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Abstract

The aim of this study is to investigate the influences of the socioeconomic status of
both older parents and their children on coresidential living arrangements, hence
the microlevel mechanism of the formation of coresidence, in order to trace the
patterns of family change in China. Starting with the assumption that the extended
family system is no longer a binding cultural ideal in China, this study formulates a
new explanation that living arrangements between older parents and their adult
children are influenced primarily by the economic resources of the two in that
decisions on living arrangements reflect negotiations between the two generations,
and economic benefits become the important factors in the decision-making
process. Analyses of data from the 2010 wave of Chinese Family Panel Studies
provide strong empirical support to the hypotheses derived from this conceptual
framework. The results indicate that the more resources both parents and their adult
children have, the less likely they will choose coresidence; conversely, the fewer the
resources, the more likely they will choose coresidence. In addition, the analytical
model is applicable to both rural and urban subsamples.

Keywords: Living arrangements, Coresidence, Socioeconomic status,
Intergenerational relations

The living arrangement is one of the enduring research topics in anthropology, family

sociology, and social demography (Yang 1959; Goode 1963; Parish and Whyte 1978;

Fei 1983; Whyte and Parish 1984; Davis-Friedmann 1985, 1991; Tsui 1989; Logan et al.

1998; Guo 2002; Wang 2006; Feng 2009; Yang and Li 2009; Xie and Zhu 2009). The

theoretical significance of this topic lies in the fact that living arrangements are part of

family formation, are indicative of the way family life is conducted, and structurally de-

termine interactions among family members, especially those between older parents

and their grown children. By extension, as an important structural feature of family

life, the living arrangement is an integral part of the basic organization of society

(Goode 1963; Cohen 1976; Fei 1983, 1999).

Rapid economic development in China today is changing the way of life, including

living arrangements. Population aging and massive rural-to-urban migration add more

practical importance to the issue. Numerous studies have documented the connections

between economic development and living arrangements. As social actors, how do

grown children and their aging parents decide on their living arrangements? In other

words, what is the microlevel mechanism of living arrangements? This is the question

we seek to address in this study.
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Previous theory-oriented studies on living arrangements tend to adopt cross-cultural

perspectives to investigate the differences and similarities of living arrangements under

different cultural settings. Most of them use macrolevel concepts such as culture,

history, or economic development to explain differentials in living arrangements

(Goode 1963; Laslett 1972; Hajnal 1982; Goody 1990; Ruggles 2007). On the other

hand, while providing valuable empirical results, most microlevel studies on living ar-

rangements are relatively weak on theoretical explanations. As a result, few studies

tackle the question of the microlevel mechanism of living arrangements, particularly that

of intergenerational coresidence. This study seeks to take a first step in filling this void.

Theories and research on living arrangements
In general, theoretical explanations in regard to living arrangements are embedded in

theories of family and population changes. The leading theoretical framework in family

and population studies is modernization theory. The major theme of this theory is that

industrialization and urbanization processes since the eighteenth century have brought

about the reorganization of the basic structure of society, including the family system,

namely the shift from so-called traditional society to modern society.1 Since

modernization first occurred in Western societies, and because of the hidden paradigm

of single linear development in the theory, changes that occurred in Western societies

are always considered precursors of what will happen in non-Western societies that fol-

low the West in the path of modernization (Inglehart 1997).2 In this sense,

modernization also means westernization. Thus, the current family system in Western

countries is often viewed as the end state of the transition of the family system in non-

Western countries. As to the issue of living arrangements, one conclusion that can be

readily derived from the theory is the continuing decline of intergenerational coresi-

dence (Parsons and Bales 1955; Goode 1963).

Of the sociologists who apply modernization theory and the related structural func-

tionalism to the explanation of family changes, American sociologists Ernst Burgess

and William J. Goode are two notable pioneers. Burgess proposes the emergence of the

modern nuclear family and its crucial role in modern society for its emotional-

supportive functions; this proposition was further elaborated and advanced by other so-

ciologists such as Ogburn and Parsons (Burgess 1916; Ogburn 1932; Parsons 1949;

Bengtson 2001). Using similar dichotomous typology, Goode (1963) divides all families

into conjugal families and traditional families based on the relative importance of

parent-child and husband-wife relationships and suggests that all families will converge

into conjugal families along with the modernization process. This theory is also known

as the convergence theory.3

However, since the 1970s, a number of studies led by historians and social demogra-

phers, such as Lawrence Stone, Alan Macfarlane, and Peter Laslett, on European his-

tory of family and fertility changes, have cast doubt on the explanations offered by

modernization theory. The basic conclusion of these studies is that European families

possessed the defining attributes of modern families, that is, the nuclear family struc-

ture and low fertility rate, well before the advent of industrialization and urbanization

(Laslett 1972; Shorter 1977; Stone 1980; Macfarlane 1986, 1987). According to their

analysis, the changing path of the European family system as postulated by

modernization theory simply did not exist. This suggests that the distinctions of various
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family patterns observed by comparative family studies may not be determined by dif-

ferent levels of economic development. The alternative is a cultural explanation. More-

over, two different kinds of family systems existed in the East and the West long before

the industrial revolution (Hajnal 1982). This viewpoint can be termed “cultural

explanations.”

The two theories mentioned above represent two sets of interpretations of the spe-

cific historical facts from a macroscopic level. However, in regard to the microlevel

mechanism of living arrangements, neither explanation has provided a systematic treat-

ment. Methodologically, one of the common weaknesses of macrotheories is explaining

macrolevel social phenomena with other macro phenomena and gloss over the

microlevel causal mechanism in between, turning it into a “black box” (Coleman 1986;

Hedström and Swedberg 1998; Goldthorpe 2006). The solution to this problem is to

bring in social action theories and recognize that real individuals are active agents and

the creators of all social reality. Microlevel theories such as rational choice and social

exchange theories represent such an effort. Since the 1980s, researchers from various

different academic backgrounds have conducted microlevel studies on family changes,

especially familial reproductive behaviors (Caldwell 1976, 1982; Becker 1976, 1991).

One common feature of these studies is that family members are considered social

actors, and social phenomena about the family, including living arrangements, can be

understood as the results of rational choices and social exchanges made by these actors

under different structural constraints and different cultural conditions. Here, we call

this approach the rational choice/social exchange theory of living arrangements.

According to modernization theory, living arrangements are determined by the level

of economic development. Along with economic development, family systems from dif-

ferent societies would gradually converge to the nuclear family pattern seen in present

Western societies. However, according to the cultural explanations, different living ar-

rangements always existed in different societies and were not necessarily determined by

economic development. For instance, long before the advent of the industrial revolu-

tion, the nuclear family was the dominant family structure in Western Europe (Shorter

1977). The rights and obligations inherent in intergenerational relations in the Western

family system are completely changed after grown children “leave the nest.” In broad

strokes, grown children do not have the responsibility of supporting their aging parents,

and any possible long-term economic relationships between the two generations tend

to be explicitly contractual (Macfarlane 1986). In contrast, while parent-child relations

in the traditional Chinese family system also change significantly after children come of

age, grown sons share the responsibility of supporting their older parents (Yang 1959;

Fei 1983).

The rational choice/social exchange theory stresses the mechanisms of formation and

operation of family institutions, including that of living arrangements, from the per-

spective of social actors. This theoretical tradition does not deny the importance of

macrolevel structural and cultural conditions but contends that all macrolevel factors

exert their impact through social actors. The formation and maintenance of a social in-

stitution are accomplished through the actions and interactions of real individuals cap-

able of making rational and deliberate decisions (Goldthorpe 2006). Thus, it is the

interactions, negotiations, and exchanges that happen between two generations within

numerous concrete families that result in a particular pattern of living arrangements.
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Older parents and their grown children jointly make the decision about whether to

coreside, constrained by social conditions and guided by cultural norms.

Under the general conditions in China today with its cultural tradition of familism

and filial piety, no matter how diluted, and the economic structure of a mixture of mar-

ket economy and a socialist redistributive system, how do Chinese parents and their

grown children make their decisions about coresidence? Empirical studies have made

significant contributions and advancements. Some stress the importance of cultural

norms and family structure on living arrangements. For instance, Guo (2002) finds that

aged parents had a strong preference for living with a son to a daughter, which was ap-

parently consistent with the traditional patrilocal norms. However, Feng (2009) points

out that the patrilocal preference was rapidly fading under the demographic constraints

of the one-child family structure. For example, in families with more than one child the

probability of older parents living with their sons is higher than with their daughters.

However, in families with only one child, parents have a much higher chance of core-

siding with their daughters. Xu (2013a) also suggests that in urban areas where the

one-child policy has been more stringently followed, aged parents are more likely to

live with a daughter as a replacement for a son.

Aside from the consideration of the impact of cultural norms, an increasing number

of empirical studies have focused on the roles of economic logic and personal choice in

living arrangements. Logan and Bian (2003) find that there is inconsistency between

preference and practice as to older people’s living arrangements. Some older parents

who prefer to living independently may have to choose to live with their children sim-

ply because of a housing shortage on the part of the children, whereas other older par-

ents may be forced to live apart from their grown children because there is inadequate

space for two or three generations to live under one roof, even though these parents

would like to live with their married children. Therefore, the coresidence that seems to

conform to traditional values may not be chosen out of a concern with tradition. When

making a living arrangement decision, people appear to care more about the actual

benefits to their daily life rather than whether their arrangements are consistent with

traditional norms. In a study of factors that may influence the coresidence decision, Xu

(2013b) puts the emphasis on the children’s needs. Young couples who are just step-

ping into the workplace may benefit from coresidence with their parents due to it redu-

cing a certain amount of daily expenses and obtaining parents’ help in housework and/

or childcare. As a result, adult children with poor economic conditions such as low in-

come or poor housing are more likely to live with their parents. A study by Logan and

his colleagues (Logan et al. 1998) suggests that the multigenerational family household,

a traditional ideal in the past, is no longer viewed as the ideal living arrangement today.

Most aged parents and their adult children in urban areas prefer independent living.

Xie and Zhu (2009) point out that in cities, the support that grown children provide to

their aging parents, including the arrangement of coresidence, is more important for its

symbolic meaning than for functional purposes.

The empirical studies discussed investigate the familial old-age support system in

contemporary China from different angles. A common theme that emerges from these

studies is the decline of the Chinese traditional family system. As to intergenerational

living arrangements, there is clear evidence that multigenerational extended family

households are no longer a binding cultural ideal.
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Mechanisms of economic gains and family obligations: the theoretical frame-
work and hypotheses
The term “coresidence” is used here to refer to an intergenerational coresidential living

arrangement in which aged parents live together with their adult children, forming a

corporate group with respect to contact frequency, resource sharing, and emotional at-

tachment. When older parents and married children live in a single household, coresi-

dence can also be understood as the joining of two family units.

Coresidence entails the sharing of resources. As such, the choice of whether to core-

side clearly involves consideration of economic factors. At the macro level, coresidence,

measured by the coresidence rate, is influenced by structural conditions such as popu-

lation structure, cultural norms, and social and economic conditions (Goldscheider and

Goldscheider 1989; Logan et al. 1998; Ruggles 2007; Ruggles and Heggeness 2008).4

According to the cultural explanations, the way family life is conducted reveals the

basic value orientations of a society. Although the arrangement in which a family is a

unit where children are raised is universally practiced, with respect to the choice of liv-

ing arrangements—whether married children choose a patrilocal residence, a matrilocal

residence, or an independent residence, it varies greatly in different cultural settings

(Hajnal 1982). The tradition calls for parents to coreside with their adult children, pri-

marily with a son. However, although many older parents today still live with their mar-

ried children, the norm of filial piety, the key component of the traditional culture that

long governed family life and included the appeal of coresidence, is losing its normative

potency. When coresidence as a personal pursuit is no longer a powerful cultural ideal

and as a norm is no longer a cultural imperative, it can be inferred that economic bene-

fits, or in a general sense economic costs and benefits, will be a major factor that deter-

mines whether to coreside.

The decision of coresidence involves two generations: the aging parents and their

adult children. Before the decline of parental power in the traditional family system,

the decision rights on living arrangements was, at least in an ideal situation, firmly in

the hands of the parental generation.5 According to modernization theory, the

modernization process significantly weakened the authority of older parents. The eco-

nomic function of the family as a production unit has withered, as has the parental

power that is based on the control of family property. Children coming of age can

quickly gain their economic independence, and because of the division of labor, techno-

logical advancements in the modern economy, and expansion of educational opportun-

ities, the younger generation’s earning potential tends to be higher than that of the

older one (Cowgill 1972). All these changes directly or indirectly result in a decline of

parents’ authority, including the decision-making on intergenerational living arrange-

ments. When the decision-making process involves both generations rather than the

parent generation alone, economic considerations from both become important factors

in the decision.

The main advantage of coresidence lies in the sharing of resources and the improve-

ment of total economic gains, but at the cost of worsening housing conditions, lack of

privacy, restrictive family relations, increased family disputes, and management costs

(Fei 1999). Coresidence is an appealing arrangement for both parents and children

when both are economically disadvantaged. For parents, especially those who are

widowed or who lack their own independent and stable income, coresidence with their
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children is often the only choice in order to maintain a normal life. As for the children,

when they are too economically constrained to provide old-age support to their parents

in other ways such as sending cash or in-kind gifts, coresidence not only is the most

cost-effective way for them to provide old age support but also enables them to obtain

some help in housework and childcare from their parents if their physical condition

permits. On the other hand, when both older parents and their children are well off,

coresidence loses its economic attractiveness due to increased opportunity costs. If they

are in need of support for household chores or personal care, both older parents and

adult children of higher socioeconomic status can afford to purchase such services

from the market as a substitute for the benefits they might receive from coresidence.

However, it should be recognized that coresidence is a specific family combination

owing to the mutual commitments in the parent-child relationship. Coresidence does

not always benefit both parents and children at the same time. Because of resource

sharing, coresidence implies equalization of resources to a certain degree, no matter

how the resources are allocated or managed in the joint family. When the economic

conditions of parents and their adult children differ substantially, equalization means

transfer of economic resources from one generation to the other. The more substantial

the differences are, the greater the transfer of resources. As a result, economic logic

would not be the driving force for both generations. The side with poor socioeconomic

conditions would expect to obtain economic gains through coresidence, while the side

with better conditions would have less economic incentive but would be motivated to

choose coresidence out of a sense of obligation (Chen 2010; Yang and He 2004).

Because of the mutual obligations inherent in the parent-child relationship and the

commitments cultivated by parents through years of effort, both parents and children

are deeply concerned about each other’s welfare as well as their own. Thus, in the case

of a significant intergenerational gap in socioeconomic status, the sense of family obli-

gation plays a role in which the economically advantaged side endures certain losses

and offers coresidence as a way of providing support, and the economically disadvan-

taged side accepts the offer of support and agrees to coresidence.

Coresidence symbolizes provision of familial support across generations. When coresid-

ing adult children are significantly better off than their parents financially, coresidence

carries the meaning of old age support. When the parents are better off than the children,

coresidence implies parents’ continued help or investment in their children (Chen 1998).

In sum, if the two generations only take each side’s benefits into consideration when

deciding whether to live together, coresidence will not occur if only one side benefits. On

the other hand, when each generation is also concerned about the other’s well-being,

coresidence will occur even if one generation will incur certain economic loss.

It should be pointed out that the discussions above are analytical in nature. In

addition to resource sharing, coresidence promotes mutual assistance in household

chores and emotional support across generations. Therefore, coresidence may also

imply the exchange between transfer of economic resources and assistance in house-

work between the two generations. Even with these factors taken into consideration,

our basic analytical line of reasoning still holds, namely that the choice for coresidence

involves two generations, coresidence represents mutual assistance between two gener-

ations, and it can still occur even in the case of substantial differences in socioeco-

nomic status between the generations.
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In sum, we argue that the choice to coreside is based on economic considerations

and family obligations by both the older parent and grown children generations. When

both generations are economically disadvantaged, the benefits of economies of scale

along with family obligations drive them to choose coresidence. When there is a signifi-

cant gap in socioeconomic positions between two generations, economic factors and

family obligation play different roles. The economically advantaged side is motivated by

commitment to family obligation while the disadvantaged side gains economic benefits

from coresidence. In this case, since the logic for choosing coresidence differs between

the generations, the driving force that compels them to choose coresidence is not as

strong as when both sides are disadvantaged. Lastly, when both parents and adult chil-

dren are economically well off, the gains from economic resource sharing fail to offset

the opportunity cost of coresidence and the call to provide family support loses its ur-

gency, leading to the lowest possibility of coresidence. The economic conditions of

older parents and adult children are likely to have additive effects on the living arrange-

ment of coresidence.

According to the above discussions, we put forward the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Other things being equal, the higher the older parents’ socioeconomic

status, the less likely that they will live with their adult children. Conversely, the lower

their socioeconomic status, the more likely they will choose coresidence.

Hypothesis 2: Other things being equal, the higher the adult children’s socioeconomic

status, the less likely that they will live with their older parents. Conversely, the lower

their socioeconomic status, the more likely they will choose coresidence.

Based on H1 and H2, it can be further hypothesized that when the socioeconomic

statuses of both older parents and children are low, they are most likely to choose core-

sidence; when the socioeconomic statuses of both are high, they are least likely to

choose coresidence.

Data, variables, and analytic strategy
Data

The data used in this analysis were drawn from the initial wave of the Chinese Family Panel

Study (hereafter CFPS2010), a major national survey on family life in China conducted in

2010 by the Institute of Social Science Survey (ISSS) of Peking University. The survey

adopted a stratified multistage area probability-sampling frame that covered 25 provinces,

autonomous regions, and province-level municipalities of the country. The resulting sam-

ples consist of 14,960 family households and all adult members of the households.6

Since our focus is living arrangements between aged parents and their adult children,

we restricted our analysis to the cases of family households containing at least one

member aged 60 or above from the family data set, then merged the data with that of

corresponding parents and children from the adult data sets. The resulting study sam-

ple consisted of 4471 cases, comprised of 2372 from rural areas and 2099 from cities.

The study sample included 3055 cases in which both older parents were alive and 1416

cases in which only one parent was alive (968 widows and 448 widowers). It should be

stressed that the units of analysis were not older parents but families containing both

parents aged 60 or above and their children (including those not coresiding), to be pre-

cise, parent-child collectives.
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Since CFPS2010 employed the implicit stratified multistage sampling and

oversampled five provinces/municipalities—Shanghai, Liaoning, Henan, Gansu, and

Guangdong—weighting was needed. All analyses reported in this study were weighted

to take oversampling, complex survey design, and poststratification adjustment into

consideration.

Variables

The dependent variable in our study is whether parents aged 60 or above coresided

with their adult children. It is a dichotomous variable with two values: 1 indicates core-

sidence, and 0 represents no coresidence.

The focus of this study is to examine the impact of parents’ and children’s socioeco-

nomic statuses on the living arrangement of coresidence. Socioeconomic status is a

multidimensional concept, and its measurement is rather complex. We employed the

variables of education, income, and occupational prestige as its indicators. Given the

limitation of the data, the parents’ socioeconomic status is captured by two variables,

including parents’ educational level and income. The coding of the variable of parents’

educational level is as follows. If both parents were alive, we chose the higher level of

education of the two as a proxy of parents’ education, then constructed a dummy vari-

able with two values: 1 = high education and 0 = low education, with the sample mean

(3.97 years) as the dividing point. Parents’ income variable was coded in a similar way.

If both parents were alive, we chose the average, and then used the sample mean (6698

yuan per year) as a point of division to assign income as high or low. Since some

parents had no income, the resulting income had three values: high, low, and no in-

come. We adopted the above coding methods for the simple reason that the original

distributions of the variables are highly skewed while the categorical variables more

clearly reveal the effects on intergenerational coresidence.

For the same reason of data limitation, children’s socioeconomic status was assessed

by children’s educational level and the International Socioeconomic Index (ISEI) to

measure occupation.7 Since we sought to use these two variables to gauge the status of

all children, including those not coresiding, the coding process was also rather compli-

cated. Two steps were taken to create these variables. First, for households with coresi-

dent children, if there was only one coresident child the child’s education and ISEI

were used; if there were two or more coresiding children, the averages were used. For

households with no coresiding children the averages of education and ISEI of these

children were used. Second, the sample means of these two variables (10.67 and 35.05)

were used as the cutoff points to assign values of either high or low to each variable. In

the questionnaire, if a grown child did not have a job or the job category could not be

determined, a missing value was assigned. There were 1122 cases that had such missing

values for the variable of ISEI. To keep these cases for analysis, we assigned the value

as “other” in the ISEI variable.

Other variables that were used as controls in the analyses include older parents’ age,

marital status, self-rated health, whether at least one son was alive, a daughter alive,

whether children were single, size of house, living in an urban area, and opinion on

some traditional values. The use of older parents’ age in multivariate analysis is to con-

trol the parents’ changing needs because of increased age. The age variable was coded
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in the following way. If both father and mother were alive in 2010, we took the older

one’s age as a proxy for parents’ age. If only one parent was alive, we used his or her

age. Marital status indicates whether or not the parents or parent was currently mar-

ried. For the same reason, this variable was used to take into consideration old parents’

differing needs caused by change in marital status. Self-rated health condition is an-

other variable that measured parents’ needs. It was coded into three categories: good,

fair, and poor. If both parents were alive, the condition of the less-healthy one was

chosen. The variable of whether parents had a son or daughter alive partly measures

the demographic condition of coresidence. The variable of whether they had an unmar-

ried child indicates the nature of coresidence. Our definition included not only a child

who was still unmarried but also a child who was divorced or widowed in 2010. The

size of house described housing condition. The residence was measured by a dummy

variable indicating whether the household was located in a city or a rural area. This

variable was also used to divide the sample into urban and rural samples for separate

analysis.

Lastly, we also included a composite attitudinal variable to control for the effect of

traditional ideas. From a section of the questionnaire that contains a number of attitu-

dinal questions on values, we selected three items to assess the extent to which parents

held traditional values on family life. These three items were: “Do you think it is im-

portant to be remembered by people after death?” “Do you think it is important to have

offspring to carry on your family name?” and “Do you think it is important for children

to succeed in life?” Preselected responses ranged from “1. not important at all” to “5.

very important.” The composite variable is the sum of the answers to these three ques-

tionnaire items, with scores ranging from three to 15 and higher values indicating more

traditional attitudes.8

The basic characteristics of the dependent variable and four major independent vari-

ables for the whole sample and by residence are given in Table 1. The information of

other variables is not presented due to space limitations.

Analytic strategy

To illustrate the association between parents’ and children’s socioeconomic status and

the living arrangement of coresidence, we conducted contingency table analysis and lo-

gistic regression analysis. In consideration of the differences between cities and rural

areas with regard to economic development, welfare policies on old age, and pension

distribution, and therefore different ways that resources across generations influence

living arrangements, we conducted analyses of urban and rural subsamples separately.

Three specific steps were taken in the data analysis. First, using the contingency table

analysis method, we analyzed the relationship between the socioeconomic status of

both generations and coresidence. Second, we employed the logistic regression model

to conduct multivariate analyses. Lastly, using the results from our multivariate ana-

lyses, we computed predicted probabilities of coresidence under different combinations

of parents’ and children’s social economic statuses.

The prediction equation of binary logit regression model can be written as:

ln
p̂i

1−p̂i

� �
¼

XK
k¼0

β̂kxik
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where i = 1, 2, 3…n indicates the cases; k = 0, 1, 2, 3…K indicates number of independ-

ent variables; xk is the kth independent variable; β̂k indicates the estimated coefficient

for variable xk; and p̂i is the predicted probability. With simple algebraic manipulation,

we get:

p̂i ¼
exp

X
k¼0

K
β̂kxik

� �

1þ exp
X

k¼0

K
β̂kxik

� �

The formula was used to compute predicted probabilities of coresidence under

different combinations of parents’ and adult children’s socioeconomic statuses.

Results
Basic description of main variables

The descriptive analyses (weighted) presented in Table 1 show that coresidence is still

the main living arrangement for older parents. In the whole sample, about 61 % of par-

ents aged 60 or above coresided with their children. In the urban and rural subsamples,

the percentages are about 65 and 57 %, respectively. The results are very close to that

obtained at the end of the twentieth century (Logan et al. 1998; Yan et al. 2001; Guo

2002), suggesting that the pattern of coresidence has remained largely unchanged over

the past two decades.9

As discussed above, we used parents’ education and income to measure parents’ so-

cioeconomic status and children’s education and ISEI to capture children’s socioeco-

nomic status. For older parents, those living in rural area were apparently

Table 1 Basic characteristics of main variables (weighted)

Rural subsample Urban subsample Whole sample

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

Living arrangement

Does not coreside 842 35.49 907 43.21 1748 39.09

Coreside 1530 64.51 1192 56.79 2723 60.91

Parents’ educationa

Low(<3.97 years) 1645 69.36 1026 48.88 2675 59.82

High(≥3.97 years) 727 30.64 1073 51.12 1796 40.18

Parents’ incomeb

No income 456 19.21 529 25.20 984 22.0

Low(<6698 yuan) 1638 69.06 852 40.57 2494 55.78

High(≥6698 yuan) 278 11.73 718 34.23 993 22.22

Children’s educaitonc

Low(<10.67 years) 1325 55.86 854 40.68 2181 48.78

High(≥10.67 years) 1047 44.14 1245 59.32 2290 51.22

Children’s ISEIc

Low(<35.05) 1503 63.36 718 34.22 2225 49.77

High(≥35.05) 380 16.04 746 35.54 1124 25.13

Others 488 20.59 635 30.24 1122 25.09

Source of data: CFPS2010
aIf both parents were alive, the higher one was used
bIf both parents were alive, the average was used
cIf there were more than two non-coresident children, the averages were used
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disadvantaged compared with their counterparts in urban areas. For example, in rural

areas, nearly 70 % of older parents had years of education below the average; in com-

parison, in cities, this percentage was less than half that number.

The pattern is the same with respect to rural and urban differences in children’s so-

cioeconomic status. Children living in cities were clearly advantaged vis-à-vis their

counterparts living in rural areas. Whereas the percentage of the children in rural areas

whose years of education were below the average was 56 %, it was only 41 % in urban

areas.

There are two major features that are worth noting when comparing older parents

and their grown children. First, there was an overall improvement in educational attain-

ment from parents to children. The average number of years of education for parents

was 4 years but about 11 years for children. Second, the rural and urban gap in socio-

economic status remains fairly large. For instance, the proportion of children who were

in the lower group of ISEI in rural areas was 63 % and only 33 % in urban areas.

Bivariate analyses of coresidence

The results of bivariate analysis between parents’ and children’s socioeconomic statuses

and coresidential living arrangement are presented in Table 2.

The results show that the lower the parents’ education and income, the higher the pro-

portion of coresidence with their children. A similar relationship exists between children’s

socioeconomic conditions and coresidence. Overall, the higher the socioeconomic sta-

tuses of both parents and their children, the lower the proportion of coresidence between

the two generations. Statistical tests indicate that except for that between children’s educa-

tion and coresidence, all the relationships are statistically significant.

Almost the same patterns are found in the urban subsample. Among older parents,

those with lower education have a higher proportion of coresidence than those of

higher education (63 and 51 %, respectively); those with no income or low income have

a higher proportion of coresidence than those with higher income (62, 58, and 52 %, re-

spectively). Among grown children, those in the lower education and ISEI categories

tend to have a higher proportion of coresidence than those in the higher categories. Ex-

cept for parents’ income, the other three variables have a significant effect on

coresidence.

The results of the contingency table analysis provide support for both hypothesis 1

and hypothesis 2 for both the rural and urban subsamples. Despite the differences in

economic development and public services between rural areas and cities, as reflected

at the individual level the differences in socioeconomic statuses, the mechanism dis-

cussed in the previous section appears to be applicable in both rural and urban areas;

that is, for both older parents and their grown children, those who chose coresidence

had less economic resources than those who lived independently.

Multivariate analyses

The bivariate analyses presented above describe the relationship between each single

explanatory variable and the variable of coresidence without controlling other relevant

variables and without answering the question of the extent to which the parents’ and

children’s socioeconomic resources had an impact on the living arrangements. To
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accomplish such tasks, we employed logit regression models to control related covari-

ates and observe whether and how the economic resources of the two generations in-

fluence living arrangements. Specifically, we introduced parents’ and children’s

economic resources into the equations separately (“parents’ resources model” and “chil-

dren’s resources model”) to discover the magnitudes of the influences on coresidence.

We then put the resources of both generations in the equation at the same time (“par-

ent-child resources model”). Lastly, we added all control variables into the equation

(“full model”) to determine whether the effects of parents’ and children’s resources vari-

ables were still significant.

Table 2 Bivariate analysis of socioeconomic statuses of parents and children and coresidence by
residence (percentage, weighted)

Rural areas

Independent variables Living arrangements F-test

Non-coresidence Coresidence Total

Parents’ education 12.47****

Low 31.85 68.15 100.00

High 43.73 56.27 100.00

Parents’ income 12.90****

No income 25.26 74.74 100.00

Low 35.91 64.09 100.00

High 49.82 50.18 100.00

Children’s education 0.51

Low 34.52 65.48 100.00

High 36.73 63.27 100.00

Children’s ISEI 16.18****

Low 34.67 65.33 100.00

High 53.44 46.56 100.00

Others/missing 23.65 76.35 100.00

Urban areas

Independent variables Living arrangements F-test based on design effect

Non-coresidence Coresidence Total

Parents’ education 13.43****

Low 36.99 63.01 100.00

High 49.15 50.85 100.00

Parents’ income 2.47*

No income 38.41 61.59 100.00

Low 41.72 58.28 100.00

High 48.50 51.50 100.00

Children’s education 10.61****

Low 37.33 62.67 100.00

High 47.24 52.76 100.00

Children’s ISEI 21.10****

Low 37.27 62.73 100.00

High 57.28 42.72 100.00

Others/missing 33.21 66.79 100.00

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01; ****p < 0.001
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Table 3 presents the results of the four models. It is clear from the “parents’ resources

model” that the more economic resources older parents possess, the less likely it is that

they will live with their children. The odds that parents in the no-income or low-

income categories will live with their children are about 1.8 and 1.4 times as much as

parents in the high-income group. Similarly, the odds ratio of coresiding parents in the

low-education category with those in the high-education group is 1.6. Most variables

are still statistically significant when variables about children are added into the

equation.

In the children’s resources model, the way children’s resources impacted the oc-

currence of coresidence is about the same as the parents’ resources. For example,

the odds ratio of children in the low-ISEI group is 2.2 (p < 0.001), suggesting they

Table 3 Logit regressions of intergenerational resources on coresidence (odds ratio)

Parents’ resources
model

Children’s resources
model

Parent-children
resources model

Full model

Parents’ income (ref: high)

No income 1.811 (.276)**** 1.813 (.280)**** 1.856 (.286)****

Low 1.365 (.176)** 1.286 (.173)* 1.215 (.163)

Parents’ education (ref: high) 1.629 (.179)**** 1.435 (.165)*** 1.292 (.158)**

Children’s ISEI (ref: high)

Low 2.204 (.275)**** 1.970 (.252)**** 1.930 (.232)****

Others/missing 2.982 (.414)**** 2.831 (.399)**** 3.033 (.442)****

Children’s education (ref: high) 1.151 (.114) 1.112 (.114) 1.010 (.109)

Parents’ age (ref: 60–64)

65–69 .818 (.103)

70–74 .623 (.082)****

75–79 .527 (.078)****

80–110 .813 (.178)

Parents’ marital (ref: in marriage)

Widowed mother 2.701 (.343)****

Widowed father 1.645 (.259)***

Having an alive son (ref: none) 1.891 (.313)****

Having an alive daughter (ref :
none)

.756 (.105)**

Having a single child (ref : none) 3.835 (.474)****

Size of housing 1.007 (.001)****

Parents’ self-rated health (ref: good)

Fair 1.126 (.118)

Poor 1.103 (.142)

Traditional attitude 1.064 (.023)***

Residence (ref: rural) 1.051 (.141)

Constant .868 (.104) .758 (.076)**** .511 (.072)**** .060 (.025)****

F-test 12.39**** 26.91**** 17.01**** 18.01****

n 4471 4471 4471 4471

*p < 0.1;**p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01; ****p < 0.001
Note: 1. Odds ratios are reported in the table; numbers in parentheses are standard errors. 2. Since sampling weights and
design effects were considered in model fitting, the pseudolikelihood estimation method was used. The Stata output did
not provide likelihood ratio test statistics but only F ratio value
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are twice as likely to live with their older parents as those in the high-ISEI group.

Though not significant, the odds ratio of adult children with lower education level

is 1.15.

Finally, we added control variables such as parents’ age and marital status to

construct a full model. The results show that most socioeconomic variables are still

significant except for children’s education. Parents in the no-income group are 1.9

times as likely to live with their children as those in the high-income group (OR =

1.9, p < 0.001). The odds ratio of the low-education group compared to the high-

education group drops to 1.29, suggesting parents with a low education level have

a 29 % higher likelihood of living with children than parents with a high education

level. Children’s ISEI is still significant in the full model.

Let us turn to the impact of control variables. We categorized parents’ age into

five groups to investigate the possible nonlinear relationship between age and living

arrangements. The results suggest that there is indeed a U-shaped nonlinear associ-

ation. The chance of coresidence decreases as parents’ age increases until the age

of 80 and then begins to go up. This may reflect the changes in parents’ familial

responsibility in the family’s life cycle. When older parents are relatively young,

they may have children who are still single or are facing the dual burden of devel-

oping their career and raising their own children and are thus in need of support

from their older parents for child care or housework. As children move into mid-

dle age, they and their older parents may prefer to have independent living if pos-

sible, leading to a decrease in coresidence. However, when parents get into

advanced old age, children may choose to live with their parents so as to provide

care, leading to a rebound of the coresidence rate.

In addition, there is a strong significant relationship between older parents’ mari-

tal status and coresidence, as documented in previous studies. Widowed or di-

vorced older parents are much more likely to live with their children. Our results

show that a widowed or divorced father is 1.6 times as likely to coreside with his

children as married parents. For a widowed or divorced mother, the odds are as

high as 2.7 times. Under these situations, coresidence clearly indicates old-age sup-

port for the parents.

Our bivariate analyses show that while the basic pattern of influence of intergen-

erational resources on coresidence is similar in both urban and rural areas, some

variations do exist, suggesting the existence of different mechanisms. Thus, we fit-

ted the full model on urban and rural subsamples separately. The results are re-

ported in Table 4.

The results in Table 4 indicate that some slight differences exist in the effects of

intergenerational resources on coresidence between urban and rural areas. First,

parents’ income has a greater impact on coresidence in rural areas than in urban

areas. In rural areas, parents with no income or low income are 2.7 and 1.7 times

as likely to coreside with their children as parents with high income. In urban

areas parents with no income are 1.6 times as likely to coreside with their children

as parents with high income, and the difference between parents with low income

and parents with high income is not statistically significant. Children’s education

has no influence on coresidence. Parents’ education has the same impact in both

urban areas and rural areas.
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Predicted probabilities of coresidence

To illustrate the results obtained from the regressions above in a more direct way, we

categorized parents’ and children’s resources into three groups (high, middle, and low),

then calculated the probabilities of coresidence of nine combinations of parents’ and

children’s resources based on the results reported in Table 4. We employed parent’s in-

come and education to measure parents’ economic resources and employed children’s

ISEI and education to assess children’s economic resources. The division criteria are as

follows. We assigned those parents who were in both the high-income group and high-

education group into the “high-resources group,” those parents who were in both the

low-income group (or no-income group) and low-education group into the “low-re-

sources group,” and the remainder into the “middle-resources group.” Similarly, we

assigned those children who were in both the high-ISEI group and the high-education

group into the “high-resources group,” those children who were in both the low-ISEI

group and low-education group into the “low-resources group,” and the remainder into

the “middle-resources group.”

Table 4 Logit regressions of intergenerational resources on coresidence by residence

Rural areas Urban areas

Odds ratio SE Odds ratio SE

Parents’ income (ref: high)

No income 2.725**** .218 1.550** .202

Low 1.656*** .177 1.012 .206

Parents’ education (ref: high) 1.317* .165 1.312* .163

Children’s ISEI (ref: high)

Low 2.050**** .186 1.902**** .167

Others/Missing 3.574**** .266 2.774**** .166

Children’s education (ref: high) 1.018 .144 1.064 .163

Parents’ age (ref: 60–64)

65–69 .710** .156 1.034 .185

70–74 .585*** .177 .683* .204

75–79 .587** .207 .476**** .191

80–110 .650 .324 1.034 .234

Parents’ marital (ref: in marriage)

Widowed mother 3.410**** .211 2.145**** .150

Widowed father 1.621*** .184 1.755* .287

Having an alive son (ref: none) 2.559**** .222 1.515* .219

Having an alive daughter (ref: none) .845 .210 .666** .191

Having a single child (ref: none) 3.700**** .166 4.178**** .171

Size of housing 1.007**** .001 1.008**** .001

Parents’ self-rated health (ref: good)

Fair 1.067 .168 1.172 .139

Poor .882 .164 1.500** .188

Traditional attitude 1.049 .033 1.094*** .029

Constant .043**** .623**** .055**** .473

F-test 14.2**** 12.46****

n 2372 2099

*p < 0.1;**p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01; ****p < 0.001
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The predicted probabilities in all combinations of economic resources are listed in

Table 5. The average predicted probability of coresidence in rural areas is 0.617, and

0.527 in cities, suggesting that, other things being equal, parents living in rural areas

are more likely to live with their children than those in cities. However, the patterns of

the influence of economic resources across generations are quite similar in both rural

and urban areas. After controlling children’s resources, the probability of coresidence

increases as parents’ resources decrease in both rural areas and cities. Likewise, with

parents’ resources controlled, the probability of coresidence increases as children’s re-

sources decrease.

When both parents’ and children’s resources are considered simultaneously, the dif-

ferences in predicted probabilities among different combinations are even greater. For

instance, for the urban subsample, the probability of the combination of parents in

high-resources group and children in the high-resources group is 0.353. In comparison,

the probability of a “low-low” combination is 0.691, about two times that of the “high-

high” combination.

Using parents’ income and education, and children’s international socioeconomic

index and education as predictors, we employed bivariate and multivariate analyses to

investigate the impact of parents’ and children’s economic resources on the living ar-

rangement of coresidence. The statistical results provide strong support for the associ-

ation between them. Both hypothesis 1 and hypothesis 2 are empirically supported by

our analysis results. Furthermore, separate analyses on rural and urban subsamples sug-

gest that the mechanism explicated in the second section of this article applies to both

rural areas and cities.

Summary and discussion
In the study of family residential patterns, coresidence between adult children and their

older parents is of particular theoretical importance. A particular living arrangement

that families may choose is molded by the dominant cultural norms in society, grad-

ually forming a habitus and eventually becoming a social institution. When children

come of age, complete the so-called “social delectation” of breaking free from their par-

ents’ strong control (Fei 1999), acquire economic independence, and form their own

family unit, choosing whether to continue living with their parents becomes a

Table 5 Predicted probabilities of coresidence with different combinations of parent-child eco-
nomic resources

Parents’ resources

High Middle Low Average

Rural subsample Children’s resources High 0.371 0.429 0.562 0.475

Middle 0.432 0.546 0.667 0.614

Low 0.494 0.576 0.694 0.654

Average 0.434 0.540 0.673 0.617

Urban subsample Children’s resources High 0.353 0.417 0.537 0.416

Middle 0.448 0.546 0.640 0.502

Low 0.562 0.614 0.691 0.636

Average 0.417 0.566 0.643 0.527

Note: 1. When predicted probabilities are computed using Stata, other variables are in effect fixed as the average values.
2. Cases were deleted if children’s ISEI was missing
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watershed of the formation of different family systems. The aim of this study is to in-

vestigate the relationship between older parents’ and their children’s socioeconomic re-

sources and the living arrangement of coresidence, examine the mechanism of

formation of coresidence at the micro level, and search for traces of change in China’s

family institution. Based on the review of prior studies, we arrived at the theoretical as-

sumption that the coresidential living arrangement of several generations is no longer

the binding cultural ideal in today’s China. Using this assumption as a point of depart-

ure, we proposed the argument that the choice of living arrangements between older

parents and children is determined to a large degree by the economic resources of the

two. We derived two hypotheses from the argument and then conducted related empir-

ical analysis using data from the initial wave of the Chinese Family Panel Study in 2010.

Overall, the results provided strong support for our research hypotheses.

Our main findings can be summarized as follows. First, coresidence is still the major

form of living arrangement for the elderly population in contemporary China. More

than half of older parents lived with their children in 2010. The coresidence rate is

higher in rural areas than in urban areas. Second, older parents’ and children’s eco-

nomic resources are major determinants of the choice to coreside. Parents’ and chil-

dren’s socioeconomic resources influence coresidence independently. When both older

parents and their adult children are economically disadvantaged, they have the highest

probability of living together; on the other hand, when both are economically well off

they have the lowest chance of coresiding. Third, the mechanism linking intergenera-

tional economic resources to coresidence applies in both rural and urban areas. How-

ever, it has more explaining power in rural areas than in urban areas.10

In his seminal work The Institutions for Reproduction, the late sociologist and social

anthropologist Fei Xiaotong points out that even in the traditional Chinese society the

extended family was not so prevalent, and the families of common peasants were usu-

ally rather small. Only the well-to-do who lived in the town, such as merchants, land-

lords, and local gentries, could afford to have large families (Fei 1999). American

sociologist William Goode holds a similar view (1963). More recent studies on the pat-

terns of living arrangements in developing countries also find that the proportion of

coresidence is higher among the wealthy than among the poor (Martin 1989). All of

these works confirm the notion that the extended family was the cultural ideal in trad-

itional China. When the realization of the extended family is constrained by the limit

of resources, people can have their ideal form of living arrangement fulfilled only if they

possess a certain amount of wealth (Fei 1999; Ruggles and Heggeness 2008). However,

our investigation has uncovered a quite different pattern. It is precisely the economic-

ally disadvantaged who are more likely to choose coresidence compared to those who

are relatively economically privileged, and the well-to-do prefer to not coreside. These

findings corroborate the basic conclusion reached by numerous studies in recent de-

cades, namely that the extended family is no longer a generally accepted cultural ideal.

Furthermore, we argue that when coresidence is no longer culturally defined as a

worthy personal goal, economic considerations are an important issue in deciding

whether to coreside.

The fulfillment of coresidence involves negotiations between two generations in

which both economic resources and emotional connections are important factors in

the decision process. Since coresidence is a major form of resource sharing between
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two generations, older parents are not necessarily the only beneficiaries. Indeed, we

suspect that in many cases, the original intention of living together may not be for the

purpose of old-age support. Many adult children do not live with their parents continu-

ously; instead, they may move out of their parental family when they find a job or get

married, then move back or take parents into their own homes when the parents are in

need of support. However, our results suggest that the better their economic conditions

the less likely they will choose coresidence; or conversely the worse the economic con-

ditions the more likely they will choose coresidence (Xie and Zhu 2009; Chang and Yu

2014). The negative relationship between children’s economic resources and coresi-

dence suggests that children also benefit economically from coresidence or would be

the main beneficiary. In this sense, coresidence should not be taken as the main indica-

tor of old-age support. For older parents, there is also a negative association between

economic conditions and coresidence. For those parents who cannot take care of them-

selves due to advanced age or losing a spouse, coresidence with their children is an im-

portant way to improve their quality of life. On the other hand, for those who are

economically independent with good functional health, coresidence is not as appealing.

All these findings suggest that from either the parents’ or the children’s standpoint, cor-

esidence in a general sense is largely the result of economic considerations. Given that

the extended family is no longer viewed with veneration and aspiration, coresidence

may reflect more the desire for mutual assistance between two generations or the bind-

ing force of family obligations than anything else. In other words, coresidence has sim-

ply become a strategy, a modus vivendi, to deal with various economic problems or to

improve quality of life in the family life cycle.

Can our results also be explained by modernization theory? According to this theory,

modernization of values and worldviews is an important aspect of this process. Educa-

tion and modern careers are the important pathways through which people abandon

traditional values and accept the values commensurate with modern society.11 In other

words, it is plausible that the evidence presented in our study may not be strong

enough to support the argument that coresidence is driven by economic factors.

Changes in values, especially the acceptance of the idea of the nuclear family as a norm

in modern society, may be responsible for the differentials in coresidence that we have

observed in this study. To test this plausibility at least partially, we adopted two

methods in the analyses. First, we added a composite variable that measured traditional

values as a control into our multivariate analysis for the purpose of determining

whether the net effects of economic resources on coresidence were still statistically sig-

nificant. Second, our analyses based on the rural and urban areas subsamples assessed

to a certain extent the validity of the notion of modernization of ideas. The results

showed that after controlling the traditional value variable or conducting multivariate

analyses on rural and urban subsamples, the effects of both parents’ and children’s eco-

nomic resources still had significant influence on coresidence. More importantly, it is

our understanding that analysis of the effects of economic factors on living arrange-

ments at the micro level is not necessarily incompatible with macrolevel modernization

theory. The former is more likely a supplement or extension to the former.

At the macro level, living arrangements are affected by cultural, demographic, and so-

cial and economic conditions (Guo 2002). Under the assumption of cultural norms and

economic development being stable, it is conceivable that the coresidence rate would
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experience a sharp decrease when the parents of the only-child generation reach old

age. By the same token, as China’s economic development continues unabated, it can

be readily inferred from the results of this study that the coresidence rate will decrease.

Nevertheless, as discussed above, the increase or decrease of coresidence does not ne-

cessarily imply the rise or decline of families’ old-age support system. Even when older

parents and their children live apart, it is highly likely that they will continue to main-

tain close economic, instrumental, and emotional connections with each other (Unger

1993). In the light of the findings from previous studies on family relations and old-age

support in China, this is another conclusion we can draw from this study.

Endnotes
1Modernization theory is a huge system of ideas that incorporates some of the

viewpoints on social change of almost all founding members of sociology (Ding 1988).

The theory has been established, modified, and expanded by researchers from multiple

disciplines and deals with societal changes involving political, economic, cultural, edu-

cation, and family systems since industrialization.
2Sociologist Arland Thornton offers a thorough critique of the single linear growth

paradigm in his book Reading History Sideways: The Fallacy and Enduring Impact of

the Developmental Paradigm on Family Life (2005).
3To be fair, Goode does not propose that the conjugal family is one of the causal

factors of industrialization but only argues that industrialization and the conjugal family

are historically connected and theoretically compatible to each other. Furthermore,

Goode (1963) suggests that the conjugal family may be one of the determinants of in-

dustrial development.
4Factors of population structure such as age structure (number of children within a

family) and life expectancy and generation length (the years both older parents and

children are alive) all exert influence on proportions of different family structures and

living arrangements (Zeng 1986, 1991). However, since the focus of this study are fac-

tors that influence living arrangements at the micro level, not the coresidence rate, we

chose not to discuss this aspect.
5Even in the traditional setting, the moral force of the cultural norm for the ex-

tended family was not as strong as some would imagine. For instance, it was rather

common in traditional rural China that villagers chose to divide extended families into

smaller ones once children grew up and married (Cohen 1976; Fei 1999).
6For detailed information regarding CFPS, refer to Yu Xie et al. The Chinese peo-

ple's livelihood development report 2013 (2013) or visit the Web site of the survey

(http://www.isss.edu.cn/cfps/).
7In regard to recent descriptions of the occupational structure of China using the

ISEI measure, see Qiang Li’s article “Inverted T-shaped social structure and social

strain” (2005). The reason we did not use income as one of the measures of children’s

socioeconomic status is because the CFPS 2010 data did not include any information

on the income of noncoresiding children. Although the survey is exceptionally detailed

about the respondent’s family life, for noncoresiding family members, it asked only

about their occupation and education but not income.
8The Cronbach alpha of the composite variable is 0.59, indicating reasonably good

internal consistency.
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9We realize that in comparison with the 2010 census data, the proportion of coresi-

dence appears to be a bit too high (see Wang 2014). We suspect the reason is that the

proportion of three-generation families in the original sample is higher than one would

expect (Xie et al. 2013, 320–324). On the other hand, other studies using probability

sample data also show that the coresidence rate is around 60 % (Chang and Yu 2014).

In addition, we removed the families in which the elderly respondents were childless.

All these may have contributed to the slightly higher coresidence rate that we report in

Table 1.
10The reason may lie in the fact that in comparison with cities, the level of eco-

nomic development in rural areas is relatively low and therefore the marginal utility of

economic resources is relatively high. The deeper reason, we suggest, is that in rural

areas the family household is a unit of production as well as consumption, and it

therefore demonstrates more instrumental rationality than the urban family household

(Popkin 1979).
11We are particularly thankful to one anonymous reviewer for his/her suggestion

that modernization of values may also provide a plausible explanation for the pattern

that we report in this article.
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