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Preface

Family is a basic unit of society. Proper performance of its educational, eco-
nomic and emotional functions would exert a great influence upon mental and be-
havioral development of family members and improvement of their living stand-
ard. However, the exodus of family members (usually parents) in the process of
China’s social transformation, which has resulted in a great number of so-called
left-behind families, has proved to be an negative impact upon the development of
the children who have to stay home, caring for the old people, and marital stabil-
ity and harmony.

The problem of left-behind families has drawn a lot of attention at home and
abroad. Special reports could be found in newspapers of 2004 like People’s Dai-
{y, Guangming Daily and the New York Times. A symposium on education of
rural children left behind was held at China’s Ministry of Education. And Demo-
graphic Research has started a forum on the left-behind family problem. While
the Chinese government and social sectors are desperate for a fundamental knowl-
edge of left-behind families, there are, unfortunately, no systematic research a-
vailable except for a couple of case studies, which cannot be expected to throw
light upon the quantitative features of left-behind families in this country.

Left-behind family (or family left behind, or temporary left-behind family)
is referred to as a family which has some family members (especially husband
and/or wife) absent from home for a long time). It is a special type of family
which is formed with some of the family members staying at the initial residence
while others depart as migrants. In a sense, it is a left part of a physically disin-
tegrated family. The opposite form of left-behind family is a migrant family made
up of people leaving home.

The most important concern about the left-behind family might be left-be-
hind children, old people, wife and/or husband. Left-behind children is defined
as a population under 14 who keep on living at their registered permanent resi-
dences and whose parent(s) has departed. Left-behind wife is a married woman

who stays at the registered permanent residence when her husband has gone out
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as a migrant. Left-behind husband closely resembles the left-behind wife. And
left-behind old people are those above 65 of age who have to remain at home
without being cared by their adult children.

This research of left-behind families was based upon 0. 95%, sample data of
the 2000 National Demographic Census (thereinafter the Census) , but the sample
data of the Census in form of personal records could not be put to direct use. For
the sake of investigation, a sample data of population census, with more impor-
tant information about the familial structure of a household, and wherefrom data
of left-behind children, wives, husbands, the aged, wife-husband ratio, and liv-
ing conditions of married women’s children were derived, was created on the ba-
sis of the original census data. In addition, the background to the national demo-
graphic census of 2000 was reviewed. The author has participated in the field-
work about left-behind families on separate occasions.

This dissertation falls into 10 chapters: 1. Subject selection and its implica-
tions; 2. Literature survey and related theories; 3. Conceptual and theoretical
framework; 4. Data resources and methodology; 5. Familial demographic study
of China’s left-behind families; 6. China’s left-behind children; 7. China’s left-
behind wives/husbands; 8. China’s left-behind old population; 9. Left-behind
families in perspective of familial functions; 10. Conclusions and policy recom-
mendations.

Data analysis leads to some principal conclusions:

1. Left-behind families have become an important type of family in China’s
socio-economic transformation

Left-behind families, which account for 20% of Chinese families nowadays,
have become an important type of family in China’s socio-economic transforma-
tion. They would be much more influential upon both individuals and society
than incomplete families( single-parent families, for instance).

2. Left-behind families are characteristic of varied family structures and
weakened familial functions

The economic function of left-behind families has been strengthened in the
pursuit of social and economic interests, whereas the absence of essential family
members and resulting changes in family structures have impaired family’s role in

educating children, caring for old people and increasing conjugal affection.
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3. Huge number of left-behind children have made up a group in need of
much more attention

On the basis of the data from the Census 2000, left-behind children in China
are estimated to be 22. 892 million. The proportion of the left-behind children in
a rural part to the total children in that area is bigger than the proportion in
towns is bigger, and a similar result could be found in a comparison between
towns and cities (rural areas: 9.88%; towns; 4. 91%; cities: 2. 73%).

Left-behind children are mainly distributed in rural areas undergoing the ex-
odus. The left-behind children in rural areas, towns and urban areas represent 7.
6% (19. 815 million),7. 67% (1. 756 million), and 5. 75% (1. 316 million) re-
spectively of the total in the country. Thus rural left-behind children constitute
the main body of left-behind children.

Although no remarkable differences in school attendance ratios could be i-
dentified among left-behind children and other children in the stage of elementary
education -- almost all of them can have a good education, a sharp decline in the
number of school-goers among left-behind children can be observed in junior mid-
dle school. It seems that some immediate initiatives should be taken to improve
junior secondary education of these children. As to academic performance, left-
behind children are not apparently different from non-left-behind children; but
their school-dropping rate is a bit higher than that of the latter.

Over half of left-behind children can not live with their parents, due to
which grandparental guardianship prevails. Of the total population of left-behind
children, those who live with a single parent represent 43. 83%, those who are
looked after by their grandparents represent 20. 6%, and those who stay home a-
lone amount to 2. 96 %.

Compared with children who live an itinerant or settled life, left-children u-
sually have a differently-structured family. In other words, more children living
an itinerant or settled life tend to be found in a nuclear family than left-behind
children, while, in turn, more left-behind children are living with their grandpar-
ents than mobile or settled children.

4. Population mobility has changed the status of left-behind women in family
life.

Married men’ s departure from their registered residence has turned many
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married women into left-behind wives. Estimated according to the sample data of
the Census, there are about 13. 024 million left-behind women all over the coun-
try. Left-behind females, who are more densely distributed in the countryside
than in towns and cities, and who form a bigger percentage of the total local fe-
male population than those in towns and cities, make up the main body of the fe-
males left in the rear. They need more attention of family study.

The regional distribution of left-behind wives depends upon the ratio of tran-
sient married males and the patterns of their emigration in a particular region.
The transient married population in China is suggestive of familial mobility,
which largely accounts for the lower ratio of left-behind wives in contrast to that
of mobile population. In China, married males emigrating with their family re-
present 84. 34% and single transient married males represent 15, 66 % of the total
transient males. Among married female migrants, those traveling with their hus-
bands represent 83. 82% of the total, and those going alone represent 16. 18%.

In the absence of their husbands, wives left behind tend to assume more du-
ties and responsibilities for the family. 56.49% left-behind wives act as the head
of the household and they have got higher participation in working than nomadic
wives or wives with their husband’s company. However, rather than implying
that left-behind wives have begun to enjoy a higher status in the family, this
seemingly great improvement in their social status actually presents a new version
of the tradition “Husband are responsible for external affairs while wives for
household matters. ”

5. The old people left behind usually act as the guardians of their grandchil-
dren

Compared with other old people, the left-behind old tend to assume more fa-
milial duties and responsibilities. There are more left-behind old people aged be-
tween 65 and 74 acting as the head of households, than other old people. And
their participation in laboring or working is 4. 13 per cent higher than that of the
non-left-behind.

A comparative investigation of the main sources of income for left-behind old
people and other old people indicates that more le{t-behind old need supply from
other family members. The percentage of the old left behind who rely upon the
supply by other family members is about 76. 18 %, 8. 18% higher than that of the
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non-left-behind old.

With no adult children nearby, left-behind old people are more likely to live
cither alone or with their grandchildren or with only one adult child (or child-in-
law). There is a sharp increase in left-behind families consisting of only grand-
parents and their grandchildren have, which in turn puts much more burden on
the shoulders of the old, The percentage of the left-behind old living in families
managed by grandparents is 10. 86 %.

6. The ratio of transient population and the pattern of population movement
have combined impact upon the issue of left-behind families.

There would be no families left behind if population movement steadily fol-
lowed the pattern of a whole family emigration. Hence the extent and the pattern
of population movement are bound to shape the problem of left-behind families in
a combined way. The tradition of “Men should manage external affairs while
women have to learn managing internal affairs” is responsible for higher propor-
tion of emigrating of married men to married women.

The major contributions by this research are offering some basic knowledge
of China’s left-behind families and main family members, and investigating the
patterns of population movement, by utilizing the sampled data of the Census.
Such utilization of the Census findings not only has helped to cut down the budg-
et directed at a national investigation of left-behind families, but also improves
the technologies for data analysis for the census. Research findings provide a sci-
entific and forceful basis for understanding and resolving the problem of left-be-
hind families in China’s social transformation, which might be irreplaceable by
any typical or small-scale studies.

The novelties of this research might be: It makes the best use of the sample
data of the Census, especially the data material drawn from the Item “(interview-
ee’s) Relationship with Head of the Household. ” Where a qualitative and quanti-
tative study is conducted about the features of left-behind families, development
and efficient application of the Census data is promoted. Meanwhile, it extends
the research field and methodology of family demography, and contributed to the
research of social impact of population movement.

Still, there are some aspects deserving more research effort. First, the re-

searcher’s further study of left-behind families in other countries was discouraged



