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Thesis Advisor: Donna Ruane Morrison, Ph.D. 

 

ABSTRACT 

Assistance from grandparents in the upbringing of children is a long held tradition in 

China that has persisted despite major social and economic restructuring in recent 

decades. Grandparental involvement in the lives of their grandchildren takes many forms 

in contemporary China, ranging from little contact, to occasional babysitting, to the 

assumption of a surrogate parent role. Prior attempts to identify the factors that explain 

this heterogeneity have focused on structural constraints and opportunities, grandparents’ 

health and wealth, the adherence of sons to the Confucian virtue of filial piety, among 

others. However, the current study directly examines the relationship between a mother’s 

level of education and the probability that a co-residing grandparent will help care for her 

preschool-aged children. Using data from the China Health and Nutrition Survey, I use 

probit analysis to estimate a series of models that incrementally account for the influence 

of mother, child, and household characteristics.  The results reveal that within 

three-generation households, grandchild care is positively associated with mothers’ 

educational attainment. However, mothers’ employment status does not appear to have a 

significant effect on grandchild care. In addition, the number of children in the household 

and the degree of urbanization in families’ geographical locations are also strong 

predictors of grandchild care. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

For centuries, the importance of strong generational ties in China has been a cultural 

cornerstone. The Confucian virtue of filial piety emphasized the responsibility of children 

to respect, support, and obey their parents and it has been traditional for adult children 

and their parents to share a residence to facilitate this expectation.1 Grandparents have 

traditionally assisted their adult sons and daughters by helping to raise their children. In 

addition to the high value placed on family solidarity, historians have argued that 

grandparents were motivated to provide childcare as a way to ensure a reasonable quality 

of care for themselves in their later years. Despite major economic, political, and cultural 

shifts in recent decades, grandchild care has become more, rather than less common in 

China, in both urban and rural settings. According to the Shanghai Municipal Population 

and Family Planning Commission, 90% of Chinese children receive some amount of care 

from their grandparents.2 Moreover, unlike Western nations where modernization led to 

fragmented extended families, both three-generation (with grandparents, their grown 

children, and grandchildren) and “skipped generation” (with grandparents and 

grandchildren) households are common. In 2000, nearly two-thirds (61%) of 

                                                        
1 Ikels, C. (2004). Filial piety practice and discourse in contemporary East Asia (1st ed., pp. 110-113). 

Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. 

2 Yang, K. (2013, August 16). Lean in, and lean on Grandma. The Washington Post. Retrieved from 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/lean-in-and-lean-on-grandma/2013/08/16/c14345d4-038f-11e3-

9259-e2aafe5a5f84_story.html 
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grandparents were living with their adult children and/or their grandchildren.3  

 

Although the influence of centuries old expectations regarding the roles and 

responsibilities of parents and their children can not be understated, there is more to be 

understood about why parent-child reciprocity in caregiving and intergenerational 

co-residence have persisted in post-reform China when modernization in other counties 

has led to their abandonment. Structural explanations are the most prominent in the 

scholarly literature. For example, in the absence of a wide-scale government supported 

pension system, there is no viable alternative to family-provided care as people advance 

in age. In contrast, relatively little research attention has been given to the role of adult 

daughters and daughters-in-law in shaping the “demand side” of grandchild care. Yet, 

there are several reasons why the influence, preferences, constraints, and choices of 

mothers young children should not be overlooked. First, maternal employment would be 

expected to contribute to the practical need for someone to look after the children during 

work hours. Second, net of other socioeconomic factors, the contribution of mothers’ 

salaries may alter not only the nature and degree of support to grandparents that can be 

managed, but also the level of influence they may have in household decision-making. 

Third, mothers’ preferences regarding parenting style and types of childcare arrangements, 

                                                        
3 He, W., Sengupta, M., Zhang, K., & Guo, P. (2007). Health and health care of the older population in 

urban and rural China: 2000. (Vol. 07-2, pp. 10-20). Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau. 
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as well as their knowledge of child development may at least indirectly influence the 

likelihood of grandchild care. 

 

The Present Study 

The aim of the present study is to address that gap in the literature, by examining whether 

particular characteristics of Chinese mothers with young children influence the likelihood 

of co-residence with a grandparent and their provision of childcare. My primary interest 

is in the relationship between co-residential grandchild care and mothers’ knowledge of 

early childhood development and preferences for type of childcare for their children. The 

dataset I will use for this analysis is the China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS), a 

panel data on Chinese individuals, households, and communities. The dependent variable 

is a binary measure of whether a grandparent living in a three-generation household 

provides care for one or more grandchildren. Lacking a direct measure of mothers’ 

knowledge and preferences in the CHNS data, I will use mothers’ level of educational 

attainment as a proxy. The logic for is that higher levels of education expose one to a 

broader worldview and often instills a preference for newer and more modern approaches 

to things over more parochial perspectives. Other control variables include mothers’ 

working status, marital status, household income, number of children, urban setting, and 

the province in which the family resides. My research hypotheses are as follows: 

H1: The higher the mother’s level of educational attainment, the greater the influence she 
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will enjoy in household decision-making 

H2: The higher the mother’s level of educational attainment the lower the likelihood that 

co-residential grandparents will provide childcare, all else being equal.  
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BACKGROUND AND PRIOR RESEARCH 

 

Trends in Grandchild Care  

Grandchild care – the practice of grandparents either assisting in or assuming full 

responsibility for raising their grandchildren – is widespread throughout China. The type 

of care provided by grandparents ranges from occasional babysitting, to full-day 

childcare while parents are working, to full-time custodial care. Among children under 

two and a half years old in contemporary China, 60% receive the majority of their care 

from grandparents. The comparable figure is 40% among children aged three years and 

older.4 In terms of amount of grandchild care, 17% of grandparents provide at least 10 

hours a week of childcare.5 In contrast, about one-third of preschoolers in the U.S. 

receive childcare from grandparents. The percentage is also lower in Italy, Spain, and 

Greece where 40% of grandparents provide childcare at least weekly to their 

grandchildren.  

 

Backdrop for Grandchild Care  

The reasons for grandchild care in China and the West share some similarities. In some 

                                                        
4 Aging policy research (in Chinese). (2014). China Research Center On Aging. Retrieved from 

http://view.news.qq.com/original/intouchtoday/n3158.html 

5 Wellard, S. (2011). Doing it all? grandparents, childcare and employment: An analysis of British social 

attitudes survey data from 1998 and 2009. Grandparent Plus. Retrieved from 

http://www.grandparentsplus.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/03/Doing-it-all__Online.pdf 
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instances grandparents, their adult children and their grandchildren live together and 

combine both monetary and non-monetary resources out of economic necessity. For 

example, the percentage of mutigenerational families in the U.S. began to increase at the 

start of the economic crisis in 2007. In addition, grandchild care helps to make the 

demands of parenting more manageable in instances of separation, divorce, widowhood, 

births outside of marriage, and teen parenthood. Grandchild care also fills gaps in formal 

daycare for some families. Finally, as life expectancy has increased and older generations 

are generally healthier than in the past, many grandparents in recent decades enjoy the 

opportunity to be involved in the lives of their grandchildren. Despite some overlap in the 

explanations for grandchild care across various countries, some explanatory factors are 

unique to China. 

 

Explanations for Grandchild Care in China 

Confucian Virtue of Filial Piety 

The prevalence of grandchild care in China is partly explained by the fact that the culture 

is deeply rooted in tradition and strongly held beliefs and expectations concerning 

intergenerational exchange and family solidarity. These ideals stem from Confucian 

teachings about the virtue of filial piety.6 A core value is that it is a child’s duty to 

                                                        
6 Chen, F., Liu, G., & Mair, C. (2011). Intergenerational Ties in Context: Grandparents Caring for 

Grandchildren in China. Social Forces, 90(2), 571-594. doi:10.1093/sf/sor012 
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respect and honor his or her parents. In the quote below, Confucius equates reverence for 

one’s parents as one of the distinguishing characteristics of humankind. 

 

“Nowadays, one is called a filial son only because one is able to support one’s 

parents. Actually, even dogs and horses are no less able to do this. If one does not 

treat one’s parents with reverent respect, what is then the difference between him 

and animals?”7  

 

Parents are seen as having absolute authority and Chinese children are brought up with 

the understanding that it is unacceptable to challenge or disobey them. The elevated 

status of parents and the corresponding responsibility of adult children are also reinforced 

in contemporary China through popular television programs, films, and recently, even the 

law. The Protection of Rights and Interests of the Aged legislation was enacted in 2013 to 

underscore children’s responsibility for the care of their parents as they age. A case based 

on this law received widespread public attention; a 94-year-old woman sued her children 

for not taking care of her and the court order her children to take turns in caring for their 

mother.8 The reinforcement of filial duty serves a purpose beyond upholding tradition. It 

                                                        
7 Low, A. (2012). Filial piety and good leadership. E-Leader Berlin. Retrieved from 

http://www.g-casa.com/conferences/berlin/papers/low-2.pdf 

8 94 year old Chinese woman sued her children for not taking care of her. (2013, October 13). Fox News 

Health.  
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is also a way for the government to minimize its own fiscal responsibility for providing 

health services and other support to its rapidly ageing population. 

 

Economic Reforms in China 

Another important part of the explanation for the prevalence of grandchild care in 

contemporary China is the structural context.  

After Mao’s era, there was a shift from a centrally owned economy to a free market, in 

which state-owned enterprises (SOE) have transferred to the private sector.9 Following 

this transition, China’s family structures needed to adapt and traditional patterns address 

that need.10 For example, a lack of job opportunities in rural areas forced many young 

people, including married couples, to relocate to cities to find employment. It is too 

expensive for them to bring their children with them and they instead leave their children 

in the care of their grandparents. In 2014, two-thirds of Chinese three-year-olds were living 

in their grandparents’ homes.11 Grandparents receive remittances from their migrant sons 

and daughters in exchange for childcare. As a result, 20% of the households in rural 

                                                        
9 Cai,F., Du, Y., & Wang, M. (2006). Employment in China’s fast growing regions: what can we learn from 

it to make employment expansion keep up with economic growth?. Chinese Academy of Social Science. 

Retrieved from http://iple.cass.cn/news/160544.htm 
10 Zhang, QF. (2004). Economic transition and new patterns of parent-adult co-residence in urban China. 

Journal of Marriage and Family, 66(05), 1231-1245. doi: 10.1111/j.0022-2445.2004.00089.x 
11 Aging policy research (in Chinese). (2014). China Research Center On Aging. Retrieved from 

http://view.news.qq.com/original/intouchtoday/n3158.html 
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China are split-generation, in that only grandparents and grandchildren live together.12 In 

addition, after China’s housing reform, adult children have to rely on their parents to a 

greater extent for financial and housing support.13 

 

After China’s rapid industrialization, women and elderly people in China found it 

especially difficult to find jobs in the formal sector.14 Since 1990, workers in SOE have 

decreased from 118,000 to 54,000.15 Along with the loss of jobs after reforms, many of 

the state-run childcare centers were closed, which obviously had an effect on women’s 

ability to be in the labor market.16 

 

Older Chinese citizens in rural areas are at high risk of poverty without the support of 

their grown children. Only 11% of those in the rural workforce were covered by public 

pension system in 2007.17 Lacking in any source of formal social support, roughly 

                                                        
12 Chao, P. (1983). Chinese kinship (pp. 15-18). Oxon and New York: Kegan Paul International. 

; Secondi, G. (1997). Private monetary transfers in rural China: Are families altruistic? Journal of 

Development Studies 

13 Podoshen, JS., Li, L., Zhang, JF. (2010) Materialism and conspicuous consumption in China: A 

cross-culture examination. International journal of consumer studies, 35(1), 17-25. doi: 

10.1111/j.1470-6431.2010.00930.x 
14 Betcherman, G., & Niels-Hugo, B. (2008). The limited job prospects of displaced workers: 

Evidence from two cities in China. Economic Change and Restructuring, 41(3), 187-207. doi: 

10.1007/s10644-008-9048-2 
15 Yifan, H. (2012, June 10). How vulnerable is China’s pension system? Retrieved from: 

http://www.china.org.cn/opinion/2012-06/10/content_25602529.htm 

16 Du, F., & Dong, XY. (2013). Women’s employment and child care choices in urban China during the 

economic transition. Economic Development and Cultural Change, 62(1), 131-155. doi: 10.1086/671714 
17 Pension coverage still very low (2015, November 30). Sina (In Chinese).  
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two-thirds of seniors in rural areas in China depend solely on their adult children, many 

of whom migrated to cities to find jobs for financial support.18 In exchange for cash 

remittances from their sons and daughters, a sizable share of grandparents in rural areas 

take primary responsibility for raising their grandchildren. These “skipped generation” 

households are necessitated by the prohibitive costs associated with bringing children to 

live in cities with their migrant parents.  

 

Lack of Public Support for an Aging Population 

The population of China is aging at a fast pace and will continue to do so well into the 

future. This represents a significant challenge to the pension system, as indicated by the 

total dependency ratio. This figure represents the ratio of the nonworking population 

(individuals either too young or too old to work) to the working population (ages 15 to 

64), expressed as a percentage. In 2014, the total dependency ratio in China was 36.2 and 

is projected to increase to 61 by 2050.19 The old age dependency ratio (population older 

than 64 as a fraction of the population of working age) is especially important because it 

represents the group most likely in need of health care and causes the greatest strain on a 

                                                        
18 Joseph, A. E., & Phillips, D. R. (1999). Aging in rural China: Impacts of increasing diversity in family and 

community resources. Journal of Cross-Cultural Gerontology, 14(2), 153-168. 

doi:10.1023/A:1006658706496 

19 Nakashima, R., & Howe, N. (2009). China’s long march to retirement reform. Center for Strategic and 

International Studies. Retrieved from http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/090422_gai_chinareport_en.pdf 
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country’s resources. The old-age dependency ratio was 12 in 2014, and is projected to 

increase approximately 0.8% year reaching 44 in 2050.  Moreover, the retiring 

population will increase to more than 10% by then.20 Pension income, even when 

available, is not sufficient for seniors. It covers only about 45% of retirees’ incomes, on 

average, so they must turn to their adult children to make up for gaps.21 The size of 

China’s workforce is also shrinking. Between 2010 and 2050, the labor force in China 

will decrease from 72% to 61%.22 About 8% of elderly people lived alone in 2000, while 

31% lived with a spouse, and 61.3% lived with their adult children and/or their spouse, 

grandchildren, or other non-relatives.23  

 

Therefore, many grandparents assist in raising their grandchildren as a way to ensure old 

age support. Caring for grandchildren establishes a quid pro quo relationship between the 

two generations.24 This may largely contribute to the practical necessity of parents living 

with their adult children. Another reason for co-residence is that China does not have a 

comprehensive government system of caring for elders, such as the Social Security 

                                                        
20 China’s Achilles hell. (2012, April 21). The Economist. Retrieved from: 

http://www.economist.com/node/21553056 
21 Yifan, H. (2012, June 10). How vulnerable is China’s pension system? Retrieved from: 

http://www.china.org.cn/opinion/2012-06/10/content_25602529.htm 
22 China’s Achilles hell. (2012, April 21). The Economist. Retrieved from: 

http://www.economist.com/node/21553056 
23 He, W., Sengupta, M., Zhang, K., & Guo, P. (2007). Health and health care of the older population in 

urban and rural China: 2000. (Vol. 07-2, pp. 10-20). Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau. 

24 Croll, E. (2010). The Intergenerational Contract in the Changing Asian Family. Oxford Development 

Studies, 34(4), 473-491. doi:10.1080/13600810601045833 
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System in the U.S. In 2014, less than one-third of China’s total labor force was earning 

benefits under a basic pension system.25 Furthermore, the Chinese pension system is not 

without its problems. For example, Chinese citizens are forced to contribute 28% of their 

wages to receive a basic pension at retirement, almost the highest mandatory employee 

contribution in the world.26  

 

Finally, viable alternatives to grandchild care are lacking in rural parts of China. Public 

early childcare services are limited and expensive.27 Only about a third of rural children 

receive appropriate early childhood education, according to a recent study.28  

 

The Influence of Mothers in Decisions about Childcare 

Prior research on the prevalence of grandchild care has not focused on the potential 

influence of mothers in determining the type of care that young children receive although 

there is reason to believe that they do. The assumption of the present study is that the 

                                                        
25 China National Statistical Yearbook (2014) 
26 Giles, J., Wang,D., & Zhao, C. (2010). China’s rural elderly count on support from adult children. The 

World Bank, 3(3), 183-204. doi: 10.1007/s12062-011-9036-6 

27 Secondi, G. (1997). Private monetary transfers in rural China: Are families altruistic? The Journal of 

Development Studies, 33(4), 487-551. doi: 10.1080/00220389708422478 #2 . Sun, R. (2002). Old age 

support in contemporary urban China from both parents' and children's perspectives. Sociology and 

Criminology Faculty Publication, 24(3), 337-359. doi: 10.1177/0164027502243003 

28 Wu, F., Zhang, F., & Webster, C. (2012). Informality and the development and demolition of urban 

villages in the Chinese peri--urban area. Urban Studies, 50(10), 1919-1934. doi: 

10.1177/0042098012466600 
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mechanism of this effect may be through mothers’ educational attainment. In the first 

place, mothers’ levels of education influences their salaries and the higher the economic 

resources available to the family the more affordable it becomes to purchase out-of-home 

care. This makes grandchild care less likely. In the second place, I would argue that 

education exposes them to a wider array of knowledge, including learning about optimal 

parenting and childcare practices. Thus, more highly educated mothers would be more 

aware of the importance of young children interacting with peers and being in a learning 

environment. In addition, to more information about childcare options, they would 

probably know more about the benefits of staying home with their children while they are 

young. Finally, a better-educated mother would not be as likely to agree with “traditional” 

values and the kind of discipline that her parents or parents-in-law would be likely to use 

when taking care of her children. The goal of the present study is to examine this 

question. 
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DATA AND METHODS 

 

Data 

I use the China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS) to address the research questions 

and hypotheses in this study. CHNS is an ongoing project, jointly directed by the 

Carolina Population Center at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and the 

National Institute for Nutrition and Health (NINH, former National Institute of Nutrition 

and Food Safety) at the Chinese Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CCDC). The 

project was designed to “examine the effects of the health, nutrition, and family planning 

policies and programs implemented by national and local governments and to see how 

the social and economic transformation of Chinese society is affecting the health and 

nutritional status of its population.”29 The survey was conducted in 12 provinces: Beijing 

(added in 2011), Liaoning, Heilongjing, Shanghai (added 2011), Jiangsu, Shangdong, 

Henan, Hubei, Hunan, Guangxi, Guangzhou, Chongqing (added 2011). These provinces 

differ significantly by geographical location, economic development and cultural habits. 

The CHNS uses a stratified multistage random cluster design to draw the survey. There 

are about 7,200 households in the survey, with a total of 30,000 individuals. The survey 

also follows the families from time to time, with the exception when families move from 

                                                        
29 China Health and Nutrition Survey. (2009). UNC Carolina Population Center Project. Retrieved from 

http://www.cpc.unc.edu/projects/china 



 15

one community to a new community. The CHNS is considered by experts to be parallel to 

the national statistics of China.30  

 

Among the modules available, I use data from the household roster, time use 

questionnaire, household income and marriage history files, and the ‘mass relationship’ 

file. I also draw demographic variables from the appropriate files for mothers in my 

sample. 

 

Analysis Sample 

In the CHNS study, the childcare module was only administered in households with at 

least one child who was less than six-years-old. To be eligible for inclusion in the present 

analysis, both a mother and a grandparent must also be residing in that same household. 

Using these criteria, the resulting sample includes 165,312 households.  

 

Variables 

Dependent variable  

The dependent variable is a binary indicator of whether a co-residing grandparent assists 

                                                        
30 Du, S., Lu, B., Zhai, F., & Popkin, B. M. (2002). A new stage of the nutrition transition in China. Public 

Health Nutrition, 5(1A), 169-174. 10.1079/PHN2001290 #2 Entwisle, B., & Chen, F. (2002). Work patterns 

following a birth in urban and rural China: A longitudinal study. European Journal of Population, 18(2), 

99-119. doi:10.1023/A:1015507114559 
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in providing childcare for a grandchild under six-years-old. Recall that daycare questions 

were only asked in households with children under age six. To make the determination 

regarding grandchild care, I first established whether each household member (other than 

the mother) provided care for any pre-school-aged children in the household. If this 

individual answered this question in the affirmative, I used the ‘mass relationship’ file to 

identify whether he/she was the grandparent. Observations meeting these criteria were 

coded “1,” or otherwise coded “0.” 

 

Key Explanatory Variable 

Mothers’ highest level of educational attainment is the prime explanatory variable of 

interest in this study. From a 7-category raw variable for educational attainment, I created 

a series of six dummy variables as follows: no formal schooling, primary school, lower 

middle school, upper middle school, technical or vocational degree, and 

college/university or graduate degree. The latter variable combines undergraduate and 

graduates degrees because the frequency of cases with Master’s level or higher degrees 

was too low on the raw variable (n=111) to make a separate dummy variable for this 

group.  

 

Additional Explanatory Variables 

In addition to mothers’ educational attainment, I account for other factors potentially 
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associated with the probability of grandchild care. Given the possibility that the 

availability of a grandparent to assist in caring for children influences a mother’s ability 

to work outside of the home, I include a dummy variable for mothers’ employment status 

(employed = 1). I also include a dummy variable for marital status (married = 1 and 

unmarried, divorced, separated, and widowed women = 0).  A variable for total gross 

household income (in dollars) is reported in the original survey as a continuous variable. I 

take the natural log of this variable to use in the analyses to correct for the skewed 

distribution of the original measure. As a measure of constraints on mothers’ time, I use a 

continuous variable for the number of children in the household. To serve as proxies for 

the local childcare market, employment opportunities for females, cost of living, average 

salary levels and other important factors that vary geographically, I include a dummy 

variable for whether the family resides in an urban versus rural area (urban = 1) as well as 

a dummy variable for each of the 8 provinces included in the . Table 1 provides 

descriptive statistics for all of the variables included in my empirical models. 

 

Data Limitations 

There are several limits in the CHNS data that are relevant to the present analysis. First, 

the raw relationship variable does not differentiate between grandmothers and 

grandfathers. It only identifies whether the household member is a grandparent. This is 

unfortunate as there may be important gender differences in caregiving styles that 
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influence mothers’ preferences. 

A second limitation is that the survey does not ascertain any information about the local 

childcare market (e.g., availability of different types of care, price, quality, convenience, 

etc.) nor local job opportunities. These factors undoubtedly influence decisions about 

mothers’ employment and childcare.  

 

The fact that detailed information about childcare arrangements was only collected from 

approximately 2,000 respondents presents another limitation. We do not know whether 

the child receives other types of informal or formal daycare outside of the home and, if so, 

how much. Ideally, I would be able to control for these factors in my models predicting 

grandchild care.  

 

It would also be advantageous to have more information about the time, health, financial, 

social, geographic, and other constraints that potentially influence the likelihood of 

grandparents taking care of their grandchildren. For example, I am not able to control for 

whether the grandparent has a pension or whether he/she assists in the care of the 

children of other sons or daughters. 

 

Finally, the dataset does not allow me to control for the dynamics of decision-making in 

the household (e.g., whether husbands and wives have an equal voice) nor whether the 
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grandparents are mothers’ own parents or in-laws. Both factors would presumably 

influence the probability of shared residence with grandparents and their provision of 

grandchild care.  

 

Methodology 

Given the binary, rather than continuous nature of my dependent variable, ordinary least 

squares OLS regression is not appropriate for several reasons. First, it is an inefficient 

estimation method for dichotomous variables. Second, the linear probability model (LPM) 

assumed by OLS does not hold because LPM estimates are not constrained to range 

between the values of 0 and 1. Therefore, I use probit estimation, which overcomes these 

issues. Unlike LPM, probit estimation is not based on the assumption that the effects of 

independent variables are constant across values of the dependent variable. To understand 

independent and inter-dependent relationships among the explanatory variables, I 

estimate a series of models in which I incrementally introduce individual independent 

variables and blocks of related explanatory variables when appropriate.  

 

Methodological Limitations 

It is important to point out that several types of endogeneity problems will potentially 

influence the estimated effects of the explanatory variables in my models. The first 

relates to the possible simultaneity of grandchild care and mothers’ educational 
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attainment and employment status. To understand why, let us first assume that there is 

variation across married couples with young children and the relative importance they 

assign to the husbands’ versus the wives’ labor force participation, and relatedly, in their 

preferences concerning childcare if necessitated by the wives’ employment. In a culture 

where adult children are expected to support their parents as they age, it is reasonable to 

assume that couples would weigh the advantages of inviting parents(s) to live with them 

to the benefit of both parties. Couples’ considerations along these lines would likely 

include grandparent-related factors (e.g., their health, time constraints, and financial 

resources.) At the same time, Chinese grandparents, especially as they near retirement 

age, would be just as likely to be reflecting on similar matters. Under this scenario it is 

not only likely that the criteria being considered by both parties would overlap, it is also 

plausible that the grandparents’ exigencies and preferences could be the drivers of 

couples’ employment and daycare choices, rather than the other way around. Using an 

instrumental variables approach could attenuate this problem, but I was unable to 

implement that strategy in the present analysis. 

 

A second potential problem is that my estimates will be biased due to omitted variables. 

For example, I don’t include a measure of mothers’ health status, which would 

undoubtedly influence decisions about their employment. Unfortunately there were too 

many cases with missing values that I could not include this measure.  
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RESULTS 

 

The premise of this paper is that mothers’ educational levels serves as a proxy measure 

for their voice in household decision-making and for “modern” views about parenting, 

and as such would influence the probability that a co-residing grandparent would assist in 

childcare.  Thus, my first step was to examine whether the prevalence of grandchild care 

varies by educational attainment. As shown in Table 2, there is scant evidence of a 

bivariate relationship between the two variables. The percent of grandchild care is 

relatively even across each category of education, ranging from about 11% to 14%. The 

prevalence of grandparents’ childcare is slightly greater for mothers with no formal 

education and lower for mothers with upper middle school degree.  

 

Next, I addressed the question of whether the average “intensity” of grandchild care 

(measured as total hours of childcare reported by grandparents for the previous week) 

varies by mothers’ educational attainment. In contrast to Table 2, there is modest 

evidence of a positive relationship. The fewest hours of grandchild care is observed, 

somewhat surprisingly, among households with mothers without formal education (mean 

= 14 hours per week). Although these households would be expected to have the greatest 

need for two incomes, and the fewest resources for purchasing childcare, the first 
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generation members of these households would also be expected to be relatively poor and 

consequently be in poorer health. Thus, the grandparents in these three-generation 

families may be the least equipped of the families in the sample to handle the physical 

challenges of providing fulltime daycare for preschoolers. The intensity of grandchild 

care peaks at an average of 30 hours per week among mothers with a technical or 

vocational degree. Given that this is roughly equivalent to the hours of fulltime 

employment, it appears that the childcare contributions of grandparents in these 

households are pivotal for mothers’ work outside of the home. The intensity of grandchild 

care is roughly comparable across the remaining education categories, with the exception 

of the upper middle school category with about 15 hours per week on average.   

 

As discussed, grandparents in three-generation households are often there to assist in 

taking care of young children. Commonly, this arrangement not only elevates the 

standard of living the grandparents enjoy in the present, it also secures the health care and 

other support they will need in their advanced years. At the same time, the young parents 

benefit from a reduction in the demands of raising young children, and in many cases, the 

mothers’ are given the opportunity to work for pay outside of the home, which may not 

have been possible otherwise. As shown in the second column of Table 4, the baseline 

model regresses employment status on the probability of grandchild care in 

multiple-generational home. Unexpectedly, there is a strong negative relationship 
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between mothers’ employment status and caregiving by co-residential grandparents. This 

may be due to the absence of other controls in the model related to the relationship and/or 

may reflect a different dynamic in decision-making than I hypothesized. 

 

The next step was to add dummy variables to the baseline model for each of six levels of 

mothers’ completed education. The benchmark category is Bachelor’s degree or higher. 

In Model 2 we see that none of the coefficients for the education variables achieves 

statistical significance. The coefficient on working status remains unchanged in this 

model, which suggests that mothers’ level of education is unrelated to her working status. 

This is runs counter to results from other studies so it may be that a third variable, not 

included in the model, is suppressing the expected effect. 

 

I introduce controls for marital status, number of children and household income in 

Model 3. I assume that both marital status and number of children would affect the 

“demand side” of grandchild care. Unmarried parents and couples with more children 

would presumably have a greater need for the assistance of the children’s grandparents. 

Having two married parents in the household theoretically lessens the intensity of caring 

for young children, so grandchild care might be particularly desirable to unmarried 

parents. Similarly, families with more children would be expected to have more time 

constraints regarding employment and leisure and may also find that grandchild care 
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alleviates some of this pressure. My expectations regarding the relationship between 

household income and grandchild care are mixed. On the one hand, having more income 

presumably makes other childcare options more affordable, but it may also increases the 

likelihood that the couple can afford to provide “room and board” for grandparents and 

grandchild care is secondary to that decision.  

 

After adding in these three additional variables, we see a change in the observed effect of 

mothers’ educational attainment. In comparison to mothers’ with a minimum of a BA 

degree, mothers at all education levels, except vocational/technical training, are more 

likely to rely upon grandchild care at least part of the time. For example, mothers without 

any formal education are 38% more likely to rely upon grandchild care than their 

counterparts with college or graduate degrees. We see a marked drop-off in the 

probability of having grandchild care among mothers who complete more than primary 

school. Mothers with a middle upper school degree are 28% more likely to choose 

grandchild care than mothers with university/college degrees. Turning to the three newly 

added variables in this model, we see that net of household income, the number of 

children has a statistically significant negative effect on the likelihood of grandparent 

care. Specifically, the likelihood of grandchild care declines by 11% with each additional 

child in the household. The coefficients on marital status and mothers’ employment status 

lose significance in this model. The weak effect of mothers’ employment is unexpected.  
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In Model 4, I attempt to capture the influence of both the local childcare and labor 

markets by introducing two types of geographic variables. The first is a dummy variable 

for whether the family lives in an urban (= 1) or rural area (= 0) and the second type is a 

regional measure. I include dummy variables for each of the 12 provinces included in the 

CHNS survey. In keeping with my expectations that grandchild care would be in greater 

competition with other childcare choices in urban versus rural settings, the results reveal 

a statistically significant negative relationship between grandchild care and urban status. 

Among the provinces in the study, only four appear to be distinct in terms of grandchild 

care; Heilongjiang, Liaoning, Henan and Guangxi. The benchmark is Guizhou -- the 

poorest province in China in terms of per capita GDP.31 Mothers from Liaoning and 

Heilongjiang, in the northeastern side of China, are about 26% less likely than mothers in 

Guizhou to choose grandchild care. These richer provinces have more resources to invest 

in public childcare institutions and broaden the options for families. We can also see that 

mothers who live in Henan, the third most highly populated province in China, are 25% 

more likely to choose grandchild care than mothers from Guizhou.32 With a population 

of 34 million, it is reasonable to expect that public institutions for early child education 

                                                        
31 Deutsche Bank Research: China Chart Book. (2015). Deutsche Bank. Retrieved from 

https://www.dbresearch.com/PROD/DBR_INTERNET_EN-PROD/PROD0000000000247522/Guizhou.pd 

32 Zhao, J. (1997). Analysis of the impact of population growth in Henan Province on its environment and 

ecosystem. Chinese journal of population science, 9(4), 363-373. Retrieved from 

http://europepmc.org/abstract/MED/12294146 
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would be limited and constrain the choices for childcare. Lastly, mothers with young 

children in Guangxi are 26% more likely than their counterparts in Guizhou to choose 

grandparent-provided childcare. It is commonly known in China, that Guangxi is a 

province that is famous for its longevity.33 If it is true that living in Guangxi confers 

robust health, then it is not surprising that grandparents living there would be both more 

willing to care for their grandchildren and perhaps more sought after for this role by the 

children’s mothers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
33  Leng, F. T. (2010, August 16). Longevity rules in China. The Star Online. Retrieved from 

http://www.thestar.com.my/lifestyle/features/2010/08/16/longevity-rules-in-china/ 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Even though China has undergone revolutionary economic and social reform, some 

traditional family patterns have persisted. A large share of Chinese grandparents lives 

with their adult children and grandchildren. The older generation shares the responsibility 

for taking care of the youngest generation. Part of the explanation for this living 

arrangement is that the virtue of filial piety places expectations on children to respect 

their parents and care for them in old age. However, this backdrop of tradition doesn’t 

fully explain why parent-child reciprocity in caregiving and intergenerational 

co-residence has persisted in post-reform China when modernization in other counties 

has led to their abandonment. Since China does not have a wide-scale government 

supported pension system, there is no other option besides family-provided care as people 

get older. A less well-explored explanation of the persistence of grandchild care is the 

role that adult daughters and daughters-in-law have when families make decisions about 

childcare. It is reasonable to expect that their preferences, constraints, and choices would 

matter. 

 

This paper explores what mothers’ characteristics relate to their decisions about 

grandchild care. According to the results, mothers’ employment does not have a strong 
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correlation with grandchild care. I hypothesized that the higher the level of mothers’ 

education, the lower the likelihood of grandparent childcare, and the results provided 

modest support. There was not evidence of a strong linear pattern. Coefficients on 

dummy variables for distinct levels of education only achieved statistical significance in 

the cases of no formal education, primary, and lower middle education.  

 

The findings of this study also demonstrate a relationship between the number of children 

and the likelihood of grandchild care. This makes sense because as resources (time and 

income) become stretched, grandchild care becomes a more attractive option. In addition, 

household income had a statistically significant relationship with grandchild care, but in 

ta direction I did not expect. That is, households with higher gross incomes showed a 

greater likelihood of relying upon grandparents for grandchild care in comparison to 

households with lower incomes. Contextual factors, urban versus rural residence, and 

provinces where families reside were also associated with the probability of grandchild 

care. For example, grandchild care occurs less often in urban areas, which is probably 

due to the larger array of childcare options available in cities. The results also showed 

that grandchild care is more likely to be found in the Heilongjiang and Liaoning 

provinces and less likely to be found in the Henan and Guangxi provinces.  
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Table 1. Means and Standard Deviations for Variables in Model 

Variable Mean SD 

 

Grandchild care (grandchild care = 1) 

 

0.19 

 

0.32 

 

Mother’s Level of Education  

 

 

 

 

     None 0.26 0.44 

     Primary 0.23 0.42 

     Lower Middle 0.31 0.46 

     Upper Middle 0.10 0.31 

     Vocational/Technical 0.04 0.20 

     College or Graduate Degree 0.04 0.21 

        

Mother’s Employment Status (working =1) 

 

0.70 

 

0.46 

 

Mother’s Marital Status (married = 1) 

 

0.68 

 

0.47 

 

Gross Household Income  

 

9.23 

 

1.19 

 

Number of Children  

 

1.81 

 

1.01 

 

Resides in Urban Setting (urban = 1) 

 

1.71 

 

0.45 

 

Province  

 

 

 

 

   Liaoning 0.09 0.28 

   Heilongjing 0.05 0.21 

   Jiangsu 0.12 0.32 

   Shangdong 0.08 0.27 

   Henan 0.14 0.34 

   Hubei 0.12 0.33 

   Hunan 0.10 0.30 

   Guangxi 0.17 0.38 

   Guizhou 0.15 0.36 

Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS) 
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Table 2: Percent of Grandparents Who Cared for Child in the Past Week by Level of 

Mother’s Education 

 

Mother’s Level of Education Grandparent Provided 

Childcare in Previous Week 

(Percent) 

 

None  

 

13.18% 

 

Primary 

 

11.52% 

 

Lower Middle 

 

11.52% 

 

Upper Middle  

 

10.51% 

 

Vocational/Technical  

 

11.52% 

 

College or Graduate Degree 

 

11.95% 

Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS)
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Table 3 : Average Hours of Child Care Provided by Grandparent in Previous Week 

by Mother’s education 

 

Mother’s Level of Education Mean Amount of Grandparent Provided Childcare in 

Previous Week 

Mean Stand Deviation 

 

None  

 

14.52 

 

22.95 

 

Primary 

 

19.69 

 

32.50 

 

Lower Middle  

 

18.26 

 

26.50 

 

Upper Middle  

 

15.39 

 

25.60 

 

Vocational/Technical 

 

30.73 

 

36.68 

  

College or Graduate Degree 

 

20.09 

 

24.90 

Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS) 
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7

Table 4: Coefficients for Models of Mother’s Characteristics on Grandparenting 

 
MODEL 1 

 

MODEL 2 

 

MODEL 3 

 

MODEL 4 

 

Mother’s Level of Education      

None   0.08  0.38***          0.37*** 

Primary   -0.01 0.38***          0.37*** 

Lower Middle  -0.01          0.29**          0.27* 

Upper Middle  -0.07          0.28*          0.23 

Vocational/Technical  -0.03          0.25          0.22 

Mother’s Employment Status (working =1) -0.23***    -0.23***          0.07          -0.06 

Mother’s Marital Status (married =1)            0.03          -0.03 

Gross Household Income             0.03*          0.04** 

Number of Children             -0.11***          -0.13*** 

Resides in Urban Setting (urban = 1)             -0.12** 

Province 

Liaoning 
   

 

         -0.25** 

Heilongjiang             -0.28** 

Jiangsu             0.06 

Shandong             -0.03 

Henan             0.25*** 

Hubei             0.13 

Hunan            0.04 

Guangxi            0.26*** 

     

     

                                 R2 0.01 0.07 0.01 0.02 

                                 N 21,749 21,022 5,862 5,862 

Notes:  

1. Level of statistical significance: � <= .10; * <.05; ** <.01; ***<.001 

2. Source: China Health and Nutrition Survey (CHNS) 


