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Abstract
China had become a country with an aging population by the end of the 20th cen-
tury. Dealing with the aging of its population is a long-term strategic task for China. 
“The National Survey on Elderly People in Urban and Rural China” has been car-
ried out four times since the year 2000. The data shows that during the years 2000 
to 2015 the wellbeing of elderly people in urban and rural China improved greatly. 
The economic status of the elderly has obviously improved; and there have also 
been steady improvements to social security protections, health care services and 
the availability of social activities in which the elderly can participate. In addition, 
the spiritual and cultural life of the elderly has become richer and more colorful. The 
aging of society creates challenges, such as potential shortages of labor resources, 
the weakening of family functions and the need for more medical care facilities and 
services, and these intensify over time. At the same time, changes to the structure of 
demand and of industry caused by societal aging bring many opportunities.
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1 Introduction

China has the world’s largest aging population with more than 200 million elderly 
people.1 What can be said about the age structure and regional distribution of this 
population, their income and expenses, health care situations and opportunities for 
social participation, and other circumstances affecting the lives of these people? 
China’s economy has developed rapidly in recent years. Have elderly people shared 
in the benefits that have come with economic and social development? Have their 
quality of life, their wellbeing and their sense of fulfillment improved? Systematic, 
in-depth research is urgently needed to answer these questions.

Research into the situation of elderly people began internationally in the 1970s, 
while research of this kind began in China in the 1980s. Research on the elderly 
focuses mainly on several aspects. First, it examines specific groups of elderly peo-
ple, e.g. the oldest old,2 the rural elderly, the poor elderly, empty-nest elderly and 
left-behind elderly. The oldest old often lead lives that lack adequate economic sup-
port, daily care, medical security and spiritual consolation (Wang and Deng 2007). 
In urban areas, the situation of the poor elderly is generally not encouraging: their 
income levels are low and they cannot make ends meet; consequently, they have 
a very low material standard of living and this directly affects their health status, 
spiritual life, family relationships, life satisfaction, tolerance capacity and other life 
concerns (Chen 1999). The rural elderly have very limited sources of income and 
their income level is generally low; they expect little from life, but their life satisfac-
tion is high (Han and Hou 2009). Among the groups of vulnerable elderly people, 
the widowed elderly are especially vulnerable. In rural areas, the spiritual life of 
the widowed elderly and the factors that impact spiritual life deserve more attention 
(Wang 2013).

Second, there are studies of the elderly in particular regions. For example, the 
elderly in Beijing, Shanxi, Hunan, Shandong or other regions are taken as the 
research objects. On the basis of their research into the situations of elderly people 
in particular areas, some scholars, such as Liao, Chen (1998, 1999) and Xu (2015), 
have proposed social support and community care programs. Xu (2015) examined 
four aspects of the living situations of the elderly in some communities in Beijing—
general life situation, personal situation, family status and community environment.

Third, research has focused on elderly life from a particular perspective. Such 
research has achieved good results and has considered a wide range of topics, such 
as how the psychological needs of the elderly are satisfied (Li and Zhang 1997), the 
status of and changes to the self-care ability in daily life of elderly people as they 
age (Du and Wu 2006), the health status of the elderly (Du 2013), and the level of 
social participation of the elderly (Li 2009).

Fourth, some Chinese scholars have looked at the elderly in other parts of the 
world or undertaken comparative studies. Lan (2004) did country-specific research, 

2 In this report, the terms “young old”, “very old” and “oldest old” denote people aged 60–69, 70–79 
and 80 years of age and older, respectively.

1 In this report, the term “elderly people” and “the elderly” denote people aged 60 years or over.
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analyzing the elderly in Russia. There have been comparative studies comparing the 
status of elderly people in Yanbian, China, and South Korea (Jiang and Quan 2001), 
as well as a study of the elderly in urban areas in China and South Korea (Jin and 
Wang 2010).

Existing research on the status of elderly people has two common characteristics. 
First, studies generally lack an overall view of the situation. They are focused on 
specific age groups, specific regions or specific aspects of elderly populations. Sec-
ond, there is a lack of comparative analysis, of either horizontal or vertical compari-
sons. This report tries to enrich the research on the status of elderly people in China 
from a vertical perspective, showing the main changes that have occurred among 
Chinese elderly people during the 15 year period from 2000 to 2015. The data pre-
sented in this report can be used as the basis for scientific research on aging and for 
other types of social sciences research. The findings here can also help give policy 
makers, researchers, and people working in fields providing services to the elderly a 
better understanding of elderly people in China.

2  Data sources

The data used in this report are drawn from four surveys conducted by the China 
Research Center on Aging in 2000, 2006, 2010 and 2015 (Table 1). The four surveys 
were given different project names, but in this report for the sake of convenience, 
we have used a single name, “The National Survey on Elderly People in Urban and 
Rural China.” We also refer to the four surveys as the 1st survey (2000), 2nd survey 
(2006), 3rd survey (2010) and 4th survey (2015).

Although all of the four surveys were conducted nationwide, they had different 
sample sizes and research designs. The 1st survey was a sampling survey, and the 
samples from this survey were traced by the 2nd survey in 2006 and the 3rd survey 
in 2010. If samples could not be traced for some reason (e.g. poor health, death or 
refusing the interview), new samples were taken instead. The 4th survey used a new 
research design that was different from the previous three surveys. Its geographical 
scope expanded from 20 to 31 provinces and the sample size increased to 220,170. 
Moreover, the questionnaires were not identical (Table 2). There were four question-
naires and each on was somewhat different than the others. Comparatively speaking, 
there were relatively small differences in the first three questionnaires, but the 4th 
questionnaire was considerably different than the previous three.

Although the questionnaires used, the geographical scope, and the sample size 
were different in the four surveys, the samples used by the surveys were nationally 
representative. Table 1 shows an overview of the four surveys. In this paper, we pre-
sent data from the 2000 and 2015 surveys only. We chose to do this for two rea-
sons. First, for the sake of brevity, and second, because the data in 2000 and 2015 
are more readily comparable than data from the other two surveys. The wellbeing 
of elderly people has improved with the overall development of Chinese society. 
The greater the time span between the points of comparison, the more obvious the 
improvement is.
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The data from the 2000 and 2015 surveys cover many aspects, but not all the 
data were suitable for use in a longitudinal study such as this one. As a result, we 
choose several major indicators in 2000 and 2015 to compare. This report on the 
overall situation of elderly Chinese people considers these factors: basic situa-
tion; socioeconomic status; health, medical treatment and care services; family 
and living arrangements; social participation and leisure activities. Finally, there 
is a discussion section at the end of this report.

3  Basic situation

The overall trend of change for the elderly population is positive. During the 
years 2000 to 2015 covered in this report, the proportion of elderly people to total 
population in China has increased steadily in recent years, and the situation with 
respect to elderly people has become more and more complex. The proportion of 
elderly people aged 60 and above rose from 10.5% in 2000 to 16.2% in 2015 and 
the total population of elderly people increased from 134 million to 222 million 
during those years. However, the age structure of the elderly population remains 
relatively young; the proportion of the oldest old to the total elderly population 
is not high. This suggests China has a window of opportunity to explore suitable 
means to deal with population aging.

Table 2  The questionnaire content of the four National Surveys on Elderly People in Urban and Rural 
China

Survey name Summary of the questionnaire content

The Sampling Survey of the Aged Population in 
Urban/Rural China

10 parts: basic situation; employment; income; 
housing; community service; economic status; 
daily life; health and medical treatment; psycho-
logical status; observation record

The Follow-up Survey on the Elderly of Urban/
Rural China

10 parts: basic situation; employment; income; 
housing; community service; economic status; 
daily life; health and medical treatment; psycho-
logical status; observation record

Survey of the Aged Population in Urban/Rural 
China

10 parts: basic situation; employment and invest-
ment; income, expenditure and social security; 
housing, facilities and environment; community 
service and participation; family, living arrange-
ment and social network; health, ADL, IADL and 
care need; health services and medical security; 
psychological status and perception; observation 
record

The Fourth Sample Survey on the Living Condi-
tions of China’s Urban and Rural Older Persons

10 parts: basic situation; family situation; health and 
medical treatment; care services for the elderly; 
economic status; housing and environment; social 
participation; safeguarding of rights; spiritual and 
cultural life; afterword



328 Y. Fang et al.

1 3

3.1  The proportion elderly females was higher than that of elderly males in 2015

The proportion of the elderly female population to the total elderly population is 
increasing steadily. Our investigation showed that in 2015 elderly females accounted 
for 52.2% of the elderly population in China, 4.4 points higher than the elderly male 
population that accounted for 47.8% of the total. The proportion of elderly females 
in 2015 increased by 5.2 percentage points as compared to the year 2000 when 
elderly females accounted for 47.0% of the total elderly population. As China’s 

Fig. 1  Comparison of the proportion of the elderly male and female populations in urban and rural China 
in 2000 and 2015 (%)

Fig. 2  The age structure of the 
elderly population in 2015 (%)

56.1%30.0%

13.9%

60-69 70-79 80+
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population ages, the proportion of female elderly is gradually expanding. China’s 
experience with respect to the increasing proportion of elderly females is consistent 
with the experiences of other aging societies (Fig. 1).

3.2  The age structure of the elderly population was relatively young in 2015

The 4th survey in 2015 showed that the proportions of elderly people aged 60-69, 
70–79, and 80 and above were 56.1%, 30.0%, and 13.9%, respectively, of the total 
elderly population (Fig. 2). In recent years, the speed at which China’s population is 
aging has increased steadily, but in terms of the internal age structure of the elderly 
population in 2015, the proportion of the young old3 remained greater than 50.0%, 
while the proportion of the oldest old was 13.9%. This indicates that the age struc-
ture of China’s elderly population is relatively young. In the 13th Five-Year Plan 
period (2016–2020), China will continue to respond to the aging of the population 
with strategic initiatives.

3.3  More than 70.0% of elderly people had spouses in 2015

The proportion of the elderly population that is widowed has decreased slightly. The 
4th survey showed that in 2015 71.6% of the elderly population had spouses, a rise 
of 9.0 percentage points compared with the 1st survey in 2000. The widowed elderly 
population accounted for 26.1% of the total elderly population in the 4th survey, 

Fig. 3  Comparison of the marital status of the elderly population in 2000 and 2015 (%)

3 In this report, the terms “young old”, “very old” and “oldest old” denote people aged 60–69, 70–79 
and 80 years of age and older, respectively.
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dropping by 9.4 percentage points, and the divorced and never married population 
accounted for 2.3%, increasing by 0.5 percentage points (Fig. 3).

3.4  The proportion of elderly people “feeling happy” increased in rural China 
in 2015

The 4th survey in 2015 indicated that 60.8% of the elderly population “feel 
happy” (This was a subjective evaluation based on answers to the question: “In 
general, do you feel happy?”), rising by 12.0 percentage points compared with 
the 1st survey. The proportion of the elderly population feeling happy accounted 
for 68.1% in cities and towns, rising by 1.9 percentage points compared with the 
1st survey, and the proportion of the elderly population feeling happy in rural 
areas accounted for 53.1% of the rural elderly population, increasing 9.6 percent-
age points compared with the 1st survey in 2000 (Fig. 4).

During the years 2000 to 2015, the wellbeing of elderly people in China 
improved markedly. These years have featured rapid economic development in 
China and, thanks to the great efforts of the government, systems for social secu-
rity and for the provision of health care and other care services for elderly peo-
ple have been reformed, and elderly people, especially those from rural areas, 
have experienced great changes in their lives. Although China lacks experience 
and there is no mature international model to build on; nonetheless, after almost 
20 years of exploration, we have made great progress and elderly Chinese have 
experienced steady improvements to their living standards.

Fig. 4  The proportion of the elderly feeling happy in urban and rural China in 2000 and 2015 (%)
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4  Socioeconomic status

4.1  The educational level of the elderly has increased substantially

The education level and economic status of elderly people have improved sig-
nificantly. The education levels of the elderly in China rise as middle-aged peo-
ple age and enter the ranks of the elderly. Education is extremely important to 
Chinese culture and with the development of education in recent years; the Chi-
nese people are becoming more and better educated. People born in the 1950s, for 
example, have significantly higher education levels than those born in the 1940s. 
The 4th survey in 2015 showed that 29.6% of elderly people were unschooled, 
41.5% had primary school education, 18.8% had junior high school education, 
7.0% had senior high school education and 3.1% had college or above education.

The educational levels of the elderly population reported in the 4th survey had 
increased substantially compared with the 1st survey in 2000. The 4th survey 
in 2015 showed that the unschooled elderly population in China accounted for 
29.6%, a drop of 12.9 percentage points from the 1st survey. The elderly popula-
tion with primary school education was 41.5%, a rise of 7.2 percentage points 
from the 1st survey. In the 4th survey, the population with junior middle school 
and high school education accounted for 25.8%, a rise of 7.4 percentage points, 
and the population with college degrees or above accounted for 3.1%, dropping 
by 1.1 percentage points (Fig. 5).

Fig. 5  Comparison of the educational levels of the elderly population in 2000 and 2015 (%)
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4.2  The income levels of elderly people have risen

During the years covered in this report, average per capita income for the elderly was 
not high, relative to average per capita income for the overall population. The 4th survey 
showed that in 2014 the average per capita income for the elderly in cities and towns was 
CNY 23,930 per year and was CNY 7621 per year for the elderly in rural areas. There 
are great differences between the income structures of the urban and rural elderly. The 
4th survey showed that the main source of income for the urban elderly was guaranteed 
income,4 accounting for 79.4% of total income. The proportion of commercial income,5 
income from property, family transfers and other non-guaranteed sources was 20.6%. 
The 4th survey showed that the guaranteed income of the rural elderly had increased by 
21.7 percentage points over the level shown in the 1st survey, but the proportion of guar-
anteed income to overall income was only 36.0% for the rural elderly (Fig. 6). The level 
of access the rural elderly have to social welfare benefits remains relatively low.

The consumption structure of elderly people changed during the 15 year study 
period. In 2014, average per capita consumption expenditures of the elderly in urban 
and rural areas was CNY 14,764. The three principal categories of expenditures 
were ordinary living expenses, non-recurring expenditures and medical expendi-
tures, accounting for 56.5%, 17.3% and 12.8%, respectively, of total consumption. 
Compared with expenditures in the year of 2009, the ratio of daily living expenses 

Fig. 6  Comparison of the proportion of guaranteed income to overall income for the elderly in urban and 
rural China in 2000 and 2014 (%)

4 In this report, the term “guaranteed income” mainly refers to pension, allowance, relief fund, and other 
social security fund income.
5 In this report, the term “commercial income” mainly refers to interest revenue, shares, national bonds 
and other financial income.
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and medical expenses was lower in 2014, while the proportion of non-recurring 
expenditures6 and expenditures on cultural activities increased.

4.3  The elderly’s self‑evaluation of economic status was much better in 2015 
than in 2000

The results of the economic self-evaluation in 4th survey in 2015 (This was a sub-
jective evaluation based on responses to the question, “What do you think of your 
financial situation?”) were as follows: 1.3% of the elderly gave an assessment of 
very good, 14.8% said relatively good, 58.5% said enough or adequate, 21.2% said 
a little difficult, and 4.1% said very difficult. Generally speaking, the elderly’s eco-
nomic self-evaluation was much better in 2015 than in 2000.

In recent years, China has given a great deal of consideration to rural issues. 
Especially since the 18th Communist Party of China (CPC) congress (November 
2012), the income of rural elderly people has increased significantly; its growth 
rate has been faster than that of income for elderly in cities and towns. The income 
structure of the urban elderly is becoming more diversified and increasingly optimal. 
Another change in the economic status of elderly people has to do with the steady 
increase in the consumption of cultural products and services. This means that, in 
addition to improvements in material conditions, elderly people are more able to 
participate in spiritual and cultural life. Nonetheless, the overall income level of the 

Fig. 7  The proportion of elderly self-evaluating their health as “good” in urban and rural China in 2000 
and 2015 (%)

6 In this report, the term “non-recurring expenditures” mainly refers to one-time, nonrepetitive expendi-
ture, such as house-purchase, car, furniture home appliances, gold & silver jewellery, etc.
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elderly in urban and rural China is still relatively low, and the absolute numbers of 
poor and low-income elderly people are relatively large.

5  Health, medical treatment and other care services

5.1  The elderly’s self‑evaluation of health in 2015 showed overall improvement

The self-assessments elderly people made of their health (This was a subjec-
tive evaluation based on responses to the question, “How do you feel about your 
health?”) improved on the whole in the 4th survey. In 2015 32.8% of the elderly 
answered “good” to the question, an increase of 5.5 percentage points over 2000. In 
urban areas, 37.6% of the elderly self-evaluated good health, a rise by 7.0 percent-
age points over 2000, and in the rural areas, 27.7% said they were in good health, an 
increase of 1.4 percentage points (Fig. 7).

There was only a relatively small increase between 2000 and 2015 in the percent-
age of rural elderly self-evaluating their health as good. The quality of medical treat-
ment in rural areas is often poor to begin with, and many elderly people with lim-
ited financial resources in rural areas are reluctant to spend much money on medical 
treatment, even if they know they are ill. Especially in the case of minor ailments or 
chronic diseases, many elderly people choose to ignore the problem or procrastinate 
about seeking treatment. Moreover, in 2000 few rural elderly people were covered 
by medical insurance plans. Many rural elderly people seldom went to hospital and 
did not know they were ill or even if they suffered from a chronic disease. With the 
gradual improvement of the rural medical care system, the steady expansion of the 
rural cooperative medical insurance system and the rural elderly’s increased aware-
ness of health issues, the health status of the rural elderly will continue to improve 
slowly.

5.2  China has achieved close to universal medical insurance coverage

By the end of 2015, China’s medical security system had developed to the point 
that virtually all Chinese were protected by medical insurance coverage. This sug-
gests that China, the country with the largest population in the world, has realized 
a great leap in terms of providing medical security and public health services. The 
medical security system for the elderly has basically achieved full coverage. In 2015, 
the ratios of the elderly people enjoying medical security in urban and rural areas 
reached 98.9% and 98.6%, respectively. During the year 2014, 56.9% of the elderly 
in urban and rural areas enjoyed free medical examinations.

5.3  The number of functionally frail elderly people is increasing

The 4th survey in 2015 showed that 18.3% of the total elderly population or 
40.63 million elderly people were functionally frail. The needs of these elderly 
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people for assisted living services have increased. In 2015, the proportion of the 
elderly who reported needing assisted living services was 15.3%, an increase of 
almost 9.0 percentage points compared with 2000. In urban areas, the proportion 
of elderly people reporting the need for assisted living services increased by 6.2 
percentage points, while in rural areas, the proportion rose by 10.3 percentage 
points (Fig. 8). The proportion of elderly needing assisted living services in the 
countryside increased faster than it did in cities and towns. Increasing numbers of 
functionally frail and empty-nest elderly people in China have urgent demands for 
care services. As the pace of China’s urbanization process accelerates, in recent 
years some rural areas are being hollowed out, with young workers migrating to 
urban areas, leaving rural communities populated largely by left-behind elderly 
people and children. This explains the high demand for assisted living services in 
rural areas that existed between 2000 and 2015.

Looking at specific age groups of elderly, the proportion of elderly people aged 79 
and below who reported a need for assisted living services increased from 5.1% in 
2000 to 11.2% in 2015, an increase of 6.1 percentage points over the 15 year period. 
The proportion of elderly people aged 80 and over needing assisted living services 
increased from 21.5% in 2000 to 41.0% in 2015, a rise of nearly 20.0 percentage 
points and an increase more than 3 times greater than that of elderly 79 years old 
and below. It can be seen that the demand for assisted living services is urgent in 
urban and rural areas, especially the latter.

Among the demands for elderly care services in communities, house calls for 
medical consultations and rehabilitative nursing services are among the high prior-
ity needs for medical treatment and health care. The 4th survey in 2015 showed that 
38.1% of the elderly needed doctor house call services, 11.3% needed rehabilita-
tive nursing services, 9.4% needed day care services designed for the elderly, and 

Fig. 8  Proportion of the elderly people reporting the need for assisted living services in urban and rural 
China in 2000 and 2015 (%)
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10.3% needed health education services. Also, 12.1% needed assistance with house-
work, 10.6% needed psychological counseling or chatting services and 8.5% needed 
help preparing meals (Table 3). Thus, it can be seen that the combination of medi-
cal treatment and health care is an important direction of the future development of 
communities and home-based care services.

The market for providing services to elderly people has great potential, but there 
is an obvious imbalance between supply and demand. Over the 15 year study period, 
the proportion of the elderly who reported needing assisted living services has 
increased significantly. Moreover, elderly care services are also becoming more and 
more available as supply tries to keep pace with demand. This suggests that dur-
ing the 15 years covered in this report, the market for elderly services in China has 
expanded steadily, and that the ideas China’s elderly people have about consumption 
are constantly evolving.

6  Family and living arrangements

6.1  Family size in China is shrinking

The very old and oldest old have more children than the young old.7 According to 
the 4th survey in 2015, the elderly had 3.0 children on average: the number of chil-
dren was 2.7 in urban areas and 3.3 in the countryside.

Fig. 9  Comparison of the average number of children of the elderly population in urban and rural China 
in 2000 and 2015 (person)

7 In this report, the terms “young old”, “very old” and “oldest old” denote people aged 60–69, 70–79 
and 80 years of age and older, respectively.
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The 4th survey in 2015 showed that the average number of children of elderly 
people in the age groups 60–64, 65–69, 70–74, 75–79,80–84, and 85 and above 
were 2.3, 2.7, 3.3, 3.7, 4.0 and 4.1, respectively. This shows that the older the par-
ents are, the more children they have. The decrease in average family size is prob-
ably an indication of the impact China’s one-child family planning policy began 
to have in the 1980s. On average, the elderly in 2015 had one less child than the 
elderly in 2000 (Fig. 9). This decrease in the average number of children for the 
elderly means that the objective basis of the multi-generational family model has 
been seriously weakened; and this represents a serious challenge to the care func-
tion for elderly family members traditionally provided by the family.

6.2  More than half of the elderly were empty‑nest elderly in 2015

During the 15 years covered in this report, the number of empty-nest elderly has 
increased noticeably. On the one hand, this has been one result of the accelerated 
pace of China’s urbanization process. On the other hand, social values and atti-
tudes have changed, and more and more elderly people have chosen to live apart 
from their children to enjoy their own lives.

The 4th survey in 2015 found that empty-nest elderly people accounted for 
51.3% of the elderly population. Single elderly people living alone accounted for 
13.1%, elderly people living with spouses accounted for 38.2%, and elderly peo-
ple living with family members other than their children accounted for 48.7%.

Fig. 10  The living arrangements of the elderly population in urban and rural China in 2015 (%)
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Generally speaking, the 4th survey found the living arrangements of elderly 
people in urban and rural areas were similar (Fig. 10). Empty-nest elderly people 
in cities and towns accounted for 50.9% of the total urban elderly population. Of 
this group, single elderly people living alone accounted for 12.0%, elderly people 
living with spouses accounted for 38.9%, and elderly people living with family 
members other than their children accounted for 49.1%. In rural areas, empty-nest 
elderly people accounted for 51.7%, with 14.3% living alone, 37.4% living only 
with spouses, and 48.3% living with family members other than their children.

The proportion of the empty-nest elderly people increased from 38.9% in the 
1st survey to 51.3% in the 4th survey, a rise of 12.4 percentage points, and the 
proportion of elderly people living together with family members other than 
their children fell from 61.1% in the 1st survey to 48.7% in the 4th survey. These 
changes are mainly the result of urbanization and population mobility in recent 
years. In addition, people’s living standards have improved steadily and social 
attitudes have changed. More and more elderly people are choosing to live sepa-
rately if their physical and financial conditions have permit.

As the size of the average Chinese family decreases and the number of empty-
nest elderly continues to increase, China urgently needs to develop and perfect 
elderly care services. During the 13th Five Year Plan period (2016–2020) cur-
rently underway, China is working to optimize the elderly care service system 
built on a foundation of home-based care backed up by community-based care, 
and supplemented by institutional care that combines medical treatment with 
other care services. This is an outline of the overall institutional arrangements for 
China’s elderly care services. The key point is to activate the family function and 
encourage the development of home-based care services, which are currently the 
weak link in these arrangements.

7  Social participation and leisure activities

7.1  The participation rate of elderly people in community service activities 
has increased

According to the 4th survey in 2015, nearly half (45.6%) of the elderly population 
participated in various kinds of community service activities. Relatively large pro-
portions of elderly helped neighbors (34.2%), took part in activities to maintain 
cleanliness and hygiene in their communities (20.7%) or helped to mediate neigh-
borhood disputes (17.0%). In cities and towns, the participation rate in commu-
nity service activities increased from 38.7% in 2000 to 43.2% in 2015. During the 
15 year study period, the participation rate of China’s elderly in community service 
activities increased. Participation in such activities can enhance the self-esteem of 
elderly people and, at the same time, contribute to the harmonious and stable devel-
opment of society. Elderly people are playing an important role in community con-
struction and social governance.
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Most elderly people are willing to help their elderly peers. The 4th survey in 2015 
showed that most (72.9%) elderly people were prepared to help other elderly people 
who encountered difficulties in their communities. Elderly people aged 60–69 were 
the group most inclined to help other elderly people (78.0%). This indicates that 
neighborhood mutual assistance activities have a good social basis. We can encour-
age those elderly people who are willing and able to serve their neighbors by taking 
part in efforts to provide home-based care.

7.2  Associations for elderly people have developed rapidly in urban and rural 
China

The development of associations for the elderly has great potential. According to the 
4th survey in 2015, 10.3% of elderly people took part in such associations. In cities 
and towns, the participation rate (11.0%) in elderly associations was higher than that 
in rural areas (9.6%), and the participation rate of elderly men (11.2%) was higher 
than that of elderly women (9.5%). As mass organizations allowing elderly people to 
undertake self-management, self-education and self-service, elderly associations in 
communities have played an important role in rallying and serving the elderly and in 
promoting the social participation of elderly people. The findings suggest that devel-
oping grassroots level associations for elderly people is a direction for community 
work. Elderly people cited several reasons for not joining elderly associations: no asso-
ciations had been established in their community (44.9%), they were not interested in 
joining an existing association (23.1%), or they did not have time to join (21.8%).

We should continue to establish associations for the elderly in communities, and 
at the same time, we should do more to promote these associations and build their 
capacity to effectively serve the elderly in urban and rural China.

Table 4  Internet access and online activities of the elderly in urban and rural China in 2015 by age group 
and gender (%)

Total Urban and rural Gender Age

Urban Rural Male Female Young old Very old Oldest old

Internet access rate 5.0 9.1 0.5 6.6 3.6 6.8 3.4 1.6
News 84.8 85.0 81.9 89.5 77.0 85.1 84.9 79.4
TV series 35.0 34.6 40.7 32.1 39.8 36.8 30.8 26.7
Games 27.2 28.2 13.3 25.1 30.6 28.4 24.6 18.7
Chat 20.8 21.2 15.5 15.7 29.2 22.0 17.2 17.3
Stocks 13.1 14.0 1.7 13.2 13.0 13.7 11.7 9.5
Shopping online 11.9 12.4 5.4 10.1 14.9 13.1 9.3 5.8
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7.3  Elderly people’s leisure activities have become increasingly diversified

The leisure activities of elderly people are mostly sedentary activities. The 4th sur-
vey in 2015 indicated that 88.9% of elderly people often watched TV or listened to 
the radio, 20.9% often read books or newspapers, 18.0% grew flowers or kept pets, 
and 13.4% often played chess or card games.

Compared with the 1st survey in 2000, in the 4th survey, the proportion of the 
elderly people playing chess or cards had decreased somewhat, while the proportion 
of elderly people participating in the other leisure activities had increased. On the 
whole, the leisure activities of elderly people continued to be mostly sedentary. This 
may be related to the physiological characteristics of elderly people: as they grow 
older, their physiological functions may degenerate. Sedentary leisure activities are 
acceptable to most elderly people because the activities are simple and move at a 
slow pace.

The proportion of elderly people who are connected to and use the Internet has 
increased. The 4th survey in 2015 showed that 5.0% of the elderly often surf the 
Internet, and this percentage was higher among the elderly groups in cities and 
towns and among the young old in urban areas, being 9.1% and 12.7% respectively 
(Table  4). The 1st survey in 2000 showed that only 0.3% of elderly people had 
learned to use a computer. A comparison of the 1st survey and the 4th survey shows 
the elderly’s usage rate of the Internet increased greatly during the 15 years covered 
in this report. The likely reasons are: first, knowledge of the Internet and how to 
use it has become widespread among all Chinese including the elderly; and second, 
elderly people want to use the Internet because it helps them enrich their lives, keep 
up with the latest news and information, participate in social communications, and 
avoid feelings of loneliness.

The elderly’s spiritual and cultural life in both urban and rural areas has kept pace 
with the times, while the mental health of the elderly is worthy of attention. Dur-
ing the 15 years covered in this report, years of rapid economic development and 
great social change, the spiritual and cultural life of the elderly in urban and rural 
areas became more diversified. In particular, as the education levels of elderly peo-
ple have gradually improved, use of the Internet has become a new kind of leisure 
activity and a means of social contact for the elderly in urban and rural areas. In 
recent years, new industries providing services to the elderly, such as elderly travel 
businesses and health maintenance facilities, have emerged. More and more elderly 
people have left home to travel, while their leisure activities at home have become 
more diverse and their spiritual and cultural lives more colorful. Moreover, elderly 
people have begun to participate actively in community service activities, and their 
power to benefit the public cannot be ignored. They also actively participate in com-
munity construction, help each other, and make contributions to the society with 
their knowledge, skills and experience.

However, we must be sure to pay sufficient attention to the mental health of the 
elderly population. In China, there is little awareness of the spiritual counseling 
needs some elderly people have, and the level of services available is relatively low. 
There are occasional cases of suicide among the elderly people in rural areas, and 
the mental health problems of the left-behind elderly can be pronounced. At present, 
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the number of empty-nest elderly has increased by more than half, and the state of 
their mental health deserves more attention.

8  Discussion

8.1  Economic development and the urbanization process have affected 
the wellbeing of elderly people

Since the reform and opening-up process began, China’s economy has achieved 
remarkable development and the social security level of the population has improved 
steadily. China is in the preliminarily stages of setting up a suitable system for med-
ical insurance and social security. As members of society, China’s elderly people 
have actively participated in economic construction, and they have also shared in 
the improvement of living standards brought about by economic and social progress. 
The elderly have seen their incomes increase steadily, and the average life expec-
tancy extended. The forms of social participation available to elderly citizens are 
rich and diversified, and their quality of life continues to improve. Thanks to China’s 
rapid development in recent years, elderly people are one group of the population 
that can expect to live better and better.

8.2  Elderly people have benefited from the promotion and optimization 
of systems to enhance the social security of citizens

In recent years, China has responded with bold, innovative initiatives to meet the 
challenges created by an aging population. In particular, the third plenary session 
of the 18th CPC congress proposed “the establishment of a fairer and more sus-
tainable social security system”. In 2015, China’s basic medical insurance system 
had achieved full coverage. In the year 2000, less than 30.0% of Chinese people 
were covered by medical insurance. Since the period of The 12th Five-Year Plan 
(2011–2015), China has been developing an elderly care service system built on a 
foundation of home-based care backed up by community-based care, and supported 
by institutional care. Social welfare and social relief systems for the elderly have 
been regularly optimized, and family planning and family old-age security policies 
have been improved to offer more support. Educational, cultural and sporting activi-
ties for the elderly have developed rapidly, and spiritual and cultural life of China’s 
elderly has become richer. In 2013, China’s law for the protection of the rights and 
interests of the elderly was revised. This revision took protection of the legal rights 
and interests of the elderly a step further. It is, however, noteworthy that the frag-
mented nature of China’s pension system results in problems and challenges that 
hinder further improvement of the living standards of the elderly in China’s rural 
areas.
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8.3  China’s relatively young elderly population brings opportunities

During the 15  years examined in this report, the proportion of elderly people to 
total population increased steadily, and the dependency ratio of the elderly also rose 
during this time. At present, the structure of China’s aging population is relatively 
young, the educational level of the elderly today is higher than it was in the past, and 
the proportion of widowed elderly has dropped significantly. The very old and old-
est old elderly have more children than the young elderly. They benefit from larger 
families that can maintain the traditional family support function. Overall, although 
Chinese society continues to age gradually, the relatively young structure of today’s 
elderly population structure provides China with a window of about ten years to take 
advantage of strategic opportunities to cope with the challenges of population aging. 
Ways can be found for the whole society to deal reasonably with the huge demand 
for elderly support resources that result from population aging. We are in a position 
to alleviate the negative effects of population aging.

8.4  The transformation of society’s ideas about aging benefit elderly people

As China’s population grows and the rate at which the population is aging acceler-
ates, the society’s ideas about support for the elderly are being transformed into a 
new approach combining a variety of pension schemes with home-based care for the 
elderly. The elderly care service system built on a foundation of home-based care, 
backed up by community-based care, and supplemented by institutional care that 
combines medical care with other care services is gradually being optimized.

Traditionally, children are seen as providers and caregivers for their aging par-
ents. Today, this traditional idea is being supplanted by a concept for elderly support 
that combines the joint efforts of the government and social forces. China is actively 
implementing positive strategies that support the aging of the population. Efforts 
begun in 2018 to educate the general public about population aging are resulting in 
increased awareness and understanding of the population aging process in China. 
We will take positive measures to defend the rights and interests of elderly people, 
and to improve the quality of life and enhance the wellbeing of the elderly in urban 
and rural areas.

8.5  Despite a weak foundation, the industry for elderly products and services 
in China is growing

In 2015, 65.6% of the elderly population reported that they had used products for 
elderly people. As society develops and people’s living standards improve, the mar-
ket for elderly products will become further segmented and elderly products will 
need to meet more targeted, exacting demands. The market for elderly products and 
services has enormous growth potential. It is generally believed that 2013 was the 
year that policies began to support development of an industry for elderly products 
and services. It was in this year that the State Council issued several opinions on 
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accelerating the development of the elderly care service industry. After that, a series 
of policies were introduced, and the industry began to flourish.

Currently, the development of businesses providing products and services to the 
elderly is unbalanced. In particular, the development of services for the elderly in 
rural areas started relatively late and has a weak foundation. The degree of popula-
tion aging in China’s countryside is greater than it is in cities and towns. Moreo-
ver, the government plays a dominant role in the provision of services to the elderly 
in both urban and rural areas, and this mode of supplying services is generally not 
responsive to the actual demands elderly people have for services. In fact, China’s 
industry for elderly products and services has not yet developed to the point that it 
can easily adapt to the changing situation and needs of China’s aging population.

8.6  China is still facing many challenges caused by population aging

Thanks to the joint efforts of the government, society and families, elderly peo-
ple in urban and rural China are leading much better lives today than they did in 
the past. However, as the market economy continues to develop steadily in China, 
trans-regional flows of labor have intensified. In addition, as a result of the imple-
mentation of the one-child policy, the proportion of China’s empty-nest families has 
gradually increased. This has shaken the foundation of support for the elderly pro-
vided by traditional families. Moreover, many rural laborers have migrated to eco-
nomically developed areas, and this has intensified the empty-nest phenomenon in 
rural areas. Nearly half of the China’s elderly people live in the countryside where, 
currently, social insurance protections are relatively limited. The society needs to 
pay more attention to the needs of rural elderly who can no longer participate in the 
labor force or become ill and need care.

9  Conclusion

Against a background of extensive socioeconomic change, the wellbeing of the 
elderly in urban and rural China has also greatly changed. Salient aspects of this 
change in the situation of the elderly include: the economic and health status of the 
elderly has significantly improved; the demand for elderly care services is growing 
steadily, there is an ongoing effort to promote the rights and interests of China’s 
elderly, and the ability of elderly people to participate in spiritual and cultural activi-
ties has greatly expanded.

However, the problems and challenges caused by population aging combined with 
unbalanced economic and social development from region to region in China have 
also led to a growing gap between the situations of the elderly in urban and rural 
areas. The development of the industry for elderly products and services is uneven, 
and imbalances between supply and demand in this industry are still severe in some 
cases. The laws and regulations concerned with the support of the elderly population 
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are flawed and efforts to strengthen the law lag. This results in obstacles that hinder 
the construction of living environments for elderly people. The status of the poor 
elderly and the functionally frail elderly is problematic. The aging of society cre-
ates problem and challenges that intensify over time. China currently faces potential 
shortages of labor resources, the weakening of family functions, and the need for 
more medical care services and services. At the same time, changes to the structure 
of demand and of industry caused by societal aging bring many opportunities.
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