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Intergenerational Financial Support for the Elderly in Contemporary China: Existence
and Intensity Analysis

GUO Chunyan

Abstract: To examine the breadth and depth of adult children’s financial support for their elderly parents in
contemporary China and to uncover the underlying mechanisms and influencing factors, this study analyzes
data from the four waves of the China Longitudinal Aging Social Survey (CLASS) conducted from 2014
to 2020. It introduces a novel analytical framework based on the existence, absolute intensity, and relative
intensity of upward financial support from children. First, financial support from children to parents remains
a widespread phenomenon in China, with no significant urban—rural disparity in its prevalence. The decrease
in absolute intensity is primarily attributable to a reduction in high-value monetary transfers from children,
whereas the decline in relative intensity largely stems from a substantial increase in the elderly’s own economic
resources. Second, the existence of upward financial support reflects the cultural paradigm of filial piety and
is theoretically grounded in the internalization of responsibility. The intensity of support quantifies children’s
economic support behaviors, with absolute and relative intensities corresponding to micro- and macro-level
measurements, best explained by exchange theory and needs theory, respectively. The influence of the same
individual characteristics varies across these three dimensions. For instance, the income level of elderly parents
demonstrates a crowding-out effect on both the existence and relative intensity of children’s support, while
for absolute intensity it reveals a crowding-in effect explained by exchange theory. The number of children
serves as the foundation for the existence of their support. The relationship with absolute intensity follows
a non-linear, inverted U-shaped pattern, while the impact on relative intensity exhibits notable urban—rural
differences. The two-way financial exchange between generations is complex, exerting distinct influences on
the existence and intensity of support respectively. Third, the urban—rural differences in the effects of these
individual characteristics on upward financial support are primarily reflected in the magnitude of influence,
whereas the direction of influence remains largely consistent between urban and rural areas. In some cases,
differences arise due to urban—rural economic disparities.

Keywords: children’s intergenerational financial support; existence; support intensity; urban-rural
disparities; generalized linear mixed model
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