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Abstract

In the rapidly aging Chinese society, the group of elderly people who have lost their only child faces
unique dilemmas in guardianship choices. After losing their only child, the traditional family guard-
ianship chain breaks, and socialized guardianship approaches such as designated guardianship
struggle to effectively cover this group in practice. The “social island” effect in the guardianship
choices of elderly people who have lost their only child manifests in three dimensions: relational
island, institutional island, and trust island. The relational island stems from the irreversible break
of family support networks and structural barriers to relationship reconstruction; the institutional
island is reflected in the accessibility barriers of designated guardianship in terms of information
acquisition, operational costs, and trust establishment; and the trust island reflects the depletion of
social trust capital and the formation of “generalized distrust” among elderly people who have lost
their only child. These three islands reinforce each other, trapping elderly people who have lost
their only child in a dilemma of “having no family guardianship to rely on and finding it difficult to
replace it with social guardianship”. The key to escaping the social island lies in constructing an
internal mutual aid network among the elderly people who have lost their only child, supplemented
by the embedding of community support systems and supporting policy resources. The construc-
tion of a guardianship system in an aging society cannot rely solely on the improvement of legal
systems; it also requires cultivating trust resources and rebuilding social support networks at the
social level.
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