Two Worlds Divided: Intergenerational Conflicts Between China’s Gen X and Gen Z

Abstract
This study explores the intergenerational dynamics between China's Generation X and Generation Z, highlighting how differences in historical, economic, and political contexts have shaped their values, behaviors, and family interactions. Drawing on oral history interviews and participatory observations in online communities like Douban’s “Post-00s Life Lab,” the research examines the sources of intergenerational conflict. Key findings underscore the impact of rapid urbanization, the one-child policy, and China’s transition to a market economy on family structures and expectations. While Generation X, shaped by scarcity and collectivism, prioritizes stability and traditional norms, Generation Z, raised in an era of globalization and digital connectivity, seeks individuality and questions societal conventions. The study contributes to understanding how generational divides reflect broader societal transformations in contemporary China.

Generational Tensions in a Transforming Society
Intergenerational relationships refer to the fundamental connections between two or more generations within human society, typically established through familial bonds. These relationships possess both natural and social dimensions. The natural aspect involves distinctions based on age, while different age groups tend to feature different levels of openness to new changes. Such age-based differences are often internalized, giving rise to divergent values and behaviors between generations, which constitute the social aspects of intergenerational relationships. Intergenerational relationships inherently reflect social change, presenting how generations connected by familial bonds respond to shifts influenced by different demographic, political, and economic factors (Vol'anská et al., 2019).
Conflicts among generations thereby emerge. Intergenerational conflict is a significant dimension of intergenerational relationships, defined as the differing perceptions and views held by individuals from different generations due to variations psychological states, social experiences, and the historical context of their upbringing. In the current Chinese context, intergenerational conflict is particularly evident between Generation Z (Gen Z) and their parents, usually Generation X (Gen X). The mindsets of people born between 1997 and 2012, who grew up with the booming digital landscape and the accompanying changes in the economic framework, sharply contrast with that of their parents, who were born between the mid-1960s and 1980 and witnessed the end of The Cultural Revolution, grew up during the development of the Reforming and Opening-up Policy and a booming economy. As the young Generation Z are transitioning from student life to the workforce and experiencing an emerging sense of self-awareness, as was found through the oral history interviews conducted, their values often clash with the perspectives and traditional societal norms held by their parents.
In this context, digital media has become a common outlet for the younger generation to express their frustrations in intergenerational communication. The digital era has heightened intergenerational conflict due to disparities in digital literacy and information processing. Young people, who are more adept at using social media and digital technology, often encounter a wider and deeper “knowledge gap” or “digital divide” with older generations. This gap exacerbates conflicts that stem from differences in information access and understanding, encompassing various aspects such as lifestyle habits, behavior, and value judgments. By understanding and studying the sharing and discussions among Gen Z within social media groups, as well as conducting oral history interviews with both Gen Z and Gen X, it is possible to comprehend the different circumstances of these two generations, the differences in their perspectives, and the reasons behind their conflicts.
Most existing studies on intergenerational conflict within the Chinese context adopt a top-down perspective (Zhao & Chen, 2022; Lu & Guo, 2023; Li, 2020). They tend to integrate the development of the younger generation into the grand narrative of the government, emphasizing the importance of understanding the younger generation in order to guide them towards contributing to China’s nation-building efforts. Also due to the strict power dynamics and relatively conservative academic environment in China’s current academic system, young people find it difficult to understand and interpret their own situations through academic means in more systematic narratives. 
However, this paper aims to place young people at the center of the narratives, understanding their frustrations and unease within the conflicts, to “see” the young generation’s sense of a loss of meaning. This paper seeks to shift the perspective from a top-down approach to a bottom-up understanding, placing young people at the center of the narrative. By doing so, it aims to acknowledge their agency and individuality, understanding their frustrations and unease as genuine lived experiences rather than as deviations from idealized societal norms or as issues to be rectified. The focus is not on prescribing solutions within the context of state narratives or policy-driven frameworks but on exploring how young people themselves perceive, navigate, and make sense of their realities.
Through this lens, the paper argues for a paradigm shift in intergenerational conflict studies—one that moves away from viewing the younger generation as passive recipients of guidance and instead recognizes them as active participants in shaping their own stories. This approach underscores the necessity of listening to and validating their voices, allowing their perspectives to inform not only academic discourse but also broader societal understanding.


Methodology
This paper utilizes participatory observation of the Post-00s Life Lab group on the Douban platform and oral history interviews with five members of Gen Z and four of their parents. It aims to reveal the reasons behind the frustrations experienced by Gen Z within intergenerational relationships and conflicts and to put the underlying roots in social contexts.

Douban, and Post-00s Life Lab
Douban Groups are a key feature of Douban, a popular Chinese social networking and review platform that caters to discussions on a wide range of topics, including movies, books, music, lifestyle, and personal interests. This feature allows users to create and join interest-based groups where they can engage in conversations, share experiences, ask questions, and express opinions. The platform is known for its minimalist design and focuses on text-based interaction, setting it apart from more visually-driven social media platforms like Instagram or TikTok. This text-centric style attracts users who prefer deep conversations and nuanced exchanges over visual content. The platform’s emphasis on written expression fosters thoughtful dialogue, allowing users to articulate complex ideas and emotions in detail. For studies on intergenerational relationships and the reflections of Generation Z, this format provides rich qualitative data. It captures how users frame and discuss their experiences and perceptions in their own words, offering authentic insights into their values, struggles, and aspirations. 
Among the many groups on Douban, Post-00s Life Lab has approximately 86,000 members. It was established in August 2023 and describes itself as follows:  
Without realizing it, the Post-00s, once dubbed the ‘digital natives,’ have gradually shed their youthful naivety and begun entering society, bringing with them the values and perspectives shaped by the new millennium. However, the reality of society may differ vastly from our imagination. When we step out of the ivory tower and when the filters of childhood fade, how do we face the outside world? How do we face ourselves? Welcome to this group, where we invite you to share your journey of navigating the world. 

The group is organized into four discussion sections: Learning and Academics, Employment and Job Hunting, Life’s Meaning, and Daily Trivia. Although there isn’t a dedicated section for family and intergenerational relationships, a closer look at the posts reveals that topics related to these issues—such as communication with parents and intergenerational conflicts—constitute over one-third of the discussions. Notably, these posts tend to attract higher levels of attention and engagement compared to others.
The primary users of this group are young people born after 2000 who actively use the Douban platform. This demographic aligns closely with the Generation Z cohort that is the focus of my study, making this group a rich and relevant source of data for exploring the unique perspectives, challenges, and experiences of this generation. By analyzing the content and dynamics of these discussions, we can gain valuable insights into how Generation Z navigates familial and societal expectations, highlighting their struggles and aspirations within the context of intergenerational relationships.
This focus is particularly notable given Douban’s past actions. In 2017, the platform shut down the group Parents Are Harmful, which had been one of the few large-scale spaces dedicated to discussing intergenerational relationships and family dynamics. Founded in 2008, Parents Are Harmful had grown to nearly 130,000 members at its peak. It primarily attracted young people born after the 1980s, who used the space to explore the emotional and psychological trauma caused by their relationships with parents born in the 1950s. However, as China’s political climate tightened and shifted towards more “traditional” values in 2017, this group was censored and removed from the platform.  
The closure marked a turning point in the online discussion of intergenerational issues in China, set against a broader political backdrop. While no comparable group has emerged on Douban since, Post-00s Life Lab shows that reflections and struggles regarding communication within intergenerational relationships have persisted. Even without a dedicated discussion board, these themes remain prominent among the younger generation, providing a nuanced glimpse into how they navigate familial and societal expectations.
To explore these dynamics, I conducted participatory observation by regularly browsing the group, reviewing newly published posts and their corresponding responses on a daily basis. This approach allowed me to systematically collect posts that highlight the thoughts and reflections of the younger generation within the context of intergenerational relationships. By engaging with these discussions, I aimed to identify the recurring themes, frustrations, and aspirations that characterize how this cohort grapples with generational divides, offering a closer look at their lived experiences and perspectives.

Oral History Interviews
In addition to conducting participatory observations within online groups, I conducted oral history interviews with nine respondents. These interviews not only traced the respondents’ life trajectories but also explored their perceptions and reflections on intergenerational relationships within their families.  
Among the eight respondents, five were born after 2000 and are currently either pursuing graduate studies or seeking employment. Among the remaining four respondents, three of them were parents of three of these young individuals. The parents of the other two young respondents declined to participate in the interviews, while the child of one parent respondent declined to participate.
The interview questions include, but are not limited to, the following:
Q1: Where were you born, and what is your birth order within your family?
Q2: After your birth, approximately how many times did your family relocate? What were the reasons and the time periods for these relocations?
Q3: How do you perceive your relationship with your parents/children?
Q4: Are there any issues in your communication with your parents/children? If so, what are they, and how do you view these issues?

Questions like Q1 and Q2, by starting at asking about birth order and family relocations, aim to understand the interviewee’s family structure, economic situation, and how their economic circumstances have changed over time, as well as the broader historical factors behind these changes. Also, Q3 and Q4, on the other hand, are intended to explore the interviewee’s experiences within intergenerational relationships and how they interpret these conflicts.

This study combines discussion texts from online groups with oral history interview content to illustrate the dynamics of intergenerational conflict and the socio-historical shifts that underpin the difficulty of mutual understanding. Through this analysis, it aims to uncover the deep-rooted anxieties Gen Z experiences within intergenerational relationships.

Analysis
Economics and Politics Transformation
China’s Generation Z and Generation X grew up in sharply different social, political, and economic contexts.
The parents of the interviewees, China’s Generation X—those born in the late 1970s to the 1980s—came of age during a pivotal period when the country transitioned from a planned economy to a market economy. This generation’s trajectory was profoundly shaped by dramatic economic and political changes. They witnessed the shift from an era of economic scarcity to a consumer-driven society and experienced childhood during the late Cultural Revolution. Their youthful years included a brief period of ideological awakening, which was abruptly curtailed by the Tiananmen Square crackdown, pushing them toward a pragmatic pursuit of stability.
Born in the late 1970s, many of this generation experienced material scarcity. Childhood memories often included growing up in rural areas or being relocated there with their families during the waning years of the Cultural Revolution. At the time, the national college entrance examination (gaokao) had not yet been reinstated, and education was undervalued due to limited resources and opportunities. For most families, simply securing enough food was the primary concern, while “carefree” was the word most frequently used by the interviewees to describe those days.
A2: Back then in the countryside, life felt incredibly carefree. We played games like sandbag toss, practiced flips on our own - none of those organized extracurricular classes kids have now. Everything we learned, we taught ourselves. … We’d cut grass to feed pigs and wash clothes by the river with friends.
C2: Before starting primary school at seven, I lived with my grandparents in Jiangxi. I still remember those days vividly. My grandmother had been sent down to the countryside during the Cultural Revolution, so I went with her. I must’ve been about one or two years old when we moved, so I fully experienced rural life. It was so carefree - kids loved playing in the fields, harvesting soybeans and peanuts, and helping out in golden rice paddies. I’d go with my grandmother to plant rice, or wander through vegetable gardens filled with cucumbers and sweet potatoes. Those memories are etched in my mind.  
I even remember sneaking into someone’s garden to eat their cucumbers, which I didn’t wash. That gave me a lot of intestinal worms… I remember all these so vividly.

After the end of the Cultural Revolution and into the early years of economic reform in the 1980s, the benefits of reform began to take shape. The rise of private enterprises and township industries improved many families’ financial circumstances. It was common for families to move into housing allocated by their parents’ work units, reflecting the gradual upward mobility of the time.
After the end of the Cultural Revolution and into the early years of economic reform in the 1980s, the benefits of reform began to take shape. The rise of private enterprises and township industries improved many families’ financial circumstances. It was common for families to move into housing allocated by their parents’ work units, reflecting the gradual upward mobility of the time.
A2: I was born in Luoyang when I was a child, but later my parents moved to Anyang for work, so we relocated to Anyang. At that time, there was a project to build a steel plant—the establishment of Anyang Iron and Steel Works. Since Luoyang didn't need workers, they said Anyang needed people for the new steel plant, so we came to Anyang.

By the 1990s, the pace of urbanization had accelerated, and the rise of industries such as real estate and the internet opened up new career possibilities for this generation. Some individuals pursued opportunities in globalization through roles in international exchange, studying abroad, or joining multinational corporations, while simultaneously navigating the challenges of market competition and wealth accumulation. 
The openness of policies during this period provided greater exposure to the outside world compared to the previous generation. Examples include the widespread adoption of television, the influx of foreign enterprises, and increased cultural exchange with other countries. 
Amid rapid economic growth and a surge in job opportunities, many from this generation secured employment through “job assignments,” where universities or technical schools directly placed graduates into positions. Emerging from a childhood marked by material scarcity, they gradually ascended to the ranks of a new middle class, shaped by supportive policies and the momentum of an economic boom.
B2: Why did I study accounting? Why focus on financial management? Both of my parents worked in the power industry, and I didn’t want to follow their path because it would mean becoming a front-line worker. My mom said that as a girl, it’s better to have an office job. So, I chose accounting. When I first started working, I was in the finance department, just as computerized accounting was beginning to take off. Back then, computers were scarce—each organization had just one, and most bookkeeping was done manually, using ledgers and abacuses. Gradually, computerization became the standard.
F1: When I attended university, it was called a Teachers’ College; now it’s an Arts and Science College and has become a four-year institution. At the time, it was a two-year program. After finishing my associate’s degree, I pursued a bachelor’s degree while working.
Looking back to when I first started college, I was admitted through a recommendation system. That year, the universities offering bachelor’s degrees didn’t have any slots for English majors, only the two-year colleges did. Since I had already decided on English as my major, I didn’t choose another school.
I didn’t consider changing majors because my English was very good at the time, and my teachers all encouraged me to study it. I never thought of switching to anything else. Studying English wasn’t difficult for me, and I was the top student in my class. So, I entered college as part of the English department.
My college years were very stable because our jobs were assigned upon graduation. After I graduated, I became a teacher. Later, I got married and moved to Shenzhen for my husband’s job. I started working there and eventually joined the Shenzhen Education Bureau.

In the June of 1989, the Tiananmen Square Incident happened. The Tiananmen Square Incident of 1989 was a pro-democracy movement in Beijing, where tens of thousands of students, workers, and citizens gathered to demand political reform, greater freedoms, and an end to corruption. The peaceful protests lasted for weeks, but on June 3-4, the Chinese government declared martial law and deployed military forces, leading to a violent crackdown. The exact number of casualties remains unknown, but hundreds to thousands are believed to have been killed. The incident had lasting political and social implications, with the government emphasizing stability and control in its aftermath.
To this day, the Tiananmen Square Incident remains a topic strictly censored and prohibited from public discussion by the Chinese government. Several Gen X interviewees who lived through that period were unwilling to mention the event. For the older segment of Generation X, this event is a significant historical memory from their teenage years. Following the incident, politics became more stable, economic reforms accelerated, but the space for ideological expression narrowed for a period. This event shaped Generation X’s political awareness, combining a pursuit of ideals with a pragmatic approach to reality.
F1: At the time, my brother and I wanted to join the protests, but our parents wouldn’t let us go. My father even slapped my brother. 
... No matter what Deng Xiaoping (China’s leader at Tiananmen’s time) did or how others judge him, I am grateful to him. Without him, there would have been no reform and opening-up, no Shenzhen as it is today, and no life we have now.
...When we were young, in the middle of winter in a small county town, the tallest building in the town was probably 12 stories. Back then, to us, that already felt like a big city. I remember coming back from tutoring in the freezing cold, pushing my bicycle, thinking about all those homes lit up and warm inside—but not mine.  
But now, is there a single dream we haven’t fulfilled? Look at the city today. Although we’re still ordinary people, we’ve already achieved our dreams. We have our own home in a big city, and we’ve traveled to so many countries.

Overall, this generation grew up during China’s transformation from an underdeveloped to a developed economy and from political isolation to openness. Their personal growth and changes in economic and social status have been closely tied to the broader historical trajectory, leading them to generally identify with their current way of life and societal realities.
However, their children, born around the 2000s, have grown up in major cities. During this period, urbanization turned individual households into self-contained units, leaving children without a strong sense of community. At the same time, intense social competition, coupled with limited educational resources and a large population, placed immense academic pressure on these children. Influenced by their own experiences, Generation Z’s parents tend to place great emphasis on their children’s education. As a result, frequent relocations, alternating care by grandparents and parents, studying under parents’ strict expectations, and spending time in interest classes and extracurricular programs are central to this generation’s childhood memories.
B1: Before I turned 12, I lived in my hometown, a small county. At first, we lived in the housing compound of my parents’ workplace. During that time, I attended many extracurricular classes, but I didn’t like most of them. Besides painting and dancing, I also spent five or six years learning piano. However, I felt I had no talent for it and didn’t enjoy playing at all.
My mom thought that learning piano could give me a skill for the future. She believed my reluctance to play was just laziness and that with a little parental force, it might benefit me in the long run. But after all these years, I still don’t want to learn piano and still feel that I simply don’t like it.
One particular incident stands out—during a piano grading exam, I played every note incorrectly. That experience made me dislike piano even more.
C1:  Living on my own now and being completely free from my dad’s control is amazing! Back home, my dad was very strict and micromanaged everything—what time I had to wake up, what I needed to do every half hour, when to study, and when to take breaks. When I was in elementary school, he gave me an iPad and set alarms for the entire day, 24/7. Each alarm had a specific reminder, like "Now it’s time for English listening practice." The alarms would go off one by one with names like that. But I never followed them. I’d pretend I did and lie to him about it.  
My mom, on the other hand, didn’t control me much. She thought my dad’s methods were unnecessary and that he shouldn’t be so overbearing, but my dad stuck to his ways. This level of control was mainly during elementary school. By the time I went to middle and high school, I was boarding at school, so he couldn’t monitor me as closely. Even now, though, when I visit home, he’ll still knock on my door repeatedly at 9 a.m. to get me up.  
I remember one time when I was little, I was secretly playing on his laptop. He unexpectedly came home in the middle of his workday. I quickly closed the laptop—didn’t even shut it down—and rushed it back to my room. But he still caught on that I was up to something. I lied and said I was reading manga. He believed me and didn’t figure out that I’d been using his laptop.  
He never found out because I’d secretly cracked his password. His passwords were really simple. If he had realized I knew his passwords, he would have changed them, and I wouldn’t have been able to use the laptop anymore. So, I chose to hand over my manga books instead.  
D1: The first neighborhood I lived in had my kindergarten right within it. There’s nothing particularly memorable about it—just an ordinary neighborhood. My childhood was basically about going to school and coming home, a simple routine. Occasionally, I’d play with other kids downstairs in the neighborhood.
The second place we lived was a rental, and we didn’t stay there long—it was more of a temporary stop. That place was near my mom’s workplace, so it was convenient for her. For me, it was fine too because I was boarding at school, and it was relatively close to my middle school. We didn’t live there long, though, and I don’t even remember exactly when we moved to where we live now.
When I was little, there was a brief period when my grandparents came to take care of me, but I was too young to remember much about it. My mom told me that they came to help for a while, but it wasn’t long-term. Most of my childhood memories involve spending a lot of time alone at home.
E1: I was born in Shantou, Guangdong, because my dad was working there at the time. Shortly after I turned one or two, my dad got transferred to work in Shenzhen, and sometimes he also worked at factories there. So, when I was just over a year old, our whole family moved to Shenzhen. After that, even though my dad’s job kept changing, our family settled permanently in Shenzhen. My dad earned money by working outside, while my mom stayed home as a housewife.
As a child, my mom was very strict with me—she would critique my homework or how my handwriting looked. Sometimes, she’d keep nagging me all the way until bedtime, which made me very upset. Everyone—my classmates, their parents, even my teachers—knew that my mom was very tough. I often went to school the next day with swollen eyes from crying and a hoarse voice from all the yelling the night before.

This generation was born during a period of sustained economic growth and globalization in China. In 2001, China’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO) further accelerated economic openness and development. At the same time, the rapid advancement of information technology made digitization and connectivity defining features of society. Politically, the country’s governance system continued to improve, and the social environment grew increasingly complex and diverse. Against this backdrop, this generation has grown up without or with little material concerns, yet they often experience anxiety and confusion regarding their identity and sense of belonging in the fast-shifting economics and politics.
Momo expressed their feelings of inadequacy and peer pressure in Post-00s Life Lab, stating, 
One whole peer pressure explosion when I think of turning 25 next year and 26 the year after. I'm still so mediocre, achieving nothing, stumbling everywhere, while peers are living structured lives—studying further, working, exploring the world. (Momo, 2024).
Also in Post-00s Life Lab, Anlianli shared her feelings about graduating soon, stating,
Recently, as graduation approaches, I often feel a sense of grievance that I can’t quite put into words. I can’t see the road ahead and don’t know how to move forward. I was born in a mountain village where I spent a truly beautiful childhood. Later, a bus took me to middle school, and then I rode a high-speed train to attend university.
…During my first two years of university, I was unhappy. I felt a constant sense of embarrassment for being from a rural area, and that embarrassment almost drowned me. Back then, I was insufferable, sometimes even ashamed to admit that my parents were farmers. That shame compounded my guilt. How could a daughter think like that about her parents? I was trapped in torment, unable to make normal friendships with classmates. Every word I said felt like it might expose my poverty. Even though none of my classmates ever showed any disdain or disrespect, I had already humiliated myself a thousand times in my mind.
I remember when I was a child, I once broke a bowl while visiting my uncle’s house. No adults scolded me, but my own guilt brought me to tears. That’s how I’ve always lived—timidly, filled with fear. I know I’m not destined for greatness, and that thought is destroying me. How can someone without courage move forward in life?
…… Now, in my third year of university, I’m about to graduate, but I still haven’t found my direction. Years of education taught me how to take exams but never taught me how to find myself. I understand my place in the world, but I still don’t know what I’m living for.
All my goals have been short-term ones: getting into a good middle school, then a good high school, then a good university. And then what? A good job? A good partner? None of my steps so far have been my own choices. But in a year, I’ll have to start making choices. What will I live for in the second half of my life?
I know there’s a good chance I’ll go with the flow, just as I’ve done with every decision before, walking the same path most people take. I’m not saying that’s bad; it’s just that I often feel lonely. It’s a loneliness I can’t alleviate, and I can only watch as I waste the most precious time of my life.
I have many cousins who went to college, stayed in cities, and spent 30 years—or even longer—earning a house. They married, had children, and gained some peace. I’m proud of them, and I know I’ll probably end up just like them. (Anlianli, 2024)

With the increasing accessibility of educational resources and intensified competition, the Post-2000 generation faces significant academic pressure. While higher education enrollment rates have risen sharply, this has also led to more intense competition. Surveys indicate that the prevalence of depression and anxiety among university students has reached 21.5% and 45.3%, respectively (Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 2023).
The rapidly evolving economic landscape and fierce competition have made it difficult for this generation to find their place among their peers. At the same time, the high expectations and substantial investments from the previous generation have left many young people feeling inadequate and guilty for their perceived “incompetence.” Compounding this is the repeated narrative from their parents that “this generation is far better off than ours—they have no worries about food or clothing and should be more content.” As a result, they experience guilt for their struggles and find it challenging to express their concerns.
D1: I used to argue with my mom a lot. Whenever we disagreed, it felt like both of us would get upset very easily. But now, I feel like my mom has become more understanding of me—she’s started to see that I have my own world. A big reason for this change is that I was diagnosed with depression. This has been a major turning point. Over the past few years, I’ve spent a lot of time trying to help her understand my condition, though I never really expected full understanding from her.  
There have been many arguments, lots of tears, and some moments of communication that I think have helped her grasp a bit more of who I am and how I think. Another possible reason is that she might have realized that I’m no longer a child—I’m already in my twenties. These are just my guesses; I don’t really know what she’s thinking. For me, it feels like our relationship is improving, though we’re still not very close.  
As for my dad, how should I describe it? I think our relationship is even less close. It feels more like we’re cohabiting roommates than a father and daughter. I think this is common among East Asian fathers. He spends so much time at work that he barely has time to deal with anything at home, let alone spend time with his children.  

The Post-2000 generation strives to communicate with their parents, hoping to be understood and to discuss societal issues they find confusing or wish to see changed. However, these conversations often lead to little progress, leaving the younger generation with a shared sense of helplessness when confronting societal realities.
BoBo expressed frustration with how their family responds to social issues, sharing that,
Every time I talk to my parents about social issues, they always reply with something like ‘that’s normal’ or ‘these things happen.’ I recently shared a post in our family group chat about how in many families daughters and sons are treated differently by their parents. I’ve shared similar posts before, but it feels like they just can’t empathize. They constantly ignore or dismiss the existence of these issues, or they just say things like ‘there’s nothing you can do about it’ or ‘it’s not our place to interfere.’
Every time, it makes my sharing feel pointless, like I hadn’t said anything at all. It’s especially frustrating because when I was still in school, expressing my opinions would sometimes get me labeled as extreme, and I’d be told to stop talking. Now that I’ve started working, things are slightly better. Even if they might not want to listen, they’ll at least give some kind of lukewarm response. (BoBo, 2024).

As university graduates, the Post-2000 generation is gradually entering the job market, facing an unprecedentedly challenging employment landscape. The number of graduates continues to rise each year. According to projections from China’s Ministry of Education and Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security, the number of college graduates is expected to reach 12.22 million in 2025, an increase of 430,000 compared to this year (Xinhua News, 2024).
Meanwhile, due to market saturation and the significant impact of the COVID-19 pandemic in recent years, many companies have experienced sharp revenue declines, financial deficits, business reductions, and layoffs, leading to a dramatic decrease in available job positions. As a result, companies have raised their recruitment standards for the same positions, making it increasingly difficult for university graduates to secure employment.
Even those with outstanding resumes and top academic achievements may find themselves empty-handed in the competitive job market. Faced with harsh economic pressures and the realities of employment, members of the Post-2000 generation often struggle with profound doubts about their self-value.
Momo described their frustration with the highly competitive job market, mentioning their exhaustion from sending 300 applications during the fall recruitment season and receiving no offers, saying,
During the fall recruitment season, I sent out 300 applications, half of which were ineffective submissions (I aimed too high). My interview skills are average—just very ordinary. In the fiercely competitive environment with top-tier graduates from Tsinghua, Peking, Fudan, and Shanghai Jiao Tong, there’s no way for me to stand out. Right now, I have absolutely zero offers. I’m so exhausted and drained, and I don’t know what to do.
My family keeps pushing me to prepare for civil service exams, and I’ve been trying, but I really wish I could get an offer. It would not only silence them but also give me a chance to rest. I’m not sure if I can even hold on until the spring recruitment season. (Momo, 2024)
Linmu described their struggles with job hunting, their parents’ expectations, and the sense of hopelessness they feel about their future, saying,
I’ve been looking for a job since August, but because I want to stay near home, most of the available jobs nearby are in sales. I’m socially anxious and don’t really like this type of work. My major is art education through a college transfer program, but I’m not an actual art student, and I’ll only get my degree in June next year.
Previously, I’ve only worked part-time jobs as a restaurant or supermarket staff to make some money, without giving much thought to my future. I didn’t participate in any competitions or activities at school either. I often feel like running away from life, sometimes even wishing it could all end sooner. I feel like a completely useless person.
My parents want me to find a simple office job near home, but I still haven’t been able to secure one. My dad once delivered wine to a friend, asking them to help me find a job. They also pushed me to prepare for the postal service recruitment exams, saying it offers a stable, secure position. But I checked online and found that the job doesn’t actually have the promised benefits, and many people were warning others to avoid it.
I had actually found a restaurant job because staying at home has been making me incredibly depressed. I just wanted to get out and work. But my dad told me to stay home and focus on studying for the exams. He even said he’d consulted a fortune teller, who told him I was destined to be a leader, and that his friend would definitely help me if I got in. For some reason, hearing this made me feel awful.
Recently, I’ve been stuck at home for too long and haven’t been happy. I have no motivation to study, and I’m so frustrated with myself. I feel completely lost and don’t know what someone like me should do. (Linmu, 2024).
Magua discussed their post-graduation struggles with job hunting, including the lack of internship experience, unsuitable offers, and challenges in finding a desirable position, sharing that, 
I’ve been unemployed since graduating and have been job hunting for over two months. Either the salaries are unsatisfactory, or the companies I like don’t want me. Meanwhile, the companies that gave me offers are ones I don’t want to join.
I also don’t have any internship experience. Before graduation, I was focused on preparing for my graduate school entrance exams (which I didn’t pass) and finishing my thesis, so I didn’t look for internships or full-time jobs. Almost every HR I’ve spoken to has asked me about the gap in my internship experience, and the rejection reasons are always that they found someone with more experience. It’s really hard to find a good job.
Back then, a friend suggested that I ask my parents to pull some strings, but my family’s financial situation isn’t great, so I didn’t expect help from them. Besides, I don’t want to work in my hometown. I’ve been traveling by train to cities outside my province for interviews.
My major is human resource management. At first, I applied for positions like foreign trade salesperson or documentation specialist and received one or two offers that weren’t ideal. Then, I shifted to applying for HR-related jobs that I’m not interested in and realized I still couldn’t accept those positions. (Magua, 2024).

The vastly different political and economic contexts have created a disconnect between the two generations. Gen X, as beneficiaries of market and political reforms, are historical witnesses to the profound changes such transformations can bring to individual lives. In contrast, their children belong to a generation born after the era of market dividends. While they do not face basic survival challenges, they encounter immense peer pressure and a job market where the supply-demand balance has shifted against them. This new generation grapples with rapidly evolving social ideologies and a sense of powerlessness in addressing societal issues they wish to change. However, these struggles often fail to lead to meaningful discussions or mutual understanding with their parents.

Urbanization and the One-Child Policy
During the interviews, when parents were asked about the perceived lack of understanding between generations, the topic of “the only child phenomenon” was frequently mentioned. One perspective from a Generation X interviewee left a particularly strong impression on me:
A2: I feel that our generation had a very close relationship with our parents, without much distance or estrangement. But with your generation, we do feel a gap. For example, with my daughter, whether she listens to me or not, I just say what I need to say. Once I’ve said it, it’s up to her—whatever she wants to do is her choice.
Because your generation consists mostly of “the only child”, you probably received more love and attention growing up. As a result, I feel like you’re all very self-centered and selfish. You don’t think about your parents much. Whatever you do, you’re very individualistic, prioritizing yourselves more. Our generation, on the other hand, always thought about how our actions would affect the family. We were much more family-oriented. But your generation seems to think more about yourselves than your family.

“The only child phenomenon” is attributed to the One-Child Policy in China. China’s one-child policy was a family planning measure implemented in the late 20th century to control population growth. Starting in 1979, the Chinese government advocated for each couple to have only one child to address the economic and resource pressures caused by rapid population growth. In 1980, the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China issued an open letter formally calling on couples to have only one child. In 1982, the policy was written into the Constitution as a fundamental national policy.
According to data from the National Bureau of Statistics of China, before the implementation of the family planning policy, the total fertility rate (TFR) averaged 5.8 between 1949 and 1969, indicating that, on average, a woman would have about 5 to 6 children in her lifetime. By the year 2000, the TFR had declined significantly to around 1.8, reflecting the impact of family planning policies and socio-economic changes over the intervening decades (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2023). Among all the respondents, those from Generation X reported having 1-3 siblings, while their children, belonging to Generation Z, were all the only child in the family.
Thus, when Generation X respondents recall their childhood experiences, they often talk about their fond memories of growing up in large, bustling families and have many recollections of playing and spending time with their siblings.
C2: Back then, we lived in a single-story house with an attic, and even the attic was occupied. It was a big family—siblings, uncles, and aunts all lived together, and it was very lively. In the middle of the house, there was a main hall where everyone gathered to eat and meet. A portrait of Chairman Mao was hung on the wall, and behind it was the kitchen. There was also a table with an ancestral altar. In front of the house, there was a courtyard where the children could play, and we raised some chickens and ducks there.
In rural areas, the kids living next door were usually our playmates, and they were often relatives. Even if they weren’t relatives, many of them shared the same surname. Back then, there were no kindergartens. When my mom’s younger sister, who was only a few years older than us, went to primary school, we would tag along and sit in on the lessons.
F1: I went to kindergarten with my older brother. When I was little, I did everything with him. That’s how I ended up going to kindergarten and then to elementary school. Back then, there weren’t many school fees.

In contrast, Generation Z, as the only child in their households, often bear the responsibility of meeting the expectations of their parents and sometimes even their grandparents. These expectations can sometimes feel overwhelming. Additionally, the urbanization process has transformed the close-knit community ties once prevalent in small towns. Families now living in separate units within urban apartment buildings often lack familiarity with their neighbors. As a result, children of this generation frequently grow up without the companionship of childhood playmates.
A1: When I was little, before moving to the city, I remember staying at my grandmother’s house, reciting ancient poems. After meals, I’d go for a walk or do something similar and then head back there to sleep. Sometimes, I’d watch TV or jump rope downstairs. After moving, my routine changed. At our home in Shenzhen, I’d go home after school, even during lunch breaks. I walked to and from school with different people. My elementary school routine involved going to the sports center to play table tennis for two hours, then going home for dinner. Before we had a piano at home, I’d practice at the district government building for an hour, then come back to sleep. When we got a piano, I’d practice at home for an hour and then go to bed. I don’t seem to have any particularly emotional memories from that time.
Since fourth grade, I’ve only seen my mom for about three months a year. My dad, on the other hand, is a typical Chinese father. He takes care of me but doesn’t talk much. For instance, he’ll buy food and bring it to me, say “eat,” and not much else. Because of this, people think I’m very independent.
Now, I share the house with my dad. He comes home every Friday, but we don’t really communicate. My mom only comes home during winter and summer breaks. When she’s here, she and I share the master bedroom, and my dad stays in another room. My mom once said that if they spent every moment together, they would have divorced long ago. You know? A delicate balance.
B1: When I was little, I was mostly taken care of by my grandmother on my dad’s side since she lived closest to us—just in the neighboring building. However, there was one year when I stayed at my mom side grandmother’s house. I lived there for a year because my mom went to work in another city, and there was no one to look after me. My dad was very busy, leaving early and coming home late, so he couldn’t leave me at home alone, and I ended up staying with my maternal grandparents.
At my grandparents on my mom’s side, the environment was very strictly managed, almost like military discipline. They were extremely routine-oriented—waking up, eating, and going to school all followed a strict schedule. Everything had to be neat and tidy; clothes had to be folded, and the bed had to be made perfectly. It was just their personality and their habits. In contrast, at my dad’s side grandmother’s house, it was more relaxed. She mainly focused on cooking for me, waking me up, and taking me to school. Other than that, she didn’t care much about the details. As a child, I definitely preferred the more laid-back environment at my paternal grandmother’s house. Even then, I mostly stayed at my own home, and my grandmother just came over to take care of me.
At my mom’s side grandparents’ house, however, I had to stay with them all day, including sleeping in the same room as my grandmother. I think it might have been because my mom’s side grandparents were more educated. They placed a lot of emphasis on children’s education, healthy habits, and balanced nutrition. For instance, meals had to follow their rules—clothes needed to be folded, and breakfast had to include things like eggs and milk. But as soon as I was out of their control, I would let myself go completely.
At that time, I didn’t really rebel—I was only in fifth grade and hadn’t hit my rebellious phase yet. Still, I did feel that they were too strict. For example, I wanted to walk home from school by myself because my school wasn’t far from their house. Most of my classmates walked home on their own by fifth grade. But my grandfather insisted on picking me up, riding his three-wheeler. I felt so embarrassed sitting on that tricycle because I thought I was old enough not to need a grandparent to pick me up. I wanted to walk home on my own, but they didn’t trust me to do that.

During their upbringing, the older generation often experienced strict control, significant pressure, and a lack of companionship. At the same time, they frequently express feelings of frustration and helplessness about the difficulty of communicating with their parents, sensing that they are misunderstood and emotionally distant from them.
A1: Before university, I felt like my parents were entirely focused on my studies. After I went to university, they stopped paying much attention to my academics. I wasn’t really interested in communicating with my mom, but she always wanted to talk to me. However, I didn’t want to engage, which made her feel like I was very distant.
Now she thinks I’m always “disappearing” or avoiding her. She wants to communicate with me, but I don’t want to talk to her. She often says things that kill the mood, and our values are just not aligned. My mom wants to be involved in my life now, but she can’t find a way in. For instance, she constantly asks me about my relationships—why would I want to talk to her about that?
D1: My relationship with my dad is very distant—we’re not really close. My dad is probably a fairly typical East Asian father: quiet and not very expressive. I’m not very expressive either, so there’s almost no communication between us. If my mom isn’t home, we basically don’t talk at all. The only interaction might be something necessary, like saying, "Dinner’s ready," and that’s about it. Beyond that, there’s almost no communication.
Sometimes, my mom acts as a mediator between us. If there’s any interaction between my dad and me, it’s most likely because my mom facilitated it. For example, if we ever go out as a family, it’s always because my mom suggested it.
My mom tends to protect me, though. For instance, not long ago, my dad slapped me during an argument, and my mom firmly took my side in that situation. I often feel like my dad’s mental state isn’t very stable—he seems to be under a lot of stress from work. But since he doesn’t express himself, I usually have no idea what he wants from me. Most of the time, I don’t even feel like dealing with him, and that’s why we barely talk.
E1: From as early as I can remember, I’ve known that my parents’ relationship could be good, but it could also go bad easily—and it was often tied to money issues.
I never feel homesick—not once. I remember in middle school, my classmates would often stand by the dorm phone, crying while talking to their families about how much they missed home. I always thought I must be really cold-hearted because I never missed home. Think about it—imagine my situation. In elementary school, I was so heavily controlled, and then starting in middle school, I went to boarding school and finally gained some freedom. How could I not be happy? I was thrilled, and that happiness has stayed with me.
I’ve never missed home, not even in kindergarten. I remember wishing I could stay and nap at kindergarten during lunch like the other kids. I envied how they all got to sleep on their little beds, while I was the only one picked up every day to go home for a nap.

While families of this generation invest heavily in the education and resources of their Generation Z children, they also face the burden of caring for their aging parents. Traditionally, China has adhered to a family-based eldercare model, emphasizing the obligation of children to support their parents. Within this cultural framework, the concept of “raising children to provide for old age” is considered a natural ethical order.
However, with the implementation of the one-child policy, many families now have only one child. This means that each adult child may need to simultaneously care for multiple elderly relatives, including parents and grandparents. According to projections from the Chinese government, by the end of 2030, the population aged 60 and above in China will exceed 300 million, accounting for approximately 25% of the total population (Government of the People’s Republic of China, 2016).
As a result, the only-child not only faces growing workplace and life pressures but also bear a significantly heavier caregiving responsibility compared to previous generations.
OnCall expressed their exhaustion at the thought of having to support both themselves and their parents, given their family's limited resources, saying, 
My parents don’t have formal jobs, so there’s way them pouring all their resources into me. I didn’t graduate from university either. Every time I think about how I not only have to support myself in the future but also take care of my parents, I feel completely drained. (OnCall, 2024)

Urbanization and the implementation of the one-child policy have profoundly altered family structures and dynamics in China. Generation X often recalls their childhoods in large, tightly-knit families with shared responsibilities and collective values. This sense of community has largely dissipated for Generation Z, who grew up in smaller, nuclear families within urban settings. The oral histories capture this shift vividly, with older respondents reminiscing about the liveliness of extended family interactions, while younger participants recount feelings of isolation and intense parental scrutiny.
The one-child policy has amplified generational pressures, placing significant expectations on Generation Z to excel academically and professionally while also fulfilling familial obligations. This dynamic creates a dual burden, as these individuals are often tasked with supporting aging parents and grandparents without the emotional or logistical support of siblings. 

Ideological Conflicts in the Context of Globalization
China’s Generation Z (those born around 2000) has developed a unique ideological framework under the influence of globalization and internet culture, leading to significant ideological conflicts with their parents’ generation, Generation X.
Generation Z grew up during a period of rapid economic development in China. Globalization has allowed them access to diverse international cultures and values. This exposure has shaped their perspectives on consumption, lifestyle, and value orientation, leaning more towards individualism and diversity (Wang & Zhou, 2022). At the same time, members of Generation Z, particularly women, often express dissatisfaction with traditional gender roles that prioritize males in the family and outdated views on marriage.
In contrast, Generation X’s value system was shaped by the economic and political environment in which they grew up, inclining them towards collectivism and traditional norms. These differences have led to generational conflicts over values, conflicts that have been further exacerbated in recent years by a mainstream societal discourse that leans back towards traditional and collectivist narratives.
Sangsang, in the Post-00s Life Lab, expressed her frustration over her parents’ dynamics, describing her mother’s sacrifices and refusal to challenge traditional roles despite her father’s lack of contribution to the household, saying, 
My mom is a typical traditional rural woman. I feel like she’s way too conservative. When I was studying at a local university and going home every two weeks, I didn’t feel it that deeply. But now that I’ve started an internship and am living at home, I feel like running away every single day.
My dad has never been involved in anything related to me or my brother. I doubt he even knows our birthdays—or even how old we are. During my gap year of repeating classes, he got seriously ill with cerebellar atrophy, which is basically the result of him drinking all his life. He would even drink a little before going to work in the mornings, then ride his motorbike. Every morning, there would be arguments about it, but he never listened. I’ve grown up listening to countless arguments about his drinking.
After his diagnosis, my mom took care of him for over six months until he recovered somewhat. Now, my mom works a job to support the entire family while my dad enjoys a comfortable retirement at home. I’ve been living at home during my internship for three months now, and I’ve completely stopped speaking to him. He just sleeps, eats, and yells at my grandmother. I can’t stand the fact that he doesn’t even sweep the floor or wash his own clothes. He doesn’t do any chores—none.
My mom even has to prepare breakfast before leaving for work. I know how hard she works and how tired she is. I’ve tried to share new ideas with her, telling her that a useless man like my dad doesn’t deserve the position of “head of the household.” My mom works alone to support him and his mother and gets nothing in return. All he does is curse and smash things around the house. Yet, she tirelessly serves him—bringing him clothes, preparing meals, even laying out his socks every day.
Every time I tell her that she’s the one holding everything together, and that she should focus on her own happiness, she just brushes it off. I’ve said, “If you stop cooking for them, they’ll cook for themselves. Do you think they’ll starve?” I’ve told her, “You’ve spoiled them, and that’s why they’re so entitled.” And I’ve said this over and over, but she never hears me.
Whenever I try to talk to her, she just starts complaining about my dad or my grandma. She says she regrets marrying my dad and would rather have stayed single forever. She complains non-stop while ignoring everything I say. I think she just wants someone to listen to her vent, but she’s never willing to make any changes. (Sangsang, 2024).

Additionally, Generation X tends to emphasize the importance of traditional family values. During interviews, nearly all respondents from Generation X expressed expectations for their children to find life partners, enter into marriage, and build their own families.
B2: I hope you all have a good future, with a job you enjoy and a happy family. At the very least, a family of three. I think having a family is important, don’t you? I’m not trying to pressure my daughter into marriage, not like her grandmother who’s always pushing her cousin to get married. But I still think having a family is a good thing. You might not agree, right? Of course, I’ll respect your opinions, but I still believe having a family is very important.
C2: If you don’t want to find a boyfriend now, it’s understandable since you’re still young. But for girls, it’s better to settle down earlier rather than later. The sooner, the better—don’t wait until it becomes harder to find someone suitable when you’re older. By the time you’re thirty, there won’t be many good options. While you’re still young, you should look for someone with some potential, someone ambitious. Even if they don’t have money now, that’s okay. But if you wait too long, it’ll be much harder to find someone suitable.
F1: First, I hope my daughter doesn’t live too far from home. Second, I hope her future job won’t be too exhausting. And of course, my final hope is that she finds a boyfriend sooner rather than later, right? I hope there’ll be someone to take care of her.

However, when Generation Z respondents were asked about their expectations for the future, only one mentioned the hope to find a life partner.
D1: If I were to describe my ideal future life, it would be having a small but well-equipped home, not too big, with a cat and a dog. Additionally, I think deep down, I do long to build a little home for two with a partner, that feeling of creating a small family together.

The younger generation often expresses upset with their parents’ expectations that children should find a partner, get married, and start a family. They tend to believe that decisions regarding whether to find a partner or start a family are entirely a matter of personal freedom. This difference in understanding frequently becomes a source of arguments and discord within families. 
In Post-00s Life Lab, QianZai described the intense pressure from her mother to conform to traditional expectations of marriage and childbirth, even at the age of 21, saying,
I’m female and a recent graduate. I started school early and just turned 21 last month. Ever since I entered my senior year of college, my mom has been relentlessly pressuring me to get married and have children.
I’ve battled with her many times, but to no avail. The more I push back, the more outrageous her demands become. She even made the absurd claim that “Getting married and having children is the purpose of a normal person’s life. Not doing so is abnormal.” To make matters worse, she’s started setting me up with potential suitors for arranged dates. (QianZai, 2024) 

As Generation Z continues to grow older and approaches the age of 30—the age their parents typically view as the point when one “must settle down”—these related conflicts are likely to intensify.

Conclusion
This study delves into the generational dynamics between China’s Generation X and Generation Z, uncovering a nuanced interplay of socio-economic, political, and cultural factors that define their relationship. 
The contrasting experiences of Generation X and Generation Z are fundamentally shaped by the socio-political climates of their formative years. Generation X grew up during a time of profound change: transitioning from the hardships of the Cultural Revolution to the opportunities presented by the Reform and Opening-up policy. This generation values stability and pragmatism, as echoed in interviews where respondents recall their gratitude for economic reforms that allowed them to build lives of relative security. For instance, F1’s account highlights the sense of accomplishment in achieving upward mobility, even in the face of political turbulence.
In contrast, Generation Z has been raised in a period of material abundance, globalization, and rapid digitalization. However, this has not translated into emotional or psychological security. As respondents like Momo and Linmu express, their struggles with academic pressure, identity, and job market saturation are compounded by the expectations of their parents, who often fail to empathize with the complexities of a globalized yet hyper-competitive world. These disparities underline a broader societal shift from collective survival to individual self-realization, creating tension in familial relationships.
Generation Z grapples with unprecedented levels of academic and social competition, emotional isolation, and intergenerational miscommunication. The interviews reveal a shared sense of frustration among young respondents, who often feel misunderstood by their parents. For example, C1 vividly describes the stifling micromanagement from her father, which pushed her towards secrecy and rebellion, while B1 recounts the overwhelming control exerted by grandparents during her childhood. These dynamics highlight the struggles of an only-child generation burdened with fulfilling the expectations of multiple caregivers while navigating their own aspirations.
Digital platforms like Douban’s Post-00s Life Lab have become vital outlets for Generation Z to express these frustrations. Posts such as Sangsang’s critique of traditional gender roles within her family and Momo’s lamentation of peer pressure offer a collective window into their challenges. Yet, the online space also underscores the emotional distance between generations. Parents’ responses often trivialize or dismiss these concerns, perpetuating a cycle of miscommunication and alienation. Meanwhile, due to the digital gap between the generations, it’s rare for Generation X even to hear the real thoughts of their children’s generation, widening the gap of understanding.
Moreover, the structural issues of employment and education exacerbate this generation’s struggles. Respondents like Magua and OnCall articulate the grim realities of a saturated job market and the heavy burden of familial responsibilities. This highlights a generational paradox: while Generation Z benefits from material resources, they lack the psychological and societal support systems necessary to thrive.
Despite these tensions, the research points to opportunities for mutual understanding and societal progress. The interviews reveal glimpses of evolving parental attitudes, such as D1’s account of her mother becoming more understanding following her depression diagnosis. These moments of empathy, though rare, suggest the potential for transformative dialogues.
However, addressing the root causes of intergenerational anxiety requires systemic changes. Educational reforms must focus not only on academic achievement but also on fostering emotional intelligence and resilience. Employment policies should prioritize creating equitable opportunities for young graduates, ensuring that their aspirations are met with tangible pathways to success.
At the familial level, fostering open communication and redefining traditional roles are crucial. Parents must recognize the individuality of their children, while Generation Z can benefit from understanding the sacrifices and values of their elders. Collaborative approaches, such as joint participation in community activities or family therapy, may help bridge emotional gaps.
The generational divide between China’s Generation X and Generation Z is a microcosm of broader societal transformations. While conflicts are inevitable, they also present opportunities for growth and understanding. By acknowledging the historical, economic, and emotional contexts that shape these differences, families and society at large can foster a culture of empathy and adaptability. This journey toward reconciliation, though challenging, holds the promise of a more harmonious intergenerational future.
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Appendix
Interviewees Information
	Number
	Name
	Gender
	Age
	Career

	A1
	Zhu
	Female
	23
	Student

	A2
	Hong
	Female
	53
	Teacher

	B1
	Pei
	Female
	23
	Unemployed

	B2
	Chen
	Female
	52
	Accountant

	C1
	Mao
	Female
	23
	Unemployed

	C2
	Yun
	Female
	53
	Purchasing Specialist

	D1
	Shen
	Female
	24
	Unemployed

	E1
	Huang
	Female
	23
	Student

	F1
	Yin
	Female
	53
	Government Official





2

