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Abstract

In the context of contemporary family transformation in China, the intergenerational co-residence
model, formed to assist adult children in caring for the third generation (grandchildren), has become
increasingly common. This living arrangement, centered on the core demand of “grandchild care,”
is essentially a complex system of intergenerational cooperation fraught with ongoing “boundary”
negotiations. This study employs qualitative research methods, including in-depth interviews and
participant observation with 12 three-generation co-residing families, aiming to reveal the pro-
cesses of boundary construction, negotiation, and friction between co-residing generations across
four dimensions: physical space, division of responsibilities, emotional involvement, and family power.
The research finds that intergenerational co-residence is not a simple case of “one-sided demand”
but rather a reciprocal cooperation based on “mutual need”. However, the ambiguity of “boundaries”
within this cooperation often triggers friction: conflicts between privacy and sharing over spatial
boundaries, collisions between “scientific parenting” and “empiricism” over responsibility bound-
aries, contradictions between intimacy and independence over emotional boundaries, and strug-
gles over decision-making dominance regarding power boundaries. The root of these frictions lies
in the differences in values and lifestyles between generations during the process of individualiza-
tion, as well as the tension in resource allocation under the multiple role pressures faced by the
“sandwich generation”. Successful boundary negotiation relies on intimate intergenerational rela-
tionships, high-quality communication, and clear consensus on rules, ultimately leading to the ideal
state of “triple-generation prosperity”. This study provides a micro-perspective for understanding
the dynamic adaptability and internal tensions of contemporary Chinese families and offers insights
for constructing harmonious intergenerational relationships and improving family support poli-
cies.
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