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“Social care services in China’s urban centres with particular
emphasis on Beijing and Shanghai”

With the background image of the People’s Republic of China, a country with a rocketing
ageing population rate and an epochal shift of view concerning the role of the family in care of
parents, this paper looks at the changes in the daily lives of elderly people dwelling in urban
centres and the related issue of social care, through an in-depth analysis based on research
activities carried out in the municipalities of Beijing and Shanghai. It also aims at identifying
trends in such aspects as the future welfare, quality of life and social security of an increasingly
aged population.

In 1999 the Chinese population was declared an ageing society. Now, ten years later, China
has the most aged population in the entire world. As of 2009 its share of the population over 60
reached 169 million, with a yearly increment of 10 million. Following this trend, in 2023 its
number of citizens over 60 will be 270 million, becoming 400 million by 2050, with the number of
persons over 80 at 100 million, roughly ten times that of last year. In China, historically the family
takes care of its own elderly. Nonetheless, due to the one-child policy and the consequent era of
the nuclear family, children become every day fewer and the number of old couples living alone is
increasing. That said, China finds itself all of a sudden in a situation in which its newly-established
system of care and welfare is becoming an imminent and widespread necessity. Under these
circumstances, urban centres are now faced with an unexpected lack of capacity to cope with the
sudden increase of people requiring social care, no longer supported by their own families. At
present, social services for the elderly are still insufficient and too few social workers are
available. In total, in the entire country only 1.205 million beds are available at service centres. If
we compare this to the international standard of 50 beds per 1,000 elderly, China is short of some
7.245 million beds. Again, based on the international standard of 3 elderly to 1 social worker in
service centres, to the 28.3 million Chinese needing social care the number of social workers
would amount to around 10 million. However, there are only 220,000 social workers available,
among whom, only 20,000 are professionally qualified.

Thanks to the recently increased awareness about social issues, concerns about social care
services have started catching the public’s attention. From 2000, the Chinese Government has
adopted a policy on the welfare of service centres for senior citizens that revolutionises the

traditional idea of social care, shifting it from family-centred to community-centred. The most
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innovative aspect of this policy is that it focuses particularly on the cities, it seeks the active
involvement of the local community, and nursing services are aimed directly at senior citizens’
private residences. The main reason why I have chosen the municipalities of Beijing and Shanghai
for this paper is that these two cities are the forerunner models of the new governmental policy
and have already started drawing some benefits. The results herewith explained are based on the
author’s own extensive research activities carried out twice in 2008 and 2009 in Beijing and
Shanghai.

As for the paper’s outline, the first chapter analyses the phenomenon of the ageing population
in urban centres, with a particular emphasis on the current situation in Beijing and Shanghai.

The second chapter explores the issue of social care services in urban centres, with a
particular emphasis on the current situation in Beijing and Shanghai. In this chapter, the rationale
and characteristics of urban service centres is also explained.

The third chapter draws a comparison between Beijing’s and Shanghai’s respective present
situations, identifying perspectives and trends for the future of urban centres’ social care services
and concluding with some insights on the strengths and weaknesses of a newly-introduced health

insurance system for senior citizens.

(Bi LiJie, Ph.D. Candidate, Graduate School of International Relations, Ritsumeikan University)
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