus reducing the level of parents' pension welfare.

In summary, in this paper, the following hypotheses are put forward.

Hypothesis 2: The higher a daughter's socioeconomic status is, the greater level of support she provides.

Hypothesis 3: The more educated a daughter is, the more support she will provide.

Hypothesis 4: The proportion of support provided by daughters decreases in families with more children.




3. Data sources and descriptive statistics


3.1. Data description

In this paper, we use data from the Chinese Household Tracking Survey (CFPS), a comprehensive nationwide social survey project organized by the Center for Social Sciences Survey at Peking University. The project adopts a sampling method, covering individual-level, family-level and social-level statistics, and the sample data cover 25 provinces, municipalities and autonomous regions in China (all except Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan, Hainan, Qinghai, Tibet, Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia and Ningxia). In the survey, 2010 is the baseline, with surveys conducted every 2 years. To date, five periods of data have been published: 2010, 2012, 2014, 2016 and 2018. In this paper, we use four periods of panel data: 2010, 2012, 2016 and 2018. Data for 2014 are excluded because no survey was conducted that year on the parent-child relationship.

The CFPS data include information on financial support and household care provided by multiple children to elderly individuals, laying a foundation for in-depth study of variations in the level of support that children provide to their parents. As minor children are not economically able to support their parents, the sample in this research includes rural elderly people who are over 60 years of age and have children who are older than 18. In addition, because the data for each family include rural elderly individuals and their spouses, to avoid repeated calculations, we retain in the sample only one person older than 60 from each family. After eliminating data for which values are missing, we obtain 11,207 valid samples in the four data periods: 9,179 sons and 2,028 daughters.

In this paper, the core explained variables are “whether children provide their parents with economic support” and “whether children help their parents with housework and take care of their parents,” both of which are dichotomous. In this paper, the core explanatory variable is children's gender. In addition, the model controls for the children's age, marital status, years of education and type of occupation. The specific index system is shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Indicator system.

[image: Table 1]



3.2. Descriptive statistics

Based on our research sample, we perform a descriptive analysis of the main characteristics of daughters and sons in rural families. As shown in Table 2, overall, in rural families, the average number of years of sons' education is slightly higher than that of daughters, the proportion of sons engaged in non-farm work is 7.35% greater than that of daughters, and the unemployment rate among sons is 7.58% lower than that among daughters. The preference of rural families for having boys is partly corroborated by the fact that when a resource, such as education, is scarce, parents prioritize the needs of their sons. On the one hand, there is a certain positive correlation between the years of education and the type of occupation; that is, the more years of education, the higher the probability of engaging in non-farm work. On the other hand, our results show that in urban families, the preference for having boys has decreased.


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics of children's characteristics.

[image: Table 2]

The comparison of urban and rural areas indicates that the average number of years of education of urban children is 3.63 years higher than that of rural children, indicating that there is still a certain gap in educational resources and educational levels between urban and rural areas. Although children in cities on average' go to school longer, the proportion of children in cities who do not work is greater than the proportion of rural children who are unemployed by 14.34%. On the one hand, this trend may be due to the pressures of the rural pension system; children leave school early to go work and earn money, thus leading to a lower mean for each education period. Moreover, under life pressures and restricted by the lower number of years spent studying, children in rural areas mostly engage in physical labor; thus, their unemployment rate is low. The parents of children in urban areas are highly educated, and most of them have pensions; therefore, they have a certain ability to provide for old age care and reduce the economic burden of their children. In addition, because children in urban areas are relatively highly educated, they are more resistant to engaging in manual work; instead, they seek work in the “knowledge economy.” These factors combine to cause the proportion of children who are unemployed to be higher in urban areas than in rural areas.

As shown in Table 3, in rural areas, sons provide significantly more economic support than daughters, but sons provide significantly less homecare than daughters. This finding explains why sons constitute the core of the rural family resource system; this system has not completely collapsed because sons still provide a slightly higher level of economic support. However, daughters care for the elderly and attend to the housework more than sons do, which confirms the “gender role theory”; that is, sons provide for the family materially, while daughters play the role of household carer in the family.


TABLE 3 Mean and T value test of sons and daughters providing financial support and household care to their parents.

[image: Table 3]




4. Basic regression analysis


4.1. Model setting

Our objective is to determine whether children's gender within the same family results in significant differences in the ways in which they support their parents. We use the fixed effects model for the analysis because this model can use information about multiple children in rural areas to compare the impact of their gender within the same family on the extent to which they contribute to their parents' support and welfare. When the dependent variable is dichotomous, the fixed effects model is as follows:

[image: image]

where the subscript i denotes the parent and the subscript j denotes the child. Pij is the probability that child j of parent i provides support to his or her parents. xkj is the core explanatory variable for the child's gender, and αi denotes the fixed coefficient of parent i, the heterogeneity of parent i itself.

Unlike classical logistic regression, the fixed effect model adds the dummy variable of the fixed coefficient of parent i, indicating whether, when both parents are i, there is any difference in children's support behavior. Therefore, through this model, we can more rigorously analyse trends within the same family. Although not for the parents after joining αi level variables (such as age, marriage, and health), these variables are the same for children within the same family. Therefore, there is no need to control the level variables for parents again.



4.2. Basic regression results and analysis

When other variables remain unchanged, the economic support received by parents from their sons is significantly positive at the significance level of 10% (Table 4), which indicates that sons' economic support is significantly greater than daughters'. In contrast, the extent to which sons provide domestic care to their parents is significantly negative at the 1% level (Table 4), indicating that sons play a lesser role than daughters in supporting their parents.


TABLE 4 Effects of children's gender structure on intergenerational family support.

[image: Table 4]

In rural families with both sons and daughters, the sons mainly provide economic support to their parents, while daughters mainly provide household care. The historical principles of traditional rural society in China hold that parents should raise children for security in old age and that “having more children brings more happiness.” However, the son-centered support mechanism has changed when it comes to household care, as daughters perform more of this care, and daughters have also begun to participate in activities that support their parents; hence hypothesis 1 is verified. In rural areas, elderly men are generally supported by their sons and daughters-in-law. However, elderly men and daughters-in-law lack a common emotional foundation, and the subtle “old woman daughter-in-law relation” means that daughters-in-law can meet support requirements only to a certain extent. Elderly men's sons, because they have left the area to seek work, often provide economic support and ignore spiritual care. Therefore, elderly people prefer to receive spiritual care from their daughters. Although daughters are less likely to provide financial support to their parents after marriage, their intimate, sensitive feelings and shared experience of having children enable them to better understand their parents' hardships; thus daughters have an advantage over sons and daughters-in-law in terms of providing spiritual support. When parents need care, daughters play an indispensable role of companionship and spiritual comfort. In other words, people's preference for having boys to secure their old age in rural society is not one-sided but is based on both genders' preferences.




5. Mechanism of the effect of children's gender on parental support

According to the above studies, in China's vast rural society, traditional support mechanisms have endured: sons provide “support,” but daughters have begun to be involved in providing support to their parents. Hence, we further analyse the differences between urban and rural areas, changes in the socioeconomic status of women and number of children to understand how children support their parents.


5.1. Urban–rural differences

To study differences between urban and rural areas in the ways in which children support their parents, we consider the interaction between urban and rural household registration status and children's gender on the basis of our original model, and the results are shown in Table 5.


TABLE 5 Estimated results of urban–rural differences based on children's gender and level of parental support.

[image: Table 5]

The interaction between children's gender and household registration is not significant in terms of how much economic support children provide for their parents' pension or household care, which indicates that there is no significant difference between sons and daughters in supporting their parents in the urbanized countryside. As populations in urban and rural areas have become increasingly more mobile, caring for older people is becoming integrated across urban and rural areas. Hence, children support their parents equally in urban and rural areas. However, some studies have shown significant differences between urban and rural areas in the extent to which children support their parents (44). First, this significant difference is due to the obvious income gap between urban and rural areas, which makes urban children better able than rural children to provide economic support to their parents. Second, different conceptualisations of old-age care lead to certain differences between urban and rural areas in how children support their parents. People in rural areas are relatively conservative and have always adhered to the concept that they should raise children for more security in their old age, resulting in sons being the key to their parents' support in those areas.



5.2. Women's status

In general, there is a positive correlation between women's socioeconomic status, the number of years they spend in school and their income level. That is, the more educated women are, the higher their status is in their family and society. Moreover, improvements in women's socioeconomic status will raise their income level and help them provide more economic support to their parents. To study whether the socioeconomic status of daughters has an impact on the ways in which they support their parents, we successively include two cross-terms in the model: gender and non-farm work and gender and years of education.

As shown in Table 6, the effect of the coefficient of the cross-term between children's gender and off-farm work on economic support is significantly negative, indicating that participation in off-farm work significantly increases daughters' economic support to their parents. On the one hand, the reason for this finding may be that off-farm work enhances the income level of daughters, thus laying the economic foundation for them to support their parents. On the other hand, daughters' traditional views change consciously or unconsciously after they engage in off-farm work, laying the sociocultural foundation for them to support their parents. Combined, these two factors make daughters who take part in off-farm work more likely to provide economic support to their parents. Therefore, hypothesis 2 is verified. However, the cross-coefficient that pertains to housework is 0.149, and there are no statistically significant results. When both sons and daughters work in non-farm jobs, their ability to take care of their parents' housework will not be improved. Because time is a scarce resource, extended working hours reduce the ability of sons and daughters to provide support to their parents. In summary, a daughter's family and social status improves when she takes part in non-farm work, and her ability to provide economic support to her parents is enhanced.


TABLE 6 Estimated results of the impact of children's socioeconomic status on parental pension.

[image: Table 6]

Second, the coefficients of the cross-term of children's gender and years of education for economic support and household care are both positive but non-significant. Generally, children's education level is positively correlated with the extent to which they support their parents; that is, children with higher education levels are more likely to provide support. Previous studies have shown that when children have 17 years of education (college), there is no significant difference in the degree of economic support between sons and daughters, and when children have 8 years of education (junior high school), the difference in the support provided by sons and daughters in the form of household care disappears (11). One reason for our results may be that in our sample, only 14% of children have a college education or above, while 86% have an education level that lower than high school. When comparing results across education levels, we find that basic education has little effect on income; thus, the education level of children has little influence on the parents' retirement. This conclusion does not support hypothesis 3.



5.3. Number of children

The number of children has a certain impact on their support of their parents. Therefore, the cross-term between the gender of children and the number of children in a family is included in the analytical model. The result of the cross-term represents the impact of the number of children in a family on the ways in which these children support their parents.

As shown in Table 7, the coefficients of the interaction terms between children's gender and the number of children in a family are both positive and significant at the 1% level in terms of economic support and household care, indicating that in families with many children, sons play a relatively greater role in providing economic support and household care to their parents. The reason may be that in rural areas, people generally believe that it is “legitimate” and in line with tradition for sons to support their parents, so there is a greater expectation that sons will support their parents. Since people in rural areas believe that raising children provides security for their old age, it is not surprising that within the same family, sons provide more financial support and household care to their parents. After they marry, daughters are considered to be “spilt water.” Parents expect little from daughters in terms of support because after marriage, daughters, along with their husbands, mostly serve their in-laws. If married women provide financial support to their parents and take care of housework for them, it is bound to cause dissatisfaction among their in-laws and conflict that is not conducive to family harmony. In addition, in rural families in which there are many children, children compete to show how much they support their parents, playing an exemplary role to improve the overall level of support they provide. However, when sons provide more economic and housework care, some daughters may be “free riders” and reduce the financial support and household care that they provide to their parents. The results show that in families with many children, sons provide more financial support and housework than daughters. Therefore, hypothesis 4 is supported.


TABLE 7 Estimated results of the influence of family size on children's contribution to their parents' care.
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6. Tests for robustness and endogeneity


6.1. Robustness tests

To test the robustness of our results, we used the propensity score matching (PSM) method to retest the above model. The PSM method can alleviate the problem of biased estimation caused by the incorrect setting of functional forms by reducing the dependence on functional forms. The scores shown in Table 8 tend to match the balance to the test results. The absolute value of the standard deviation of all matching variables is <10%. The characteristics of the experimental group and control group are similar and match after matching the t value, and there are basically no significant variables. After matching the experimental group and control group, there is no significant difference in the balance after the data match. A total of 8,421 samples are obtained by the PSM method.


TABLE 8 PSM balance test.

[image: Table 8]

The coefficient signs and significance of the core explanatory variables in each model in Table 9 are basically consistent with the basic regression results, indicating that the estimation results of this study have a certain robustness. Among them, the coefficients of the interaction terms between children's gender and urban and rural household registration based on economic support and household care are −0.135 and 0.031, respectively, which are not significant (column 2 and column 3 of Table 8). This result indicates that there is no significant difference between the level of support sons and daughters provide to their parents in the urbanized countryside, which is consistent with the results of the basic regression. To verify whether socioeconomic status affects the ways in which children support their parents, two interaction terms are added successively: children's gender and off-farm work and gender and children's years of education. The results show (column 4 and column 5 of Table 8) that the interaction term between sons and off-farm work is significantly negative at the 5% level. This result indicates that daughters' participation in off-farm work significantly increases the amount of economic support they provide to their parents, but the interaction term between gender and off-farm work is not significant in terms of household care, indicating that, once they participate in off-farm work, neither sons nor daughters provide more domestic care to their parents. This result is consistent with the results of the basic regression. The cross-terms of sons and years of education are not significant in terms of economic support and household care, which further indicates that the level of children's education has little influence on the support provided to their parents. To study the robustness of family size on the ways in which children support their parents, we add the interaction term between children's gender and family size and use the propensity matching score PSM method to conduct a fixed-effect regression. The results (column 6 and column 7 in Table 8) show that for families with many children, the coefficients of sons on economic support and household care are 0.196 and 0.103, respectively, and both are significant at the 1% level, indicating that the larger the family, the more financial support and household care son provide compared to daughters, which is consistent with the results of the basic model.


TABLE 9 Robustness estimation results for the effect of children's gender role on the ways in which they support their parents.
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6.2. Endogeneity test

The endogenous problem between the core dependent variable and the independent variable must be avoided. According to the research methods of other scholars (45), the variable lags behind one period and is related to the current period. However, because the unobservable variable is determined in advance, the lag period of this variable is not related to the current disturbance term; thus, the subsequent period of the variable can effectively become a tool variable of the current period. In this study, the independent variable that lags one period is a tool variable. Table 10 shows the estimated results using the tool variables. First, tool variables were used to check whether there were endogenous variables present, and the effectiveness of the tool variables was evaluated. The results show that the endogenous test statistics reject the original hypothesis at the level of 1%, indicating that the endogeneity of the independent variable is significant; thus, the regression of the results using tool variables is more accurate. The test results of weak instrumental variables are all >10, indicating the absence of weak instrumental variable concerns. The above tests show that the tool variables selected in this paper are appropriate. The study found that sons have a positive but not significant impact on parents' economic support; son's life care for parents is significantly negative at the level of 5%, indicating that the daughter plays a significant role in parental life care.


TABLE 10 Test results of instrumental variables of children's parental support behavior.
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7. Discussion

Our research not only contributes to an in-depth understanding of the changes taking place in China's rural family pension strategies but also has implications for policy in today's aging China. First, the tradition in rural areas of raising children to gain security in old age has led parents to prefer having boys. However, studies have shown that daughters are playing an increasingly important role in supporting their parents, especially because they perform housework. Will this change lessen the preference for boys in rural families? How will this change affect the gender imbalance in rural areas? These questions are worth further academic attention.

Second, in this research, we select rural families with many children, thus avoiding the influence of individual parental differences on children's support behavior, which is consistent with the reality of most families with many children in rural China. Studies have shown that the larger the family, the more financial support sons provide; that is, when there are fewer children, daughters provide more support to their parents. This result is valid mainly when resources are scarce; hence, daughters make a passive choice, leading to more material and spiritual support for elderly individuals. However, as the birth rate continues to decline and the rural population continues to age, causing an increasing number of rural families to have only one child, the burden of family pension will further increase. The adjustment of the number of children in rural families alone is not a long-term solution to the problem of rural family old-age care. New models of old-age care, such as rural home care and community care, can not only meet the needs of elderly people in rural areas but also reduce children's burden of caring for elderly parents.

Finally, we consider the role of children's gender in the level of financial support they provide to their parents based on two factors, but due to limitations in the data, this paper has the following deficiencies. First, only in 2010 did the data show how far children live from their parents, and distance greatly affects children's level of support to their parents. Generally, children living close to their parents provide more support. Moreover, we do not consider daughters-in-law and their husbands in the family support system. In rural areas, married daughters traditionally join their husbands' families and, together with their husbands, are required to serve their in-laws, and sons-in-law, to a certain extent, participate in supporting their parents. However, because the data do not investigate the support provided by daughters-in-law and sons-in-law, it is difficult to distinguish the share of support provided by daughters and sons-in-law and sons and daughters-in-law. Therefore, the family support system needs to be further explored.



8. Conclusion

Based on the fourth set of panel data of the Chinese Family Tracking Survey (CFPS), we investigate the differences in the ways in which children support their parents and the mechanisms that influence this support in rural families from the perspectives of economic support and life care. We find that in rural areas, sons mainly provide economic support, while daughters mainly provide life care, thus forming a gender division of labor in rural areas. There is no significant difference between sons and daughters in rural areas and urban areas. Children's education level is positively related to the level of support they provide to their parents, but our regression results are not significant. With the increase in off-farm job opportunities, daughters provide more financial support to their parents but reduce the time they spend on housework for them. With the increase in the number of children in a family, daughters may free-ride, allowing others to support their parents, and their share of support decreases, while sons provide relatively more in terms of both economic support and household care. Our research shows that although the traditional son-centered support system in China has not completely disintegrated, it has changed significantly. In general, changes in the size of the population and improvements in women's status are important factors in explaining the changes taking place in the rural family support model.

This work provides three potential contributions. First, different from thought research regarding intergenerational relationships in a whole model, this article focuses on the role identity of internal subjects in a family and shows the characteristics of the individual in the family, which is conducive to theoretically explore tension in intergenerational relationships. Studying individuals and families helps explain contemporary China's model of rural family generation ethics and intergenerational solidarity (46). Most scholars believe that the function of rural family pension has been weakened; however, this study finds that the family pension model with children supporting the elderly as the core still occupies a very important position in rural areas. Different from previous studies, this paper finds that there is exclusion and substitution in economic support and life care provided by children in rural elderly populations. The probability of the rural elderly receiving economic support and life care from their children is relatively low. This finding is in line with the reality that the spatial distance between children and parents increases abruptly due to the transfer of the young and middle-aged rural labor force and the decreased opportunity for children to live with the elderly due to the transformation of the rural family core (47).

Second, families are classified more carefully here according to the number of children, family size and gender of children to fully show the heterogeneity and complexity of intergenerational relationships and old-age care models in rural families with different structural types. In the multi-child family supporting the elderly shown in this paper, daughters may demonstrate free-riding behaviors in terms of parental support, and their input in parental support is reduced, while sons play a relatively large role in both economic support and household care. Women provide emotional support and do not fully consider the economic ideal of the initiative to pay, reflecting the unique role of women in the family pension. In spite of reduced conventions in rural households, China's rural system is still not similar to the western individual framework, and families still follow traditional Chinese family roles. Sons remain in a dual system of ethics and moral emotion regarding specific financial responsibilities, representing intergenerational ethics and solidarity that differ substantially from western ideals. The change in family social status leads to different pension modes. With the improvement of women's social and economic status and the rationalization trend of “daughter pension” in public opinion and ethics, daughters gradually increase parental economic support and life care, and this support is considered altruistic with the concept of filial piety and gratitude. Sons are more likely to follow the traditional norms in rural areas. Supporting their parents is a reflection of following the traditional theory of filial piety and fulfilling their responsibility to support (48, 49).

Third, the discussion of the above issues has refined the description of rural family pension resources in China, which has certain reference significance for improving rural pension policies and actively dealing with the aging population. With the change in rural fertility concepts, the trend of the family core is enhanced. As for how to increase rural elderly care, the authors believe that the government, the market and the family multi-dimensional main body should coordinate and assistant in a complementary manner (46). Based on the trend of increasing intergenerational support provided by rural daughters to their parents, social gender preferences should be changed from a preference for sons to a social consensus that “adopted daughters can also protect their old age.” Finally, the government needs to increase the financial expenditure and resource input for rural elderly care through policies that provide public services and prioritize the groups with weak rural elderly care resources.
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