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Children’s Migration Decisions and Elderly
Support in China: Evidences from CHARLS
Pilot Data

Abstract The purpose of this paper is to explain the determinants of migration in
China with special concern for elderly support based on evidences from China Health
and Retirement Longitudinal Study (CHARLS) pilot data. We find parents’ needs for
care significantly affect adult children’s participation in migrant labor market. Joint
family decisions have also been made among adult siblings as far as elderly support
is concerned. Different patterns of migrant labor force participation in Zhejiang and
Gansu provinces largely reflect the differences between their respective migrant labor
markets. Understanding of these new patterns of China’s internal migration helps pol-
icy makers in China and other developing counties formulate effective social policies,
and consequently, a more appropriate urbanization path.
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1    Introduction

As the most populous country in the world, China is now experiencing the unprece-
dented massive internal migration. Excessive labor force from rural areas is inevitably
attracted to urban labor markets for higher wage and better living conditions. It was
reported in 2005 that the floating population had increased from 70 million in 1993 to
140 million in 2003, thus exceeding 10 percent of the national population and account-
ing for 30 percent of all rural laborers (Huang and Zhan, 2005). The remittances from
migrant workers play an important role in improving rural household income (Zhao,
1999), and thus generate many subsequent researches analyzing the determinants of
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this large scale rural-urban migration in China and its consequences for Chinese so-
ciety. However, these studies generally emphasize personal interests of the migrant
workers, and not much work has been done on the problem of substantial reduction in
care accessibility for elderly parents following the extensive participation in migrant
labor market of adult children, especially in rural areas where the majority of Chinese
elderly reside, and where the social security net is still thin. As shown in Fig. 1,
China’s rural elderly are 10% more likely to live independently in 2005 than in 2000,
and this trend is expected to persist into 2020.
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Fig. 1    Independent Living among Rural Elderly in China

Using China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study pilot data from Gansu and
Zhejiang provinces, we are able to generate a more accurate characterization of how
elderly parent’s need affect adult children’s migration decisions. Understanding of
this linkage is important to explain migration patterns in China, as well as assessing
the consequences of migration on the migrant-sending households and communities.
Our results indicate poor health or widowhood of an elderly parent will reduce the
probability of migration for her adult children. Male child is more likely to go on
temporary migration work, but female child is more likely to have a permanenthukou
change largely due to marriage-bond migration. Children’s education is significantly
associated with their probability to move, and children with higher education are most
likely to have a permanenthukoumigration than children with less education. Chil-
dren also share elderly care responsbilities among adult siblings, each contributing in
their own way. In light of these findings, we argue that in order to fully release the
excessive rural labor force, policy makers not only need to facilitate job opportuni-
ties for migrant workers, they should also make attempts to ease the elderly support
pressure for them back at home.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents background information on
migration, and how the existing literature on the subject relates, and should be reex-
amined, with the current context of China. In Section 3, we present our data. Section
4 gives a detailed account of our empirical results. We conclude in Section 5 with a
brief discussion of the policy implications from our findings.
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2    Literature Review

Existing migration literature touches upon numerous thought-provoking issues con-
cerning the determinants of migration and socio-economic development in less de-
veloped countries (Park, 2006). Wage premium is the most pervasive aspect in the
theoretical framework of migration determinants. Migration, as suggested by the mi-
croeconomic theory, is an individual/household strategy to maximize income (Garip,
2006). Todaro (1969) and Harris and Todaro (1970) develop the most well-known mi-
gration model in which the expected wage differentials drive migration. Many other
researchers find the model empirically flawed, as wage differentials and labor mar-
ket variables are only statistically significant about half of the time. The complexity
of migration process urges us to be open-minded to reasons other than solely eco-
nomic incentives. Theoretically, the motivations for migration are often recognized
as the combinations of economic and demographic, social, cultural, and politically
related push and pull factors. Banerjee’s (1984) empirical survey of migrant heads of
households shows that urban contract information is essential to laborers migration
decisions. Goss and Paul (1986) examin the impact of age on the migration decision
of employees and testified the hypothesis that while age increases, the probability of
migration is reduced, and the possession of higher level of skills increases mobility.
Education is also important to evaluate the pattern of migration. Faini et al. (1997)
find that male and more educated individuals are more likely to take a job elsewhere.
Literature on China’s labor migration focuses specifically on the rural-urban earning
differentials as the huge waves of rural migrants flood into urban areas starting from
late 1980s. China’s migration pattern is different from early periods of Chinese history
and the experience from the rest of world in the sense that China’s current migration
lacks long-term commitment (Zhao, 1999). According to Davin (1999), some mi-
grants leave their home to travel only a short distance to the nearest urban area, others
travel further, but on a seasonal basis, and only a minority stay away for years. This
special feature caught our attention and we suspect that the unequal treatment received
by migrant workers and the heavy burden of caring for the young and the old back at
home are the two major reasons for the floating feature of Chinese internal migrants.
Zhao (2003) finds that the number of young children decreases the likelihood of mi-
gration and the presence of the elderly increases the probability of migration. Giles
and Mu (2007) developed a simple conceptual framework assuming adult child care
about both parent well-being and maximizing ones own income. From two differ-
ent data sources and complementary estimation strategies, they find that bad health
conditions of elderly parents reduces the probability that adult male children will par-
ticipate in the migrant labor market in China. Many papers have made relation to the
impact of elderly support needs on migration decisions, but few of them has examined
this linkage thoroughly, and none of the existing work to our knowledge has consid-
ered the responsibility sharing among siblings while examining the issue. This paper
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intends to develop this argument more specifically, investigating whether elder parents
characteristics have influence on childrens migration decisions, the affective mecha-
nism, and its consequences. This research will also contribute to the existing literature
on long-term elderly care and joint family decisions.

3    Data and Descriptive Statistics

The data used for this research are derived from China Health and Retirement Lon-
gitudinal Study 2008 pilot. CHARLS is specifically designed for in-depth researches
about elderly support in China. It attempts to set up a high quality HRS type public
micro-database that helps providing a wide range of information on current elderly
living conditions, from basic demographics to detailed health indicators. Consider-
ing the enormous complexity involved in a national survey in China, a pilot survey
is carried out in households with members aged 45 or old and their spouses/partners
from Zhejiang and Gansu provinces in China. The pilot survey collected data from 48
communities/villages in 16 counties/districts. There are 1,570 households and 2,685
individuals in the sample, representing both rural and urban settings. For the purpose
of this research, we only select CHARLS children with at least one rural parent aged
60 years or older. Children aged less than 18 years old and children who are still in
school are dropped from the sample because they are unlikely to take the full respon-
sibility of supporting the old yet. By subtracting this subsample, we can be better
focused on the issue of elderly support and childrens migration decisions. We then
pair the children with the parent who is the main respondent in the sample to take the
advantage of sample randomness. A typical child in our sample is about 41.5 years
old, married, having finished primary school and stayed in middle school for a year or
two, and with a surviving parent aged 69.9. She was most likely unexposed to the strict
family planning programs and has 3 other siblings. Thus, the children in our sample
belong to the “sandwich generation” (Grundy and Henretta, 2006) who simultaneous
raise dependent children and care for frail elderly parents. Those CHARLS children
who are now residing away from their parents’ county but whosehukouremain within
the same county are defined as “migration from parents’ county”. An alternative def-
inition is to categorize those CHARLS children whosehukouhas been changed from
their parents’ county as “hukoumigration from parents’ county”. These two defi-
nitions distinguish in terms of migration duration. “Migration from parents’ county”
with hukouremain unchanged indicates temporary migration decision, and “hukoumi-
gration from parents’ county” means a permanent migration away from parents. We
consider both types of migration as “migrate away from parents.” Table 1 provides
the summary statistics of both types of migration. 6.6% of our sample children are
short-term migrants, and 9.35% have changed theirhukoucounty and migrate away
permanently. Zhejiang exports more temporary migrant workers and Gansu sends out
more long-term migrants. This disparity is most likely caused by the differences in
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local economic structures of the two provinces. Male children are likely to go away
on short-terms, but female children are usually away for long-terms, largely due to
migrating marriages.

Table 1  Migration Rates of CHARLS Children with Rural Parents 

All Zhejiang Gansu Male Female 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Migration from parents’ county 6.60 7.77  5.40 9.51  3.24  

 (0.25) (0.27) (0.23) (0.29) (0.18) 

Hukou migration from parents’ county 9.35 6.20  12.60 6.45  12.69  

 (0.29) (0.24) (0.33) (0.25) (0.33) 

Observations 2257 1146 1111 1209 1048 

Note: Standard errors are listed in parentheses. Sample is restricted to adult children with at least 

one rural parent aged 60 or above. 

Source: China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study 2008. 

Fig. 2 and Fig. 3 depict changes of children’s migration rate along with parents’ age
and their own age using lowess graph. The older the parent and the older the child, the
less likely she migrate on short-terms. There are two hypotheses to explain this trend:
first, the children have to take care of their elder parents as they age, and therefore are
less likely to go away; second, the childrens competitiveness in migrant labor market
declines as they age, and thus are less likely to go out for migrant work again. The
long-term migration of children demonstrates no clear age pattern, indicating the more
stable nature ofhukoumigration.
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Fig. 2    Child Migration by Parent Age
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Fig. 3    Child Migration by Child Age

Fig. 3 presents one sharp dip of migration participation in the children’s late twen-
ties and another dip in their late thirties and early fourties. Migration rate of Gansu
province has a more salient age gradient than migration rate of Zhejiang province at
the first dip, but the age gradients of the two provinces converge at the second dip.
The migrant labor market for Zhejiang migrants has higher demands of migrant work-
ers between 30 to 40 years old than the market for Gansu migrants, and both markets
have significantly less demand for migrant workers over 40 years old.Hukouchange
of Gansu adult children has a U shape: they either obtain newhukouat a early age
(before 30) or when they are older (after 50).Hukouchange of Zhejiang adult chil-
dren increases before their 30s, and then stays more or less the same for the rest age
groups. In light of these trends and patterns, in the next section, we will focus on the
associations between child migration decisions and elderly parents caring needs, and
with special attentions to the distinction of long-term and short-term migrations, and
the different situations in Zhejiang and Gansu provinces.

4    Empirical Results

4.1 Model

Following Taylor and Roselle’s (2003) model specification, we consider the migra-
tion equation as a function of childrens characteristics, household characteristics and
village characteristics.

M = Cm + Hm + Vm + ε, (1)

where Cm include childs age, gender, marital status,hukou status, education
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level and skill;Hm include variables indicating parents need for care such as par-
ents age, gender, whether widowed, health status, number of children, and parents
preference indicators such as income, expenditure, whether own a house;Vm include
variables capturing local wage rate and housing price. County dummies are included
in the estimating equations to eliminate county-invariant factors.

4.2 Parent and Child’s Migration Decisions

Table 2 reports the odds ratios of various correlates on child migration decisions with
z-score in parenthesis. The first column indicates the marginal effect of each covari-
ate for each type of migration. Parental needs significantly affect adult children’s
decisions. For example, if an elderly parent is widowed, the probability of her child
migrate away is significantly reduced. Presence of ADL or IADL difficulties and poor
self-reported health of the parent is very likely to condition migration decisions of
children. Defects in mental health present negative impact on migration probability
of adult children, though not significant. This result is consistent with our previous
hypothesis that the reduction of child migration as parent age is largely due to the
responsibility to care for the elderly parents. There exist nonlinear effects of parent
education and pre-transfer household income per capita. Children from less affluent
families are more likely to go into the migrant labor market to pursue higher income
as it is more pressing to do so. Different children also shoulder different duties within
family. We can see that children’s own characteristics affect child migration decisions
even more significantly. For example, younger children are more likely to migrate,
and daughters are less likely to go on short-term migration, but are much more likely
to be long-term migrants. Married children are relatively stable in both work and in-
come, and thus supposedly taking more responsibility of caring for elderly parents.
With an upward trend, education has significant positive effect on migration. Higher
local wages for both men and women make people less likely to migrate, though the
effect of male wage is insignificant.

Given that Gansu and Zhejiang provinces are different in many dimensions, such
as their geographic locations and stage of economic developments, we also present
regression results using subsamples of Zhejiang and Gansu separately. Table 2 also
shows that children with less education in Gansu are more likely to migrate, but chil-
dren with more education in Zhejiang are more likely to migrate, which is possi-
bly caused by the greater demand for skilled workers in Zhejiang labor market. El-
derly parents’ income is more important in Zhejiang, and their health weights more in
Gansu. This difference can be at least partly explained by different cultural values of
the two provinces and their respective economic levels.

4.3 Family-Fixed Effects

Besides the logistic regression, we also use family-fixed effect model to examine
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the effect of child characteristics on migration decisions. The CHARLS dataset we
use provides information of each child from the same family. Although there is rel-
atively less information about the respondents’ child, the use of family fixed-effect
model helps us to pick up all available information and control for family-level un-
observables. We include this model to inspect possible omitted-variable bias in the
model from previous section.

The results from the fixed-effect model are mostly similar to the logistic regression
results. Table 3 shows that female children are less likely to migrate in short-term
but more likely in long-term as they move to other places after marriage. Married
children are significantly unlikely to migrate out for temporary work. The impact
of having young grandchildren is not significant and with a negative sign. Having
younger grandchildren may encourage people to work in urban market for higher in-
come in order to provide for them, but nonetheless at the same time prevent people
from going out as they have to take care of the young child. The two effects offset
each other and thus render the coefficient insignificant. Education is positively related
to migration. It is probably easier for children with high school or above education
to migrate to other labor market permanently, and in the meantime, children with less
education will migrate for temporary jobs. The differences between provinces also
persist into this model. Education is more important for Zhejiang migrant children,
and youngest sons from Zhejiang province are more likely to migrate than in Gansu.
This difference again can be explained by different social norms and local labor mar-
ket demands. The similarity of the results from these two models proves that omitted
variable bias may not be a serious problem here, and thus, we will use the logistic
regression model for the rest of our analysis.

4.4 Child Migration Decisions and Provisions for Elderly Parents

We assume there exist substitution effects in the elderly care supply between siblings.
Thus, we examine the effect of whether elderly parent is coresiding with another adult
child on children’s migration decisions, and the effect of elderly parents living alone,
but with an adult child within the village on other children’s migration choices. Table
4 presents the results from these regressions. Taking all parent and child character-
istics as controls, parents coresidence and proximity to other adult child have very
significant positive effect on this child. And the effect is slightly larger on short-term
migration, as long-term migration can be strongly affected by outside events such as
marriage, working location change and etc.

We also suspect the migrant child may compensate their absence from elderly care
service using other forms of intergenerational transfer. Table 5 offers some clues to
this question. From the results, migrant children are more likely to provide transfer to
their parents and with larger amount of net transfers. Communication has no signifi-
cant association as the increased intent from migrant children is offset by the cost of
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long-distance communication. All the results are consistent with the theory of joint
family decisions: each child takes the responsibility in their least costly way.

5    Conclusions and Policy Implications

In this paper, we distinguish between two types of migration that may deprive elderly
parents of care: temporary migration and permanent migration. Parents’ needs for
care, both economical and instrumental, affect the probability of children’s moving
away. Younger and single male children are more likely to migrate, and less edu-
cated children are more likely to be temporary migrants. If parents have access to
care from one adult child, other children’s probability of migrating increases. Those
migrant children are likely to compensate elderly parents with financial transfers, and
frequent contacts via telephone or mail for their absence. Due to our limited scope,
this paper only focuses on the associations between parent-child characteristics and
migration decisions instead of strict causal link, but it does identify a strong effect
using family-fixed effect model. Our data is also limited by its cross-sectional nature.
These drawbacks can be dealt with in future research. Nonetheless, this paper still
offers important reference for policy-makers who are facing various issues from the
rapid aging process of Chinese society. Policy makers have long been neglecting other
consequences of massive rural-urban migration, such as shrinked family care supply
for rural elderly. Therefore, besides continuing to facilitate job opportunities, we sug-
gest policy makers should also take actions to ease the elderly support pressure for
migrant workers in order to encourage them to stay in urban labor markets.
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Appendix

Summary Statistics 

Parent Sample     

Average age 69.98  Poor SRH 0.31 Education  

 [7.63]  [0.43] Illiterate 0.55  

Fraction male 0.45  Cognition score[8,11) 0.32  [0.50] 

 [0.50]  [0.47] Primary 0.35  

Fraction married 0.58  Cognition score[0, 8) 0.25  [0.48] 

 [0.50]  [0.43] Middle school 0.06  

Fraction widowed 0.38  ADL/IADL difficulties 0.52  [0.24] 

 [0.49]  [0.50] High school and above 0.05  

Fraction Zhejiang 0.53     [0.21] 

 [0.50]   Pretransfer income (000s) 3.54  

Fraction urban 0.20     [10.18] 

 [0.40]     

# of children 3.49      

 [1.67]     

Observations 755     

Child Sample  

Child age 41.54  Fraction married 0.91 Education  

 [8.1]  [0.28] Illiterate 0.17  

Oldest son 0.16  # of child younger<16 0.87 [0.38] 

 [0.37]  [0.77] Primary education 0.35  

( deunitnoC eb oT )
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(Continued )

Youngest son 0.74     [0.48] 

 [0.44]   Middle school 0.28  

Daughter 0.46     [0.45] 

 [0.50]   High school 0.13  

     [0.34] 

    College and above 0.06  

     [0.24] 

Observation 2257 

Note: Sample is restricted to adult children with at least one rural parent aged 60 or above. 

Source: China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study 2008. 


