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Expectations regarding reciprocity of flows of intergenerational support in China：does 

gender or birth order matter? 
 
Abstract 
This study investigates the flows of downward intergenerational transfer to adult children of 
different gender and birth order, and their influence on parental expectations towards old-age 
care and financial support, using data from the 2015-2016 China Health and Retirement 
Longitudinal Study (CHARLS). Based on the analytic sample of 1,218 parents and 3,237 adult 
children, we found that in multi-child families, sons are more likely to be expected by their 
parents as future caregivers if both they and their siblings received parental housing support, 
while it is the case for daughters when only they themselves received parental housing support. 
Parents’ downward housing support shows a stronger effect on care expectations than on 
expectations of future financial support. This study contributes to our understanding of 
intergenerational transfer norms and expectations from parents’ perspective and has important 
implications for old-age care policies in contemporary China. 
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What this paper adds: 
 Sons are more likely to be expected by their parents to provide old-age care if they and 

their siblings received housing support from parents, suggesting patrilineal norms and 
parents’ need-driven care expectations.  

 First-born daughters are more likely to be named as expected future caregivers if they 
received parental housing support by themselves only, suggesting parents’ reciprocity-
based care expectations. 

 Parents’ housing support to children demonstrates stronger effects for expectations of long-
term, intensive care than for expectations of financial support. 
 

Applications of study findings 
 This research indicates a cultural lag in mid-aged/older parents’ ideology of old-age 

support, which may result in discrepancy between their support expectations and actual 
receipt of support, leading to unmet needs among vulnerable older populations. 

 Educational opportunities should be offered that challenge the traditional gendered 
division of labor, so that future generations of men and women are sensitized towards their 
responsibilities within the arena of family and care. 

 It is essential to build up carer-friendly social and working environments to facilitate adult 
children to fulfil their care commitments when their older parents are in need. 

  



Introduction 
China has seen rapid population aging and faces increasing demands of old-age support. 

Much of the existing research has focused on the current provision of support to vulnerable 
older people, overlooking the preferences and expectations of younger and healthy older adults 
for support in the future (Qin et al., 2020). Research has shown that parents’ expectations of 
support can largely predict support processes and outcomes (Cong & Silverstein, 2014); 
expectations also influence the appraisal of actual support received which further influences 
parents’ mental health status (Hu & Chen, 2019). Among the studies focusing on older adults’ 
care expectations, few have explored parents’ expectations of care from children of different 
gender and birth order within a multi-child family context, where the dynamics of 
intergenerational reciprocity and expectations are transitioning and complex. It is vital to fill 
this gap to better understand older parents’ preferences, meet their needs, enhance their 
wellbeing and inform the design of policy for future older adults.  

 
Among the factors that influence parents’ future support expectations, intergenerational 

transfers especially in forms of financial and time have been emphasized (Cong & Silverstein, 
2012; Wu & Li, 2014). Less attention has been paid to the role of downward intergenerational 
housing support in shaping parents’ expectations of future old-age support, both for care and 
financial support, especially within multi-child families. Traditionally, Chinese parents were 
obligated to make some provision for a new home when marrying off their sons (Cui et al., 
2020; Jiang et al., 2015). However, with reduced fertility and a shifting gendered culture, 
parents in modern China are now increasingly involved in providing housing support for their 
daughters (Chen & Yu, 2020). Parents’ housing support to their children has generally been 
viewed as a responsibility, although it may also determine the degree of future care as 
repayment from their children (Zhou, 2010). As one of the largest downward financial transfers, 
housing support to adult children may also fundamentally affect parents’ disposable financial 
resources for their own old age security, potentially increasing their need for later life support.  

 
To the best of our knowledge, only one recent study has examined the relationship 

between intergenerational housing support and parental future care expectations, finding 
support for both traditional norms and reciprocity (Tang & Wang, 2022). However, that study 
failed to consider the complexity of reciprocity of flows of intergenerational support within 
multi-child families. Given the current transitioning away from traditional patriarchal system 
and gendered norms of intergenerational support under social modernization in China, 
understanding the intergenerational flows of support and related expectations thereof that take 
account of adult children’s gender and birth order within multi-child families is vital. 
Furthermore, existing research has generally considered expectations around future old-age 
support from adult children at an aggregated level, not recognizing that parents may have 
different expectations and preferences depending on the type of support required/provided, and 
that these in turn may reflect different intergenerational transfer motives. The current study 
aims to address these gaps by both taking into account adult children’s gender and birth order 
and by differentiating between parental expectations around future assistance in daily life and 
for financial support.   



Intergenerational flows and expectations in multi-child families: the influence of child’s 
gender and birth order 

Intergenerational transfers and old-age support practices have been, until recently, highly 
gendered in Chinese society. Traditionally, under patriarchal practice, parents only support their 
sons’ home ownership, while the daughter’s housing is viewed as the responsibility of her 
husband’s family (Liu, 2014). However, recent evidence suggests that within more recent 
cohorts, more women are relying on their natal families for housing, although their chances of 
parental support maybe negatively affected by having brothers (Chen & Yu, 2020). Regarding 
family support, under the Confucian ethic and patrilineal tradition, parents often expect their 
sons rather than daughters to provide material support and physical care (Hu & Chen, 2019). 
Parents’ preference for sons over daughters has been explained by proximity, intergenerational 
exchanges and fathers’ stronger patrilineal values (Cong & Silverstein, 2014). However, in 
recent years, social modernization, lower fertility and internal migration has shifted the 
patrilineal norm of family support, with daughters becoming increasingly prominent in 
providing care and support to their natal parents, although persistent gendered practices and 
cultural lags allow sons to receive more transfers or bequest from parents (Gruijters, 2018; Hu, 
2017; Liu, 2014). The extent to which the changing gender patterns of family support are 
reshaping parents’ housing support to both sons and daughters and impacting their preference 
for future material and instrumental support, requires further scrutiny.  

 
In addition to gender, children’s birth order may also influence parental investments and 

care expectations in multi-child families. Existing research has shown that birth order was a 
strong indicator of familial sentiments, with first-borns more family oriented and closer to 
parents than middle-borns (Salmon, 1999). Under the traditional patrilineal system, the eldest 
son is viewed as the second authority to the father within the family; reflecting the norms of 
primogeniture, they are entitled to the inheritance and thus are more likely to be seen as the 
preferred caregiver by parents (Hu, 2017; Hu & Scott, 2016). Research in rural China suggested 
that rural parents adopted an ‘exchange’ motive in raising the first-born children and rely 
heavily on their eldest child for old-age support, while their transfers to younger children were 
driven by altruism, with lower expectations for the younger children comparatively; however, 
they found no difference of child gender in determining the motivations for intergenerational 
transfers (Zhou, 2010).  

 
Motives underlying intergenerational downward housing support and old-age 

support expectations from children 
Existing research has highlighted three motives explaining intergenerational transfers and 

expectations: the normative expectation, altruism, and equity-based reciprocity. Influenced by 
the deep-rooted notion of filial piety underpinned by the norms of patrilineality, parents with 
normative expectation will expect their children, especially sons, to provide for old-age care 
and support (Hu & Scott, 2016). Under this tradition, parents are obligated to support their sons’ 
housing and marriage even at the cost of their own resources depletion; while sons, especially 
the eldest and his wife are expected to take on the duty of old-age care in all aspects (Hu & 
Scott, 2016; Jiang et al., 2015).  

Altruism is another motive underlying many intergenerational transfers. The basic 



assumption is that parents care about the wellbeing of their children and make transfers to 
enhance or maintain that wellbeing (Becker, 1974; Eggbeen & Davey, 1998). Some western 
studies have found evidence of a significant altruistic orientation from the perspective of 
parents; the desire for autonomy and self-reliance has become a norm for many older parents 
of developed countries, whose sense of a ‘proper role’ is to be a giver than receiver, therefore 
they do not expect much from their adult children (Logan & Spitze, 1995). In the Chinese 
context, parents’ altruism behavior may also reflect their benevolence to children, as dictated 
by Confucian doctrines of filial piety (Qiu et al., 2022). 

 
A third motive for intergenerational transfer and expectations is equity-based reciprocity. 

According to this perspective, contributors to family transfers can expect to receive some 
resources back in the future (Wu & Li, 2014). Although transfers in family life are often not 
formal, simultaneous, or in the same form, exchanges over the long run generally need to be 
viewed as being equalized for reciprocity to operate (Edwards, 1969). The feeling of ‘fair’ is 
vital for sustaining transfers (Cao, 2018). Recent evidence from China supports the notion 
equity-based reciprocal relationships by showing a concordance between the past support-
receiver and future caregiver (Tang & Wang, 2022; Bui et al., 2022). However, further scrutiny 
of the motives of transfers within multi-child families needs to consider support to siblings. As 
argued in Heath’s (2018) research on siblings’ competing claims for parental support, 
intergenerational fairness is often intertwined with intragenerational fairness.  

 
This study aims to investigate the relationship between downward intergenerational 

support in the form of housing and parents’ expectations of future care and financial support 
from their adult children in the multi-child family context. To examine equity-based reciprocity 
and the influence of birth order, we focus on mid-aged/older parents who have provided 
downward housing support and have multiple married children, given that data on parental 
housing support are only available for married children. We first examine how the provision of 
housing support for a child and/or his/her sibling(s) may affect the parent’s care and financial 
support expectations towards this child. Secondly, we examine how these effects differ by 
children’s gender and birth order.  
 
Data and Methods 
Data 

This study uses the 2015-2016 China Health and Retirement Longitudinal Study 
(CHARLS), an open cohort survey on Chinese adults aged 45 and older. Applying multi-stage 
stratified probability proportional to size (PPS) sampling, the CHARLS randomly selects 
households and individuals through three stages (i.e., county/district, village/residential 
committees, and households), yielding a nationally representative sample. Respondents have 
been interviewed face-to-face biennially since 2011, with data collected on demographics, 
family structure/transfer, work and retirement, insurance and pension, health and 
socioeconomic status (Zhao et al., 2014). The 2015 CHARLS dataset contains information on 
19,282 participants who were born before or in 1970. For the current study, we only include 
the 14,219 parents who have at least two married children. We further focus on the 1,770 of 
parents who report having provided financial support for at least one child’s housing acquisition. 



The final analytical sample includes 1,218 parents and 3,237 observations (i.e., parent-child 
pairs) with non-missing values for all the variables in the analysis of future care expectations. 
The final sample sizes for the other models are shown in Table 3 and Table 4.   

 
Future care expectation 

This dependent variable indicates whether an adult child is expected by his/her parent to 
provide long-term care when help is needed with the parent’s basic daily activities (0 = no; 1 = 
yes). It was constructed using the following questions asked of their parents: a) ‘Suppose that 
you needed help with basic daily activities like eating or dressing in the future. Do you have 
relatives or friends (besides your spouse/partner) who would be willing and able to help you 
over a long period?’ b) ‘What is the relationship to you of that person or those persons?’ If the 
respondent expects children to provide care, we identify which child would be an expected 
caregiver by another question asking, c) ‘For the children, children-in-law, grandchildren who 
will help you in future, which children’s family are they from?’  

 
Future financial support expectation 

This dependent variable indicates whether an adult child is expected by his/her parent to 
provide financial support for old-age (0 = no; 1 = yes). It was constructed using the following 
questions asked of their parents: a) ‘Who do you think you can rely on financially for old-age 
support?’ Respondents can choose one from ‘Children’, ‘Savings’, ‘Pension or retirement 
salary’, ‘Commercial pension insurance’, and ‘Other’. If the respondent selects ‘children’, we 
identify which child is an expected supporter by another question asking, b) ‘Which child(ren)?’  

 
Downward housing support 

Parents’ housing support was measured by this question: ‘Did you buy a house for 
[childname] when he/she got married?’i We then construct the independent variable indicating 
a child’s receipt of parent’s housing support (0 = only the child’s sibling(s) received the support, 
1 = only the child him/herself received the support, 2 = both the child and his/her sibling(s) 
received the support).  

 
Other covariates 

Regarding adult children’s characteristics, we included child’s gender (0 = male, 1 = 
female), birth order (0 = firstborn, 1 = non-firstborn),ii educational attainment (1 = elementary 
school uncompleted, 2 = elementary school completed, 3 = middle school completed, 4 = high 
school/vocational school diploma, 5 = some college/associate degree/bachelor’s degree and 
above), and the previous year’s income, a continuous variable ranging from level 1 to 12.iii As 
for parents’ characteristics, we controlled for age, gender (0 = male, 1 = female), self-rated 
health (0 = fair/poor; 1 = good/very good/excellent), marital status (0 = married with spouse 
present or cohabiting, 1 = living without spouse/partner), number of living children (0 = 2-3 
children, 1 = 4-6 children, 2 = 7-10 children), educational attainment, work status (0 = 
agricultural work, 1 = employed in public sector, 2 = employed in state-owned enterprises, 3 
= employed in collective-owned firms, 4 = employed in the other firms, 5 = work for non-firms, 
6 = self-employed, 7 = neither retired nor working), and household registration (Hukou) typeiv 



(0 = agricultural, 1 = non-agricultural). The employment sector of the last job is used for 
retired individuals.  

 
Analytic Strategy 

We began with descriptive statistics for all the variables included in the full sample. Then 
by adult children’s gender and birth order, we summarized the distribution of parents’ 
expectations of care and financial support and housing support towards children for each of the 
subgroups. We estimated logistic regression models to examine the relationship between 
downward housing support and old-age care and financial support expectations among multi-
child families with parental housing support. We first examined the overall effects of housing 
support for a child and for their sibling on the child’s likelihood of being an expected future 
caregiver. To examine the roles of children’s gender and their combined impact with birth order, 
we estimated the effects of housing support on parents’ expectations of care and financial 
support from children separately for males, females, and firstborn/non-firstborn males and 
females. Robust standard errors clustered at the parent level were calculated to adjust for the 
within-parent correlation. We further illustrated the predicted probabilities of old-age care and 
financial support expectation by housing support status for each of these models, adjusting for 
the other predictors.  

 

Results 
Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics of the analytical sample for the baseline model 

predicting old-age care.v The sample size is 3,237, including observations with non-missing 
values for all the variables. Overall, almost 50% of the adult children are named by their parents 
as an expected caregiver for future help with daily activities, and 53.5% of adult children are 
expected to be the main economic source. More than 24% of adult children received financial 
housing support from parents, while their siblings did not. About 46.5% of the parents of the 
adult children are male and 53.5% female, with an average age of 65.2. Only 23.6% of the 
parents reported good health. Eighty-three percent live with a spouse or partner. More than 53% 
of the parents did not complete elementary school, whereas only 0.8% had college education. 
Over 45% of the parents were engaged in agricultural work and the majority hold agricultural 
Hukou. As for the children’s characteristics, 59.7% are male and 32% are firstborn. Thirteen 
percent and 8.6% of the adult children are high school graduates and college graduates, 
respectively. The mean income level of children is 6.2.iii   
  



Table 1. Descriptive statistics 
 

Variables Percentage 
(Frequency)/Mean (S.D.) 

Old-age care expectation  
  No (ref.) 50.05% (1,620) 
  Yes  49.95% (1,617) 
Old-age financial support expectation  
  No (ref.) 46.55% (1,464) 
  Yes  53.45% (1,681) 
Financial housing support  
  No (ref.) 52.46% (1,698) 
  Yes for oneself only 24.5% (793) 
  Yes for oneself and the sibling(s) 23.05% (746) 
Gender  
  Male (ref.) 46.49% (1,505) 
  Female  53.51% (1,732) 
Age 65.2 (8.88) 
Self-rated health  
  Fair/poor (ref.) 76.43% (2,474) 
  Good/very good/excellent 23.57% (763) 
Marital status  
  Married with spouse present or cohabiting (ref.) 83.19% (2,693) 

Living without spouse/cohabiting partner  16.81% (544) 
Number of living children  
  2-3 (ref.) 50.29% (1,628) 
  4-6 43.06% (1,394) 
  7-10 6.64% (215) 
Educational Attainment  
  Did not complete elementary school (ref.) 53.57% (1,734) 
  Elementary school completed 22.27% (721) 
  Middle school completed 16.43% (532) 
  High school/vocational school diploma 6.95% (225) 
  Some college/associate/bachelor’s degree and above 0.77% (25) 
Work status  
  Agricultural work (ref.) 45.29% (1,466) 
  Public sector 3.15% (102) 
  State-owned enterprises 1.02% (33) 
  Collective-owned firms 0.46% (15) 
  Other firms 1.2% (39) 
  Non-firms 10.53% (341) 
  Self-employed 4.73% (153) 
  Neither retired nor working 33.61% (1,088) 



Household registration  
  Agricultural (ref.) 86.01% (2,784) 
  Non-agricultural 13.99% (453) 
Child’s gender  
  Male (ref.) 59.68% (1,932) 
  Female  40.32% (1,305) 
Child’s birth order  
  Firstborn 32.1% (1,039) 
  Non-firstborn 67.9% (2,198) 
Child’s educational attainment  
  Did not complete elementary school (ref.) 4.53% (151) 
  Elementary school completed 38.27% (1,276) 
  Middle school completed 35.57% (1,186) 
  High school/vocational school diploma 13.08% (436)  
  Some college/associate/bachelor’s degree and above 8.55% (285) 
Child’s income level 6.2 (1.77) 
N 3,237 

Notes: 1. SD denotes standard deviation; ref. denotes reference group.  
2. The percentage and frequency for “Old-age financial support expectation” are for the analytical 

sample of Model 1 in Table 4. The other figures are for  the analytical sample of Model 1 in Table 3.  
3. “Number of living children” is larger than 1 because the analytical sample excludes respondents with 

single children for the purpose of current study. Within the CHARLS sample 1,916 households reported 
having a single child, of which 1,517 included both parents as participants. Only 10.96% of rural parents 
have single child, compared to 31.77% of urban parents who have single child. 

 
 
Table 2 presents the percentage of children who are expected caregivers, financial 

supporters, and who received parental housing support by gender and birth order. About 43% 
of males and 43.8% of females are expected by their parents to provide old-age care when 
needed. The percentage for firstborn females is about 6.7 points higher than non-firstborn 
females. About 62% of males and 40.43% of females are expected by their parents to provide 
old-age financial support. In terms of housing support receipt, about 38% of males received 
parents’ housing support together with their siblings, whereas only 0.84% of females did. There 
are 38.6% of males and 3.6% of females who received the support themselves only. This 
percentage is higher for firstborn children. Over 95% of females did not receive housing 
support but their sibling did, while the figure is 23.3% for males.  
  



Table 2. Distribution of care & financial support expectations and housing support, by adult 
children’s gender and birth order 

 
 Male Female 

Named as expected caregiver Overall 54.3% Overall 43.75% 
 Firstborn 52.5% Firstborn 48.33% 
 Non-firstborn 55.15% Non-firstborn 41.6% 

Named as expected financial 
supporter 

Overall 62.92% Overall 38.66% 

 Firstborn 62.06% Firstborn 40.43% 
 Non-firstborn 63.31% Non-firstborn 37.83% 

Received housing support 
(both oneself and sibling) 

Overall 38.04% Overall 0.84% 

 Firstborn 35.75% Firstborn 0.96% 
 Non-firstborn 39.13% Non-firstborn 0.79% 

Received housing support 
(oneself only)  

Overall 38.61% Overall 3.6% 

 Firstborn 46.38% Firstborn 9.33% 
 Non-firstborn 34.94% Non-firstborn 0.9% 

Received housing support 
(sibling only) 

Overall 23.34% Overall 95.56% 

 Firstborn 17.87% Firstborn 89.71% 
 Non-firstborn 25.93% Non-firstborn 98.31% 

Notes: Percentages for “Named as expected financial supporter” were calculated from the samples used in the 
analyses of financial support expectations. All the other figures are for the samples used in the analyses of care 
expectations. 

 
 
Table 3 presents odds ratios from the logistic regression models predicting future care 

expectations of mid-aged/older adults. Model 1, Model 2 and Model 3 estimate the overall 
effect, and effects for sons and daughters, respectively. As shown in Model 1, receiving the 
parental housing support raises a child’s odds of being named as an old-age caregiver relative 
to not receiving it, namely, only the sibling(s) received it. Children who received such support 
together with their siblings (OR = 1.597) are even more likely to be expected caregivers than 
if only they themselves received it (OR = 1.262), suggesting the cumulative effects of need and 
reciprocity. In Model 2, receiving housing support together with sibling(s) increases sons’ odds 
of being an expected caregiver by 54.4%, whereas receiving the support by themselves does 
not show significant difference, which is more supportive of the need-driven motive. By 
contrast, Model 3 shows a reciprocal pattern among daughters only. Females are almost three 
times as likely to be expected caregivers when they are the only ones having received the 
housing support.  



Table 3. Odds ratios from the logistic regression models predicting old-age care expectation of adults aged 45 or older, overall and by children’s 
gender and birth order 

 
Variables Model 1 

Overall 
Model 2 

Male 
Model 3 
Female 

Model 4 
Firstborn 

Male 

Model 5 
Firstborn 
Female 

Model 6 
Non-firstborn 

Male 

Model 7 
Non-firstborn 

Female 
Financial housing support (ref. = No)        
  Yes for oneself only 1.262* 1.140 2.912** 1.155 4.216** 1.185 1.341 
   (0.125) (0.128) (1.086) (0.288) (1.905) (0.171) (1.248) 

Yes for oneself and the sibling(s) 1.579** 1.544** 0.542 1.914** 0.244 1.452* 0.752 
 (0.223) (0.229) (0.406) (0.478) (0.311) (0.234) (0.672) 

Gender (ref. = Male)        
  Female 1.161 1.142 1.227 0.834 1.353 1.304 1.193 
 (0.155) (0.164) (0.218) (0.159) (0.337) (0.208) (0.241) 
Age 0.999 0.998 1.003 0.990 1.012 1.001 0.999 
   （0.008） （0.009） （0.011） (0.013) (0.016) (0.010) (0.013) 
Self-rated health (ref. = Poor/fair)        

Good/very good/excellent 1.897*** 1.786*** 2.024*** 1.656* 2.113** 1.881*** 1.935** 
 (0.278) (0.284) (0.403) (0.334) (0.548) (0.338) (0.456) 

Marital status (ref. = Spouse/partner present)        
  Living without spouse/cohabiting partner 1.109 1.124 1.059 1.277 0.920 1.078 1.107 
 (0.183) (0.199) (0.241) (0.332) (0.279) (0.209) (0.269) 
Number of living children (ref. = 2-3)        
  4-6 0.804 0.718* 0.982 0.707 1.064 0.732 0.967 
   (0.113) (0.112) (0.180) (0.166) (0.267) (0.118) (0.196) 

7-10 0.633 0.475* 0.930 0.365 1.294 0.498* 0.859 
 (0.225) (0.163) (0.415) (0.202) (1.018) (0.175) (0.383) 

Educational Attainmenta (ref. = Elementary school not        



completed) 
  Elementary school completed 1.259 1.243 1.326 1.025 1.317 1.373 1.360 
 (0.204) (0.212) (0.282) (0.224) (0.407) (0.261) (0.328) 
  Middle school completed 1.236 1.011 1.699* 1.129 1.095 0.922 2.123** 
 (0.228) (0.193) (0.429) (0.280) (0.353) (0.202) (0.611) 
  High school/vocational school diploma 1.241 1.400 1.004 1.337 0.671 1.408 1.292 
 (0.307) (0.392) (0.353) (0.453) (0.317) (0.469) (0.556) 
  Some college/associate/bachelor’s degree and above 0.419 0.600 0.120 0.953 0.149 0.331 -- 
 (0.228) (0.361) (0.136) (0.820) (0.195) (0.307) -- 
Job statusb (ref. = Agricultural work)        
  Public sector 1.070 1.232 0.764 1.163 0.690 1.250 0.834 
 (0.361) (0.417) (0.382) (0.554) (0.450) (0.469) (0.561) 
  State-owned enterprises 0.636 0.450 0.789 0.516 0.315 0.339 1.045 
 (0.350) (0.279) (0.612) (0.375) (0.284) (0.250) (0.988) 
  Collective-owned firms 1.317 1.468 1.091 0.604 1.407 -- 0.859 
 (1.045) (1.102) (1.306) (0.570) (2.073) -- (1.155) 
  Other firms 0.910 1.268 0.563 1.077 0.774 1.370 0.491 
 (0.438) (0.701) (0.382) (0.691) (0.928) (0.929) (0.401) 
  Non-firms 1.308 1.524* 1.085 1.202 1.251 1.727* 1.032 
 (0.260) (0.327) (0.299) (0.334) (0.467) (0.424) (0.336) 
  Self-employed 0.575* 0.663 0.421* 0.782 0.369* 0.544 0.376* 
 (0.158) (0.210) (0.143) (0.301) (0.171) (0.205) (0.170) 
  Neither retired nor working 0.947 1.035 0.822 0.954 0.566* 1.066 0.923 
 (0.145) (0.167) (0.166) (0.205) (0.154) (0.190) (0.209) 
Household registration (ref. = Agricultural)        
  Non-agricultural 1.050 1.100 1.005 0.886 1.028 1.339 0.993 
 (0.197) (0.220) (0.252) (0.218) (0.348) (0.338) (0.288) 
Child’s gender (ref. = Male)        



  Female  0.918 -- -- -- -- -- -- 
 (0.105) -- -- -- -- -- -- 
Child’s birth order (ref. = Firstborn )        
  Non-firstborn  1.077 1.272** 0.870 -- -- -- -- 
 (0.054) (0.107) (0.097) -- -- -- -- 
Child’s educational attainment (ref. = Elementary 

school not completed) 
       

  Elementary school completed 1.360 1.014 1.503 0.693 2.452 1.204 1.317 
 (0.370) (0.485) (0.480) (0.476) (1.285) (0.736) (0.477) 
  Middle school completed 1.713 1.343 1.795 0.805 4.419** 1.682 1.332 
 (0.488) (0.650) (0.597) (0.551) (2.428) (1.038) (0.499) 
  High school/vocational school diploma 1.514 1.014 2.058* 0.744 10.201*** 1.089 1.106 
 (0.448) (0.509) (0.755) (0.523) (6.273) (0.697) (0.483) 
  Some college/associate/bachelor’s degree and above 1.095 0.799 1.372 0.480 2.783 1.027 1.138 
 (0.338) (0.408) (0.546) (0.352) (1.830) (0.667) (0.534) 
Child’s income level 1.031 1.031 1.035 1.042 0.981 1.032 1.060 
 (0.030) (0.035) (0.041) (0.055) (0.062) (0.041) (0.051) 
Constant 0.441 0.567 0.261 1.759 0.111 0.430 0.301 
 (0.299) (0.428) (0.219) (1.893) (0.146) (0.382) (0.289) 
N 3,237 1,932 1,305 621 418 1,308 882 

Notes: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. 
a Parent’s college education or above predicts outcome of zero perfectly for the non-firstborn female group, so this variable was dropped and 5 observations were not used.  
b Employment in collective-owned firms predicts outcome of zero perfectly for the non-firstborn male group, so this variable was dropped and 3 observations were not used.  
Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05, **p ≤ 0.01, ***p ≤ 0.001.



Models 4-7 in Table 3 estimate the effects of parents’ housing support on old-age care 
expectations for firstborn and non-firstborn sons and daughters, respectively. When receiving 
parents’ housing support together with their siblings, sons who are firstborn children are 91.4% 
more likely to be expected caregivers; non-firstborn sons are 45.2% more likely to be expected 
caregivers. Firstborn daughters are much more likely to be expected caregivers if they are the 
only ones who received the support (OR = 4.216). Parents’ housing support does not 
demonstrate significant effect on the likelihood of being expected caregivers for non-firstborn 
daughters. Notably, parents’ care expectations towards daughters and first-born daughters are 
subject to the daughters’ moderate educational attainments (i.e. high school/vocational school 
diploma), while such effect is not significant for sons.  

 
Estimations from Models 2-3 in Table 3 are translated into Figure 1, which illustrates the 

predicted probabilities of adult children being named by their parents as future caregivers, 
adjusting for the other covariates. Overall, for sons, receiving housing support together with 
their siblings predicts the highest odds of being expected caregiver, followed by receiving it by 
themselves only and receiving no support. By contrast, females are most likely to be expected 
caregivers when they are the only ones having received housing support from parents.  

 
Figure 1. Old-age care expectations by downward housing support and child gender 
 

 

 
Table 4 presents odds ratios from the logistic regression models predicting future financial 

support expectations of mid-aged/older adults. Models 1-7 estimate the overall effects, and 
effects for sons, daughters, firstborn/non-firstborn sons/daughters separately. Results show that 
sons who received parents’ housing support together with their siblings are 36.1% more likely 
to be expected financial supporters (Model 2). Furthermore, firstborn sons are 86.6% more 
likely to be expected financial supporters when receiving housing support together with their 
siblings (Model 4). These effects are smaller in magnitude compared with those on old-age 
care expectations. We found no statistically significant effect of housing support for the other 



subgroups. Additionally, daughters’ odds of being expected financial supporters significantly 
increase when their parents are living without spouse/partner. Non-firstborn sons’ educational 
attainment is especially prominent in raising their odds of being expected future financial 
supporters. 



 

Table 4. Odds ratios from the logistic regression models predicting old-age financial support expectation of adults aged 45 or older, overall and 
by children’s gender and birth order 

 
Variables Model 1 

Overall 
Model 2 

Male 
Model 3 
Female 

Model 4 
Firstborn 

Male 

Model 5 
Firstborn 
Female 

Model 6 
Non-firstborn 

Male 

Model 7 
Non-firstborn 

Female 
Financial housing support (ref. = No)        
  Yes for oneself only 1.069 1.156 0.725 1.525 0.517 1.039 2.916 
   (0.111) (0.140) (0.260) (0.395) (0.222) (0.166) (2.220) 

Yes for oneself and the sibling(s)a 1.302 1.361*b 0.328 1.866* -- 1.229 0.519 
 (0.195) (0.215) (0.271) (0.498) -- (0.216) (0.436) 

Gender (ref. = Male)        
  Female 1.106 1.057 1.214 1.049 0.957 1.045 1.325 
 (0.149) (0.158) (0.224) (0.207) (0.231) (0.174) (0.283) 
Age 0.979* 0.978* 0.980 0.988 0.981 0.974* 0.979 
   (0.009) (0.010) (0.012) (0.014) (0.016) (0.011) (0.013) 
Self-rated health (ref. = Poor/fair)        

Good/very good/excellent 1.023 0.888 0.942 1.015 1.136 1.167 0.843 
 (0.145) (0.167) (0.179) (0.214) (0.283) (0.208) (0.193) 

Marital status (ref. = Spouse/partner present)        
  Living without spouse/cohabiting partner 1.235 1.106 1.857** 0.878 2.065* 0.919 1.836* 
 (0.216) (0.176) (0.422) (0.236) (0.625) (0.194) (0.467) 
Number of living children (ref. = 2-3)        
  4-6 0.901 0.953 0.837 0.978 0.731 0.956 0.873 
   (0.132) (0.162) (0.162) (0.254) (0.199) (0.170) (0.185) 

7-10 0.492* 0.396** 0.645 0.151** 1.741 0.480* 0.583 
 (0.174) (0.134) (0.294) (0.088) (1.366) (0.170) (0.274) 



Educational Attainmentc (ref. = Elementary school not 
completed) 

       

  Elementary school completed 0.766 0.708 0.855 0.552* 1.002 0.795 0.800 
 (0.123) (0.126) (0.183) (0.129) (0.302) (0.156) (0.196) 
  Middle school completed 0.745 0.802 0.662 0.855 0.364** 0.768 0.884 
 (0.137) (0.166) (0.179) (0.226) (0.125) (0.179) (0.279) 
  High school/vocational school diploma 0.579* 0.526* 0.656 0.585 0.625 0.480* 0.626 
 (0.158) (0.153) (0.264) (0.201) (0.322) (0.163) (0.296) 
  Some college/associate/bachelor’s degree and above -- -- -- -- -- -- -- 
        
Job statusd (ref. = Agricultural work)        
  Public sector 0.417* 0.420* 0.433 0.490 1.236 0.388* -- 
 (0.165) (0.174) (0.248) (0.254) (0.724) (0.182) -- 
  State-owned enterprises 0.942 0.530 1.559 0.522 2.073 0.507 1.274 
 (0.718) (0.401) (1.298) (0.478) (2.139) (0.439) (1.269) 
  Collective-owned firms 0.732 0.888 0.579 0.950 1.663 0.897 -- 
 (0.560) (0.669) (0.595) (1.147) (1.487) (0.848) -- 
  Other firms 0.753 0.680 1.093 0.664 1.364 0.684 0.932 
 (0.488) (0.407) (1.085) (0.467) (2.932) (0.472) (0.858) 
  Non-firms 0.995 0.934 1.107 1.040 0.916 0.883 1.246 
 (0.192) (0.200) (0.296) (0.298) (0.312) (0.215) (0.398) 
  Self-employed 0.596 0.563 0.620 0.750 0.530 0.475* 0.676 
 (0.171) (0.178) (0.269) (0.316) (0.279) (0.173) (0.355) 
  Neither retired nor working 1.274 1.349 1.226 1.630* 1.299 1.228 1.233 
 (0.197) (0.238) (0.255) (0.378) (0.350) (0.236) (0.290) 
Household registration (ref. = Agricultural)        
  Non-agricultural 0.379*** 0.337*** 0.456** 0.433** 0.237** 0.290*** 0.581 
 (0.078) (0.071) (0.135) (0.110) (0.117) (0.073) (0.187) 



Child’s gender (ref. = Male)        
  Female  0.407*** -- -- -- -- -- -- 
 (0.050) -- -- -- -- -- -- 
Child’s birth order (ref. = Firstborn )        
  Non-firstborn  1.007 1.025 0.925 -- -- -- -- 
 (0.055) (0.091) (0.107) -- -- -- -- 
Child’s educational attainment (ref. = Elementary 

school not completed) 
       

  Elementary school completed 1.510 1.719 1.430 0.226 1.356 3.990* 1.381 
 (0.400) (0.969) (0.431) (0.297) (0.683) (2.559) (0.495) 
  Middle school completed 1.614 1.790 1.565 0.239 1.825 4.194* 1.376 
 (0.446) (1.015) (0.498) (0.315) (0.995) (2.696) (0.520) 
  High school/vocational school diploma 1.145 1.080 1.404 0.149 1.647 2.472 1.356 
 (0.335) (0.630) (0.494) (0.198) (1.023) (1.649) (0.568) 
  Some college/associate/bachelor’s degree and above 1.608 1.662 1.895 0.211 2.150 4.029* 1.906 
 (0.502) (0.987) (0.750) (0.284) (1.394) (2.745) (0.910) 
Child’s income level 0.996 0.944 1.065 0.948 1.032 0.939 1.090 
 (0.029) (0.034) (0.044) (0.050) (0.072) (0.041) (0.053) 
Constant 13.754*** 7.495* 1.310 21.765 1.816 4.915 1.075 
 (9.455) (6.345) (1.153) (34.419) (2.611) (4.522) (1.066) 
N 3,182 1,877 1,305 593 410 1,284 873 

Notes: Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. 
a Having received housing support together with siblings predicts outcome of zero perfectly for the firstborn female group, so this variable was dropped, and 4 observations 
were not used.  
b p value = 0.051 

c Parent’s college education or above predicts outcome of zero perfectly for all the groups, so this variable was dropped.  
d Parent’s employment in public sector and parent’s employment in collective-owned firms predict outcome of zero perfectly for the non-firstborn male group, so these 
variables were dropped, and 16 observations and 4 observations were not used, respectively.  Significance levels: *p ≤ 0.05, **p ≤ 0.01, ***p ≤ 0.001. 



Estimations from Models 2-3 in Table 4 are translated into Figure 2. Overall, sons are 
much more likely to be expected financial supporters than daughters. Sons who received 
housing support together with their siblings demonstrate the highest odds of being expected 
financial supporters. Daughters appear most likely to be expected financial supporters when 
they received no housing support, which may result from their higher financial capability.  
 
 
Figure 2. Old-age financial support expectations by downward housing support and child 
gender 
 

 
 

 

Discussion 
This study investigates intergenerational transfer motives from the parent’s perspective in 

multi-child families through the lens of downward housing support, and reveals how gender 
and traditional patriarchal norms of family support continue to influence contemporary Chinese 
mid-aged and older adults’ intergenerational transfers and expectations of old-age support. 
Results show that overall, in multi-child families with downward intergenerational housing 
support, those adult children who received parent’s housing support are more likely to be 
named by their parents as expected caregivers than those who did not. It echoes previous 
findings that highlight fairness-based ‘one-on-one’ reciprocity in intergenerational transfers 
(Tang & Wang, 2022; Bui et al., 2022). Moreover, providing housing support to more than one 
adult child raises the likelihood of expecting old-age care from each of the recipients even more 
than providing it to one child only, reflecting the joint effects of equity-based exchange as well 
as potentially increased future need arising from a drain on financial resources. Results from 
gender-birth order specific models show that parents’ expectations of old-age care from sons 
and especially firstborn sons are mainly driven by the traditional norms of patrilineality, 
whereas the expectations of receipt of care from daughters and especially firstborn daughters 
largely support the principle of reciprocity. This is contrary to Wu and Li’s (2014) finding based 
on actual upward transfer behaviors that the exchange motive of transfer to older parents only 



appears among sons. The finding that females are much more likely to be expected caregivers 
when they are the only recipients of the parent’s housing support is in line with notion of 
rational exchanges based on intergenerational and intragenerational equity (Heath, 2018; Cao, 
2018; Deng et al., 2020). Although daughters are generally much less likely to receive parent’s 
housing support and to be expected old-age supporters than are sons, they are expected to return 
the favor, preferably in the form of future care provision, when parents make large and 
important investments in them. The gender and birth order differences among multi-child 
families demonstrate the long-standing patriarchal norms in older adults’ perceived familial 
commitments and intergenerational transfer.  

 
Regarding the old-age financial support expectation, we found a weaker role of older 

adults’ downward housing support. Receiving parent’s housing support together with one’s 
siblings shows a marginally significant positive effect on sons’ likelihood of being an expected 
financial supporter. Firstborn sons, in particular, demonstrate higher odds of being an expected 
financial supporter if they received housing support together with their siblings. As is the case 
with old-age care, receiving the housing support by oneself only does not increase a male 
child’s odds of being named as a future financial provider, which reflects no precise reciprocity 
but need-based consideration. When the need arises, parents are still used to turning to their 
firstborn sons for financial support, suggesting their normative expectation when in need. We 
found no evidence of a significant effect of housing support on parents’ expectations for 
financial support from children for the other models, suggesting that parents have no 
expectation of return in the form of future financial transfers when providing housing support 
to female or non-firstborn children. This again is consistent with Chinese patriarchal tradition, 
by which sons have always been expected to be the ultimate financial providers (Zhan & 
Montgomery, 2003). In contrast to old-age care, parents’ expected economic reliance on 
children is only weakly (if at all) influenced by the housing support provided to them. A 
possible explanation is that the basic old-age financial support is less demanding than the long-
term, intensive old-age care and would be less likely to be subject to previous input from mid-
aged/older parents’ perspectives. Housing support to non-firstborn daughters shows no 
significant effect on their likelihood of being expected old-age supporters. This may reflect 
parents’ altruism in the intergenerational transfers due to their great affection for younger 
daughter(s), especially in families willing and able to help non-firstborn daughters with housing 
acquisition. Another possible explanation is the small percentage of non-firstborn daughters 
who received parental housing support (1.7%).  

 
Additionally, the significant effect of daughters’ education in predicting parents’ care 

expectation, rather than sons’, again suggests parents’ care expectations toward sons are 
normative and not subject to their socioeconomic status. But for daughters, parents are more 
likely to expect those with middle-level education to provide care possibly for their lower 
opportunity cost. Similarly, having fewer support sources and having better educated children 
only increase older adults’ financial reliance on daughters and non-firstborn sons, respectively. 
However, their expectations towards firstborn sons’ seem not conditional on these factors.  

 



In sum, expectations for daughters show stronger exchange motives, while the 
expectations for sons reflect the persistence of traditional norms; old-age care expectations 
demonstrate more of equity-based exchange values and less of the patrilineal filial norms than 
old-age financial support expectations. We found no clear evidence directly supporting the 
altruism motive. 

 
This study is subject to several limitations. First, because of the CHARLS sampling 

approach and lower response rates in urban areas, respondents with agricultural household 
registration constitute the majority of our analytical sample. Future research on urban samples 
is needed as rural-urban gap in sociocultural and economic development can make the 
intergenerational transfer patterns and expectations different in urban areas. Second, to 
explicitly examine the intergenerational transfer motives and the birth order and gender effects, 
our sample is restricted to parents with multiple married children and downward housing 
support. They are slightly healthier, more likely to be married/partnered, and about 3.5 years 
older than the other survey participants, who are marginally more educated and more likely to 
hold urban Hukou. Finally, we did not adopt fixed-effects models due to the very small group 
sizes (i.e. number of married children per parent) and subsample sizes (e.g. (non)firstborn 
sons/daughters) and thus did not control for all potential confounders at the parent level. We 
reported clustered standard errors instead to adjust for within-parent correlation, which is 
commonly used in literature studying intergenerational arrangements and old-age care 
(Korinek et al., 2011). 

 
Despite these limitations, this study has important implications for aging and old-age care 

policies in China. A key finding of the current research is that helping adult children with home 
purchase increases parents’ expectations of future care and financial support from their adult 
children, either out of need or the notion of reciprocity. However, there are risks that these 
parental expectations will not be fulfilled (Zhong & Li 2017) as a result of social modernization 
and the eroded practice of filial piety (Yeh et al., 2013). The discrepancy between parental care 
expectations and their actual receipt of care from adult children may result in unmet need and 
the ‘disappointed expectation’ may also negatively impact upon the psychological wellbeing 
of the older adults. With the stubbornly high housing prices in China and parents’ increasing 
involvement in intergenerational housing support, it is crucial to make policies available to 
protect older people’s interests. In rural China, there has emerged a form of intergenerational 
contract, known as the ‘Family Support Agreement’ (FSA) (Jiating Shanyang Xieyi), in which 
details of parental support are negotiated, agreed upon, and signed by older parents and their 
adult children, and notarized by local officials (Chou, 2011). However, the current FSA has 
been criticized for its limitations (Yu, 2000). Future policy may consider extending this form 
of intergenerational contract to urban China along with introducing relevant legislation to 
support its enforcement. 

 
In addition, although many recent studies have found that daughters have played an 

increasing role in providing care for their natal parents and occasionally have even taken over 
some care responsibilities traditionally expected from their brothers and sisters-in-law (Liu, 



2014; Zeng et al., 2016), this study has evidenced that from the perspective of parents, a 
considerable cultural lag of son-preference for old-age support still exists (Wang et al., 2021). 
Moreover, parents’ expectation regarding the future receipt of care from sons appears not to be 
conditional on the housing support given to them, reflecting the persistence of a gendered care 
perception from the patrilineal tradition. This may not be sustainable going forward.  

 
In conclusion, this study examines the influence of parents’ downward intergenerational 

housing support on their old-age care and financial support expectations and found differential 
patterns across children’s gender, birth order, and support types. It is among the first attempts 
to take into account the complexity of children’s gender and birth order in differentiating 
parents’ support-and-expectation relationships. It also utilizes an understudied but increasingly 
prominent type of downward intergenerational transfer—housing support as the investigation 
lens. Moreover, by distinguishing and comparing two major types of old-age support, this study 
demonstrates disparities in older adults’ expectations of long-term intensive care and financial 
support and contributes to understanding the modes and motives of intergenerational transfer 
in varying situations. Finally, this study is among the first studies to investigate 
intergenerational transfer norms from the parents’ perspective. Contrary to existing studies 
emphasizing the modernity trend of intergenerational transfers (i.e., equity-based reciprocity, 
increasing significance of daughters, etc.) based on the examination of actual transfer patterns, 
this study found the long-standing norms of the Confucian ethic and patrilineal tradition in 
shaping the multi-child family parents’ transfers and care expectations. This indicates a cultural 
lag in parents’ ideology of old-age support, which may result in discordance between their 
support expectations and their actual support-receiving, potentially leading to significant unmet 
needs among future generations of vulnerable older adults. In order to narrow the gap between 
parents’ expectations around social care and the support that is actually realized, and thus 
mitigate the impact on their psychological well-being of unrealized expectations and /or unmet 
need, materials promoting ideas around gender equality of old-age care responsibilities could 
be made widely available in the community to inform the view that both sons and daughters 
are equally able to provide old-age care (Yi et al., 2016). Furthermore, educational 
opportunities should be offered that challenge the traditional gendered division of labour, so 
that future generations of men and women are sensitized towards their responsibilities within 
the arena of family and care. On top of this advocacy, it will be essential to build up carer-
friendly social and working environments to facilitate adult children – both daughters and sons 
- to fulfil their care commitments when their older parents are in need. 
 

 
i We cited the original survey question from the English version of the questionnaire. However, the way 
this question is asked in the Chinese can be interpreted as ‘Did you help your child buy a house?’ We also 
noted that many rural parents whose children may construct houses rather than purchase commodity 
houses also answered ‘yes’ to this question. Hence, this question can be understood as reflecting the 
respondents’ perceived financial contribution made to the child’s housing acquisition. 
ii This variable is constructed by ranking children’s ages. Children at the same age are considered equal in 
term of birth order. 
 



 
iii The categories of income level are as follows: 1=0 yuan, 2=less than 2000 yuan, 3=2000−5000 yuan, 
4=5000−10000 yuan, 5=10000−20000 yuan, 6=20000−30000 yuan, 7=30000−50000 yuan, 
8=50000−100000 yuan, 9=100000−150000 yuan, 10=150000–200000 yuan, 11=200000−300000 yuan, 
12=more than 300000 yuan. The reported total income includes the spouse’s income if the child has a 
spouse.  
iv It is an official record of where a household is registered, upon which social welfare entitlements have 
been based.  
v Descriptive statistics of ‘Old-age financial support expectation’ are based on the analytical sample for 
the baseline model predicting old-age financial expectation, namely, Model 1 in Table 4. The sample size is 
3,182.  
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