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Abstract

With the in-depth advancement of rural revitalization and the deepening of rural population aging,
governance for the rural elderly has become a key task of grassroots social governance. Data from
the Seventh National Population Census shows that the proportion of rural residents aged 60 and
above in China reaches 23.81%, notably higher than that in urban areas. As a vital link between
urban and rural areas, county regions accommodate more than 70% of the country’s rural elderly
population. Currently, rural elderly governance relies excessively on administrative forces of the
government while neglecting the endogenous role of rural social capital, leading to prominent prob-
lems such as low governance efficiency and mismatched supply and demand of elderly care services.
Guided by the requirements of the 2026 State Council Government Work Report on improving the
rural elderly care service network and developing mutual-aid elderly care, this paper adopts social
capital theory as the analytical framework and conducts research via literature research, policy
analysis and case study from three dimensions: structural, relational and cognitive social capital.
The study finds that rural elderly governance is trapped in three major dilemmas: the fracture of
structural social capital results in an imperfect multi-party collaborative governance system; the
weakening of relational social capital leads to the continuous decline of traditional family support
and neighborhood mutual assistance for the elderly; the dissipation of cognitive social capital man-
ifests in the gradual fading of filial piety culture and rural public spirit. Case analyses of the “time
bank” mutual-aid elderly care in Rugao of Jiangsu Province and the performance assessment of el-
derly governance in Deqing of Zhejiang Province indicate that activating rural social capital is the
key to improving the governance efficiency of elderly care at the county level. Based on the frame-
work of rural revitalization in five aspects, this paper proposes targeted reconstruction paths for
the three types of social capital, so as to optimize the multi-party governance network, restore rural
mutual assistance relations and reshape traditional values. This research expands the application
scope of social capital theory, and provides theoretical references and practical ideas for addressing
rural elderly care challenges and promoting the coordinated development of rural revitalization
and active aging.
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