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Abstract Grounded in a literature review, current living arrangements and housing
conditions of the elderly in China are investigated with new empirical evidence.
Survey data of September 2009 included a total of 692 Chinese households with a
focus on elderly members. Major findings are: (1) living arrangements of the
Chinese elderly were diverse, but the majority were living independently, or in
“empty nests,” with 67.8% of the respondents not living with their adult children; (2)
housing and community facilities for the elderly were inadequate (especially those
serving the disabled); (3) no significant group difference was found in the utilization
of public facilities by the elderly; (4) the workplace (Danwei) was no longer a
dominant source of housing assistance; and (5) housing conditions and property
rights as part of the social stratification in China reflected different occupational
statuses before retirement.
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As the world’s most populous country, China had an elderly population (age 60 and
above) of 169 million in 2009, with an annual increase rate of nearly 10 million.1

The nation faces three major problems with regard to aging. First, half of its older
people do not have social security to meet their basic needs including medical care.
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Second, many Chinese cities have grown overcrowded, with insufficient community
facilities for use by the elderly. Third, long-term care has become an outstanding
issue. How to deal with the challenge of rapid aging has become a major issue for
the Chinese in the 21st century.

This article is concerned with the living arrangements and housing conditions of
the elderly in China. Housing is one of the most understudied aspects of aging in
China. An older person’s living arrangements cannot be understood without regard
to the housing situation of the entire household, which may involve other factors (e.g.,
transportation) while a change can be difficult. The situation of the family and the
local community is also important.

Our specific objectives are: (1) to clarify the current living arrangements of the
Chinese elderly with an emphasis on their housing conditions; (2) to explore
potential factors affecting those arrangements and conditions; (3) to study the role of
community services and facilities and utilization patterns of older people; and (4) to
describe potential differences in housing as a form of social stratification.

Literature Review

Research on aging in the English-speaking world has paid great attention to housing.
Age has become central to studies of demographics and housing demand (Myers
1990). Researchers observed that being and becoming retired is correlated with
housing changes (Feinstein and McFadden 1987; Venti and Wise 1989; VanderHart
1993). Housing demographers focus especially on age because mobility declines
sharply with age, and because different age groups typically occupy different types
of housing (Clark and Dieleman 1996; Gober 1992; Masnick 2002). Homeowner-
ship rates rise with age, and do not generally peak until after age 65 (Myers and Ryu
2008; Chevan 1989).

A household with two adults and two children naturally becomes an “over-
consumer” as the children leave the “nest” (Feinstein and McFadden 1987; Kendig
1990). Owners of 60 and above are nearly certain to be “over-consuming” housing
(Clark and Deurloo 2006). On the other hand, some older homeowners desire to
reduce their home equity (VanderHart 1994) through “reverse mortgages,” which
allow the elderly to turn properties into cash to improve their quality of life in old
age and open up a new way for solving pension problems (Yan 2008). Housing
reverse mortgages, also known as pensioning by housing, was originated in the
Netherlands, though the development in the United States has become a
representative model.

Some scholars argue that household characteristics are among major determinants
of older people’s housing choices and constraints. These include: a) family size,
since single elders are much less likely to own homes than to rent; b) family
reproduction; c) employment/career; d) gender; e) living habits or lifestyle (Izuhara
and Heywooe 2003). In addition, personal failures or improvements, social-structural
change, and social policies and norms are also included in the discussion. For
instance, the vast majority of people in Japan used to spend their later life living with
their children. But with the gradual change of culture, families have been liberated
from the influence of Confucian doctrine, which has also transformed elderly
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people’s relationship with the younger generations. Consequently, older people’s
expectations and the practice of co-residency have declined significantly (Izuhara
2000). Older people in Korea also preferred separate senior housing units or
developments, semi-assisted living homes, and multi-generational group homes, in
that order (Kim et al. 2003).

To a certain extent, an expansion of elderly-only households reflects older
people’s growing preference for independent living. Explanations for this trend have
highlighted economic independence of older people as well as the inadequacy of
housing in urban areas to accommodate extended families. However, the main
reason for the increasing separation of older parents from adult children is due to
their changing views of life and family over time. Living independently allows the
elderly to avoid unnecessary conflicts with the younger generations, to improve their
individual life and pursuits, and to maximize their freedom (Izuhara 2000). Research
shows that older persons with higher income and greater net worth display a higher
probability of independent living. Economists have accumulated evidence that
Social Security income is a key element in the rising residential independence (i.e.,
living alone) of older Americans during the 20th century (e.g., Costa 1999; McGarry
and Schoeni 2000). Such data are believed to indicate that privacy and independence
are purchased by those who can afford to do so (Burch and Matthews 1987). Older
persons may prolong their independence if they have adequate economic resources,
own their own homes, can purchase in-home services, or can afford to purchase
private insurance. Research shows that persons with greater economic resources,
more children, and better functional status are more capable of maintaining
independence and less likely to die or live in a nursing home. Such evidence shows
the utility of micro-level approaches to understanding community living arrange-
ments (Burr and Mutchler 2007).

However, many older people face a housing affordability problem (Hermanson
and Citro 1999). One theory emphasizes structural factors and how they have
intertwined with life-course factors to cause some older people to be where they are
today (Clark et al. 2003, 1984). Older people’s housing histories are likely to have
been influenced by “life-course” events that include wars, politics, economics,
housing provision structure, class, income, human endeavor, inheritance, geograph-
ical location, employment, marital and parental status, and how housing is regulated
(Heywood et al. 2002; Izuhara and Heywooe 2003). An example is that there has
been a shift from providing housing for low-income populations to providing
housing for middle-income and high-income groups to entice them to stay in cities
(Kay 2003). Research has also revealed that private tenants experience different
types and degrees of harassment and abuse by their landlords, including verbal and
financial abuse, neglect (of repairs and improvement) and illegal evictions (Izuhara
and Heywooe 2003; Johansson 1991). Particularly, subsidized tenants had greater
health and physical limitations (Gibler 2003). There is a huge gap in terms of
financial resources between senior home-owners and tenants. The majority of elderly
households held substantial assets, with the median net worth of homeowners age 62
and older being $ 141,300 vs. only $6,460 for renters in 1995 (Gibler 2003).

Research has also examined health factors and found that deteriorating health
seems to precipitate moves into nursing homes and other dependent arrangements
(Ellwood and Kane 1989; Garber and MaCurdy 1989). Gillespie and Sloan (1990)
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divide elderly housing into “accessory apartments” and “public housing”, for seniors
who are independent and able to remain active on their own, and housing for
dependent and disabled seniors. In practice, “housing” and “health” have become
intertwined in the growth of various kinds of housing, convenience services,
healthcare, and insurance.

In sum, the existing literature suggests that (1) retirement is linked with housing
changes; (2) homeowners over 60 are nearly certain to be “over-consuming”
housing, and housing reverse mortgages are a good way to boost elderly pensions;
(3) household characteristics and earlier housing career are major determinants of
older people’s housing choices and constraints; (4) older persons with higher income
and greater net worth display a higher probability of independent living; (5) many
elderly households face a housing affordability problem; and (6) there is a link
between housing and health.

Do these hold true to the Chinese elderly? The following will use empirical data
to explore some of the related questions and potential answers. A more general view
will be provided in another paper containing an extensive review of the Chinese
research literature.

Empirical Data

The data were collected in a survey conducted in September 2009. A total of 231
new students at Central-South University (CSU) in China participated as
interviewers with the use of a standard questionnaire. Each student interviewer
was asked to recruit and interview three households with elderly members in his or
her hometown, whose housing condition was regarded as upper level, middle level,
and lower level, respectively (see Table 1). CSU is a national university and the
students represented the country’s different areas quite well under a national
admissions quota system. While not strictly a random sample, the stratified and
“snowball” sampling strategy yielded nearly 100 per cent response rate with useful
information. All data were analyzed by using Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS) 13.0.

There were a total of 692 interviewees included in the survey sample, of which
293 were from rural areas while 399 from urban areas. The vast majority (651) were
aged 60 and above. Most (60.2%) had a living spouse. Reflecting the fact that males

Table 1 Sample distribution by housing condition locally rated by interviewers

Housing level Frequency Percent Valid percent Cumulative percent

Valid Lower 215 31.1 32.7 32.7

Middle 247 35.7 37.5 70.2

Upper 196 28.3 29.8 100.0

Total 658 95.1 100.0

Missing 34 4.9

Total 692 100.0
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still tended to play the role of household heads, 430 respondents were male and 262
were female (with 11 missing data on gender). Before they retired, 29 interviewees
had no work, 116 were classified as cadres, 68 teachers, 16 technicians, 23
professional technicians, 18 merchants, 16 general staff, 54 other workers, and 293
peasants/famers.

Findings

Living Arrangements

Table 2 shows a number of different living arrangements among the elderly
respondents, with a striking fact that two-thirds (67.8%) of them did not live with
their adult children. While only 8.7% of the respondents hoped to live just by
themselves, 18.4% had to live alone even without a spouse. However, living with
spouse only was the largest category, accounting for nearly half of the sample. More
detailed analysis revealed that 31.7% of rural elderly respondents lived with their
adult sons, while only 18.5% of urban respondents did so. In general, the data
suggest that more Chinese elderly hoped to live with their offspring than they were
actually able to do so (see Table 2). However, the fact that more than half (55.3%) of
the elderly sample hoped to live alone or with spouse only is quite remarkable in a
cultural setting where a tradition of Confucianism has valued several generations to
live under the same roof (Chen 1996).

Potential Factors Affecting Living Arrangements

The health of older people tends to be an important consideration in their living
arrangements. The survey data showed that those living in the cities were generally
reported healthier than those living in rural areas, with 65.8% of the former said to
be in good health (“nice” or “OK”) vs. 47.2% for the latter. The urban-rural gap
narrowed with regard to major diseases, with 13.2% of urban elderly respondents
having suffered from one or more major disease vs. 15.2% for rural elderly
respondents (see Table 3).

Table 2 Living arrangements of the elderly respondents vs. their hopes

Frequency Valid percent Cumulative percent

Current Hope Current Hope Current Hope

Alone 123 57 18.4 8.7 18.4 8.7

With spouse 329 305 49.3 46.6 67.8 55.3

With adult son 161 210 24.1 32.1 91.9 87.3

With adult daughter 32 56 4.8 8.5 96.7 95.9

With grandchildren 15 22 2.2 3.4 99.0 99.2

Other 7 5 1.0 .8 100.0 100.0

Total 667 655 100.0 100.0
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Adequate health and functional ability are often deemed necessary for maintain-
ing independence since these characteristics relate to the capacity to meet the needs
of daily living (Hays et al. 2003). Poor physical and mental health, along with
restrictions in the activities of daily living, are empirically associated with a greater
likelihood of co-residence with other adults (Waite and Hughes 1999; Worobey and
Angel 1990). These previous observations are supported by our findings since the
ratios of those living with adult children relative to those not living with adult
children increased for the elderly in poorer health (see Table 4).

Housing and Community Facilities

Housing facilities are a type of physical, biological and social area representing
technological and organizational forms of biosocial life and indicating a certain way
of life for the individuals or society (Melnikas 1998). Basic facilities such as gas,
electricity, tap water, kitchen appliances, toilets, and bathes as well as special designs
such as grab bars are very important to the daily living of the elderly. In China,
housing design has generally included those basic facilities in the cities but often
incomplete in rural areas. Table 5 shows that 98% of the elderly households had
electricity and 94% owned a kitchen, but only 52% had grab bars installed in their
homes. The percentages of owning a bathroom, tap water, and gas were all too low.

Outside facilities in the community are also important to the elderly, such as
public spaces (e.g., parks), public toilets, benches, etc. A safe environment should
include lights, pavements, transportation services, accessible designs of buildings,
and opportunities for participation in community activities. This study inquired
about facilities for the handicapped, senior centers, fitness facilities, clinics,
emergency telephones, and transportation. The results are also included in Table 5,
which show inadequacy of many community facilities, especially those for the
handicapped.

The survey used a 0–2 scale to measure access to an emergency telephone with 2
indicating “easy” and 0 indicating “none”; the mean value was 1.41, which did not
bode very well to the elderly in emergency situations. For transportation
convenience, a 0–4 scale was used, with 4 indicating “very convenient” and 0 “very
inconvenient”; the mean value for the sample was 2.17. In terms of average distance
between an elderly residence to various community facilities, the findings were: a)

Table 3 Self reported health of elderly respondents

Self reported health Total

Nice OK Usually have some
small trouble

Suffering from a
major disease

More than one major
disease

Rural N 54 80 107 34 9 284

% 19.0 28.2 37.7 12.0 3.2 100.0

Urban N 135 119 81 40 11 386

% 35.0 30.8 21.0 10.4 2.8 100.0
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senior centers: 1.426 km; b) fitness centers: 0.927 km; and c) clinics: 1.12 km. With
regard to usual means of transportation, 51.8% of the elderly respondents chose
walking, 25% took buses, 11.7% used bicycles, and only 9.4% had cars.

Utilization of Community Facilities

The average frequency of the elderly sample visiting community senior centers was
3.66 times a week. For fitness facilities, the average frequency was 4.82 times a
week. For community clinics: 2.58 times a month.

Our data analysis used age, gender, education, occupation, income, housing
conditions, etc. as independent variables, but no significant difference was found in
the utilization of community facilities. Health status, however, did make a noticeable
difference. We found that elderly respondents in wheelchair significantly reduced
their daily participation in community activities and physical exercise.

Housing Assistance and Homeownership

Table 6 shows housing assistance received by the elderly respondents from various
sources. It is noticeable that workplaces (Danwei) were no longer the dominant
source of provision, giving way to local government agencies and indicating a major
change brought about by Chinese economic reform (Chen 1996).

Housing reform China has created a high rate of homeownership in the cities in
addition to traditionally high rate of homeownership in the rural villages. Data show
that 84.8% of the elderly respondents owned their housing property, 12.3% lived in
houses owned/donated by others, and only 1.2% were tenants. In terms of the ways
homeownership was acquired, 18.8% of the houses were from their former work
units or Danwei, 11% were bought under subsidized affordable housing plans, 8.2%
were commercial housing, 14.1% were transferred from other private housing, and
40.9% (most of them were rural residents) were inherited.

Housing Consumption

From the survey data we found that a majority of older people enjoyed considerable
equity in their real estate properties. This had to do with the fact that the Chinese
were used to cash deals while a mortgage system was introduced not very long ago.

Table 5 Housing facilities and community facilities

Housing facilities N % Yes Community facilities N % Yes

Kitchen 672 94 Handicapped facilities 650 20.6

Bathroom 666 77 Senior activity center 675 36.6

Grab bars 645 52 Fitness facilities 660 40

Gas 656 67 Clinics 664 74.1

Electricity 666 98

Tap water 665 79
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On average, their housing floor area was 101.86 square meters, which valued at
RMB 209,922 yuan. From the current market estimates they provided, we calculated
an average profit of RMB 132,080 yuan since they acquired ownership.

Housing and Social Stratification

We noticed that there were huge differences among the elderly with regard to their
wealth reflected in the value of their homes. And the main factor was their different
occupations before retirement. Data show that former government officials and staff
were rewarded with the largest amount of profit from their housing properties, while
former peasants and the unemployed made the least profit (see Table 7). Former
workers also benefited significantly from the former Danwei-based welfare system
including housing, which was often sold to them at a token price in a national
movement toward privatization (Chen et al. 2008).

Conclusion and Discussion

Housing for the aging has received much attention in Western welfare states
(Kwon 1999; Kim et al. 2003). As an “economic state” in the zigzag of a
politicization and de-politicization process (Chen 2004), China has not had much
chance to focus on this important aspect of social welfare until it started reform in
the 1980s. However, elderly people have not been at the center of housing study,
policy, and practice since aging research itself is still young in China. As a
consequence, older people have limited housing choices and housing development

Table 6 Housing assistance from different sources

The housing help from: Frequency Percent Valid percent Cumulative percent

Former workplaces yes 149 21.5 25.9 25.9

no 426 61.6 74.1 100.0

Total 575 100.0

District offices yes 84 12.1 14.6 14.6

no 490 70.8 85.4 100.0

Total 574 100.0

Street offices yes 129 18.6 22.4 22.4

no 446 64.5 77.6 100.0

Total 575 100.0

Civil affairs administration yes 179 25.9 31.1 31.1

no 396 57.2 68.9 100.0

Total 575 100.0

Others yes 76 11.0 13.3 13.3

no 497 71.8 86.7 100.0

Total 573 100.0
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has not paid enough regard to their special needs. For a country that used to be
young and is experiencing sudden aging, raising awareness of great needs in this
field is more important than ever.

This study reviewed Western experience as reflected in the literature and
conducted analysis based on empirical data on current living arrangements and
housing conditions of the elderly in China. We found that living arrangements of the
Chinese elderly were diverse, but the majority were living independently, or in
“empty nests,” with 67.8% of the respondents not living with their adult children.
This should help to open the eyes of policy makers and others who tend to insist that
elder care in China should be the responsibility of the family without adequate
support. We found that housing and community facilities for the elderly were
inadequate (especially those serving the disabled), which reminds policy makers and
professional practitioners of the need for “care for the community” when community
care is desired and advocated (Chen 1996). And this seems to be of universal
significance since no significant group difference was found in the utilization of
public facilities by the elderly. The fact that the workplace (Danwei) was no longer a
dominant source of housing assistance reflected the result of economic reform as
well as the achievement of the official “community construction” campaign.
Housing reform in urban China has helped to achieve a high rate of homeownership
by Chinese seniors (Li 2009). Yet, housing conditions and property rights as part of
the social stratification in China reflected different occupational statuses before
retirement. Theorists must face the fact and all other indications of a stratified
society when they talk about “socialism with Chinese characteristics” or learning
from Western welfare states.

Finally, we emphasize that as China faces unprecedented aging tide under its “one
child” policy, researchers, policy makers, and housing developers should heed the
housing needs of the elderly by providing more choices and suitable homes in every
city and countryside alike.

Table 7 Different housing property among different occupation

Former occupation Housing floor area
(m2)

Purchase cost (RMB
yuan)

Current market value
(RMB yuan)

Housing Profit

N Mean Std. N Mean Std N Mean Std.

No Job 22 80.50 9.62 8 77250 22984 7 145000 27451 67750

Peasant 278 91.85 7.99 86 21680 4624 87 62529 18386 40849

Worker 50 85.22 11.94 35 60900 15409 36 242500 84678 181600

Staff 14 97.00 9.65 9 101111 22696 10 315000 44727 213889

Teacher 65 105.43 7.98 41 114935 18260 38 210421 22575 95486

Technician 38 137.11 25.48 22 106747 31120 21 255714 41864 148967

Merchant 18 92.78 12.09 14 117142 29259 14 235714 36490 118572

Official 113 126.15 8.37 60 119700 17335 59 374538 85954 254838

Total 598 101.86 4.61 275 77842 6524 272 209922 24004 132080
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