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Abstract

Amid China’s aging population and evolving social security reforms, over-aged female workers nav-
igate institutional age thresholds and survival needs through “endurance-driven social security strug-
gles”. Drawing on Giddens’ structuration theory and interviews with 20 female workers in Shang-
hai’s suburban light industries, this study reveals the interplay of institutional gaps and agency-
driven resistance. Key findings include: (1) Structural constraints stem from regulatory gaps (e.g.,
hukou-based pension barriers, policy mismatches in retirement age/contribution years) and re-
source deprivation (material decline and intergenerational resource tilting), forging a punitive “in-
stitutional age” marker; (2) Workers adopt tactical agency: laborizing intergenerational contracts
(exchanging childcare for offspring-funded contributions) and bodily strategies (self-exploita-
tion/age concealment) in informal employment; (3) These practices paradoxically reproduce vul-
nerabilities—precarious jobs heighten contribution gaps, physical exhaustion erodes pensions, and
intergenerational tensions escalate—triggering a “greater effort, deeper vulnerability” paradox. The
study advances “institutional age” as an analytical lens, urging reforms to reconcile bureaucratic age
thresholds with life-course justice.
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Figure 1. Theoretical analysis framework diagram for the practice of “enduring social security contri-
butions” by over-aged female workers
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