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The combined effects of more and more elderly Chinese lLiving
in empty-nest households and into advanced age pose an un-
precedented challenge to the traditional family care for the aged
in China and raise concerns about how to provide long-term
care for the needy elderly. It has been increasingly recognized
that the traditional family-based support system alone is inad-
equate to cope with rapid social change and population aging
in China and that there is an urgent need to explore and de-
velop the role of extrafamilial involvement in meeting the needs
of long-term care for the Chinese elderly. This study used the in-
terview data collected in 2001 in the city of Wuban, and three
other surveys on eldercare in Wuhan between 1998 and 2005,
to show what eldercare patterns have emerged to cope with the
long-term care needs of the urban elderly. More specifically, it
describes and discusses three new eldercare patterns: at-home
eldercare (jujia yanglao), cammunit;ﬁba:ed eldercare (shequ
yanglao), and institutional care (yanglao jigou yanglao).
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n September 27, 2005, China’s official news media web-
O site—Xinhuanet—reported a special focus study on

the Chinese elderly. This report began with three tragic
stories, from the cities of Changchun, Dagqing, and Guangzhou
(Xinhuanet, 2005). Mr. Wang, who was 81 years old and a retired"
resident of Changchun, lived with his divorced daughter who was
bedridden due to cerebral thrombus. Despite his own old age,
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Wang also bad to care for his bedridden daughter. On August 8,
2005, neighbors found Wang's daughter crawling out of the apart-
ment for help. It was only then that they discovered that Mr. Wang
had been dead for more than 4 days, and his paralyzed daughrer
had almost died as well, having had only had one box of cookies
to eat in 4 days. In the second event, which happened in Daqing,
northeast China, Mr. Lu, a retiree of 70 years old, had sons and
daughters but had been living alone since his divorce. When on
June 22, 2005, the public security police forced his door open,
Mr. Lu was found to have been dead for more than 6 months. In
the third story, 2 mother in her mid-70s was living alone in Guang-
zhou, south China, and when her son came over to visit her, she
had been dead for 4 or 5 days.

The tragic deaths of these three old people highlight the demise
of the traditional multigenerational living arrangement in which
aging parents were looked after by family members, and point to
an increasingly common reality facing the Chinese elderly—living
alone in empty-nest households (kongrhao jiading). Recent sur-
veys on living arrangements in China have shown a rapid rise in
the proportion of empty-nest households—defined here as those
households composed only of aging parents living by themselves
as their adult child(ren) have moved out of parental households.
An article in China’s official English newspaper—China Daily—
reports that “of the 2.5 million senior citizens in Shanghai, over 40
percent are “empty nesters.” The percentage is 62 percent in Tian-
jin and 40 percent in Beijing” (China Daily, 2004). A survey of
the 2,700 retirees from Dalian Science and Technology University,
conducted in 2004, shows that 47.1% of these retirees coresided
with their children, 4.1% took turns living with their children’s
families, but 48.8% lived in empty-nest households (Chang,
2004). It has been projected that by 2010, 80% of Chinese senior
citizens in urban areas will live alone (Xinhua, 2004).!

Several factors have contributed to the sharp increase in empty
nesters in China in recent decades. One is the increase in liv-
ing space and housing due to the construction boom and hous-
ing reform that began in China in the 1980s (Davis, 1993; Feng,
2004; Tkels, 1990, 2004). Tkels’ longitudinal study in Guangzhou
shows that in comparison to what she observed in 1987, one obvi-
ous change in 1998 was that urban families were living in much
less crowded conditions. More specifically, the increased urban
living space was characterized by “an exodus of married children
from parental households” and their movement into new housing,
which contributed to a rise in the number of elderly parents living
in empty-nest households (Tkels, 2004, pp. 238-341).

Another reason for the increase in empty nesters has to do
with the new social trend of conjugal living 2among both the old
and the younger generations and a growing generation gap in
lifestyles (Huang, 2005; Yan, Y., 1997). According to Huang
Runlong, in addition to some demographic factors such as the
decrease in fertility and the increase in divorce rates that contrib-
ute to the rise of empty-nest households, the young generation’s
increasing demand for autonomy and the elderly generation’s
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increased standard of living also give rise to the increase of empty
nesters in China. Among the members of the younger generation,
as China has quickened its pace of modernization and industri-
alization, there is a higher level of career-motivated migration
and a higher frequency of job change. This trend favors smaller
nuclear families over large extended families, and has led to
greater geographic separation across the generations. Huang also
argues that with the general increase in the standard of living,
“both the young and the old generation desire more autonomy
and space of their own, and the traditional multigenerational
living arrangement is no longer adaptable to what people need”
(Huang, 2005, p. 61). According to a recent survey in Beijing,
28.17% of elderly females and 31.47% of elderly males indicated
that they preferred not to coreside with children because they
desired to “have their own independent space” (China Welfare-
net, 2005). A study of eldercare in Zhejiang Province even finds
that some elderly people prefer to live alone and separately from
their children because they “do not want to become ‘baomy’
(household helpers) for their children but want to have their own
independent life” (Dushi, 2005).

A further factor contributing to the rise in empty-nest house-
holds is the correlation between economic sufficiency and the pro-
pensity to live alone for more personal autonomy. Jonathan Unger's
study of the survey dara in the mid-1980s found that parents with
pensions were four times more likely to live apart from all their
children than were parents who had no pensions (Unger, 1993).
According to 2 2002 survey of Shanghai families, higher income
households tend to prefer separate living arrangements for the old
and the young generations, while lower income households lean
toward coresidence. Among the surveyed families with a per capita
monthly income of less than 500 yuan, 40.2% favored coresidence,
while only 12.4% did so among the families with a per capita
monthly income of 1,500 yuan or above (Shanghai Fulian, 2002).
Since the majority of urban retirees received pensions and could
benefit from the housing reform that allowed them to purchase
and own their work-unit subsidized housing, this combined effect
allowed more urban retirees to have an independent life apart from
their children. .

* Yet another factor responsible for the sharp increase in empty-
nest households in recent decades is the fact that the elderly par-
ents and their grown children are increasingly not living in the
same geographic area, because the adult children have relocated
elsewhere to pursue their career or life as China’s labor market
has become increasingly more open and globalized. For instance,
a study among the 260 empty-nest retirees from Beijing Univer-

sity (Beida) shows that 108 of them (41.54%) did not even have

any children living in Beijing, either because their children went
to study or live and work abroad (97%) or because their chil-
dren had relocated to Shanghai or Shenzhen (3%) (Xiong, 1998).
Although the extreme case of empty-nest households among cur-
rent Beida rerirees is not representative of the nation as a whole, it
does indicate the demographic trend that China’s parents during
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the one-child policy era will face when they begin to enter old age
in the next two decades—the absence or lack of family care in the
midst of rapid population aging and greater geographic separation
between the generations due to career/job-motivated migration in
a more open market economy.

The sharp increase in the empty-nest elderly can leave the aging
and frail parents in a vulnerable situation. When living alone,
elderly parents may not get prompt assistance or care when ill-
nesses or accidents strike suddenly, resulting in fatal tragedies like
the stories mentioned at the beginning of this article. Moreover,
due to increased standards of living and improved health condi-
tions, the Chinese elderly are living longer, with more and more
living well into their 80s and even 90s, defined as the oldest old.
In 1999, China’s oldest-old population reached 11.1 million.> Of
the 68 million oldest old in the world, more than 16% live in
China (Poston & Duan, 2000, pp. 715-716). As the aging parents
become truly old, their health problems also increase. According
to the 1998 Chinese Longitudinal Healthy Longevity Survey, the
prevalence of disability in activities of daily living (ADLs) increases
dramatically from less than 5% at age 65-69 to 20% at age 84-84
and 40% at age 90-94 (Zeng & Wang, 2003, p. 98). It is estimated
that the number of oldest old persons in China will climb from
11.5 million in 2000 to 27 million in 2020, 39 million in 2030,
and 99 million in 2050 (Zeng et al., 2002, p. 251).

The combined effects of more and more elderly Chinese living
alone and into advanced age pose an unprecedented challenge to
the traditional family care for the aged in China and raise con-
cerns of how to provide long-term care for the needy elderly. It
has been increasingly recognized that the traditional family-based
support system alone is inadequate to cope with the rapid social
changes and population aging in China and that there is an urgent
need to explore and develop the role of extrafamilial involvement
in meeting the needs f long-term care for the Chinese elderly.
In this study, [ used my*2001 interview dara collected in the city
of Wuhan, supplemented by three other surveys® on eldercare in
Wuhan between 1998 and 2005, to show what eldercare patterns
have emerged to cope with the long-term care needs of the urban
elderly. My interview data were based on my visits to two neigh-
borhood communities and five elder homes in Wuhan. T have iden-
tified three newly emerging eldercare patterns: at-home eldercare
(jujia yanglao), community-based eldercare (shequ yanglas), and
institutional care (yanglao jigou yanglao). In what follows, 1 introduce
and discuss each eldercare pattern. ‘

AT-HOME ELDERCARE

At-home eldercare refers here to the situation in which eldedy per-
sons spend their twilight years at home, either providing their own
eldercare or receiving care from family members. On the surface, the
at-home eldercare pattern may resemble the Chinese tradition of fam-
ily care for the elderly, but in fact it is quite different. This is because
many urban eldetly are increasingly living in empty-nest households




and have to provide their own daily care needs. A 1999 survey based
on a sample of 1,000 eldetly people in Wuhan shows that 40.47% of
the eldetly lived alone or with only a spouse (Yan, M., 1999). As for their
eldercare provision, only 22.97% of the surveyed elderly received care
from their adult children while 51.70% of the elderly provided their
own eldercare; 20.59% received care from their spouse; and another
4.74% received care from hired helpers. This survey finding clearly
indicates thar the traditional eldercare model of the young providing
care for their aged parents no longer constitutes the main source of
caregiving for the elderly in urban China.

A 1996 survey on the long-term needs of the elderly in Wuhan
found that 29.7% of the 407 elderly people surveyed indicated
that they needed long-term care badly 51.1% indicated that they

The combined effects of more
and more elderly Chinese living
alone and into 4dvanced age
pose an unprecedented chal-
lenge to the traditional family
care for the aged in China ...

needed it somewhat, only 7.9% said that they did not need i,
and another 10.3% indicated that they did not want to consider
the matter for the time being (Li et al., 1998). This survey shows
that there is a great necd for long-term care among the surveyed
eldetly. But as for their preference for the long-term care model,
the overwhelming majority still chose to stay at home and receive
care (76.4%), and only 23.6% indicated that they would choose a
nursing home or a day care facility for the elderly. In a 2005 survey
on the eldercare choices of the urban elderly in Hubei Province, it
was found that the majority of the elderly still preferred to receive
eldercare at home (77.2%) rather than in an institutional setting
(22.8%) (Gao, 2005). It has been argued that the at-home elder-
care model will remain predominant in the near future for at least
the following two reasons.

First, China has joined the rank of aging countries while it is
still a developing country and lacks the resources to develop formal
care facilities to meet the aging needs of the huge elderly popula-
tion. Indeed, the sirveys on eldercare in Wuhan show that many
elderly people pointed out that either there were insufficient long-
term care facilities or they or their families could not afford the
cost of residential care (Yan, M. 1999; Gao, 2005). Second, the at-
home eldercare model suits the Chinese tradition of family-based
care for the elderly. Although the number of elderly parents seeking
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residential care to meet their long-term care need is on the rise,
there is still a stigma attached to institutional care. Both elderly
parents and their adult children still feel that institutional care is
shameful and unfilial (Yan, M., 1999; Zhang, H., in press-b).

However, although the majority of elderly parents prefer the at-
home eldercare model, the fact that more and more elderly parents
are living alone in empty-nest households means that they may not
get the quality care they need. In order to create an environment
that will better guarantee that the elderly will receive eldercare at
home, efforts have been made to develop community-based home
care and services for the needy and empry-nest elderly. According
to Gui Shixun, director of the Population Research Institute of East
China Normal University, the main goal of developing community
home-care delivery and services is to “facilitate the at-home elder-
care by supporting family care, making up for the deficiencies of
such care, and reducing the pressures and burdens of family care”
(Gui, 2002). In other words, the key to ensuring adequate elder-
care for the majority of the elderly who spend their later years ar
home is to develop a comprehensive, localized, community-based
service network that can provide assistance and care for the elderly
who live in the community.

COMMUNITY-BASED ELDERCARE

In urban China, residents are organized into street offices (jiedao
banshichu), which are further divided into neighborhood committees
(jurweihui). A typical street office would consist of 7 to 10 neighboxr-
hood committees and each neighborhood committee would super-
vise 700 to 1,000 households. In the prereform era, streer offices
and neighborhood committees played a major role in maintain-
ing local law and order, implementing government policies at the
grassroots level, mobilizing the residents to participate in national
or local public affairs, and distributing ration coupons and deliver-
ing welfare services to eligible residents. Beginning in the mid-1980s
the Ministry of Civil Affairs initiated a community service plan,
which aimed at mobilizing local resources to fill the welfare gaps
and provide services for utban residents (Chan, 1993). In the early
1990s, the former neighborhood committees were reorganized and
enlarged into community committees (shegu juweibui). A typical
community committee is in charge of 1,000 to 1,500 households
with a population of 3,000 to 5,000. It is these community com-
mittees that shoulder the major task of developing community-
based services. Leung and Wong point out that since the 1990s, the
Chinese government has rigorously promoted the development of
community-based services as an alternative source of welfare for the
vulnerable population in Chinese cities. To quote Leung and Wong,
“Community services are regarded as an emergent and vital source of
personal social setvices, particulaly for the vulnerable populations,
such as the frail and single elderly, orphans, the physically and men-
tally disabled, the chronically ill, the ex-criminals, the ex-servicemen,
the unemployed, low-income families and youth at risk” (Leung &
Wong, 2002, p. 210).
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Wuhan is a metropolis in central China with a registered
urban population of 8.31 million.* By 2001, Wuhan’s 13 city
districts had 108 street offices and 1,107 community commit-
tees. In 2001, I visited two community committees (shegu juwei-
hui) regarding their work and services for the elderly—Dongting
Community in Wuchang District, and Fazhan Community in
Qiaokou District. Dongting Community was set up in 1987; at
the time of my visit, it had 1,405 households with 3,505 res-
idents. Among the 3,505 residents, 521 were over G5 years of
age, making up 15% of the community population. Of the 521
elderly residents, 189 (or 36.28%) were empty nesters who were
living either alone or with a spouse only. Fazhan Community was
a new residential community established in 1997. Its residents
were relocated to this community between 1988 and the early
1990s because their original neighborhoods in downtown com-
mercial areas were torn down to make way for high-rise office
buildings. In 2001, Fazhan Community had 4,724 residents liv-
ing in 1,522 households. Close to 800 residents were over G5
years of age, comprising 17% of the comxﬁuniry’s population.
Clearly, population aging characterizes the population structure
of both Dongting Community and Fazhan Community, as the
elderly population of both communities is much higher than the
7% threshold that marks an aging society.? :

As for their work for the elderly, both Dongting Community
and Fazhan Community developed a detailed data record for each
old person about his/her health conditions, illnesses, sources of
income, medical coverage, and telephone informarion (including
the phone numbers of the old person's children or other rela-
tives if available). In Dongting, the data record has been entered
into the computer system since 1999. At the time of my visit,
both communities had a health station, and each was staffed by
four health care providers: two doctors, a health counselor, and a
nurse. The community health stations mainly offered preventive
medical care, health education and counseling, medical checkups,
and medical help for common nonsurgical illnesses. Although
the community health stations provided basic health services for
the community population, young and old, they offered some
discount services for elderly people. For example, elderly persons
could get free blood pressure measurement and consultations at
the health stations. For those elderly people who had difficulty
moving around and walking, the health care providers would
deliver medical help to patients’ homes, charging a low fee. The
home medical help services included 24-hour home care on call,
giving injections, redressing wounds, acupuncture, and massage,
with fees ranging from 5 yuan to 10 yuan per hour/visit ($.70
to $1.3). One month before my visit to Dongring community
health station, it opened a new psychological counseling service
for the elderly.

Both communities had a recreational center for the elderly, where
the elderly could read newspapers and magazines, watch TV, or
play chess and mahjong. Occasionally, the community staff invited
experts to give lectures on old people’s health care issues. Each
community committee also ran a household service center (jizsheng
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frown zhongxin), where a data bank was kept of registered applicants
who were willing to work as domestic helpers; the community com-
mittees charged a small fee when a match was made berween the reg-
istered service providers and the community residents needing their
services. The elderly who needed assistance in ADLs and had no or
insufficient family care could hire either a live-in helper (baomu) or
an hourly-paid helper (zhongdian gong). The centers provided the
matching service helping the elderly obtain such care or services, but
were not responsible for price negotiations between the elderly and
the service providers or for negotiations over the types of services pro-
vided. In 2001, Fazhan Community Committee opened a fee-based
elder home. The residential fees for the home ran from 300 yuan
to 600 yuan a month, depending on the services needed. The elder
home accepted residents from the community and its surrounding
neighborhoods as well. In the summer of 2001, the home had 24
residents, of whom only one received care as a welfare recipient (free
of charge)® while the rest paid for their care. _

Both communities also sought to mobilize community resources
by organizing youth volunteer teams to provide emergency and
volunteer home service for the most needy eldetly and the disabled.
In Dongting Community, the youth volunteer teams established a
helping network pairing a volunteer with a disabled elderly person
or a frail empty nester (yi bang yi) to offer home assistance on a
regular basis. In 2001, at least 36 such matches were made. Both
Dongting Community and Fazhan Community are model com-
munities and in the past have won many titles, such as “Star Com-
munity,” “Civilization Community,” “Exemplary Committee,”
and “Safery Community."” It is not clear how representative these
two communities are. But they seem to demonstrate that commu-
nity-based services can play a vital role in providing low-cost and-
effective eldercare and fll in a major gap in assisting the elderly
when family care is insufficient or unavailable.

Recognizing the importance and the great potential of com-
munity-based services for the elderly, in 2001, the Chinese govern-
ment began to launch a nationwide initiative called the Statlight
Program (xingguan jihua), aimed at helping communities develop
and build more recreational centers and services for the elderly.
According to a Besjing Review article of July 2001, under the
Starlight Program,

departments of civil affairs from the central to local levels will use
the majority of funds raised through welfare lotteries over the next
three years to aid in the construction of community service facilities
and exercise sites for the elderly in urban areas and homes for the
aged in rural areas.... The Starlight Program is expected to involve -
an investment of more than 10 billion yuan. The funds will primar-
ily come from locat governments and public sources. The Ministry
of Civil Affairs and departments of civil affairs at the provincial level
will use 80 percent of the welfare funds in their control to aid the
program in the next three years” (Beijing Review, 2001, July 16).
. According to the blueprint for the Starlight Program campaign in
Withan, with an initial investment of 8 million yuan from wel-
fare lottery funds, “by 2003, all street offices would each set up a
comprehensive service center for the elderly, and all community




committees would each have a service station for the elderly.”

(Changjiang Daily, 2001)

It still remains to be seen how well implemented the Starlight
Program is and to what extent the elderly have benefited from the
program. A China Daily article reported in 2004 that since the
launching of the Starlight Program in 2001, the government had
invested “13.5 billion yuan” and “built 32,490 ‘Starlight Homes
for Senior Citizens’ or community centers for eldetly people, where
people can have a rich social life. Activities at such centers include

reading, doing fitness exercises, playing cards, pafifting pictures, '

creating calligraphic works and taking courses offered by colleges
for senior citizens” (China Daily, 2004). However, a recent article
in Beijing Review, by Jianhua Feng, quoted more sober comments
by Tao Liqun, director of the Beijing-based China Research Cenrer
for Aging. Tao was quoted as saying that only a small part of the
governmental investment of 13.5 billion yuan ($1.67 billion) for
the Starlight Program “has really been used for the old while most
of the capital has been consumed by such things as the salaries of
government officials, and hospitality expenses when entertaining
important guests.” Tao added that “there are very few professional
workers at these centers who know how to provide good services
to the aged. Most of the staff only receive basic training before
they start work, and quite a number are out-of-work people with
extremely limited knowledge of how to care for elderly people”
(Feng, 2005).

INSTITUTIONAL ELDERCARE

Until the 1980s, China had no formal residential facilities for the
aged. The only such facilities available for the elderly were state-
or collective-run welfare homes (fiuli yuan). But these homes had
strict restrictions on admission—they admicted only those who
had no children, caregivers, or income from a responsible work
unit, hence the “three-without elderly” (sazwu Leoren). As for the
Chinese elderly who had adult children, and who were presumably
pensioners if they were urban retirees, the task of providing long-
term care was borne solely by themselves or their adult children.?
In 1988, China’s first fee-based hostel for the elderly (lzonizn
gongyu) opened for business in Anging city of Anhui Province.
In 1990, Shanghai set up its first fee-based hostel for elderly retir-
ees. In 1991, Beijing opened its first hostel for the elderly (Zhang,
W., 1999). Since then, China has witnessed a rapid increase in fee-
based eldercare facilities in major cities. By 2001 Beijing had 319
such homes for the elderly (Chen, Song, 8 Chen, 2005). Shanghai
claimed to have 358 homes for the elderly in 2000 (Sun & Peng,
2001). In Tianjin, the number of homes for the elderly reached
over 300 by 2002 (Zhang, T., 2003). In the early 1980s, Wuhan
had only 10 state-run welfare homes, but by 2001, it had 173 resi-
dental facilities for the elderly.?

Spending one’s later years in a formal facility represents a sharp
departure from the traditional ideal of the elderly living in a mul-
tigenerational home and receiving care from family members.

Care for Parents

Although still controversial, institutional eldercare is also hailed as
a welcome development meeting the new needs of an increasingly
aging population and the trend of separate living arrangements
between the generations (Liu & Wang, 2004; Lii, 2000; Zhang,
Y., 1999). The sharp increase in the number of homes for the
elderly demonstrates that long-term care for the aged is increas-
ingly shifting from the family setting to the institutional setting,
Recent surveys in China also show that the demand for institu-
tion-based eldercare surpasses the number of homes available for
the elderly. For example, an opinion poll carried out by the Civil
Affairs Department of Guangdong Province found that as many as
400,000 to 600,000 elderly people expressed an interest in spend-
ing their later years in the old people’s homes, but the homes for
the elderly in Guangdong could take in only 70,000 elderly people
(Peaple’s Daily Overseas Edition, 1999).

The 2005 survey of the urban eldetly in Hubei Provinee found,
similarly, that 22.8% of the urban eldetly expressed an interest in
using institutional eldercare, which meant that currently 487,000
elderly people would like to go to a formal eldercare facility for their
long-term care needs. But there were only 217 residential homes
for the elderly with 16,009 beds available—a shortage of 471,000
beds (Gao, 2005). Yuan Xinli, director of the China National
Committee on Aging, pointed out that the number of beds in the
senior homes nationwide accounts for only .8% of Chind’s total
aging population. But according to the international standard, the
rate should reach 5% to 8% to meet practical long-term care needs
(Feng, 2005).

However, despite this extreme imbalance between demand and
supply in the residential care facilities, the actual occupancy rate
of the existing homes for the elderly is low. It has been reported
that the city of Chongging has 1,396 homes for the elderly, but
with an occupancy rate ranging from 40% to 70% (Mao, 1999).
In Guangdong, the average occupancy rate is 65%. The 1999
livelihood survey in Wuhan showed that the number of old per-
sons at age 75 or above had already reached 150,000. Close to
half of them suffered from chronic and debilitating diseases such
as dementia, Alzheimer's disease, paralysis, or Parkinson’s disease,
and thus needed intensive long-term care (Yan, M., 1999). But
Wuhan had only 163 senior homes with fewer than 5,000 beds.
‘With this limited capacity for residential care and the large number
of elderly people in need of long-term care, we would expect a long
waiting list for getting into a nursing home. But in 2001, I visited
five senior homes in Wuhan, and the average occupancy rate was
only 78%. ’

Based on my interviews and observations in these five senior
homes in Wuhan, I can identify ar least three existing problems
that may explain this relatively low occupancy rate in residential
care. The first is the high cost of residential care. There are cur-
rently four types of residential homes in China in terms of owner-
ship: state-run homes at the municipal or district levels, commu-
nity-run homes, enterprise-run homes, and privately owned homes
(Zhang, H., in press-a). But all these homes charge fees, ranging
from 400 yuan to over 1000 yuan ($50-$120 in U.S. dollars) per
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month depending on the services provided. These fees do not cover
meals, which could easily add another 150 yuan a month. Among
the 345 residents in the five homes I visited, 33% had a monthly
pension of 500 yuan and above, while 44.6% received a pension
of between 100 and 499 yuan a month, and 22.3% received less
than 100 yuan or no pension at all. In 2000, only 78.68% of the
elderly in Wuhan were pensioners and their average pension was
360 yuan a month (Chen & Zhang, 2001). This would mean that
residential care costing between 400 yuan and over 1,000 yuan a
month was out of the reach of many elderly people, who either had
pensions that were not sufficient to cover the residential cost or had
no pension at all. In my interviews with the seniors in the homes,
they frequencly mentioned that the cost of residential care was too
great a burden on them or their children, and wotried how much
longer they could afford the fees. However, the fact that they were
in a residential home indicated that they or their family could at
least pay for their residential care at that time. Those who could
not afford the fees could not get residential care in the first place,
no matter how urgently they needed it. One director of a senior
home I visited told me thar she encountered many old people who
came up to her in tears and wanted to get residential care but she
had to turn them away because they could not afford the fees and
their children either had financial difficulty in helping to foot the
bill or refused to help.

The second problem is the concern with the poor conditions
and poor quality of services in many of these homes. In my obser-
vation of the residential homes in Withan, I saw that most new
ones were set up recently and are run by community committees
or the private sector. Because of the lack of funds and resources,
the facilities in these new homes are not equipped to meet the spe-
cial needs of the frail elderly. For example, the elder home run
by Fazhan Community Committee used to be a simple, makeshift
two-story building for construction workers. The elderly were
housed in the six rooms upstairs with three to four people sharing
one bedroom. The bedrooms had no attached bathrooms, and the
two public bathrooms (one for men and the other for women) had
no rails. Moreover, the building and floors were made of concrete
slabs, and there was no heating or air-conditioning installed in the
bedrooms. In Wiuthan, the temperature in winter can fall below zero
and the temperature in summer often hovers around 100 degrees
Fahrenheit from July through August. Another related problem is
the shorrage of trained personnel in these homes. Due to cost con-
cerns, most of the workers hired in these homes are either migrant
workers coming from rural areas or laid-off urban workers with lic-
tle or no training at all in nursing and caregiving skills. The shabby
conditions and safety concerns in some of these homes may have
deterred some elderly people and their families from considering
residential care.

The third problem has to do with the fact that institutional
care is a recent phenomenon in China, and many residential
homes do not have the experience or the capability to provide spe-
cial care for the impaired elderly who most need it. For example,
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most residential homes in Wuhan specify that they do not accept
patients with dementia or mental disorders. It is very likely that
due to. this restriction, many elderly people who truly need inten-
sive nursing care have been kept out. According to a recent BBC
news report, currently there are 24.3 million elderly people with
dementia worldwide, and most of them live in developing coun-
tries; in China alone, there are 5 million (BBC, 2005). And yet,
the government, society, and Chinese families have yet to find an
effective way to cope with caring for this most vulnerable group of

elderly people in China.

CONCLUSION

In a recent interview with the Peoples Daily, Yan Qingchun, deputy
bureau chief of social welfare in the Ministry of Civil Affairs, reit-
erated that while China should explore and increase the diverse
ways of providing care for the elderly, at-home eldercare should
remain the main model. Yan summarized the eldercare model that
China should pursue as follows: “at-home eldercare should consti-
tute the basis, supported by community-based services and supple-
mented by institutional care” (quoted in Liu, 2005). However, as
Chind’s aging population increases, with more and more elderly
people living into advanced age and in empty-nest houscholds, it is
unclear how long the at-home eldercare model can be sustainable
and adequate for the long-term care of the aged. In her study of
the changing eldercare patterns in Guangzhou from the late 1980s
to the late 1990s, Tkels noticed that when the coresiding rate was
high in the 1980s, no elders in her study reported they were lacking
support. But in 1998, after the coresidence rate had fallen to only
9% from 27% in 1987, 7.8% of elders indicated that they did not
receive cate as needed. Moreaver, when in 1998 she asked older
people how their family could better provide cate for them, not
a small number of them hoped the government could open more
affordable homes for the aged (Tkels, 2004).

Clearly, as China has increasingly become an aging society
and Chinese families are getting smaller, the role of family-based
care for the aged is eroding®and insufficient. Currently avail-
able community-based services for the elderly are mostly geared
toward enriching the social life of the lonely elderly but not
toward providing long-term care. Institutional care has increas-
ingly become an alternative means of obaining eldercare, but not
many elderly people are using it, either because of the high cost
or because of the poor services in many homes. In the next 10 ta
20 years, China will face a much quickened pace of population
aging as the parents of the one-child policy generation enter old
age. In 2000, China had 86.4 million people at age 65 and older,
but by 2030, that number will swell to more than 235 million. At
present, the Chinese government is encouraging new initiatives
to create community-based services for the elderly and encourage
the private sector to open more homes for the elderly. But how
to make the community-based services meet more of the long-
term care needs of the elderly and how to make residential care




more affordable and adequate will remain daunting challenges for
China in the years to come.

NOTES

1. In rural China, the numbers of empty-nest households are also rapidly rising,
due to the fact thac the younger generation of rural people migrare to urban areas
for employment, leaving their aging parents behind. A 2003 study in four villages
of Anhui Province shows that the proportions of empty-nest households range
between 35.1% and 49.6% (Wu, 2004). Also see Liu (2005), Meng (2005), and
Zhang (2004). In this study, I focus on the changing patterns of eldercare in urban
China as the urban elderly and rural elderly encounter different issues due to the
differences in the pension system and the community structure.

2. The oldest old population is defined as persons who are 80 years old and older.
3. These three surveys are Li ec al. (1998), Yan (1999), and Gao (2005).

4. This number is based on Wihar's fifth census in 2000 (see hetp://www.cpirc.
otg.cn/5cendata3 1.hem).

5. The currently adopred international standards for marking an aging society are
10% of the population at age 60 or above, or 7% of the population ac age 65
or above (see Wei Min, http://news.xinhuanet.com/banyt/2005-03/07/content_
2661717 htm).

6. In China, an older person could become a welfare recipient under the following
three conditions: no income, no children, and no caregivers.

7. Administratively, Wuhan Civil Affairs Bureau is in charge of community de-
velopment and wotk. To get permission to conduct research on community ser-
vices, I first had to obrain permission from the Civil Affairs Bureau. When I made
my request to Wuhan Civil Affairs Bureau, I was permitted to study these two
communities. It is obvious that they are showcase communicies and the officials
want to use them as examples.

8. In the prereform era, the state enterprises and work units also functioned as
welfare entities covering the needs of their employees. But as a consequence of mar-
ket-oriented reform in the post-Mao era, work units no longer assume such welfare
functions, in the name of becoming competitive in a market econamy (Ikels, 1997;
Wong, 1995).

9. This information was obrained through my interviews with Wuhan Municipal
Civil Affairs Bureau officials in 2001. This figure includes 65 homes in Withan city
proper and 108 in the rural counties under Wuhan jurisdiction.
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