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Abstract

In contemporary China, it is quite common for parents to offer financial as well as
time transfers to their adult children. This research aims to dig out what factors
can explain these tangible downward transfers. Three perspectives are generated
based on previous research to provide potential explanations. The first two
perspectives regard downward transfers as reflection of classical feedback model
and responses to adult children’s needs due to the underdeveloped welfare system
in contemporary China. The third perspective provides two competing
mechanisms, namely rational self-interested and altruistic giving, to explain what
is underlying the downward transfers described in the previous two perspectives.
A raw database from CGSS2006 is applied and two analytical samples are
selected to analyse these perspectives. Logistic regression is carried out to test
three sets of models with three outcomes respectively: downward time transfers,
downward financial transfers and parents’ happiness. Main predictors generated
from theories include upward financial transfers, parents’ health and income
levels, whether adult child is in a dual-worker family and whether there is a young
third generation. Empirical findings have shown that downward transfers reflect a
non-patrilineality feedback model and more importantly, it is mainly the altruistic
parenting cultivated by family-oriented culture that is underlying these downward
transfers.

Key words: downward transfers, intergenerational relationship, family-oriented
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1 Introduction

Traditional Chinese culture describes parenting as altruistic giving out. One
popular metaphor to describe the intergenerational relationship in China is that
parents raise their children as if they are paying back the debt that they have owed
to their children in the past life'. What this metaphor shows is an invisible deep-
rooted idea that parents are supposed to take the very responsibility to take care of
their children. Another widespread saying is that no matter how old the children
have grown up to, they are always regarded as children by their parents and
parents are always seeing them as those who need care and help. In contemporary
China, it is quite common that even the children have got married and established
their own family parents are still helping them in various ways. Even not living
together, it is quite universal for parents to help with household duty for their
adult children. For young couples having their own children, it is often the case
that the grandparents are taking the main responsibility of looking after the third
generation. During rush hours every workday, one can always see the elderly
ferrying their grandchildren to and from school. Apart from all these time
transfers, it is also not rare for parents to give money to their adult children.

In this context, it is meaningful to dig into the question: why are parents
supporting their adult children?? What can explain this phenomenon? Is it true that
they are doing this just because of cultural heritage or only out of human nature as
parents? Or are they doing this for other considerations? Previous research have
provided some perspectives to understand these downward transfers given by
parents to their adult children. Classical feedback model, as a cultural heritage,
may be used to explain this downward transfer as an integral part of
intergenerational exchange described in this model. Another different perspective
argues that the downward transfers are parents responding to the needs of their
adult children in contemporary China. These needs are illustrated to come from
the increasing dual-worker families (the second generation) as well as
underdeveloped welfare system particularly the system regarding pre-school
education and care. To further understand both the classical feedback model as
well as parents’ responses to their children’s needs, the third perspective presents

' The underlying assumption in this metaphor is that parents and children are not in the same parents and
children relationship in the past life. In the past life, they are only debtors and creditors.

? Since as many as three generations may be involved in this research, some clarification is necessary about the
terminology issue. In this research, the first generation is referred to when “parents” or “the parental generation”
are mentioned. The adult children of the first generation form the second generation or “the filial generation”.
Some of adult children may have their own children. These children are the third generation and they are the
grandchildren of the first generation. This research focuses on the downward transfers given by the first
generation to the second generation.



two different mechanisms: rational self-interested and altruistic giving. Some
scholars maintain that the rational mechanism is playing the crucial role and this
mechanism is becoming more evident with decline in filial piety. While others
argue that it is mainly the altruistic parenting nurtured by family-oriented culture
that supports the downward transfers. Although all these perspectives have
provided somewhat reasonable explanations about why parents are giving
transfers to their adult children, no one has yet come up with a comprehensive
analysis that integrating all these perspectives. By testing hypotheses derived from
these different perspectives based on a database achieved from a nation-wide
survey, this research contributes to drawing a more comprehensive picture about
what factors give rise to the downward transfer.

Downward transfers from parents to their adult children may come in various
forms. To clarify, this research will involve two types of transfers, namely time
transfers and financial transfers. The former one mainly refers to labour transfers,
involving helping with household duty (such as cooking and cleaning), taking care
of babies or other family members. The latter one of financial transfers points to
the behaviour of giving money to adult children. In other words, this research will
only discuss tangible transfers given by parents.

Based on those perspectives provided by previous research, several models are
built to look into downward time and financial transfers given by the parental
generation applying logistic regression. The results have shown that traditional
feedback model still provides an exact description of reciprocal care for the
intergenerational relationship in contemporary China: there is a significant
relationship between downward time transfers and upward financial transfers.
However, data cannot show very strong evidence for the argument that parents are
giving transfers as a response to their adult children’s needs if the adult children
are a dual-worker family (especially those with a young grandchild). What data
have shown is a significant relationship between downward time transfers and
whether there is a young grandchild (the third generation) in all cases, and this
significance disappeared when only including cases where the second generation
are dual-worker families. In this case, it would be more reasonable to conclude
that it is parents’ own willingness to help more when there is a young third
generation rather than they are responding to the adult children’s needs as a dual-
worker family with a young grandchild. Other results have also strengthened this
altruistic parenting nurtured by family-oriented culture: parents will devote more
financial transfers to adult children if they earn higher income and more time
transfers will be delivered if parents are in better health condition. To conclude,
the downward transfers are more than reciprocal care revealed by the feedback
model. As the traditional family-oriented culture indicates, parents are always
willing to help their adult children, especially when there is young third
generation.

This thesis will start with theoretical section, in which previous research will
be analysed and hypotheses will be generated. After that, research design will be
introduced, explaining how data is collected and what statistical models will be
applied. Results of data analysis will be presented after this, based on which



analysis and discussion would be made. Finally, it will end with limitation and
conclusion of this research.



2 Theory

In order to answer the research question, first of all I refer to previous studies
regarding intergenerational relationship in this theoretical section. Among these
previous research, the downward transfers discussed here from the parental
generation to the filial generation have not gained as much attention as other
issues like aging or the role of family in old-age care. In fact, very few studies
treat these downward transfers as the main focus of research and in most cases
scholars regard these transfers just as one component of intergenerational
interaction. This research aims at contributing to the filling of this gap by building
a general picture explaining why parents are giving out the downward transfers
based on previous research.

To achieve this aim, this theoretical section will be arranged as follows: three
perspectives that may provide potential explanations (important potential
predictors) for why parents give transfers to their adult children will first be
discussed through integrating previous related research. After that, a brief analysis
will be made to introduce other relative factors (control variables) when analysing
the downward transfers. Finally, aim of this research will be introduced based on
previous literature review. Following I will start with introducing the three
perspectives based on previous studies.

2.1 Three perspectives based on previous research

In this main body of theoretical section, three perspectives will be illustrated one
by one in this part. One is to regard the downward transfer just as reflection of the
classical feedback model, indicating a certain social arrangement of reciprocal
care. The second perspective, instead, emphasizes that downward transfers given
by parents are responses to the second generation’s needs in contemporary China.
Based on these two perspectives, the third perspective discusses what kind of
mechanism (rational/altruistic) holds more weight in downward transfers
described in previous two perspectives. One (rational mechanism) argues that
with declining filial piety, the downward transfers are becoming the “investment”
parents make with the expectation that they can get return from their adult
children and to respond to children’s needs by giving downward transfers will
cause burden for parents because they just do this out of social pressure. While the
other (altruistic mechanism) asserts that the downward transfers given by parents
just show parents’ willingness to help their children cultivated by family-oriented



culture. The following section will start with introducing the first perspective of
classical feedback model.

2.1.1 Classical feedback model

As mentioned before, this perspective regards the downward transfer as a
reflection of classical feedback model. This model was first raised by a Chinese
sociologist Xiaotong Fei in the 1980s (1983) to describe this social arrangement
of reciprocal care. He argued that unlike most western countries, intergenerational
transfers in China are bilateral, including both downward transfers from parents to
children as well as upward transfers from children to parents. The very basic logic
behind this intergenerational interaction could be described by a well-known
proverb in China, that is parents bringing up children and children will look after
them when they get old (yang’erfanglao). Following figure 2.1.1.1 provides a
simple model of this reciprocal care. (D1 et al, 2008, 86) F1, F2 and F3 represent
the first, second and third generation respectively.

Figure 2.1.1.1 Simple Feedback Model

FiT== F,<=F;

Source: Di et al, 2008, 86.

These intergenerational transfers may involve various forms. As summarized
by Guo (2008, 99-100), there are both tangible transfers such as financial support
as well as all kinds of intangible transfers like emotional communication and
mutual help regarding ritual issues”.

Among all these transfers, Fei (1983, 9) described one simplified classical
feedback model. According to his generalization, the model runs as follows.
Normally the mother is about 40 years old when the adult child (always the son)
gets married, the young couple will stay with their parents and the mother will
quit her previous work outside the family and put all her efforts to doing
household duty as well as taking the responsibility of looking after the new-born
babies (her grandchildren). In this case, since the mother will not have any income
from outside the family, the young couple will pay for her living cost. As for the
father, normally he can work and afford himself until 60 years old and after that,
both he and the mother will depend on their adult children. At that time, the young
couples are just about to finish their duty on raising their own children and
immediately they face the burden of taking care of their aging parents. As
mentioned by many scholars (Guo, 2008, 101; Fei, 1983, 8; Chen, 1998), the
process of mutual support runs in such a long-term that it may involve one’s

* The most common example is that parents will help children to manage their wedding and the children will
help their parents arrange their funerals.



whole life. However, based on this simplified feedback model, at least one
hypothesis (Hypothesis 1a) can be generated in terms of a relatively short period.

Moreover, patrilineality is another fundamental concept in the classical
feedback model described by Fei (1983). As he pointed out in his book (Fei, 1998,
240-246) unilateral descent is a social arrangement that simplifies the process of
descending. In China, this arrangement is reflected as patrilineality. In this context,
a women’s life is divided into two phases. During the first phase she is
subordinated to her father while when it comes to the second phase after she gets
married she is dependent on her husband. (Fei, 1998: 198) And therefore, Fei
asserted that more precisely, parents are actually raising sons rather than children
so that they can be looked after when they are old. (Fei, 1983, 9) Following figure
2.1.1.2 presents the feedback model with patrilineality. F;, F, and F3 represent the
males in the first, second and third generation and E;, E, and E;indicate females
correspondently.

Figure 2.1.1.2 Feedback Model with Patrilineality

Fi < F> - Fs

Source: Di et al, 2008, 86.

However, many scholars have noticed that in contemporary China, the
connection is becoming increasingly stronger between daughter and their own
parents even after the daughter has got married. (Zhang, 2003; Yan, 2006; Jin,
2000, 370-371; Xie & Zhu, 2009) In other words, various forms of transfers are
now also taking place between the parents and their already married daughters,
which seems to be just against the traditional patrilineality.

As for this change, different scholars have given different explanations. Some
argue that the newly emerged transfers between daughters and their parents just
reflect some changes within the patrilinear structure and the fundamental
patrilineality is still deeply rooted in Chinese society. (Jin, 2000; Ma, 2003)
Applying two different concepts of “negotiated commitments” and “cumulative
commitments” raised by Finch (1989: 190-211), Tang, Ma and Shi (2009) further
pointed out that these two concepts are just depicting two different
intergenerational relationships between parents to their adult son and parents to
their adult daughter. Only the negotiated commitments between parents and their
adult sons are within the scope of patrilinear descent and take a rule of reciprocity.
The cumulative commitments between parents and their adult daughters are more
out of gratitude and therefore, it differs greatly from the traditional reciprocal
feedback model. Other scholars like Judd (1989) and Hu (1995: 104) also
emphasize this role of gratitude and love in the relationship between daughter and
parents.

But there are also other scholars who maintain that the patrilineality that
centers on the father-son axis has already changed in contemporary China. (Di et
al, 2013; Yan, 2006) Yan (2006, 95-106) asserts that husband-wife axis within a
core family is now achieving more importance and the father-son axis is losing its
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previous status. One important factor that is argued to lead to this change is
women’s increasing social status. For instance, the research conducted by Di, You
and Xin (2013) has shown that women are now gaining more power in family and
they are playing more decisive roles in intergenerational relationships than before.

Thus, based on all these arguments, the gender of the filial generation is a
factor of great significance in the feedback model that may influence parents’
downward transfers. If the patrilineality is still the mainstream in China, then
hypothesis 1b can be generated.

Hypothesis la: After the young couple gets married, the amount of financial
transfers directed upward from the young couple to their parents correlates
positively to the amount of time transfers directed downward from the parental
generation’ to their adult children.

Hypothesis 1b: If the patrilineality is still the mainstream, then parents would
give more time transfer to their son and daughter-in-law and less time transfer to
their daughter and son-in-law.

2.1.2 Needs of adult children in contemporary China

In this section I will move on to the second perspective illustrating the needs of
adult children in contemporary China. Unlike the first perspective which traces
the contemporary downward transfers to the traditional classical feedback model,
this perspective emphasizes that the downward transfers are parents’ responding
to the needs of their adult children. (Bai & Chen, 2012; Tao, 2011) Specifically,
dual-earner families (the families of the second generation), particularly those
with young children (the third generation) are illustrated to need special help from
the parental generation (the first generation).

First of all, much more women are now participating in the labour market and
dual bread-earner family has become the mainstream in contemporary China.
Statistics show that the number of women employed in the labour market has
grown from 291 million in 1990 to 337 million in 2003, accounting for 44.8% of
all employed people. > Lin (2011) noticed that most of the “post-80s” couples
(couples who were born in the 1980s) are dual bread-earner.

Secondly, in these dual bread-earner families, most women are not willing to
give up their work for sparing time to take care of babies or to do other household
duties. Scholars have given different explanations on this. Lin (2011) argue that
the females went out to work not only because of rising financial pressure such as

*1It is widely acknowledged that in China (even nowadays), female takes the main responsibility for household
duty. Reflected in the feedback model, in most cases it is mother that is giving time transfers to the adult children.
Due to the limitation of data used in this research, the first analytical sample cannot prove this point and thus
only “parents” are mentioned in the hypotheses. However, in the descriptive analysis of the second sample, data
have shown that healthy mothers give much more time transfers than healthy fathers.

> The statistics come from the website of Xinhua: http://news.xinhuanet.com/zhengfu/2004-
04/26/content _1440778.htm.




high housing price but also due to the females’ being deeply influenced by the
idea of gender equality. Tao (2011) also agrees with the reason of rising financial
pressure. Bai and Chen (2012, 60) argue that even the family is rich enough and
the female can live well without working outside the family, still very few women
would be willing to quit their job and to be a housewife. According to their
explanation, this is because that in modern families, the bond to maintain a
marriage is really fragile. With the value of household duty not being recognized
by the market or the law, the female would suffer a lot if the marriage breaks up.
Whatever reason it may be, all scholars agree that in contemporary China, it
would be very difficult for the female to give up her own job for the family.

In this context of growing dual bread-earner families, current welfare system
fails to provide these families with necessary social security for raising young
children, which has made it necessary for their parents to provide supports. This
failure can be reflected by the underdevelopment of birth insurance as well as the
various problems regarding pre-school education and care.

As for the birth insurance, the very first problem is that only a small number
of female workers are covered. As mentioned by many scholars, large numbers of
women living rural area are excluded from this insurance, as well as many
females involved in informal employments. (Song & Shi, 2009, 57-59) In average,
only 28% of adult women are covered by this insurance in the whole country with
great gap among different areas. Rich provinces such as Jiangsu had a rate of
more than 68% while the lowest rate in Guizhou was less than 1%. Until the end
of 2006, even among those employed females, the average rate of being covered
by this birth insurance was still only 55%. (Song & Shi, 2009, 59) All these
statistics have shown that the covering of birth insurance is very limited and even
for women employed in the labour market, this insurance is still not necessarily
available for them.

Moreover, even with this birth insurance, the welfare women get is still far
from enough. Wan (2007, 31) notice that the social welfare for women has
improved a lot and now with birth insurance, women can enjoy paid maternity
leave of about 90 days, medical care as well as fertility subsidy. But this offers
really tiny help for women in a dual bread-earner family. The most realistic
problem that this insurance cannot help with is that someone needs to look after
the baby after that 90 days’ leave.

Unfortunately, early childhood education and care (for children from 0O to 6
years old) in China cannot help solve this problem neither. In urban areas, the
market reform since the 1980s has pushed pre-school education into an awkward
status and this has made it not only difficult but also expensive for parents to get
their children into nursery schools or kindergartens, as illustrated by a number of
scholars. (Hong & Pang, 2009, 3-4; Liu, 2009, 1-2; Liu & Xu, 2011) Before the
reform, normally the enterprises and institutions where the young parents worked
would provide nurseries and kindergartens and this provision was regarded as one
part of welfare. However, after the reform, most of these nurseries and
kindergartens have closed. (Liu, 2009,1-2) From then on, large amount of social
capital has flowed in and nowadays the number of either private nurseries or
private kindergartens has far surpassed the number of public ones. (Chen, 2009;



Chu, 2008) However, this has not brought any convenience for parents. Firstly, as
many scholars argue, this reform has denied the social security function of early
childhood education and care that was previously achieved through funding
offered by social enterprises and institutions. (Hong & Pang, 2009, 3-4; Liu & Xu,
2011) Secondly, as pre-school education is beyond the nine-year compulsory
education, very few public expenses are devoted to it, especially when local
governments are under the pressure to expand compulsory education. (Hong &
Pang, 2009, 3-4; Liu, 2009, 1-2) In this case, only children who go to public
nurseries or kindergartens can enjoy previous welfare because public funding only
flows to public nurseries and kindergartens. But the number of public pre-schools
is so small that only a tiny fraction of young parents can have the opportunity to
send their children there. As for those private pre-schools, since they run as
profitable companies, the expenses are really high. Moreover, as illustrated by
Hong and Pang (2009, 3-4), the quality of these private pre-schools cannot be
ensured due to lack of regulation and supervision.

In rural areas, this problem 1is even more serious. As Pang
& Han (2010) point out in their research, with more labours migrating from rural
areas to urban areas, one significant problem is emerging of the care and
education for those young children of these migrating people. Nowadays, a large
amount of these young children are still living in rural areas, away from their
parents who are working in urban areas. As for these children, nurseries and
kindergartens are even more difficult to get in than those in urban areas. In Li’s
(2006, 41) empirical research on one relatively rich county in Fuzhou, only half of
the interviewees have got pre-schools around where he or she lives.

Thus, the early childhood care and education is now quite under-developed
and it is not able to meet the social demands. Until 2009, only 40% of children
between 3 to 6 have the chance to get in a kindergarten. (Liu, 2009, 1-2) Along
with this low rate, there is also a serious problem of great gap between different
areas. Meanwhile, as pointed out by Liu (2009, 2), even in urban areas, the
resources are allocated with great inequality since good preschool education is
only available to a very small fraction of children.

In this context, those dual bread-earner families always face such a problem to
find someone to take care of the children when both partners are working. In fact,
when typing “dual bread-earner families” (in Chinese) into Google, the first
several pages are all about discussions and reports on this problem.

It 1s in these circumstances that the parental generation stands out and gives
their adult children the necessary help that they need. Thus, it can be inferred that
young couple with children who are between 0 to 6 years old need the parental
generation’s help most, just as what Tao (2011) has discussed in her research.
What needs to be pointed out here is that to help raise young children is just one
of the supports given by the parental generation. Apart from this most significant
help, the parental generation also gives time transfers to deal with the household
duty so that the young couple can devote all their efforts to their own work, as
reflected by Shen’s (2013) research.

Following two hypotheses can be generated based on previous arguments.



Hypothesis 2a: The parental generation tends to give more time transfers to
their adult children if the two partners of young couple both work outside.

Hypothesis 2b: In the cases that two partners of young couple both work
outside the home (dual-worker family), the parental generation tends to give more
time transfers to the filial generation if the young couple has their own child who
is between 0 to 6 years old.

2.1.3 Underlying mechanism: rational self-interested or altruistic
giving

After introducing previous two perspectives, this section will provide another
perspective that helps understand what mechanism (rational or altruistic) is
actually underlying the downward transfers described in previous two
perspectives. For those who support rational mechanism, downward transfers are
offered out of considerations for parents themselves’ interest. It is argued that the
intergenerational interaction is now becoming more self-interest-based due to the
declining filial piety and increasing individual awareness. While for other scholars
who are for the altruistic mechanism, acknowledging the fact that traditional piety
filial is decreasing does not mean that the parents are becoming more rational.
They assert that influenced by deep-rooted traditional family-oriented culture,
parents are still always willing to help their adult children and as a corollary, a
new trend is emerging that resources are now flowing downward from the
parental generation to the filial generation. Arguments about these two
mechanisms will be described in details in the following sections, starting from
the rational mechanism.

As mentioned before, the very core idea of rational mechanism is that parents
act on their own interest consideration®. Applying this idea to the first perspective
of feedback model, the downward transfers are strategic investments made by
rational parents in order to get return from their adult children. Parents act like
this because the traditional filial piety is decaying while they still need support
from adult children to get old-age care.

The starting point of this argument is the decaying of filial piety, the
traditional culture that bolsters the classical feedback model. To understand this
culture backbone, the key is the imperative role of family in old-age care
throughout Chinese history. This importance of family in old-age care can firstly
be reflected by the filial piety rooted in Confucian culture as mentioned before.
Fei (1998, 48-53) has pointed out that in ancient China, the main approach to get
society organized was a series of common codes of behaviour that were generally
acknowledged by the society at that time. These codes are not necessarily
ethically good or courteous; rather sometimes one code may even be cruel from

% Here “interest” is applied to indicate material interest.
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contemporary values. And according to Fei (1998, 50), these codes were not
decided by one person like the emperor, instead they were passed on from
generation to generation due to the effectiveness of these codes. The filial piety is
just one of these codes. In ancient China, if one contravened this piety, not only
would he or she be despised by the public, but it was also possible for him or her
to get death penalty in some extreme cases. (Qu, 1981, 27-49) Even in current
laws, one can find provisions that stipulate this filial piety. For instance, according
to the Law on the Rights and Interests of the Elderly that was introduced in 1996,
the filial generation should provide care through informal approaches for the
elderly who may have illness.

Nevertheless, even with these stipulations, many scholars assert that the
backbone culture of filial piety is decaying in contemporary China. In Chen’s
study about the elderly’s suicide (2009, 165-166), he has classified four types of
reasons about why the old-age people committed suicide and 70 out of 128
suicides are classified as despair suicide. This means that in most of the suicide
cases, old-age people committed suicide due to their children’s non-respect and
not caring them at all. And the number of this type suicide has experienced a rapid
growth from the 1980 to 2008. (Chen, 2009, 167) More importantly, in Chen’s
surveys, most people living in the neighbourhood said that they could do nothing
concerning these suicides because they do not have the power to condemn those
children not caring their parents. This has shown that previous traditional common
code of behaviour is now losing original restrictions.

For this decline in filial piety, scholars have given many different explanations.
For Guo (2008), the main factors that have caused this trend are the economic
development and more importantly, the intervention of state administrative power
into the grass roots. Guo argued that several political campaigns since 1949 are
quite ritual and these campaigns have demolished the traditional codes of
behaviours like filial piety that based on previous local life patterns. Sui (1989)
also argued for the great effect on traditional culture of this intervention from the
monopolistic state power.

As illustrated by Yan (2006, 261), with this declining of filial piety, individual
awareness of rights is increasing all the time. This emerging awareness can relate
to one’s education background as well as one’s age. One quantitative research
carried out by Yu (2011) has shown that education background is significantly
related to people’s attitudes concerning the classical feedback model raised by Fei.
Specifically, the more educated one person is, the less likely he or she will be
influenced by the traditional culture of filial piety. Wu and Jiang (2008) also
confirmed this finding in their research based on surveys conducted in Jiangsu
Province and beyond this they also found age as another significant factor. In
other words, the younger one person is, or the higher education level he or she
achieves, the less he or she would agree with the idea that the filial generation
should take the main responsibility for supporting the parental generation on old-
age care.

In this context, it is claimed by some scholars that the intergenerational
transfers are now more likely to base on self-interest, as reflected as reciprocal
resource exchange rather than a continuation of traditional culture. As illustrated
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by Nie (2007), individual interest is now becoming the main guidance for
conducts and behaviours. In Chen’s research (1998), he has pointed out that due
to the decaying of filial piety, the parental generation has lost their previous status
in the family and they have to “invest” in their children so that when they get old,
the children are willing to take care of them in return. This investment is named
by Chen as some kind of strategy that can be shown in various forms, such as
providing financial support for their children’s education and marriage, helping
raising babies and dealing with household duty. And according to his data and
analysis, a positive relationship has been corroborated between the parents’
investment and the return they receive from their children.

With this logic of emphasizing individual interest, it can be inferred that old-
age people with more independence will have less motivation to depend on their
children. (Tao, 2011, 16-17) In other words, the main reason for parents to give
transfers to their children is to expect returns and in this case, if they do not need
the return, then they would not give transfers to their adult children. Tao (2011,
16-17) supports this argument and she maintains that those parents with relatively
high income are always financially independent and thus it is not necessary for
them to count on the feedback support from their adult children. In both Ye’s
(2012) and Yu’s (2011) empirical research, this speculation has been corroborated
since they have showed that people with higher income are less likely to hold the
idea of traditional feedback model. Thus, income will be one vital factor that may
affect intergenerational relationship. The higher income they earn, the more
independent they are, the less necessary for them to make such “investments” to
give out downward transfers. Only considering individual interest, parents will
give less if they expect less from their children.

When applying this rational mechanism to understand the second perspective,
then parents respond to their children’s needs just because they have no other
choice and this kind of downward transfers will cause extra burden to them. As
illustrated by some scholars (Bai & Chen, 2012; Tao, 2011), the mother always
plays the key role in providing labour/time transfers to the young couple. It is
argued by these scholars that it is these old-age women’s contributions that are
supporting those dual bread-earner families. Based on this fact, Tao (2011) points
out that these transfers would do harm to the welfare’ of the parental generation,
especially to the mother.

In contrast to rational mechanism, those who argue for altruistic giving
illustrate that parents take it as granted that they should devote themselves to
helping their children. In other words, parents support their adult children due to

7 The literature is in Chinese and the phrase used here is “#&#” (translated as “welfare™). However, this Chinese
phrase can be applied to refer to happiness as well as material interest. The first character “4#” mainly means
happiness and the second “F]” refers to interest. By reading through the context of this literature, it can be told
that the author argues for the rational mechanism and therefore it can be inferred that not only material interest
will be harmed but also happiness will be injured. In later analysis, considering that the data provide indicators
for happiness and material interest is difficult to measure, happiness will be chosen here to indicate “welfare” in

hypotheses 2c.
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their “instinct” cultivated by the specific cultural environment of family
orientation.

Unlike the reciprocal care described in the rational mechanism, many
contemporary studies emphasized that in China nowadays, both in rural and urban
areas, there is a trend for resources to flow downward from the parental
generation to the filial generation. (Liu, 2005; Kang, 2009; Wei, 2011; Yang,
2011; Wang, 2011; Wang, 2013) Specifically, Kang (2009) pointed out in urban
areas, children successfully get material as well as labour benefits from parents
while parents’ emotional demands are not met perfectly. Wang (2013) looked into
rural families in which adult children migrated into urban areas and he named the
intergenerational transfers in these families as “auxiliary model”. In this model
parents provide financial support for their adult children to purchase housing in
urban areas as well as preparing dowry, betrothal gifts or bride price for their
adult children (the second generation) when they get married. It is also very
common that it is the parental generation that takes the responsibility of bringing
up their grandchildren (the third generation). Meanwhile, the parental generation
tries their best to be independent, not adding any extra burden for their adult
children who are working in the urban areas.

The subjective attitude of altruistic parenting cultivated by family orientation
culture is mentioned here to explain the behaviour of parents’ supporting their
adult children. Rooted in the Confucian orientation, the traditional Chinese culture
puts great emphasis on the family. As illustrated in the book “The Geography of
Thought” (Nisbett, 2003, 15-19), a conception of individual rights is foreign to
Chinese people in ancient times and in their social life, individuals are connected
“as ropes in a net”. The family is just the most significant net and “the individual
works not for self-benefits but for the entire family”. For people living these nets,
family advancement is prior to self-advancement. With this background, Yang
(2011, 157) maintains that the family orientation culture has led the parents to
make strict demand on themselves while being quite lenient to their adult children.
This can be reflected by their every effort to helping their adult children while
caring little about the return they may get. He (2007, 2) and Li (1993) have also
discussed this family orientation’s effects on parents’ altruistic transfers to their
children. They both assert that the various supports given by the parental
generation are not only out of paternal or maternal love, but also due to great
influences by the traditional culture. To help children get married and establish his
or her own family is regarded by parents as the most paramount responsibility.
And it is worthwhile for parents to sacrifice their own interest to meet the
demands of their children. Some extreme cases have been discussed in Chen’s
research about old-age people’s suicides. In this research, he classified one type of
suicide as “volunteer suicide”, in which case old-age people chose to commit
suicide for the sake of their children. (Chen, 2008, 164) For instance, some old
people were seriously ill and they though that if they lived on their children would
have to take much more burden to take care of them.

This altruistic mechanism of willingness to help children can also be reflected
by parents’ generosity towards the decrease in care they received from children.
Yang (2011, 157) illustrates that underlying the downward flow is the increasing
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difficulty for the filial generation to care for their aging parents. Wei (2011)
further elaborates how these difficulties come into being. Based on Guo (1995)’s
and Wang (2004)’s research about recent changes in Chinese population and
family patterns, he pointed out that with the emergence of core families it has
become less convenient for adult children to take care of their aging parents. In
the past, most adult children (always the son) would live with their parents even
after they get married and in these expanded families, it is very easy and
convenient for them to look after their parents. However, nowadays, more and
more young people live independently after they begin to work or get married and
thus, it is not as easy as in the past for them to care for their parents. As Yang
illustrated (2011), with this family-oriented culture, parents always treat their
children with generosity and thoughtfulness and they are quite tolerant to the
decrease in care from children, which further strengthens the downward resource
flow from parental generation to filial generation.

Applying this altruistic mechanism to interpret the downward transfers, the
more capability parents hold, the more transfers they will devote to the adult
children. As for parents with higher income, more financial transfers will be
offered to their adult children. Similarly, more time transfers will be delivered if
parents are in better health condition. This is because giving time transfers, mainly
doing household duty and taking care of family members such as a young
grandchild, is a labour-costing and time-consuming task. Then parents with better
health condition will be able to give more time transfers. And based on altruistic
mechanism, if parents are able to help their children, they are always willing to
offer these help.

Based on these rational and altruistic mechanisms, three sets of hypotheses
(Hypotheses 3a, Hypotheses 3b and Hypotheses 3c) are generated. For each set,
two competing claims are developed based on these two different mechanisms.
For parents’ income, claim 3a.l is generated based on rational mechanism
because parents with higher income are more independent and they rely less on
the return offered by their adult children. Claim 3a.2 is established on altruistic
mechanism since altruistic parenting will lead parents to help their adult children
more if they are able to do this. Similarly, hypotheses 3b.1 and 3b.2 are generated
based on rational and altruistic mechanism correspondently. Health condition is
regarded as another indicator for capability to give transfers and altruistic
mechanism will argue that better health condition of parents will lead to more
downward time transfers. Apart from these, another set of hypotheses 3¢ are built
based on these two mechanisms. As mentioned before, according to rational
mechanism, responding to children’s needs will be regarded as extra burden by
parents and the more they need to help, the heavier the burden is, the more harm
they have to face. (Hypothesis 3c.1) However, the altruistic mechanism will not
regard this response as burden and they wou