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Abstract

Against the backdrop of shifting labor migration patterns among migrant workers and the deepen-
ing aging of the rural population, the return tide and the left-behind tide intertwine and converge
within rural households, driving new changes in the care risks faced by the left-behind elderly. From
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the perspective of inter-generational support, this paper analyzes how the return tide and the left-
behind tide collectively reshape the structure of rural family care. The study finds that returning to
their hometowns does not alleviate the care burden of left-behind elderly as expected; instead, it
gradually fosters a care structure characterized by “the old caring for the older”, shifting care pres-
sure from a single-generation issue to a dual-generation burden. Accordingly, this paper argues that
rural care models should be transformed from “family-only” to “multi-shared” responsibility. This
can be achieved by alleviating the burdens on the older generation, allocating care resources based
on differentiated needs, incorporating returning migrant workers into policy considerations, and
strengthening county-level coordination alongside proactive identification mechanisms, thereby
enhancing the capacity to address rural care risks.
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