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This study provides a comprehensive analysis of the evolution and effectiveness of China’s 
rural old-age security system through a combination of literature review, historical 
analysis, and comparative analysis. It critically examines how the longstanding urban-rural 
dual structure (urban-rural fragmentation and imbalance) has led to systemic bias, with 
rural regions consistently underprioritized in the development of old-age services. From 
the perspective of the supply entity, the construction of the rural old-age security system 
in China has gone through five stages. The traditional old-age system is the most 
fundamental stage. The responsibility for elderly care is entirely borne by the family, 
relying on land security and intergenerational support. The people's commune support 
system established an initial welfare guarantee mechanism covering specific 
disadvantaged groups. The pension insurance system is the first to introduce the concept 
of social insurance, attempting to develop a mechanism where individual responsibilities 
are shared with those of the collective and the state. It is a crucial step for rural old-age 
security towards modernization and institutionalization. The new rural social endowment 
insurance system (New Rural Pension Insurance) has, for the first time, clearly defined the 
government's direct fiscal responsibility in rural old-age security (universal basic pension), 
achieving full coverage of the system. And the old-age security system for coordinating 
urban and rural development. The institutional division between urban and rural areas 
has been broken, and a unified framework of the Urban and Rural Resident Pension 
Insurance system has been established. The study found that there are still some 
shortcomings in China's rural old-age security at present, such as the prominent 
contradiction of supply and demand imbalance. There is a significant mismatch between 
the products, services, and financial support that the current rural old-age security system 
can provide and the increasingly growing and diversified elderly care demands of rural 
residents. In the coming period, China's rural old-age security system needs to adhere to 
the path of continuous improvement and innovation. Thus, while meeting the elderly care 
needs in rural areas, it promotes the development of rural productive forces, narrows the 
income gap between urban and rural residents and moves towards common prosperity.  
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1. Introduction 
 

With the orderly advancement of China's rural revitalization strategy, the rural old-age security 
system, as a key component in implementing this strategy, should play a fundamental role in ensuring 
basic welfare. Although significant achievements have been made in the development of China's rural 
old-age security system, challenges persist due to its relatively late establishment and the lagging 
economic and social development in rural areas [1,2]. Currently, there remains a substantial gap 
between rural and urban areas in terms of elderly care security levels, with the urban-rural imbalance 
remaining pronounced [3]. 

Under China’s urban-rural "dual structure (urban-rural fragmentation and imbalance)," the aging 
population trend in rural areas has become increasingly pronounced, while traditional family-based 
elderly care models face growing challenges [4]. The imbalance between supply and demand in rural 
old-age security has also become increasingly acute [5]. The issue of rural elderly care security is not 
only an unavoidable challenge in the realm of social welfare and in addressing China’s urban-rural 
development disparities, but also one of the most pressing concerns for farmers regarding their 
immediate interests [38]. 

The report to the 20th National Congress of the Communist Party of China emphasized the need 
to establish a comprehensive, urban-rural integrated, equitable and unified, secure and 
standardized, sustainable and multi-tiered social security system that covers the entire population 
[6]. It reaffirmed the commitment to prioritize agricultural and rural development, promote 
integrated urban-rural development, and comprehensively advance rural revitalization [7]. The 2023 
"Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and the State Council's Opinions on 
Comprehensively Promoting Key Rural Revitalization Tasks" specifically highlighted rural elderly care 
services, calling for deepening the rural old-age security system and outlining concrete 
implementation measures [8]. In the new context of comprehensively advancing rural revitalization, 
enhancing rural old-age security has become crucial for ensuring farmers' prosperous livelihoods and 
enabling them to live and work in contentment [9].  

The longstanding urban-rural dual economic structure in China has resulted in lagging elderly care 
security levels in rural areas, an imbalanced proportion of elderly populations between urban and 
rural regions, and rural families increasingly characterized by "empty-nests" and smaller household 
sizes [10,11]. China's rural elderly care issues have become a key focus for policymakers, and 
improving the rural old-age security system has emerged as a critical weakness that must be 
addressed to sustain socio-economic development and advance rural revitalization [3].  

Specifically, in rural societies, the rural social security system serves as a safety net and stabilizer, 
which is directly linked to the economic stability and sustainable development of rural areas [12]. A 
well-established rural old-age security system not only provides basic livelihood guarantees for 
China’s rural elderly, alleviating their economic burdens [12,13], but also stimulates rural domestic 
demand, promotes consumption and investment [14]. Thereby forming a virtuous development cycle 
that drives the growth of rural industries and ultimately advances China’s rural revitalization strategy. 
In conclusion, conducting an in-depth analysis of the existing issues in China’s current rural elderly 
care security system is not only essential for addressing the challenges posed by population aging but 
also crucial to the overarching success of the rural revitalization strategy. 

The theoretical significance of this study lies in two aspects. First, this research contributes to 
enriching and developing the theory of socialist society construction with Chinese characteristics. As 
a critical component of the social security system, the rural old-age security system is also integral to 
the construction of a socialist society with Chinese characteristics [15]. Through in-depth exploration 
and research on the rural elderly care security system, this study aims to refine related theories, 
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thereby advancing and expanding the theoretical framework of socialist society construction with 
Chinese characteristics. 

Second, this study facilitates a deeper understanding and grasp of the essence of Chinese 
socialism. As a pivotal component of the rural revitalization strategy, the rural old-age security system 
plays a critical role in addressing deficiencies in China’s social welfare and resolving imbalanced 
development between urban and rural areas [9,16]. In the new era, conducting in-depth research on 
the rural old-age security system to identify its shortcomings provides a foundation for formulating 
subsequent policies and measures. Furthermore, it contributes to promoting the development of 
rural productive forces, narrowing the income gap between urban and rural residents, and advancing 
toward common prosperity. 

The practical significance lies in its potential to boost China’s domestic consumer market and 
provide robust momentum for rural revitalization. Simultaneously, it helps alleviate the challenges 
posed by population aging in rural China and advance the nation’s goal of common prosperity. As the 
world’s largest manufacturing nation and second-largest consumer market, China places high priority 
on improving old-age security for both urban and rural residents [17]. The government has proposed 
gradually eliminating disparities in the old-age security systems under the urban-rural dual structure 
[18]. By ensuring farmers can consume without financial concerns, this initiative aims to expand the 
rural consumer market, thereby supporting the realization of rural revitalization and the broader 
national strategy of enhancing domestic economic circulation [19].  

In recent years, China has faced severe population aging, urgently requiring improvements to its 
pension systems to safeguard the livelihoods of the elderly [17]. Rural residents, who account for 
many contributors to the Urban and Rural Resident Pension Insurance, are experiencing even more 
acute aging challenges [11]. The rural elderly care system is plagued by low coverage levels, 
inadequate replacement rates, and limited effectiveness [20,21]. Advancing common prosperity in 
China necessitates narrowing the gap in elderly care security between urban and rural areas, ensuring 
that rural residents can also share in the fruits of development.  
 
2. Literature Review 
 

As the institutional vehicle for the state to safeguard elderly welfare, China’s rural old-age 
security system has long been a focal point of academic research. Using keywords such as “China’s 
old-age security system,” “China’s rural old-age security system,” “the development and evolution of 
the rural old-age security system in China,” and “the historical evolution of China’s rural old-age 
security system: an effectiveness evaluation,” the researcher conducted searches across Web of 
Science, Scopus, and the China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI). The results yielded 5,220, 
119, 5, and 0 relevant articles, respectively. This indicates that existing studies predominantly focus 
on singular themes like the “old-age security system” or “China’s rural old-age security system,” while 
integrated research combining the system’s historical development, institutional evolution and 
effectiveness evaluation remains scarce. 

As shown in Table 1, existing studies have systematically sorted out the evolution of China's rural 
old-age security system in phases based on the core content of the system [22], the main ways of 
elderly care [23], and the economic background [24], summarized the characteristics of each stage, 
and drawn overall conclusions on the effectiveness of the system [25,26]. Compared with such 
descriptive studies, explanatory research on the logic and mechanisms of evolution is relatively 
scarce. Some studies use theoretical frameworks such as discontinuity - equilibrium theory [27] and 
policy integration theory to conduct an overall analysis of the changes [28]. Other studies focus on 
single elements such as the role of the state [29], government responsibility [30], and value concepts 
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to explain the logic of system development. Although this approach is conducive to grasping the 
logical thread of institutional change, it simplifies the complex mechanisms of action contained in the 
political process of rural old-age security system changes.  

Existing research has also sought to reveal the structural shifts in policy logic, as exemplified by 
rural social old-age insurance policies, through examining the interplay of policy system elements 
such as actors, actions and values [31]. However, insufficient attention has been paid to the temporal 
dimension inherent in institutional evolution. While multi-tiered and multi-pillar frameworks 
represent the prevailing trend in old-age security system development, the corresponding 
development strategy for rural old-age institutions remains inadequately defined [22]. 

 
Table 1 
Comparison of two perspectives on the research of rural old-age security system in China 
Dimension Research on static perspective Research on dynamic perspective 
Research focus Institutional design for a specific time 

section 
(Such as the selection of policy tools, 
effect evaluation，optimize the path) 

The historical evolution trajectory of the 
system; 
Change logic and Dynamic mechanism 

Research method Quantitative analysis (such as policy 
effect measurement) 
case study, cross-sectional data 
modelling 

Analysis of historical institutionalism, etc 

Core issue How does the current rural old-age 
system operate? 
Has the policy effect met the standard? 
How to optimize local design? 

Why and how has the rural old-age security 
system changed? 
How does the historical path affect the current 
situation? 
What is the future direction of transformation? 

Advantage Focus on practical problems and provide 
immediate policy suggestions 

Reveal the root logic of institutional 
development; 
Explain the path dependence and fracture 
mechanism 

Limitations Ignore the historical context, 
it is difficult to explain institutional 
inertia or sudden changes 

The practicality of specific policy tools; 
Fewer suggestions 

Typical research  topics Evaluation of the coverage rate and 
satisfaction of the New Rural Social 
Pension Insurance Policy; 
Calculation of pension replacement rate 
and gap analysis; 
Multi-party responsibility sharing model 

From collectivization to socialization: 
The logic of institutional transformation; 
The mechanism of institutional differentiation 
under the urban-rural dual structure; 
The coordinated evolution of rural 
revitalization and elderly care security 

 
Overall, existing research has provided relatively rich descriptive cognition and certain logical 

explanations for the changes and development of the rural old-age security system in China. 
However, significant gaps remain for further exploration. For example, in terms of population 
structural pressure, the degree of aging in rural areas is significantly higher than that in urban areas. 
Coupled with the cohabitation of families and the outflow of labor force, the rate of empty nests in 
rural areas has increased [26]. 

Firstly, current analyses of institutional change logic predominantly present a fragmented picture 
dominated by singular explanatory factors [26]. If the attribution of policy changes is concentrated 
at the micro level of insufficient fiscal input, failure to deeply analyze the implementation deviation 
of local governments (such as misappropriation of matching funds) or path dependence (urban-rural 
dual thinking) [3]. While neglecting the influence of temporal dynamics within institutional sequences 
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[31]. This limitation impedes a comprehensive delineation of the complex systemic mechanisms 
underlying institutional evolution. 

Secondly, while extant studies focus on investigating the drivers of institutional progression, few 
have excavated the methodological strategies governing development processes or the overarching 
patterns operating at the macro level. The innovation of the rural old-age security system in China is 
an important manifestation of the application of innovative tools in China's public policies and a 
practical result of the construction of the old-age system with Chinese characteristics [23]. Extracting 
policy knowledge for the development of China's old-age welfare from it has theoretical and practical 
significance. Therefore, it is necessary to conduct a systematic perspective on it. 
 
3. Methodology  

 
This study employed qualitative research methods with the inclusion and exclusion criteria in 

Table 2 below. A variety of research methods were adopted in the process of studying the 
development evolution and effectiveness evaluation of the rural old-age security system in China to 
ensure the comprehensiveness, depth and dependability of the research.  

Systematically structure policy texts through literature research methods. This study constructs 
a three-level literature retrieval system. The retrieval scope includes Chinese databases (CNKI, 
Wanfang) / Web of science / Scopus and government document databases (State Council Policy 
Platform, official website of the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security, Social Insurance 
Law and Local Pension Regulations). 

 
Table 2 
Inclusion and exclusion criteria 
Category Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 
Academic 
literature 

CSSCI/ core journal papers, monographs 
published 
by authoritative publishers 

Conference abstracts and news  
reports that have not undergone  
peer review 

Policy 
document 

Formal regulations and plans issued by the  
Central and provincial governments 

Documents at or below the county  
Level and internal manuscripts that 
have not been made public 

Statistical data The official yearbook released by the National  
Bureau of Statistics and the Ministry of Human 
Resources and Social Security 

Second-hand data without a source 
indicated 

 
a)  Historical analysis method  

 
According to the chronological order and with the fundamental transformation of the 

institutional paradigm as the node, the rural old-age security system in China is divided into phases 
as in Table 3. 

 
Table 3 
The phased division of the rural old-age security system in China 
Stage Time span Classification basis 
Traditional family-based elderly care 1949-1957 After the land reform, families have become the main 

body responsible for elderly care 
Commune-based collective support for 
the elderly 

1958-1978 The people's commune system established collective 
guarantees for the "five-guaranteed households" 

Pilot programs for rural old-age 
insuranc 

1986-2008 The Ministry of Civil Affairs has promulgated the "Basic 
Plan for County-level Rural Social Endowment Insurance" 
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New rural social pension system 2009-2013 The State Council Document No. 32 of 2009 established a 
fiscal subsidy mechanism 

The Urban and Rural Resident Pension 
Insurance system has been integrated 

2014-Present Document No. 8 of The State Council [2014] realizes the 
integration of urban and rural systems 

 
b) Comparative analysis method 

 
Compare the rural pension security system with the urban development situation. As shown in 

Table 4, in terms of the level of old-age security, the intensity of fiscal input, and the accessibility of 
services, etc. To present more clearly the current development status and problems of the rural old-
age security system. 

 
Table 4 
Table of basic differences between urban and rural areas 
Comparison  
dimension 

Operationalized indicators Data source 

Guarantee level Pension replacement rate (rural average 18% vs. 
urban 52%) 

Report on the Development of China's 
Pension 

Intensity of 
financial input 

Per capita pension financial subsidy (rural areas 
=420 yuan/year vs. urban areas = 2,860 yuan/year) 

Sub-item statistics of social security 
expenditures by the Ministry of Finance 

Service 
accessibility 

The number of nursing beds per 1,000 elderly 
people (12.3 in rural areas vs. 38.7 in urban areas) 

China Civil Affairs Statistical Yearbook 

 
c) Theoretical framework construction method 

 
Combining institutional change with factors such as social and economic development, changes 

in urban and rural structure, and population aging makes the research more systematic and 
theoretically profound. As in Figure 1. 

 

 
Fig. 1. Dynamic framework construction 

 
This theoretical framework requires continuous comparison of the compatibility between new 

cases (such as the policy of the Zhejiang Common Prosperity Demonstration Zone) and the existing 
framework until no new explanatory dimensions can be extracted. 

The comprehensive application of these research methods provides strong support for a 
thorough and in-depth study of the development evolution and effectiveness evaluation of China's 
rural old-age security system, ensuring credibility and dependability of the research results and 
facilitating the proposal of more targeted and feasible improvement suggestions and innovative 
development paths. 
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4. Results and Discussion 
 

The changes in the rural old-age security system in China are closely related to China's 
modernization process. Rural old-age has gradually shifted from relying on families and collectives to 
being government-led and jointly participated in by families and society. From the perspective of the 
changes in the supply subjects of rural old-age security, the future development direction of China's 
rural old-age security system can be clearly observed. 
 
4.1 Traditional Elderly Care System: Cantered on Intergenerational Family Support   

 
Traditional rural China was characterized by a natural economy foundation and the 

predominance of Confucian culture. Within this socioeconomic and cultural context, the traditional 
Chinese rural old-age system operated through a supply model where families served as the primary 
providers, supplemented by state and societal support, demonstrating enduring stability. 

The unity of production and consumption within households determined that old-age in 
traditional Chinese agrarian society predominantly occurred within the family unit. Traditional 
families developed concepts such as "raising sons for old-age security" and "more children, greater 
blessings," ensuring intergenerational support through labor force reproduction. Under the 
conditions of a natural economy, where advanced social division of labor had yet to emerge, new 
generations primarily relied on agricultural knowledge passed down by elders for livelihood 
sustenance. This paternal authority thus provided a fundamental guarantee for the stability of 
traditional family-based old-age in China. 

The Confucian values of respecting and venerating the elderly were vigorously promoted by 
successive dynasties, while family-based care concurrently represented the most cost-effective form 
of elderly support. Furthermore, the state assumed limited responsibilities through measures such 
as establishing sparse almshouses and exempting advanced-age individuals from corvée labor. Given 
that state-village relations were confined to specific administrative functions like tax collection and 
conscription, clans bore virtually all burdens for local public goods provision. This fundamentally 
stemmed from the traditional state's constrained fiscal capacity, which precluded it from fulfilling 
the public service obligations characteristic of modern governance. From the founding of the People's 
Republic of China in 1949 to the establishment of the people's commune system, the traditional old-
age model with families as the main supply subjects dominated. 

The implementation of the "Land Reform Law of the People's Republic of China" in 1950 
completely restructured the rural economic structure. By confiscating land from landlords and 
distributing it to poor and hired farmers (poor farmers refer to those with a small amount of land or 
no land at all, mainly relying on their own labor for a living; hired farmers are those without land and 
can only sell their labor), a private land ownership system based on the family unit was established. 
During this period, rural elderly in China relied entirely on family support for their livelihood, 
obtaining support through land production and children's care. Although the "Labor Insurance 
Regulations" were established in 1951 to provide urban workers with old-age insurance, it did not 
cover rural residents. However, China established rural credit cooperatives and supply and marketing 
cooperatives, providing farmers with limited channels for mutual assistance in production and life, 
indirectly strengthening the economic foundation of family-based elderly care. 
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4.2 The Commune-based Collective Support System: Based on the Foundation of Collective Ownership 
 
Following the completion of China's agricultural collectivization in 1956, land was brought under 

collective ownership, and rural old-age began to integrate with the collective economic system. After 
the formal establishment of the People's Commune system in 1958, a distribution system 
characterized by "three-tier ownership with the production team as the foundation" was 
implemented. Through public welfare fund allocations and grain distribution, communes enforced 
the "Five Guarantees" system (guaranteeing food, clothing, housing, medical care, and funeral 
expenses) for elderly widows and childless seniors, marking China's first institutionalized rural old-
age security arrangement. The 1962 "Regulations on the Work of Rural People's Communes" further 
mandated production teams to ensure basic subsistence for disadvantaged commune members, 
establishing collective welfare as a crucial supplement to family-based elderly support. However, the 
actual protection level remained minimal, with nationwide rural per capita collective distribution 
averaging merely 74 yuan in 1978. Most elderly people still relied primarily on family support and 
self-sufficiency through labor. 

From the perspective of families, the old-age support system in China underwent an evolutionary 
process of initial enhancement, subsequent weakening, and eventual restoration during the period 
from land reform to the dissolution of the People's Commune system. Around 1949, the completion 
of land reform enabled peasants to obtain land as means of production. This significantly promoted 
rural development, enhanced farmers' enthusiasm for production, and thereby strengthened the 
elderly support function for most families. The social transformation of rural China liberated over 300 
million peasants, who regained land ownership that provided fundamental conditions for elderly care 
security [32]. According to relevant data, within three years after the founding of New China, 
agricultural grain output increased by nearly 60%, while peasants'' purchasing power grew by 70% 
[33]. The increase in household income enabled many families to accumulate savings, creating 
material guarantees for the improvement of family-based old-old-age security. 

From a Collective Perspective, in June 1956, the Model Articles for Advanced Agricultural 
Producers’ Cooperatives, adopted by the National People’s Congress of the Communist Party of 
China, stipulated specific social security provisions for vulnerable groups. This document established 
a crucial collective welfare system in rural China. It focused primarily on guaranteeing five essential 
aspects-food, clothing, housing, healthcare, and funeral expenses which for special members of the 
cooperatives. These provisions later evolved into the rural "Five Guarantees" system, becoming a 
foundational form of old-age security in rural China. 

However, as communes implemented egalitarian distribution policies, individuals became 
dependent on the collective, weakening the independent economic status of families and eroding 
their traditional role in elderly support. Under this planned economy, the egalitarian supply-based 
approach failed to classify the rural elderly population into specific categories. Influenced by the 
ideology of "large in size and collective in nature", the collective—despite its limited economic 
capacity-provided Five Guarantees households with policies such as "free meals" and even 
"distribution according to need". These policies exceeded the collective’s financial capacity, 
ultimately leading to severe consequences: many collectively run homes for the aged were 
disbanded, resulting in a decline in the quality of life for the elderly. 

From a National Perspective, during this period, China primarily safeguarded farmers' old-age 
rights through institutional support. After 1949, rural old-age security was gradually incorporated 
into the socialist legal framework, providing legal backing for protecting farmers' old-age rights and 
improving the rural old-age system. The following documents were successively enacted, clearly 
stipulating citizens' rights to old-age security: The Common Program of the Chinese People’s Political 
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Consultative Conference; The Constitution of the People’s Republic of China; The Labor Insurance 
Regulations of the People’s Republic of China. 

Meanwhile, before the collective support system was formed, local Party committees and 
governments across China, based on local conditions, took active measures to provide assistance and 
old-age security for special groups in rural areas. Such as distributing relief funds, reducing or 
exempting agricultural taxes, and providing preferential treatment and resettlement for 
revolutionary martyrs, etc. Therefore, although the rural endowment insurance system in China was 
not established during this period, the policy measures adopted by the state played a significant role 
in solving the elderly care problems of special rural groups. 

 
4.3 Pension System: Absence of Government Fiscal Responsibility 

 
On the one hand, after the dissolution of the People's Communes in China, central documents 

required localities to retain a certain amount of village funds through collective economy and other 
sources of income after the implementation of the household contract responsibility system, to 
continue the "five guarantees" support model. However, due to the uneven development of rural 
economies across China, the adopted old-age models varied greatly. For instance, in some areas with 
a relatively strong collective economy, models such as unified management at three levels of 
community and income determination based on expenditure were developed on the basis of the 
"five guarantees" support. However, most of these attempts ended in failure [34]. Overall, most rural 
areas with weak collective economies found it difficult to continue providing higher-quality old-age 
security for the elderly. 

On the other hand, after China implemented the reform and opening-up policy, the exchange 
between urban and rural markets gradually flourished, and farmers' income sources diversified. 
Monetary income gradually became the main component of rural household income, and the 
traditional family-based rural old-age model regained its dominant position. With the rise of the 
trend of rural residents leaving their hometowns to work in cities in some areas, the socialization of 
agricultural production has led to a gradual decline in the status of the elderly in family production 
and operation. The traditional intergenerational exchange old-age model centered on physical and 
intellectual contributions has faced challenges. 

As the main bearer of old-age security, the state has been constantly exploring a social old-age 
security system with Chinese characteristics since the reform and opening up. The concept of social 
security was first proposed in the "Seventh Five-Year Plan" for national economic and Social 
development in 1986, and it pointed out the direction for the reform of China's pension security 
system. In December 1986, the Ministry of Civil Affairs issued the "Report on Exploring the 
Establishment of a Rural Grassroots Social Security System". It has clarified how to establish the rural 
social security system and formed a preliminary idea, including the necessity of establishing rural 
social security, the institutional framework, the sources of funds and the role of families in social 
security, etc. 

In 1992, on the basis of summarizing the pilot experience in Shandong, the Ministry of Civil Affairs 
issued the "Basic Plan for County-level Rural Social Endowment Insurance". This plan gradually 
conducts the pilot and promotion of the system from point to line and from line to surface. This 
system adheres to the basic principle of "mainly individual contributions, supplemented by collective 
subsidies, and supported at the policy level" to raise pensions, and has established the Rural Social 
Insurance Department, which is affiliated with the Ministry of Civil Affairs. The Rural Social Insurance 
Department has established specialized institutions such as the Rural Social Endowment Insurance 
Management Service Center to manage pension accounts. 
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In the early 1990s, with the deepening of the reform of the rural economic system in China, the 
traditional collective old-age model became unsustainable. In 1991, in accordance with the spirit of 
the "Decision of The State Council on Reforming the Pension Insurance System for Enterprise 
Employees" (Guo Fa [1991] No. 33), the Ministry of Civil Affairs took the lead in jointly issuing 
documents such as the "Notice on Relevant Compilation Issues of the Pilot Program of Rural Social 
Pension Insurance" with the Ministry of Labor, the Ministry of Finance and other departments. The 
aim is to explore a rural social endowment insurance system that combines individual contributions, 
collective subsidies and national policy support, laying the foundation for the subsequent "New Rural 
Social Endowment Insurance". These documents have clarified the rules for fund raising, 
management and the use of service fees, promoted the transition of rural old-age security to 
socialization, and provided corresponding policy support for the implementation of the rural old-age 
insurance system. 

 
4.4 The New Rural Social Pension System: Participation of Multiple Entities 

 
In October 2008, the "Decision of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China on 

Several Major Issues Concerning the Promotion of Rural Reform and Development" was issued, 
proposing the establishment of a "New Rural Social Endowment Insurance" (hereinafter referred to 
as "New Rural Endowment Insurance"). The following year, The State Council issued the "Guiding 
Opinions on Carrying Out Pilot Programs of the New Rural Social Endowment Insurance". The two 
orientations of the "New Rural Social Pension Insurance" system: The first is "wide coverage, basic 
guarantee, multi-level, and sustainability"; The second is to adopt the basic model of "combining 
individual contributions, collective subsidies and government subsidies". 

The "New Rural Social Pension Insurance" was the first to propose the establishment of a multi-
level and sustainable rural endowment insurance system, emphasizing the responsibility sharing 
among multiple subjects including the government, society and individuals (families). Especially in 
terms of government responsibility, pensions consist of two parts: social pooling and individual 
accounts. Among them, the basic pension is fully borne by the national finance, and the basic pension 
is linked to economic development and price changes. 

This indicates that China has begun to implement a universal rural endowment insurance model. 
The "New Rural Social Pension Insurance" is also known as another major pro-farmer policy after the 
abolition of agricultural taxes. This system was established after the country completely abolished 
agricultural taxes, and it was also a period when industry "gave back" to agriculture and cities 
supported rural areas. It is of great significance for promoting fairness and development between 
urban and rural areas. The "New Rural Social Pension Insurance" emphasizes the responsibility of the 
government and aims to make up for the imbalance in development between urban and rural areas 
through government regulation. The implementation of the "New Rural Social Pension Insurance" 
has highlighted the value of social equity, shaped the labor market, and more prominently reflected 
the return of government responsibility [30]. 

Although there are some problems in the practice of the "New Rural Social Pension Insurance" 
system, from the experience of its operation for more than ten years, it can be seen that the system 
is established against the backdrop of the country's enhanced economic strength and the era when 
cities "give back" to rural areas. It comprehensively considers the dual differences between urban 
and rural areas in China and the actual situation of economic and social development in different 
regions and has a certain forward-looking ability. 

First, it has laid the foundation for the connection between the framework of the rural pension 
security system in China and the pension insurance system for urban employees, and created 
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conditions for accelerating the operation of the integrated urban and rural social security system 
[35]. Second, a tripartite co-funding model of "individual contribution + collective subsidy + 
government subsidy" was implemented, which combined the collective mutual assistance of family 
elderly care in traditional Chinese rural society with the public service functions of modern states, 
giving full play to the advantages of all parties and preparing conditions for further establishing a 
higher-level old-age security model for urban and rural residents. 

 
4.5 Rural Old-age Security System: The Trend of Urban-rural Integration is Becoming More Prominent 

 
Since 2012, with the continuous transfer of rural labor force to cities, China's urbanization rate 

has been constantly increasing. Many migrant workers have entered cities to work, but in terms of 
pension benefits, there is a considerable gap between them and urban residents and employees of 
enterprises and public institutions. How to enable migrant workers to enjoy equal social security has 
become an important issue for promoting social equity in China. On the one hand, after a large 
number of migrant workers move to cities, the connection issue among rural old-age, urban old-age 
and employee old-age is rather urgent. On the other hand, from the perspective of the entire society, 
due to the significant regional differences in the urban and rural residents' endowment insurance 
and the relatively low level of pooling, it is urgent to introduce new policies to regulate and 
coordinate the use of pensions. 

In response to the above two issues and to accelerate the integration of old-age policies in the 
process of urban-rural integration, The State Council issued the "Opinions on Establishing a Unified 
Basic Pension Insurance System for Urban and Rural Residents" in early 2014. This also marked the 
acceleration of the integration process of China's urban and rural old-age security system and kicked 
off the integration of the urban and rural old-age security system in China. 

Compared with the "New Rural Social Pension Insurance", the Urban and Rural Resident Pension 
Insurance system in China has made substantive breakthroughs. The greatest significance lies in 
enabling urban and rural residents to enjoy basic old-age security fairly and further promoting the 
integration of urban and rural areas. The financing methods of insurance benefits and the payment 
of benefits have been equalized between urban and rural areas, the level of pooling has been raised, 
the flow of talents between urban and rural areas has been promoted, and the requirement of 
"establishing a fairer and more sustainable social security system" has been reflected. Since the 
implementation of the Urban and Rural Resident Pension Insurance system, driven by the economic 
development of cities, subsidies to basic pension accounts in China have increased year by year, and 
the pension security level of rural residents has been continuously improved. 

But at the same time, there are still some problems to be solved. On the one hand, compared 
with urban residents, the income level of rural residents is generally lower. Among the same pension 
contribution levels, rural residents often choose the lowest contribution level. For the majority of 
rural residents, the pension is merely a supplement. They still have to rely more on their children's 
support and land-based old-age. On the other hand, Urban and Rural Resident Pension Insurance is 
only one component of rural pension security. Farmers' pension security also includes other 
indispensable aspects such as pension assistance and pension benefits. With the improvement of the 
living standards and conditions of Chinese residents, the elderly care demands of farmers have shown 
a diversified trend, and the demands of different regions and groups of people vary. Therefore, 
compared with urban areas, rural old-age security is more distinctive. 

Through the review of the changes in the rural old-age security system in China, the supply 
subjects of farmers' old-age security have extended from "family - collective - state", which is closely 
related to the process of the transformation from a traditional state to a modern one. Modern 
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countries, while providing elderly care services, are also striving to promote fairness and justice in 
old-age security by narrowing the urban-rural gap. Meanwhile, the transformation towards a modern 
country is accompanied by the development of the socialist market economy, and the differences in 
elderly care demands among different regional groups are becoming increasingly significant. 

Under the background of rural revitalization in China, the gap between urban and rural areas will 
gradually narrow. In this process, how to further respond to the diversified trend of rural old-age 
security demands through the input of external resources; How to properly handle the imbalance 
between supply and demand of rural old-age security; It will be a major issue that needs to be solved 
for a relatively long period in the future. 
 
5. Conclusions 
 

The diversified elderly care demands in rural China have driven the induced changes in the old-
age security system. However, there are still some major problems in rural old-age security at 
present. The research found that the subjects of rights and responsibilities were not clear. The 
boundaries of responsibility among multiple supply entities (the state, society, families, and 
individuals) are unclear, and the function of family-based elderly care continues to weaken. 
Meanwhile, socialized services (such as the growth of rural elderly care institutions by 67% have not 
yet fully filled the gap, resulting in a "responsibility vacuum" [36]. The service content is unbalanced. 
The mismatch between material supply (such as pensions and care beds) and spiritual needs (such as 
emotional companionship) has intensified the contradiction between the profit-driven nature of 
commercial services and the insufficient capacity of public welfare organizations. 

The disparity in resource allocation between urban and rural areas. The aging problem in rural 
areas is more severe, and the contradiction between supply and demand is prominent. By the end of 
2023, the total number of elderly care beds across the country was approximately 8.2 million, with 
about 5.2 million in urban areas (accounting for 63.4%) and about 3 million in rural areas (accounting 
for 36.6%) [37]. 

The conflict between standardization and diversity. The disposable income of rural residents 
varies significantly across different regions in China, and their demands for old-age security are 
diversified. Implementing old-age security based on a single supply standard will inevitably lead to 
the problem of unbalanced security. 

Although the diversified demands of Chinese farmers have promoted the socialization 
transformation of the system, the path dependence on the supply side (such as the urban bias under 
fiscal decentralization) has led to incomplete changes, verifying North's theory of "institutional 
change stickiness". It also enriches the application of the theory of institutional change in the field of 
rural elderly care. 

The essence of the predicament of rural old-age security in China is a typical manifestation of the 
lag of institutional supply behind the demands of social transformation. Future reforms need to go 
beyond the "filling in the gaps" mindset and shift towards preventive institutional design - by 
empowering rural communities (such as fostering mutual aid elderly care cooperatives), activating 
the market (such as offering tax incentives to guide commercial insurance to rural areas), and 
promoting technological innovation (such as subsidies for AI companion robots), a dynamic 
equilibrium system of "demand - supply - feedback" should be constructed. This path is not only 
related to the issue of elderly care itself, but also the key for China to achieve integrated urban-rural 
development. 
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