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Abstract

In rural China, the trend of population aging and family hollowing is becoming increasingly
severe. Traditional elderly care methods are no longer adequate to meet the growing
demand for elderly care, leading to the emergence of mutual-support elderly care as a
new approach to elderly care. Mutual support has gained widespread practice and has
become a vital component of the rural elderly service system. However, rural mutual-
support elderly care encounters development bottlenecks, including local cultural
resilience, disembedding of social relationships, gaps in policies and regulations, and
multiple coordination challenges. Embeddedness theory emphasizes the need for social
behavior to be embedded in the network of social connections, providing a valuable
theoretical framework for mutual-support elderly care. Drawing on embeddedness theory,
this paper investigates the accessibility of mutual-support elderly care in rural areas by
examining cognitive embeddedness, relational embeddedness, systemic embeddedness,
and structural embeddedness. By addressing the development bottlenecks of mutual-
support elderly care in rural China, this paper aims to propose ideas for achieving high-
quality development in rural mutual-support elderly care.

Keywords mutual-support elderly care; cognitive embeddedness; relational embeddedness;
institutional embeddedness; structural embeddedness

1 Introduction

In recent years, China has faced the demanding task of addressing the challenges posed by
a rapid increase in its aging population and significant demographic variations. During the
14th Five-Year Plan period, the total population aged 60 and above is expected to exceed 300
million, accounting for over 20% of the total population. Around 2035, China will enter a
stage of severe aging. The size and proportion of the elderly population, old-age dependency
ratio, and social dependency ratio will reach their peaks around 2050 (National Health
Commission of China, 2022). As the aging process deepens, rural areas face increasingly
complex challenges in providing elderly care compared with urban areas. These challenges
are characterized by a higher level of population aging, inadequate availability of elderly
care resources, and a growing severity in the situation of elderly care (Xiang & Li, 2020).
The reasons for these challenges are twofold. Firstly, due to changes in society and family
structures, intergenerational living space separation, and migration of the young and middle-
aged labor force, rural areas are experiencing a continuous increase in empty-nest families,
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elderly people living alone, and left-behind elderly. Consequently, the caregiving function of
families has gradually weakened. Secondly, rural areas lack a sufficient supply of high-quality
and inclusive elderly care services. Issues such as inadequate infrastructure for elderly care
services, high costs of professional elderly care institutions, and a low level of professional
services hinder the fulfillment of elderly care needs for the rural elderly population.
Therefore, in the context of the rural revitalization strategy, promoting innovative elderly care
services has emerged as a pivotal priority in optimizing the rural elderly care service system,
ensuring basic elderly care services for rural elderly groups, and a crucial means to facilitate
the rural elderly population’s access to the basic elderly care services.

As a novel approach to elderly care, mutual-support elderly care advocates for local and
nearby elderly care in villages or communities. It emphasizes the principles of assisting one
another without expecting financial compensation and collectively addressing individual
challenges that are difficult to overcome. This model combines the strengths of both family-
based elderly care and institutional elderly care while placing strong emphasis on the active
involvement of older adults throughout the entire process of elderly care services, aiming
to ignite their enthusiasm and engagement. This approach aligns closely with the objectives
outlined in the Plan for the Development of National Undertakings for the Aged and Elderly
Care Service System during the 14th Five-Year Plan Period," which include fostering a
positive perception of aging within society, encouraging elders to adopt proactive health
and lifelong development concepts, and motivating them to actively embrace their elderly
lives while making significant contributions to the economic and social development of the
nation. However, rural mutual-support elderly care encounters development bottlenecks,
including local cultural resilience, disembedding of social relationships, gaps in policies
and regulations, and multiple coordination challenges. Based on embeddedness theory,
this paper explores the accessibility of mutual-support elderly care in rural areas through
cognitive embeddedness, relational embeddedness, institutional embeddedness, and structural
embeddedness. By addressing the development bottlenecks in rural mutual-support elderly
care, this paper proposes suggestions for achieving high-quality development in rural mutual-
support elderly care.

2 Logical Correlation between Embeddedness Theory and Mutual-Support
Elderly Care

2.1 Logical Framework of Embeddedness Theory

The embeddedness theory holds a crucial position as a theoretical and conceptual tool within
the field of new economic sociology. The term “embeddedness” was initially introduced by
institutional economist Polanyi (1944) to describe the close interaction between the economy
and other social systems. Sociologist Granovetter (1985) used the concept of “embeddedness”
in his work titled Economic Action and Social Structure: The Problem of Embeddedness. He
aims to elucidate the intricate connection between economic action and social structure. By
addressing the limitations of “insufficient socialization” in economics and “over-socialization”
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in sociology, he puts forth an innovative notion, i.e., that the actions or decisions of actors are
neither detached from the social context like independent atoms nor blindly dictated by the
specific social category or class they belong to; instead, their purposeful actions are inherently
embedded within the tangible and continuous system of social relationships. He further
categorized embeddedness into two dimensions: structural embeddedness and relational
embeddedness. This perspective significantly contributes to the scholarly community by
offering an integrated understanding of the relationship between economic action and social
structure.

Since then, as a concept that explains the connections between things and advocates the
construction and utilization of relationships, embeddedness theory has retained robust vitality.
Over several decades of application and theoretical evolution, its definition has undergone a
gradual process of enhancement and refinement, shaped by dialectical discussions (Zhang,
2022). For instance, Zukin and DiMaggio (1990) have categorized embeddedness into
four types: cognitive embeddedness, cultural embeddedness, structural embeddedness,
and political embeddedness. Abolafia (2001) has introduced institutional embeddedness
when analyzing the relationship between organizations and their institutional environment.
Hagedoorn (2006) has divided embeddedness into environmental embeddedness, inter-
organizational embeddedness, and bilateral embeddedness when studying inter-organizational
cooperation. In general, with the advancement of interdisciplinary integration, the field of
embeddedness theory has become deeply intertwined with sociology, management studies,
political science, and other disciplines. This integration has deepened our understanding of
the relationship between environmental factors and decision-making, making embeddedness
theory an important tool for theoretical analysis.

The concept of “embeddedness,” derived from Western new economic sociology, has had
an extensive application in various fields in China, including public management. It generally
refers to the implantation of one power, system, or structure into another power, system, or
structure (Xu & Chen, 2017). Extensive research has been conducted within the domestic
academic community, focusing on basic-level social governance, public product supply,
and elderly care services. While there may be variations in the interpretation and application
of embeddedness within the academic community, there is a consensus on several core
viewpoints. Firstly, embeddedness primarily serves to explain the coupling and degree of
coupling between two things. It represents a contextual relationship that operates at the levels
of cognition, culture, social mechanisms, and policy systems (Wang et al., 2023). Secondly,
the purpose of embeddedness is not solely to exert control over the embedded object. It
also entails making modifications to the object in order to assist in the accomplishment of
previously unachievable objectives by internalizing external concerns. Thirdly, embeddedness
is a progressive process. It is not characterized by randomness or disorder but follows a
specific sequence and adheres to certain rules. It progresses from the external to the internal,
from the superficial to the profound, from the surface to the core, and advances step by
step. Ultimately, it culminates in a state of integration where the mutual intertwining of
“you within me” and “me within you” occurs. Fourthly, embeddedness has the potential to
enhance the efficiency of public services, strengthen the connection between society and the
public, increase public participation and support, and facilitate the modernization of basic-
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level social governance. In a broader perspective, the embeddedness theory finds extensive
application in various fields such as organizational studies, economics, sociology, and
management studies. By employing the framework of embeddedness theory, we can develop
a more comprehensive understanding of the interactions between individuals and their
environment, as well as among individuals themselves. This, in turn, enables us to offer more
comprehensive explanations of social phenomena and behaviors.

2.2 Embeddedness Theory: An Analytical Perspective on Mutual-Support Elderly Care
2.2.1 Connotation and Value of Mutual-Support Elderly Care

Mutual-support elderly care refers to the cooperation among the elderly within the same
village or community, who rely on local elderly care resources to fulfill their various needs
in terms of material life, healthcare, and spiritual and cultural well-being through reciprocal
assistance among peers. This collaboration results in the establishment of a relatively stable
“elderly community,” which represents an innovative approach to elderly care that combines
self-organization and cooperative services in the context of elderly care (Xu & Hua, 2015).
Since the Report on the Work of the Government (2018)* formally set forth the need to
actively cope with population aging and develop home-based, community-based, and mutual-
support elderly care, mutual-support elderly care has experienced rapid development in
China. Local communities have embarked on various forms of localized exploration based
on their unique conditions. From the perspective of service providers, mutual-support elderly
care can be categorized into government-led, social organization-led, and neighborhood-
based approaches. In terms of practical implementation, it can take the form of “mutual-support
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happiness homes,” “time banks,” “mutual-support elderly care cooperatives,” and “good-
neighborly mutual-support centers.” These diverse approaches to mutual-support elderly
care have played a significant role in promoting the diversification, personalization, and
accessibility of elderly care services.

As an important practice that combines the formal system and informal support system
for the elderly, mutual-support elderly care offers the advantages of both family-based and
social-based care models. It is in line with the characteristics of social, economic, and cultural
development in the new era. By addressing the emotional needs of the elderly and their
families, their active engagement in social activities is encouraged, thus playing a positive role
in alleviating the burden on the social elderly care system and enhancing the overall elderly
service system. From a holistic perspective, mutual-support elderly care uniquely caters to
the needs of the elderly in their later years. It represents a remarkable accomplishment in
China’s social governance innovation and serves as an innovative and practical exploration
of elderly care methods with distinct Chinese characteristics during the rapid transformation
of Chinese society (Deng, 2016). However, the level of attention from the domestic academic
community toward mutual assistance among the elderly and mutual-support elderly care
remains relatively low. It has not yet reached the stage of actively promoting a positive

aging perspective. Often, mutual assistance among the elderly and mutual-support elderly
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care are regarded primarily as matters related to administrative management, community
development, and harnessing the remaining capabilities of older individuals (Fang, 2016).
Therefore, taking an embedded perspective and talking about cultural cognition, social
relationships, institutional factors, and structural networks in the academic discussion about
mutual-support elderly care can help build a stronger theoretical foundation for this type of

care and help it grow in a healthy way.

2.2.2  Practice Correlation between Mutual-Support Elderly Care and Embeddedness Theory

The essence of mutual-support elderly care is a kind of elderly service model built on social
relationship networks interwoven with cognitive, cultural, institutional, and structural factors,
which require being embedded within the elderly population and social relationship networks
in multiple dimensions. This is highly coupled with the theory of embeddedness, which
suggests that all types of behavior are embedded in a larger composite social system, with
a particular focus on analyzing the social, cultural, and personality structures of that system
(Barber, 1995).

As a localized elderly care model, mutual-support elderly care exhibits certain embedded
characteristics (Xiao, 2023). The process of mutual-support elderly care services is influenced
by multidimensional factors such as systems, organizations, environments, resources,
and infrastructure. The high-quality development of mutual-support elderly care relies on
the collaboration and support of other elderly service providers and resources within the
community. It requires continuous adaptation to embedded conditions to achieve stable
operation and sustainable development. Therefore, mutual-support elderly care necessitates
the participation and cooperation of multiple stakeholders, including governments, village
organizations, and volunteers, to form an embedded community of elderly care services
that cooperate and support one another. This theoretical perspective aligns closely with the
interaction between social structure and individual action emphasized by embeddedness
theory.

Furthermore, as a “self-help-cooperation” model of elderly care, mutual-support elderly
care is embedded into specific social relationship networks. In essence, mutual-support
elderly care services involve reciprocal social exchange and mutual assistance. They have
their roots in rural communities characterized by familiar relationships and are intricately
connected within the social relationship network of these communities. The frequent daily
interactions among the elderly have given rise to a distinct social relationship network, where
each participating individual is embedded into such a network, occupying different network
nodes. The behavior of each individual is not isolated or solely driven by individualistic
motives, but rather shaped by the dynamics of the embedded social network (Zhang & Zhang,
2017). Additionally, rural societies foster distinctive social relationship networks that provide
vital social capital to the elderly, encompassing interactive information and emotional
support. The embeddedness theory highlights the intrinsic connection between social actions
and social relations, suggesting that individuals’ actions and experiences are embedded into
their social relationships. This perspective offers valuable insights and theoretical support for

the concept of mutual-support elderly care.
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3 Challenges for Rural Mutual-Support Elderly Care

Currently, rural areas are confronting serious challenges, such as a diminishing level of
family support for the elderly and insufficient provision of socialized elderly care. In response
to these challenges, mutual-support elderly care, which is rooted in the concept of “self help-
mutual support,” is rapidly emerging. However, as a model embedded within the modern
rural elderly care system, mutual-support elderly care encounters a range of issues during its
development, including the resilience of local culture, disembedding of social relationships,
gaps in policies and regulations, and multiple coordination challenges. These challenges
necessitate a thorough examination and exploration.

3.1 Resilience of Local Culture: Cultural Tension and Cognitive Resistance within the
Feedback Mode

As a new model of elderly care, mutual-support elderly care is inevitably influenced by
local culture and traditional perceptions of elderly care as it integrates into the rural social
structure. These factors significantly determine the acceptance and level of participation of
rural elderly in mutual-support elderly care, which is crucial for its success. Therefore, when
studying the challenges faced by the development of mutual-support elderly care in rural
areas, it is essential to consider the specific social and cultural environment, as well as the
historical conditions. Since ancient times, traditional rural culture has been recognized for its
inclusiveness and resilience. At its core, the concept of filial piety, encompassing values such
as respecting and honoring elder relatives, fulfilling familial responsibilities, attending to the
sick, establishing oneself in society, offering constructive criticism, and ensuring a dignified
end of life, has always been revered as an important moral guideline (Zhang & Zhang,
2017). Intergenerational family care, as the fundamental, indispensable, and dynamic aspect
of elderly care culture, has consistently held a prominent position in rural communities.
Fei (1983) accurately observed that China’s intergenerational family relations differ from
the Western “relay model” and instead follow a “feedback mode.” The core of this model
lies in the principle of “raising children to provide for old age.” This means that raising
young children and supporting the elderly are regarded as societal obligations that must be
addressed. Thus, in rural areas, intergenerational family support is considered the primary or
even sole source of care for the elderly. The responsibility of caring for aging parents falls
upon their children, particularly their male descendants. The “feedback mode” is a distinctive
feature deeply rooted in Chinese culture, characterized by its long-standing history and
supported by a multitude of ethical concepts. It continues to be widely accepted as a moral
norm (Fei, 1983).

Against this cultural backdrop, family-based elderly care rooted in kin ties has become
an inevitable choice for rural society. This age-old method of elderly care has deep-
rooted cultural resilience and has become an ingrained value and code of conduct in rural
communities, making it challenging to change the role and responsibilities traditionally
assumed by the family in the short term. Any attempt to replace or diminish this responsibility
with alternative elderly care methods may face resistance from local cultures. Consequently,
in rural areas, there continues to be insufficient acceptance among the elderly and their
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families toward the mutual-support elderly care model. Some adult children within these
families perceive mutual-support care as a caregiving approach that undermines their own
dignity. Within rural culture, there is a prevalent negative perception and stigma associated
with the idea of relying on sources outside the family for elderly care. It is believed that
children who opt for such arrangements are considered to have failed in fulfilling their filial
duties (Wang & Liu, 2021). It is evident that despite the increased attention given to mutual-
support elderly care in recent years, its social acceptance still lags behind the traditional
family care model. According to a survey conducted on rural empty-nesters regarding mutual-
support elderly care, only 33.71% of the participants expressed willingness to choose this
form of care (Cao et al., 2020). New forms of elderly care, represented by mutual-support
elderly care, continue to face significant cognitive resistance in rural areas. The resilience of
local culture emerges as a significant obstacle to the development and promotion of mutual-
support elderly care.

3.2 Disembedding of Social Relationships: Lack of Trust and Fading Sense of Community
in the Semi-Acquaintance Society

Mutual-support elderly care serves as an important model that integrates formal and informal
care systems and embodies the concept of hierarchical mutual support, which extends
the support network beyond familiar friends and relatives to a group of the elderly who
are strangers in society. Essentially, mutual-support elderly care is a reciprocal behavior
based on social trust networks, embedded within specific social relationship networks. The
moral norms within rural communities provide a foundation of trust for the development
of mutual-support elderly care. However, since the reform and opening up, modernity has
had significant impacts on rural society, posing severe challenges to the trust networks upon
which mutual-support elderly care relies. This has resulted in a state of disembedding of
social relationships.

Firstly, trust relationships among villagers have gradually weakened. Increased openness
in rural areas and the outflow of rural labor have led to social mobility, transforming rural
society from a traditional, familiar society to a semi-acquaintance society. The once-
established governing order and elder politics of the familiar society have disintegrated,
causing naturally formed trust and rules to become less reliable (He, 2000). As a result, the
original close trust relationships in rural society are facing disintegration, resulting in a loss of
binding force in interactions among villagers. Interpersonal relationships have become more
instrumentalized, leading to diminished emotional aspects in people’s actions and a stronger
inclination toward calculated rationality. Interpersonal relationships are progressively
becoming more rationalized (Si, 2007).

Secondly, the mindset of mutual support among the villagers has gradually eroded. The
influence of modernity has significantly dismantled traditional rural culture, leading to the
“delocalization™ of village societies in terms of time and space. Villages have experienced

® The concept of “delocalization” was initially introduced by Anthony Giddens, a renowned sociologist from the United
Kingdom. It primarily refers to the phenomenon in modern society where social relationships become detached from
interactive regional connections and reconstructed through constant traversals of uncertain time.
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rapid differentiation in their form and function, and the elderly have not assumed a collective
identity as public contributors within the village. Consequently, their mindset lacks an
internalization of the concept of “mutual support,” making it challenging to extend support
beyond the individual and immediate family. As a result, there is an increasing tendency to
prioritize personal interests over the public interests of the village in terms of behavior. The
declining sense of communal participation in village development contributes to a potential
sequence of events, leading to the strengthening of self-interest, the diminishing awareness
of mutual support, and a predicament of cooperative governance within the rural governance
framework.

Thirdly, the self-reinforcing mechanism of village communities has become ineffective.
With the rapid application of digitization technology, traditional village communities, as
localized social living communities, have experienced a gradual erosion. The once stable
interconnections among individuals within a specific geographic area have weakened as
production and lifestyle relationships have transformed, reducing the reliance on the local
community. Furthermore, increased social mobility has facilitated the infiltration of external
cultures, resulting in the gradual loss of sanctity in various customs, traditions, and ritual
activities. Rituals such as worship, festivals, birthday celebrations, marriages, and funerals
are no longer widely done by villagers, leading to a growing sense of detachment among
them (Xia, 2010). It is evident that, within the broader context of fundamental changes
in traditional social roles and ways of life, the foundation for the development of mutual-
support elderly care in rural areas is continuously eroded. Specifically, the weakening of
trusted relationships, the decline of the mutual support mindset, and the diminishing shared
awareness have not only reduced the social support for mutual-support elderly care but also
lowered the willingness of the elderly to participate. These factors significantly constrain the
vitality and development of mutual-support elderly care.

3.3 Gaps in Policies and Regulations: Dual Deviation of “Inherent Deficiencies” and
“Acquired Defects”
In recent years, the Communist Party of China (CPC) and the country have issued multiple
documents to support the development of mutual-support elderly care. Documents such
as the Plan for the Development of National Undertakings for the Aged and Elderly Care
Service System during the 14th Five-Year Plan Period,* the Guiding Opinions on Providing
Visiting and Caring Services for the Elderly with Special Difficulties,’ and the Opinions on
Promoting the Construction of the Basic Elderly Care Service System® have been released
from 2021 to 2023. These documents have affirmed and supported mutual-support elderly
care from various perspectives. Overall, there has been continuous strengthening of the
top-level design for mutual-support elderly care, and the direction of actively exploring

* See footnote 1.
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mutual-support elderly care in rural areas is becoming increasingly apparent. However,
the practical effects of the mutual-support elderly care model in rural areas have been
unsatisfactory, despite the high expectations placed on it by the government and academia
(Xin & Yang, 2021). This model displays noticeable “inherent deficiencies” and “acquired
defects.”

The “inherent deficiencies” primarily stem from the delayed and inadequate development
of policies and regulations in mutual-support elderly care. From a legal perspective, there is
currently a lack of specialized national-level legislation for mutual-support elderly care. The
absence of legal definitions pertaining to rights and obligations, regulatory responsibilities,
service standards, risk prevention, and other crucial aspects significantly impedes the
standardization of mutual-support elderly care services. The CPC and the country have put
out a number of policy documents to encourage the growth of rural mutual-support elderly
care. However, most of these policies are general and do not provide specific information
on how to run the programs, how to get money to pay for them, who should run them, the
law, or other important issues that are needed for the programs to work well (He & Liu,
2022). This hampers the sustainable development of mutual-support elderly care. An in-
depth look at 31 examples of mutual-support elderly care policies in provinces like Jiangsu,
Hebei, and Yunnan shows that China’s rural mutual-support elderly care policies have
problems like picking the wrong policy tools, having an uneven policy structure, and going
in the wrong direction, all of which make the policies less effective overall (Mi & Zhu,
2020).

Furthermore, due to the inherent deficiencies resulting from the lack of policies and
regulations, the acquired defects in the operational process of mutual-support elderly
care have become increasingly prominent. Unlike traditional elderly care models such as
institutional and family-based elderly care, mutual-support elderly care is essentially a
spontaneous form of social cooperation. This model, guided by the concept of “self help-
mutual support,” lacks normative contractual relationships. Moreover, there is a lack of
clear regulations and definitions at the legal level. Once issues arise during operation, such
as conflicts of economic interests, property disputes, and personal safety concerns, disputes
are easily triggered. For example, as one of the main forms of rural mutual-support elderly
care, mutual-support happiness homes receive widespread policy support across different
regions, leading to rapid development in rural areas. However, a significant number of
these homes can only exist in the form of villagers’ self-organized entities, lacking a
legal representative and legal qualifications. As a result, care homes cannot participate in
social activities, receive social donations, or benefit from relevant government policies
in an official capacity. Moreover, mutual-support elderly care faces challenges related to
the ambiguity concerning management entities, fund utilization, dispute resolution, risk
responsibilities, land occupancy, and property ownership in practical operation. These
challenges not only impede the resolution of disputes in the process of mutual support
but also pose difficulties in involving a diverse range of social forces in mutual-support
activities, thereby obstructing the sustainable development of mutual-support elderly care.



344

3.4 Multiple Coordination Challenges: “Overreach,” “Underreach,” and “Misalignment”
of Governance Entities

Rural mutual-support elderly care involves multiple entities and resource inputs. Released in
June 2021, the Plan for the Development of Civil Affairs during the 14th Five-Year Period
explicitly states that building a rural mutual-support elderly care framework led by townships,
with broad participation from village committees, elderly associations, younger healthy
older population, rural left-behind women, village cadres, the CPC members, volunteers, and
others. These diverse entities are indigenous to village society and generate mutual-support
elderly care service resources under certain conditions. The stable operation of mutual-
support elderly care requires the coordination of multiple entities. However, the external
resources required for rural mutual-support elderly care are scattered across different entities,
leading to fragmented resource distribution that is challenging to effectively integrate and
utilize. The weak horizontal coordination mechanism in mutual-support elderly care struggles
to balance the different goals of the groups working together because they interact in many
different ways (Zhu & Ding, 2021). This situation not only hampers the effective protection
of relevant rights and interests, but also intensifies doubts and risk-averse attitudes among the
diverse entities engaged in mutual-support elderly care.

Firstly, there is an issue of “overreach” by basic-level governments. While government
involvement is beneficial for initial social mobilization and resource allocation, the trend
toward administrative decentralization clashes with the flexibility of mutual-support elderly
care. The “administrative decentralization” of basic-level governments somewhat conflicts
with the “self help-mutual support” concept of mutual-support elderly care. Mutual-support
elderly care, operating as a locally autonomous care model involving multiple stakeholders,
currently heavily relies on the leadership of basic-level governments for its advancement.
While government guidance is beneficial in initiating social mobilization and resource
allocation during the initial stages of promoting mutual-support elderly care, the trend of
administrative decentralization clashes with the flexibility required by this elderly care
model, resulting in tension. This can reinforce administrative intervention and overshadow
the spontaneity of mutual support, weakening the role of the elderly population as active
participants. It also hinders the cultivation of vitality in rural mutual-support elderly care, the
strengthening of the social foundation of mutual-support elderly care, and the establishment
of lasting emotional bonds within rural communities.

Secondly, the CPC village-level branch committees and village committees face the issue
of “misalignment” in the process of mutual-support elderly care. These committees are
institutionalized organizations within the mutual-support elderly care system, responsible
for the management of rural mutual-support elderly care services. They play a crucial role
as the final “bridge” between governments and villagers, policies and practices. In the
process of providing mutual-support elderly care services, they need to adhere to higher-
level administrative orders, fulfill prescribed duties, and also consider local realities to
coordinate various relationships in mutual-support elderly care. However, the complexity
of rural governance poses challenges to the effectiveness of these committees as a singular
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institutional arrangement. Under the pressure of a hierarchical system, the increasing
administrative tasks overwhelm these committees, limiting their ability to exercise autonomy
in implementing mutual-support elderly care. Insufficient financial investment further
constrains the capacity of these committees to effectively carry out mutual-support elderly
care initiatives (He & Liu, 2022). As a result, village-level organizations struggle to fulfill
their organizational functions and guiding role in the development of rural mutual-support
elderly care.

Lastly, there is a common occurrence of “underreach” by social organizations. In addition
to basic-level governments, the CPC village-level branch committees, and village committees,
the expansion of mutual-support elderly care also relies on social organizations, particularly
elderly associations. Chinese scholars recognize the significance of social organizations
such as elderly associations, considering them equally important to mutual-support elderly
care and capable of providing mutual support (He, 2019). Despite the rapid growth of social
organizations in China, their influence remains relatively limited. In rural areas characterized
by limited resources and vast geographical expanses, the notion of enhancing support from
social organizations, while desirable, currently poses practical challenges (Wan, 2021).
Particularly in rural regions, the overall development of social organizations is insufficient,
leading to financial and legitimacy challenges. Charitable and volunteer organizations
themselves also face resource limitations, which hinder their ability to effectively develop the
rural elderly care market.

4 Suggestions for Rural Mutual-Support Elderly Care from the Perspective of
Embeddedness Theory

Actively promoting the development of rural mutual-support elderly care not only offers
diverse options for elderly care in rural areas but also contributes to the endogenous driving
forces of rural revitalization. To overcome development obstacles and achieve sustainable
progress in mutual-support elderly care, it is vital to continuously innovate by integrating
theory with practice. The concept of embeddedness theory offers an ideal analytical
framework and perspective for studying mutual-support elderly care. By examining and
optimizing the rural model of mutual-support elderly care through cognitive, relational,
systemic, and organizational embeddedness, this theory provides valuable insights for
addressing the current challenges in rural elderly care.

4.1 Cognitive Embeddedness: A Dual Approach Involving Construction of External
Culture and Stimulation of Endogenous Driving Force
Cognitive embedding means actively putting a subject’s values into an object in order to
change how it thinks and feels by using things like advertising, education, and cultural
activities, which changes the object in a subtle way (Wan, 2021). The key aspect of cognitive
embeddedness lies in the alignment of values between the two sides, with a primary focus on
integrating values, norms, and concepts into the broader population. The process of cognitive
embeddedness should be characterized by permeability, practicality, adaptability, and gradual
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progress, rather than solely focusing on “breaking” or “establishing.” The embedding of the
concept of mutual-support elderly care is significantly influenced by rural traditional culture
and the cognitive framework of the elderly. Creating a positive external cultural environment
and inspiring personal motivation are two things that need to be done in order to embed the
values, norms, and ideas of mutual-support elderly care into the minds of rural elderly people
and get their support.

On the one hand, it is crucial to simultaneously preserve and innovate local culture while
fostering a culture of mutual-support elderly care. Local culture encompasses the historical
legacy, traditions, values, and lifestyle of rural communities. These deeply ingrained thought
patterns, inherited across generations, wield substantial influence over the perception of
elderly care in rural areas. Successfully navigating the delicate balance between the traditional
family culture and the emerging elderly care culture stands as a pivotal challenge in fostering
mutual-support elderly care in rural regions. Traditional elderly care culture, having evolved
over time, is firmly entrenched in historical circumstances and societal foundations, making it
challenging to enact fundamental changes within a short timeframe. Hence, transforming the
perception of rural elderly care requires finding a balance between tradition and modernity,
allowing for a reasonable integration of the historical roots and the modern sources of rural
ethics. In rural China, there has been a longstanding tradition of mutual support, deeply
rooted in concepts such as human connection, reciprocity, and assistance, which are closely
tied to the culture of mutual support. To preserve the continuity of rural elderly care culture,
it is important to actively facilitate the integration of traditional culture and mutual-support
elderly care. This requires the continuous incorporation of new content and modern forms
of elderly care, fostering a cultural environment through media promotion, cultural events
in rural areas, voluntary services, and healthcare initiatives. By blending traditional culture,
the principles of mutual support, and elements of elderly care, a culture of mutual-support
elderly care can be nurtured. This process enhances awareness and public understanding of
equality, tolerance, reciprocity, responsibility, and norms among rural basic-level officials
and farmers. It facilitates the effective alignment of mutual-support elderly care concepts with
traditional perceptions of elderly care, elevating the significance of mutual-support elderly
care culture, the spirit of mutual support, dedication, and civic-mindedness in revitalizing
traditional culture and promoting rural development. Gradually, this leads to a transformation
in the traditional views and thought patterns regarding elderly care among the rural elderly
population, which is achieved through ongoing communication and dialogue, and ultimately
achieving the optimization of cognitive embeddedness.

On the other hand, promoting a “positive aging perspective” is crucial for fostering the
intrinsic motivation of the rural elderly population. The transformation from the concept of
“being cared for in old age” to “contributing in old age” is a vital prerequisite for embedding
the understanding of mutual-support elderly care. Integrating the “positive aging perspective”
into rural economic and social development can significantly enhance the age-friendliness
of rural communities. This approach not only addresses the specific needs of millions of
the elderly in rural areas for localized aging care but also aligns with the broader vision
of creating harmonious and beautiful rural environments. At its core, the “positive aging
perspective” promotes the social development of the elderly population and facilitates their
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comprehensive engagement in a wide range of social activities. The spirit of self-help and
mutual support lies at the heart of contemporary elderly culture. Cultivating such a cultural
atmosphere and nurturing this spiritual quality encourages the elderly to embrace self-reliance
and actively participate in mutual support. This principle should be regarded as the primary
and fundamental approach to tackling aging-related challenges (Mu, 2002). Therefore, it
is essential to actively foster an environment where the elderly feel accepted, valued, and
guided by social perceptions through scientific means. It is important to encourage the elderly
to actively participate in and contribute to society, while fully respecting their aspirations
and considering their physical capabilities in line with employment requirements. This
approach aims to gradually awaken their sense of mutual support and promote acceptance of
the concept of “helping oneself while helping others” within the context of mutual-support

elderly care.

4.2 Relational Embeddedness: Collaborative Empowerment of Rural Communities and
Cooperative Trust Mechanism

The embeddedness theory suggests that individual economic behaviors are not only
independent but also influenced by their social relationships (Granovetter, 1985). The main
function of social relationships is to ensure the trust needed by individuals at all stages of
interaction. In an acquaintance community, the trust and credibility that develop through daily
social interactions directly impact the collective actions of community members (Liu et al.,
2010). Mutual-support elderly care, as a new approach to addressing the needs of the elderly,
should be embedded into an acquaintance society and connected to rural villages. Fei (2022)
emphasizes that credibility within rural society does not arise from an emphasis on contracts,
but rather from the reliability of certain familiar behaviors that are taken for granted. It is
evident that social relationships based on blood and geographical ties form the foundation
of rural communities and serve as endogenous resources for mutual-support elderly care.
Therefore, it is essential to establish new rural communities and reshape cooperative trust
mechanisms at the village level to foster a robust network of social relationships within rural
areas.

First, to effectively promote mutual-support elderly care in rural areas, it is crucial to
construct new rural communities and foster consensus among community members. Rural
communities play a vital role in facilitating the development of mutual-support elderly care,
serving as an intrinsic force and practical platform for its implementation. By constructing
these communities, individuals’ sense of identification and belonging to rural mutual-support
elderly care can be significantly enhanced. It is important to respect rural differences and
diversity, ensure villagers’ rights to freedom and equality, and build a new model of rural
community that is civilized, harmonious, fair, just, stable, vibrant, and cohesive (Liu &
Zhang, 2018). Based on these principles, through promoting Confucian culture, advocating
the cultivation of family virtues, and organizing traditional festive activities, the cultural
traditions of mutual support, filial piety, and neighborliness can be upheld. This will activate
the traditional interpersonal relationships within villages, foster emotional connections to rural
areas, and cultivate a sense of cultural identity toward villages. These efforts will help dispel
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the elderly’s doubts about mutual-support elderly care policies and mobilize and encourage
the participation of elderly residents as active participants in mutual-support elderly care
services. At the same time, while fully respecting the villagers’ wishes, the principle of shared
risks and benefits can be followed to integrate the dispersed forces of rural elderly care. This
integration will establish a rural mutual-support elderly care community based on kinship,
geographical ties, and blood ties. From establishing relationship connections to integrating
resources, the elderly can be gradually guided to expand their circle of care companions. Based on
shared “obligations and expectations,” commitments and trust among individuals can be enhanced,
nurturing awareness of mutual-support elderly care and forming stable service relationships and
dense networks of mutual support participation. These efforts will increase the enthusiasm of rural
elderly populations to participate in mutual-support elderly care services, promoting the sustained
development and positive cycle of mutual-support elderly care.

Second, it is important to reshape the trust mechanisms of rural cooperation and improve
the participation network of mutual-support elderly care. Mutual-support elderly care is a
reciprocal form of assistance that occurs within specific time and space contexts. Trust is
a crucial factor in ensuring its high-quality development. In rural areas, where the living
environment for the elderly is relatively homogeneous, decisions regarding participation
in mutual-support elderly care services are influenced not only by individual interests, but
also by the involvement of other participants. Thus, social trust, relationship networks,
and other forms of social capital continue to play a significant role in promoting rural
households’ participation in supplying rural public goods (Cai & Zhu, 2015). To foster
trust, it is necessary to gradually cultivate trust awareness among rural residents through
conscious efforts. Rebuilding trust is a process of making sensory choices from within (Guo
& Jiang, 2023). Grassroots mobilization should be conducted with a bottom-up approach by
leveraging the linking role of village cadres, appealing to emotions, and providing rational
explanations. This method activates different forces in rural society, helps build a strong trust
system through demonstration and conformity effects, and effectively gets past the problems
with trust and relationships that come up because of how fragmented, isolated, and spread out
rural areas are. This fosters mutual support and trust among the elderly, shapes harmonious
interpersonal relationships, and continuously accumulates trust capital. Additionally, it is
important to expand rural public service platforms and encourage villagers’ participation in
the mutual-support elderly care network. To fully leverage the characteristics of rural basic-
level communities and the concept of a “semi-acquaintance society,” it is essential to utilize
rural social resources and construct a variety of mutual-support elderly care service platforms
that combine both form and content. By offering accessible cultural, recreational, and health
facilities, these platforms can facilitate social interactions among the elderly, fostering stable
and harmonious trust relationships. This will establish a positive mechanism for interaction
and significantly contribute to the development of mutual-support elderly care.

4.3 Institutional Embeddedness: Complementarity between Legal System and “Village
Rules and Villagers’ Agreements”
Institutional embeddedness refers to the impact of institutional environments on individual
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behaviors. The development and implementation of an institutional framework are
embedded in broader institutional, economic, social, and even cultural factors (Yao, 2013).
Embeddedness represents a set of constraints on behavioral choices, and effective rural
governance requires institutional embeddedness (Xu & Zuo, 2019). As a novel model of
elderly care, rural mutual-support elderly care must be appropriately embedded into the
existing institutional environment to fulfill the intentions of its designers (Zhao & Yang,
2013). The fundamental legal system governing rural social welfare, established by the
Chinese government, along with the intrinsic village rules and villagers’ agreements, serve
as the primary institutional environments in which rural mutual-support elderly care is
embedded. They are also pivotal variables influencing the development of rural mutual-
support elderly care.

First, it is necessary to improve the institutional system to legitimize mutual-support
elderly care from a legal perspective. The constraints imposed by the legal system can reduce
uncertainty in human interactions and increase predictability in people’s behaviors. Firstly,
it is essential to incorporate the practice and experiences of mutual-support elderly care into
the legislative process of an elderly care service law.® This will establish the legal status of
mutual-support elderly care within the framework of the elderly care service system and
clearly define the nature of mutual support elderly care facilities, such as mutual-support
happiness homes and mutual-support elderly care cooperatives. The responsibilities of all
stakeholders involved in mutual-support elderly care, including family, market, society,
and government, will be explicitly defined. Special attention will be given to outlining the
responsibilities and obligations of the elderly themselves within the process of mutual-
support elderly care services. Moreover, the legal regulations governing mutual-support
elderly care services will be clarified. This includes strengthening risk prevention and control
measures for time deposit-based mutual-support elderly care models, such as “time banks,”
particularly in areas such as data management, volunteer and service recipient oversight,
service procedures, and related aspects. Secondly, policy innovation in mutual-support
elderly care services should be emphasized, taking into account local conditions and adapting
to changing times. To effectively align mutual-support elderly care with the local social
environment, it is crucial to ground it in the concepts of “locality” and “contemporaneity”
while moving away from reliance on traditional systems. This can be achieved by integrating
the principles advocated by the state, the requirements set by the government, and the needs
of the elderly. To accomplish this, the active involvement of social forces and the public is
essential in designing and implementing mutual-support elderly care system and policies.
The concept of “living under the same roof” can be employed to foster enthusiasm among
villagers and encourage their active participation in mutual-support elderly care initiatives.
Actively seeking the opinions and suggestions of villagers regarding mutual-support elderly
care is vital to ensuring their perspectives are taken into account. Additionally, it is crucial
to foster regional characteristics and promote practical innovation in rural mutual-support
elderly care rules. The gradual development of a local model of mutual-support elderly care

8 In June 2023, the General Office of the Ministry of Civil Affairs released the 2023 Legislative Work Plan. This plan
highlighted the urgent need to study and develop legislation concerning elderly care services and children’s welfare and
revise interim measures for social assistance.
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should prioritize establishing standardized procedures, providing reasonable services, offering
diverse forms of support, and gaining recognition and acceptance from the villagers.

Second, it is vital to reconstruct village rules and villagers’ agreements to effectively
harness their role in regulating the inherent order in rural areas. As important complements
and lubricants to the national legal system and basic-level social governance, village rules
and villagers’ agreements serve constructive, stabilizing, and protective functions. They
not only reconcile individual demands with public interests, but also address issues such
as the weakening of social trust in rural areas. Village rules primarily focus on establishing
“collective covenants” and regulating the operational procedures and rules of rural
governance. On the other hand, villagers’ agreements emphasize the importance of “moral
order” and guide and restrain villagers’ behaviors through ideological consensus. Village
rules and villagers’ agreements play an important role in constraining and regulating village
community construction through customs, morals, etiquette, and public opinion. In particular,
some village rules and villagers’ agreements contain stipulations related to villagers’
solidarity and mutual support, promoting unity, friendship, and mutual support among
villagers, as well as maintaining the overall well-being of the village community (Chen &
Gao, 2018). Therefore, in the development of mutual-support elderly care, it is necessary
to fully leverage the endogenous, flexible, and bridging role of village rules and villagers’
agreements. Considering the unique circumstances of each village within the broader
framework of the national legal system, village rules and villagers’ agreements should be
integrated into the process of providing elderly care services in a nuanced and adaptable
manner. This integration should uphold a harmonious combination of self-governance, the
rule of law, and moral governance. Through democratic consultations, it is important to
collectively establish and adhere to norms for mutual-support elderly care, seeking a model
of mutual-support elderly care that aligns with the demands of the times and the aspirations
of the villagers. By continuously enhancing the “elasticity” and “resilience” of support
systems for the elderly, it is possible to effectively reduce the costs associated with top-
down institutional embeddedness and promote the diversified development of mutual-support
elderly care services in rural areas.

4.4 Structural Embeddedness: Deep Participation and Synergistic Efforts of Multiple
Governance Entities
Structural embedding refers to the overall structure of a social network, composed of
relationships, behaviors, and functions, into which actors are embedded in multiple
dimensions (Hou, 2011). The focus of structural embeddedness is on the network positions of
diverse actors and how they influence individual behaviors. To effectively integrate mutual-
support elderly care into rural communities, it is crucial to integrate diverse actors who
possess heightened self-awareness and strong capabilities for action. This integration involves
maximizing the utility boundaries of various entities, including basic-level governments, the
CPC village-level branch committees, village committees, social organizations, and local
elites. By harnessing the collective potential of these actors, it becomes possible to shift from
fragmented operations to collaborative provision of mutual-support elderly care, thereby
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forming an inclusive and interconnected supply structure.

First, it is vital to harness the strengths of basic-level governments for effective integration
and allocation of resources while adhering to the principles of taking action and refraining
from action. Taking action means that basic-level governments should actively promote the
transfer of elderly care resources to rural communities and fulfill their duties precisely in
terms of facility construction, capital investment, equipment support, mechanism guarantee,
supervision and management, and adherence to laws and regulations (Qi, 2022). By doing so,
they create favorable conditions for the promotion and improvement of rural mutual-support
elderly care services. Refraining from action means that basic-level governments should
transition from a pressure-oriented approach to a service-oriented approach. They need to
clarify their responsibilities and provide effective policy support. Some aspects that are not
suitable for or should not be managed by them should be handed over to social organizations
and the public for self-management and self-service. Strengthening standardization
and guidance in these areas is essential. Through this approach, participants in mutual-
support elderly care can come together based on their own plans and actions, promoting
the sustainable operation of the system and ultimately achieving the institutional goal of
benefiting each other (Shi et al., 2020).

Second, it is important to empower and activate the leadership and driving roles of the CPC
village-level branch committees and village committees. In the context of urbanization and
the migration of surplus rural labor, these committees play a vital role as crucial organizations
within rural areas. They possess a deep understanding of the living conditions and specific
needs of the elderly population, enabling them to propose practical solutions. Therefore, in
the process of promoting the localization and implementation of mutual-support elderly care
services, the role of these committees should extend beyond simply communicating orders.
Under the guidance of basic-level governments, they should be encouraged to unleash their
own initiative based on the local society and their profound knowledge of local customs and
regulations. They should serve as key catalysts in linking and integrating diverse resources
from governments, markets, non-profit organizations, and families within and outside the
village or community. By opening up these resources to residents and providing tailored
services to those in need, these committees can achieve the goal of mutual support, where
collective participation and collaboration enable everyone to benefit from and share in the
outcomes (Zhang & Zhang, 2017).

Third, it is necessary to harness the supportive role of local elites in rural areas. In
the new era, local elites play a vital role in supporting basic-level governance in rural
communities. It is essential to fully utilize the power of local elites who are embedded in an
acquaintance society, leveraging their kinship, geographical, and blood-related advantages.
This approach can effectively establish a service network for mutual-support elderly
care in rural areas (Wang, 2023). By organizing activities such as rural public welfare
initiatives, volunteering for the elderly, and various health education lectures, local elites
can mitigate the estrangement and instrumentalization of interpersonal relationships in rural
communities. They can also subtly influence villagers’ values and attitudes toward elderly
care. Furthermore, in villages experiencing a significant outflow of villagers, it is important
to nurture internal resources and collaborate with contemporary new local elites to establish
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mutual-support elderly care institutions that cater to the needs of the elderly in a post-rural
society (Li & Sun, 2021).

Fourth, it is imperative to enhance the development of rural social organizations.
Adequate resources are crucial for mobilizing the enthusiasm of the elderly population. As
economic space and resources within villages are limited, external resource input becomes a
fundamental requirement for the development of mutual-support elderly care in rural areas,
providing the necessary conditions for the sustainable operation of elderly care services
(Xia, 2023). By empowering social organizations, particularly elderly associations, with
more autonomy and expression rights, and by actively establishing mechanisms for dialogue
between the supply and demand sides of mutual-support elderly care services in rural areas,
connections between social organizations and rural communities can be strengthened. These
organizations should actively integrate into rural governance, seek support and collaboration
from the CPC village-level branch committees and village committees, and incorporate
village cadres and rural leaders as members to reduce resistance and enhance cooperation
(Fan & Liu, 2023). In summary, the formation of a collaborative governance framework
for rural mutual-support elderly care involving multiple stakeholders is not a quick and
immediate process, but rather a continuous journey of exploration, trial and error, adjustment,
and evolution. Through this collaborative development process, the essential elements of
endogenous mutual-support elderly care in villages are effectively activated and connected.
This process leads to the establishment of a comprehensive mutual-support elderly care
service system where various governance entities are deeply involved and work together in
the same direction to provide mutual-support elderly care services.

5 Conclusion
At present, the demand for elderly care in China is undergoing a transformation from being
primarily centered on meeting basic survival needs to a more comprehensive focus on
promoting the development and well-being of the elderly population. As a result, addressing
the increasingly diverse needs of the elderly care has emerged as a pressing social challenge.
In recent years, the CPC and the country have been actively working toward establishing a
comprehensive basic elderly care service system that covers all the elderly. This system aims
to provide clear rights and responsibilities, moderate guarantees, and long-term sustainability.
In 2023, the General Office of the CPC Central Committee and the General Office of the
State Council jointly issued the Opinions on Promoting the Construction of a Basic Elderly
Care Service System’, clearly setting out the “principle of sharing” to alleviate the burdens
of support and care for families in need through social mutual assistance. In response to the
challenges faced in rural areas, mutual support elderly care, as a partially socialized form
of family-based care, has emerged as a new approach to address rural elderly care issues,
particularly in the context of the increasing hollowing-out of rural areas and the diminishing
role of family care.

The embeddedness theory argues that all types of behavior are intricately embedded

? See footnote 6.

ZHAO Haohua



Challenges and Solutions for Rural Mutual-Support Elderly Care: A Perspective of Embeddedness Theory 353

within a broader social system, with a specific emphasis on analyzing the social structure,
cultural dynamics, and individual characteristics within that system. This theory provides
valuable theoretical insights for mutual-support elderly care. Self-help and mutual support
within mutual-support elderly care must be integrated into the elderly population and the
rural governance system from multiple dimensions. This integration can be achieved through
cognitive embeddedness, which acknowledges the diverse characteristics and individual needs
of the elderly population, while fostering an external cultural environment that promotes
and supports mutual support. This, in turn, encourages the intrinsic motivation of the elderly
population. Relational embeddedness can be harnessed to cultivate a new type of rural
community that encourages cooperation and trust among the elderly population. This fosters
a favorable environment for positive interactions and facilitates the exchange of information.
Institutional embeddedness plays a crucial role in addressing legal and policy gaps in mutual-
support elderly care. It ensures the seamless integration of institutional innovation and
ethical considerations. Structural embeddedness facilitates the integration of social resources,
enabling the establishment of a multi-stakeholder social support system for mutual-support
elderly care. Building upon these foundations, exploring the feasibility and accessibility of
mutual-support elderly care in rural areas will not only enhance scholarly understanding of
diversified approaches to rural elderly care, but will also become an integral part of efforts for
rural revitalization and the construction of resilient rural communities.
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