THE PRACTICE OF OLD AGE SUPPORT DURING A PERIOD OF SOCIAL TRANSITION: THE CASE OF RURAL CHINA

@@® There is much hope that community support can bridge the gap
between family and social support in a society in transition. ®@®

social support, more effort needs to be put
into enhancing community support. There is
much hope that it can bridge the gap between
family support and social support in a society
in transition.

Three case studies present different
examples of successful community support
provision where grass-root organisations,
such as a village committee, a local farmers’
association, or an association for the aged,
have made a valuable contribution to old
age security. This can be in terms of material
welfare, support for continued independent
living, or encouragement of active
participation in the workforce. The studies
suggest pointers for the development of
community support mechanisms, which may
include drawing on industrial or commercial
sources of funding because agriculture
cannot generate sufficient wealth to support
welfare plans. In addition, promotion of civil
society organisations has great potential and
merits further study.
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Conclusions

In a developing, predominantly rural society
such as China, social support for the elderly
has traditionally been the responsibility of the
family. In the context of rapid socioeconomic
transition, however, characterised by growing
but unequal affluence, changes in family
structure and values, and mass rural-urban
migration, this is no longer available to the
same extent, or adequate. New mechanisms
need to be found that will both support the
elderly and contribute to the development
process. These will almost certainly need to
be multi-faceted, drawing on a combination
of community, social, family and individual
sources of support. In China, it is hoped

that investigation and encouragement of
community support mechanisms will not only
directly benefit the rural elderly themselves
but will also contribute to modernisation and
development of the community as a whole.
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KEY POLICY LESSONS

* New social security
mechanisms need to be
constructed that both support
the rural elderly and contribute
to the development process.

¢ There is much hope that
community support can bridge
the gap between family and
social support in a society in
transition.

¢ Research is required into the
needs of the rural elderly in
China and the contribution that
civil society organisations can
make to their welfare and
development in general.
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The practice of old age support
during a period of social transition:
The case of rural China

The majority of old people in developing societies still rely on family resources which are
significantly undermined by economic transitions locally as well as globally. As a result, in
China, pauperisation among the aged in rural areas has become a serious social problem.

The issue of social support for older people
is of growing concern globally because

of the rising proportion of aged people in
the population. It is of particular concern

in developing countries where there

is generally both an absence of social
insurance systems and a consequent
reliance on family resources which are,
however, being eroded by dramatic and
rapid socioeconomic transition, meaning
that traditional family support for the aged

is no longer able to bear the burden of an
ageing society. This paper looks at the plight
of the rural aged in China and considers the
potential of community support to bridge the
gap between family and social support in a
society in transition.

Main findings
Itis predicted that by 2050 30% of the
Chinese people will be aged 60 and above
and it is clear that the nation will face
increasingly serious problems associated with
the ageing population. And in response to
changes in the rural economy and migration
of labour to the cities, the traditional norm of
family support for the elderly is disintegrating.
As a result, pauperisation among the aged
in rural areas has become a serious social
problem.

China has never made much provision

for the rural elderly in its policies, because

of the assumption that the family will take
care of its older members. However, family
size is decreasing (partly in response to the
one-child policy), family structure is becoming
steadily more nuclearised, power is being
transferred within the family from the older

to the younger generations, and the old
traditions of filial piety are breaking down.
New forms of social support therefore need to
be found.

Recent research has focused on the
responsibility of the government to provide
universal relief to aged people and their
families and international comparisons
with countries such as Brazil and South
Africa suggest that social pensions are a
cost-effective way of empowering older
people, recognising their right to share in the
benefits of development, and contributing to
the human rights agenda. However, China
may not yet be in a position financially to
implement a universal nationwide social
pension programme.

Instead, the authors suggest that welfare
systems for the elderly in the future will need
to draw on multiple sources, principally
social, community, family, and individual
support. And if family and individual support
mechanisms are dwindling, and political
and financial barriers remain to providing

@@ Traditional
family support for
the aged is no longer
able to bear the
burden of an ageing
society. ®®

KEY RESEARCH FINDINGS

e Social support for the aged is a
growing issue globally because
of the increasing proportion of
elderly people in the
population.

The issue is of particular
concern in developing
economies which have
traditionally relied on family
resources to support the
elderly when family structures
are changing rapidly in
response to global
socioeconomic trends.
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