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Abstract: China’s ongoing urbanization, expanding land transfer, has reshaped rural land
use and generational consumption patterns. Using three waves of China Family Panel
Studies data, this study applies a two-way fixed effect model to examine the impact of
farmland transfer-out on generational consumption structure and explores the mediating
role of household income, the moderating role of non-agricultural income share, and
regional and income heterogeneity. Findings show the following: (1) Farmland transfer-
out significantly increases subsistence, developmental, and hedonic consumption among
middle-aged and young farmers, with the greatest rise in hedonic consumption. For elderly
farmers, only subsistence consumption increases, and to a lesser extent. (2) Among middle-
aged and young farmers, transfer-out raises household income, boosting all consumption
types; a higher share of non-farm income further strengthens subsistence and hedonic
consumption. For elderly farmers, while income increases, a higher non-farm income
share weakens the income effect on subsistence consumption. (3) Regionally, land transfer-
out significantly boosts subsistence and hedonic consumption in the eastern region for
younger farmers, and all three types—especially subsistence—in the central and western
regions. Elderly farmers in the east also see a rise in subsistence consumption. (4) An
income heterogeneity analysis shows stronger effects for low-income younger farmers and
high-income elderly farmers. Based on these findings, this study proposes targeted policies
to promote farmland transfer-out, offering insights for optimizing land use and enhancing
rural consumption, with implications for other countries’ land management.

Keywords: farmland transfer-out; intergenerational differences; household consumption
structure

1. Introduction
Amid ongoing socioeconomic transformation, rural areas in China are experiencing

significant structural changes. Land transfer, as a core initiative of rural reform, aims to
optimize the allocation of land resources and stimulate rural development [1]. The Chinese
government has continued to advance land system reforms under the policy framework
of “Three Rights Separation”, clarifying the division of ownership, contractual rights, and
management rights [2]. This policy grants farmers greater flexibility in land disposal rights,
aiming to unlock the productive potential of land through market-oriented transfers. Simul-
taneously, rural land transfer can significantly influence farmers’ consumption behavior,
thereby contributing to poverty alleviation and the commercialization of rural markets.
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However, China’s consumption expenditure as a share of GDP remains relatively low
compared to international standards: it stands at approximately 55%, which is below the
averages of high-income countries (around 80%), middle-income countries (about 74%),
and even low-income countries (around 68%). The figure is even lower in rural areas,
indicating the substantial untapped consumption potential in these regions. Therefore,
fostering a virtuous cycle between land transfer and consumption growth has emerged as
a key pathway for promoting endogenous economic development in rural China.

Against the backdrop of ongoing improvements in land transfer systems, as of 2023,
the total area of transferred rural land in China exceeded 680 million mu, with per capita
disposable income for rural residents reaching 21,691 yuan per year, and per capita con-
sumption expenditure at 18,175 yuan per year [3]. In contrast, Japan has a much higher
proportion of transferred farmland relative to its total agricultural land, with a high degree
of land consolidation [4]. As early as 2013, the annual per capita income of Japanese
farmers had reached 490,000 yuan, far exceeding that of national civil servants [5]. Japan’s
policy design places great emphasis on intergenerational succession and resource allo-
cation between elderly and young farmers, effectively safeguarding farmers’ rights and
interests [6,7]. In contrast, China’s land transfer policy implementation still faces several
challenges, including significant disparities among demographic groups, regional imbal-
ances, non-standardized transfer contracts, and the insufficient protection of farmers’ rights,
highlighting the urgent need for more detailed policy design and strengthened regulatory
oversight [8].

Against this background, intergenerational differences have become a critical dimen-
sion in examining the impact of land transfer on household consumption. Due to differences
in resource endowments, risk preferences, and life cycle stages [9], middle-aged and young
farmers and elderly farmers respond differently to land transfer. This divergence is not
only a matter of social equity in rural areas but also directly affects the sustainability of
rural revitalization. Ignoring generational differences in needs may cause policy benefits to
be concentrated in specific groups, thereby exacerbating internal inequalities within rural
society. Therefore, analyzing the intergenerational effects of land transfer is not only a
scientific imperative for improving current policy design but also a practical foundation for
achieving the goal of common prosperity.

Building on this foundation, the present study investigates the impact of farmland
transfer-out on household consumption structure from an intergenerational perspective,
utilizing three waves of panel data from the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS). First, this
study proposes core hypotheses based on life course theory and the permanent income
hypothesis, and it develops an analytical framework to explain how farmland transfer-out
influences household consumption patterns. Second, it applies a two-way fixed effect
model to estimate the relationships, examining the mediating role of total household
income and the moderating effect of non-farm income share, while also addressing hetero-
geneity across regions and income groups. Finally, policy recommendations are provided
in light of the empirical results. The contributions of this study are as follows: (1) It
deepens the understanding of how farmland transfer-out influences farmers’ consumption
behavior, addressing the lack of intergenerational analysis in the existing literature and
providing theoretical support for more targeted land transfer policies. (2) It investigates
how household income structure affects consumption patterns, revealing that increasing
the share of non-farm income and strengthening economic resilience among farmers can
promote more sustainable consumption models, thereby contributing to long-term and
stable rural economic growth. (3) This study aligns with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 1 (No Poverty), SDG 8 (Decent Work and
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Economic Growth), and SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production), and it may
serve as a valuable reference for land transfer planning in other countries.

2. Literature Review
Since 2014, the Chinese government has implemented the “Three Rights Separation”

reform, which separates ownership rights, contractual rights, and management rights of
rural land. Under this framework, ownership remains with the rural collective, contrac-
tual rights belong to the household, and management rights can be transferred to actual
operators [2]. The reform aims to activate the rural land transfer market and improve the
efficiency of land resource allocation [10]. Since then, issues surrounding land transfer have
attracted widespread attention from both academics and policymakers [11–13]. Farmland
transfer-out refers to the process by which farmers transfer their contracted land use rights
to other operators through leasing, assignment, or other means. Studies have shown that
this process alters farmers’ production methods, income sources, and lifestyle priorities,
thereby affecting their income levels [14], ways of life [15], and consumption behavior [16].

Unlike China, most countries around the world adopt a land privatization system
in rural areas, where land can be traded through sale or lease, forming active rural land
sales and rental markets [17]. However, due to high transaction costs, credit risks, and
restrictions from legal and family factors, land transfers through sales remain relatively
limited in many countries [18]. Many countries actively promote land leasing. For example,
Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland have established unique short-term land
lease systems [19]; Sweden practices both whole-farm leasing and partial (accompanied)
leasing [20]; Scotland, through legislation, allows for multiple forms of agricultural leases
and supports long-term land leasing [17]. Studies have shown that land leasing provides
incentives for regional development, improves agricultural efficiency, productivity, and
environmental sustainability [20], and enables both lessors and lessees to gain additional
income [21]. Therefore, whether it is land transfer in China or land leasing in other countries,
the core objective is to facilitate the efficient transfer of land use rights from less efficient to
more efficient producers, thereby optimizing land resource utilization, increasing income
for both parties, and improving living standards [16].

Chinese scholars have conducted extensive research on the impact of farmland transfer-
out on farmers’ consumption behavior and its underlying mechanisms. Studies have found
that farmland transfer-out can promote higher consumption levels [22], upgrade the con-
sumption structure [23], and increase consumption diversity [15]. In terms of consumption
levels, farmland transfer-out significantly raises per capita consumption, per capita durable
goods consumption, and total household consumption. Key mechanisms driving this
improvement include the following: changes in natural capital, adjustments in livelihood
strategies [24], increased income levels, reduced income risk [25], and higher levels and
costs of land transfer [26]. Regarding consumption structure, farmland transfer-out sig-
nificantly contributes to the optimization of the household consumption structure [23].
Among these, the income effect caused by capital changes and shifts in livelihood pat-
terns [27] plays a mediating role [28]. As for consumption diversity, farmland transfer-out
increases property income for farmers and enhances the consumption environment through
labor mobility, thereby promoting greater consumption variety [16]. In addition, studies
from other countries have also demonstrated a potential link between land transfer-out
and household consumption. For example, in South Africa, transferring out farmland
has been shown to improve farmers’ consumption levels [29]. Researchers comparing
Indonesian farmers who exited agriculture while retaining land ownership and entered
the non-agricultural sector found that the latter significantly enhanced consumption and
farmer well-being [30]. In Thailand, crop diversification had a negative impact on per
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capita consumption, while labor diversification contributed to increased consumption [31].
In Vietnam, the land certification program activated the land rental market, thereby raising
consumption expenditures among rural households [32]. These findings suggest that the
relationship between farmland transfer-out and farmers’ consumption is a critical issue of
concern in many countries.

However, existing studies often neglect household-level heterogeneity, particularly
intergenerational differences, when examining the relationship between farmland transfer-
out and farmers’ consumption behavior. Due to differences in life cycle stages [33] and
income structures values, the extent and mechanisms by which farmland transfer-out affects
consumption behavior may vary significantly across age groups. As a result, changes
in consumption structure may exhibit distinct intergenerational patterns. This study
therefore investigates the impact of farmland transfer-out on the household consumption
structure of middle-aged and young farmers versus elderly farmers, from the perspective
of intergenerational differences. It further analyzes the mediating role of total household
income and examines whether the share of non-farm income moderates the effect of
household income on various types of consumption. Based on the empirical results, this
study presents key conclusions and offers policy recommendations.

3. Theoretical Analysis and Fundamental Assumptions
3.1. Basic Hypotheses

According to life course theory, life is a dynamic process closely intertwined with so-
cial change, and each stage is profoundly influenced by specific socio-cultural, institutional,
structural, and environmental factors [34]. The different life trajectories of middle-aged
and young individuals versus elderly individuals influence their consumption perceptions.
For middle-aged and young farmers, after transferring out their farmland, the released
labor force enters the non-agricultural job market, leading to a short-term income increase
that improves their basic living conditions. Non-farm income tends to be more stable
than farming income, thereby reducing survival risks and prompting households to pri-
oritize meeting essential needs. At the same time, non-farm income provides capital for
human capital investment, and middle-aged and young farmers are more inclined to invest
their land transfer income into education, skills training, or entrepreneurial activities to
achieve long-term income growth [35]. Additionally, through non-agricultural employ-
ment, middle-aged and young individuals are exposed to urban consumption culture and
begin integrating into urban lifestyles. The combination of income growth and mental
accounting effects drives an increase in hedonic consumption. In contrast, for elderly
farmers, transferring out their land weakens their sense of land-based security, and they
face very limited opportunities for non-agricultural employment [36]. Their income mainly
relies on pension benefits [37], unstable land rent, or support from children. To cope with
uncertainty, elderly individuals tend to prioritize basic living needs. Moreover, due to their
entrenched traditional consumption habits [38], shrinking social networks, and limited
demand for cultural, entertainment, or educational activities, land transfer-out does not
significantly impact their developmental or hedonic consumption. Based on this, this study
proposes the following two hypotheses:

H1: Farmland transfer-out increases subsistence, developmental, and hedonic consumption among
middle-aged and young farmers.

H2: Farmland transfer-out increases subsistence consumption among elderly farmers but has no
significant impact on developmental or hedonic consumption.

According to Friedman’s Permanent Income Hypothesis, residents’ consumption
depends on permanent income, which refers to the average income expected over the long
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term [39]. After farmland transfer-out, most middle-aged and young farmers begin working
in non-agricultural sectors or seek employment in cities, and livelihood diversification
increases non-agricultural income and total household income [40,41]. This income growth
provides farmers with more disposable funds, and the non-farm wage income is perceived
by middle-aged and young farmers as long-term and stable, which raises their expected
income over the coming years. As a result, they tend to increase spending across all three
consumption categories. In contrast, for elderly farmers, the rental income from farmland
transfer-out directly increases household income, but it is unstable and does not improve
their long-term income expectations. Therefore, the additional income is primarily used to
meet basic living needs. Based on this, the following two hypotheses are proposed:

H3: Farmland transfer-out can increase middle-aged and young farmers’ total household income,
thereby enhancing their subsistence, developmental, and hedonic consumption.

H4: Farmland transfer-out can increase elderly farmers’ total household income, thereby enhancing
their subsistence consumption.

An increase in the proportion of non-farm income indicates that middle-aged and
young farmers are more actively engaged in non-agricultural employment, which typi-
cally provides higher and more stable sources of income, thereby promoting an overall
improvement in their consumption levels. For every 1% increase in the share of non-farm
employment, rural household consumption upgrading increases by an average of 7% [42],
suggesting that a higher proportion of non-farm income plays a positive moderating role
in the consumption behavior of middle-aged and young farmers. In contrast, for elderly
farmers, an increase in the proportion of non-farm income implies a decrease in the share
of agricultural income within their income structure. Non-farm income often carries higher
uncertainty for the elderly. Therefore, although the increase in total household income
after farmland transfer-out may promote the growth of subsistence consumption, a higher
proportion of non-farm income may weaken this growth effect. In other words, when the
proportion of non-farm income is low, the increase in household income has a stronger
impact on elderly farmers’ consumption expenditure. However, as the proportion of non-
farm income rises, the instability of income makes the effect of increased household income
on consumption less significant. Based on this, this study proposes the following two
hypotheses:

H5: The proportion of non-farm income positively moderates the effect of total household income on
subsistence, developmental, and hedonic consumption among middle-aged and young farmers.

H6: The proportion of non-farm income negatively moderates the effect of total household income
on subsistence consumption among elderly farmers.

3.2. Analytical Framework

Against the backdrop of rural land system reform, investigating the impact of farmland
transfer-out on the consumption structure of farmers across generations holds significant
theoretical and practical value for advancing regional sustainable development. This re-
search topic aligns closely with several United Nations Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), including SDG 1: No Poverty, SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth, and
SDG 12: Responsible Consumption and Production. First, farmland transfer-out directly
increases the income of elderly farmers and facilitates the transition of middle-aged and
young farmers into non-agricultural sectors. These effects contribute to improving the living
standards of low-income populations and advancing SDG 1 (No Poverty). Secondly, rental
income from land transfer or re-employment income enhances household economic re-
silience, facilitates the movement of rural labor toward more productive and higher-income
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sectors, and supports inclusive economic growth and full employment, as emphasized
in SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth). Finally, the significant differences in
consumption concepts and behaviors across generations mean that farmland transfer-out
induces adjustments in consumption structure, which can guide the green transformation
of rural consumption patterns and the cultivation of sustainable consumption practices,
thus contributing to the realization of SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production).
Based on life course theory and the permanent income hypothesis, this study constructs
an analytical framework to explore the evolving characteristics of consumption structure
across generations in the context of farmland transfer-out and its potential contribution to
achieving multi-dimensional sustainable development goals (see Figure 1).

Figure 1. Analytical framework diagram.

4. Model Specification and Indicator Construction
4.1. Model Construction

First, this paper applied a two-way fixed effect model to examine the impact of land
transfer behavior among middle-aged and young farmers versus elderly farmers on three
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types of household consumption: subsistence consumption, developmental consumption,
and hedonic consumption. The basic model is as follows:

Consumptioni,t = α0 + α1land-outi,t + α2Controli,t + µi + γt + εi,t

Next, a mediating variable—total household income—was introduced to test its medi-
ating effect via stepwise regression. The model formulas are as follows:

Finci,t = α0+α1land-outi,t + α2Controli,t + µi + γt + εi,t

Consumptioni,t = α0 + α1Finci,t + α2land-outi,t + α3Controli,t + µi + γt + εi,t

Finally, the proportion of non-farm income was introduced as a moderating variable to
test its moderating effect on the relationship between total household income and different
types of consumption. The model is specified as follows:

Consumptioni,t = α0 + α1land-outi,t + α2non-farm incomei,t + α3Finci,t + α3non-farm
incomei,t × Finci,t + α4Controli,t + µi + γt + εi,t

where Consumptioni,t represents the dependent variables: the logarithms of subsistence
consumption, developmental consumption, and hedonic consumption. Land-outi,t is the
core explanatory variable: farmland transfer. Controli,t includes control variables selected
for this study. Nonfarm-incomei,t denotes the proportion of non-farm income. Finci,t

denotes annual household income. I and t represent individual and time, respectively. α0

is the intercept; α1 and α2 are regression coefficients; and µi, γt, εi,t represent individual
fixed effects, time fixed effects, and the random error term, respectively.

4.2. Data Source

The data used in this study were derived from the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS),
administered by the Institute of Social Science Survey (ISSS) at Peking University. As a
nationally representative and authoritative micro-level longitudinal database, CFPS covers
25 provinces/autonomous regions/municipalities in China. It systematically collects
comprehensive information on demographics, socioeconomic status, and intergenerational
relationships through structured instruments such as the adult questionnaire and household
economic questionnaire, ensuring high reliability and academic credibility.

This study integrates data from the 2018, 2020, and 2022 waves of CFPS, focusing
on core variables from the adult and household economic questionnaires. To effectively
identify intergenerational differences, the following criteria were established based on
stratified sampling principles: (1) According to the working-age definition, household
heads aged 18–60 are classified as middle-aged and young farmers, while those over 60
are classified as elderly farmers. (2) Through a multi-stage data cleaning process, house-
hold head identity was matched with questionnaire data, and observations with missing
key variables were removed. After rigorous screening, a total of 3516 valid household
samples were obtained—2484 middle-aged and young farmer households (70.65%) and
1032 elderly farmer households (29.35%). This sample structure not only maintains the
national representativeness of the original survey but also meets the data requirements for
intergenerational comparative research.

4.3. Variable Construction

Dependent Variable: Types of Consumption. Referring to the calculation methods of
previous scholars [43] and based on the characteristics of the target population in this study,
household consumption expenditure is classified into three types: subsistence consumption,
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developmental consumption, and hedonic consumption. Specifically, household spending
on food, clothing, and housing is categorized as subsistence consumption; spending on
transportation, communication, education and training, and cultural activities (such as
purchasing books, newspapers, and magazines) is classified as developmental consumption;
and spending on durable goods, healthcare, travel, and other items is treated as hedonic
consumption [44]. The expenditure values for each consumption type were calculated based
on the corresponding survey questions, and, then, logarithmic transformation was applied.

Core Explanatory Variable: Farmland Transfer-Out: Based on the relevant CFPS ques-
tions on farmland transfer-out: “In the past 12 months, has your household transferred
out any collectively allocated farmland?” If the answer is “Yes”, it indicates that a farm-
land transfer-out has occurred and the variable is assigned a value of 1; otherwise, it is
assigned 0.

Control Variables: Drawing on previous research [23], this study mainly selects indi-
vidual and household characteristic variables of the household head as control variables.
For individual characteristics, the gender and age of the household head were included; for
household economic characteristics, land assets, household size, and cash savings were
selected. Additionally, considering China’s vast territory and the significant differences
in economic levels and arable land across provinces, province is included as a control
variable to account for regional disparities. The detailed descriptions of these variables are
presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Definitions and calculation methods of variables.

Variable Category Variable Name Calculation Method

Dependent Variables

Subsistence Consumption Sum of Expenditures on Food, Clothing,
and Housing

Developmental Consumption

Sum of Expenditures on Education and
Training, Cultural and Recreational
Activities (e.g., books, newspapers,

magazines), Transportation, and
Communication

Hedonic Consumption
Sum of Expenditures on Household
Durable Goods, Health supplements,

Travel, and Other Items

Core Explanatory Variable Farmland Transfer-Out Yes = 1, No = 0

Mediating Variable Total Household Income Total Household Income in the Past Year

Moderating Variable Proportion of Non-Farm Income Non-Farm Income/Total Household
Income in the Past Year

Control Variables

Gender of Household Head Male = 1, Female = 0

Age of Household Head Actual Age of Household Head

Land Assets Actual Land Area Owned

Household Size Number of Household Members

Cash Savings Actual Amount of Cash Savings Owned

Province Provincial GB Code

5. Empirical Analysis
5.1. Baseline Regression Model

This study utilizes Stata18 software to perform two-way fixed effects regressions based
on the specified models, separately for the middle-aged and young group and the elderly
group. The analysis aims to evaluate the impact of farmland transfer-out on various types
of household consumption. The baseline regression results are reported in Table 2.
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Table 2. Baseline regression results.

Variables

Subsistence Consumption Developmental Consumption Hedonic Consumption
Middle-Aged

and Young
Group

Elderly
Group

Middle-Aged
and Young

Group

Elderly
Group

Middle-Aged
and Young

Group

Elderly
Group

Farmland
Transfer-Out 0.340 *** 0.194 ** 0.145 ** −0.028 0.394 *** 0.065

(0.053) (0.089) (0.063) (0.099) (0.080) (0.106)
Gender −0.009 −0.193 0.011 −0.260 ** −0.268 ** −0.071

(0.079) (0.114) (0.081) (0.125) (0.102) (0.153)
Age −0.015 *** −0.012 −0.021 *** −0.004 −0.011 ** −0.014

(0.003) (0.008) (0.003) (0.009) (0.004) (0.010)
Land Assets 0.014 0.026 0.085 *** 0.077 ** 0.088 *** −0.025

(0.016) (0.027) (0.017) (0.032) (0.024) (0.035)
Household Size 0.162 *** 0.232 *** 0.167 *** 0.425 *** 0.130 *** 0.132 ***

(0.013) (0.020) (0.014) (0.021) (0.020) (0.024)
Cash Savings 0.130 *** 0.150 *** 0.099 *** 0.088 *** 0.080 *** 0.078 **

(0.013) (0.021) (0.014) (0.024) (0.019) (0.025)
Province −0.004 *** −0.005 −0.001 −0.006 ** 0.004 ** 0.002

(0.001) (0.003) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003)
_cons 8.087 *** 7.500 *** 7.143 *** 5.443 *** 6.992 *** 8.463 ***

(0.252) (0.673) (0.266) (0.765) (0.367) (0.839)
Control Variables YES YES YES YES YES YES
Individual Fixed

Effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Time Fixed Effects YES YES YES YES YES YES
r2 0.029 0.039 0.027 0.051 0.052 0.006

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels,
respectively.

For the middle-aged and young group, farmland transfer-out has a significant posi-
tive impact on all three types of consumption: subsistence, developmental, and hedonic.
Specifically, the regression coefficients of farmland transfer-out on each consumption type
are 0.340 for subsistence consumption, 0.145 for developmental consumption, and 0.394
for hedonic consumption. These results indicate that farmland transfer-out significantly
promotes all three types of consumption among middle-aged and young farmers. More-
over, the strongest effect was observed for hedonic consumption, followed by subsistence,
and the weakest for developmental consumption, thus supporting Hypothesis H1. Re-
garding control variables, after farmland transfer-out, female middle-aged and young
farmers tend to reduce hedonic consumption compared to their male counterparts. The
household head’s age has a significantly negative effect on all three types of consumption,
indicating that older individuals tend to spend less. Land assets are positively associated
with developmental and hedonic consumption. Household size is positively associated
with all consumption categories. Cash savings significantly increase all types of consump-
tion, indicating that financial asset accumulation helps boost consumption. Additionally,
province has a negative effect on subsistence and hedonic consumption, implying that
regional differences lead to significant variations in consumption structure after farmland
transfer-out among middle-aged and young farmers.

For the elderly group, the impact of farmland transfer-out on consumption is less
significant compared to the middle-aged and young group. Specifically, the regression
coefficient of farmland transfer-out on subsistence consumption is 0.194, which is signifi-
cant at the 5% level, indicating a notable positive impact. For developmental consumption,
the coefficient is −0.028 and not significant, suggesting that farmland transfer-out has
no clear influence on spending related to education, culture, or enjoyment. For hedonic
consumption, the coefficient is 0.065 and also not significant, indicating no substantial
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impact. These results indicate that elderly households rely more on stable sources of liveli-
hood, and the economic returns from farmland transfer-out mainly increase their spending
on necessities, thereby supporting Hypothesis H2. As for control variables in the elderly
group, after farmland transfer-out, elderly female farmers tend to reduce developmental
consumption compared to males. The age of the household head has no significant effect on
any consumption category. Land assets are positively associated only with developmental
consumption. Household size has a significant positive effect on all three types of consump-
tion, indicating that larger households demand more in terms of consumption. Similarly,
cash savings significantly increase consumption across all categories, underscoring the
role of financial asset accumulation in boosting household expenditure. Lastly, farmland
transfer-out significantly affects only developmental consumption among elderly farmers
across different provinces.

5.2. Analysis of Mediating and Moderating Effects
5.2.1. Analysis of Mediating and Moderating Effects for Middle-Aged and Young Farmers

This section employs stepwise regression to examine the mechanisms through which
farmland transfer-out affects the three types of consumption among the middle-aged and
young group. It focuses on whether total household income functions as a mediating
variable and whether the proportion of non-farm income serves as a moderating factor.

(1) Mediating Effect of Total Household Income

As shown in Table 3, the regression coefficient of farmland transfer-out on total
household income is 0.290, which is statistically significant at the 1% level, indicating that
farmland transfer-out substantially increases household income among middle-aged and
young farmers.

Table 3. Mediating effect of total household income for the middle-aged and young group.

Variables Total Household
Income

Subsistence
Consumption

Total Household
Income

Developmental
Consumption

Total Household
Income

Hedonic
Consumption

Farmland
Transfer-Out 0.290 *** 0.290 *** 0.290 ***

(0.037) (0.037) (0.037)
Mediating
Variable 0.409 *** 0.330 *** 0.507 ***

(0.033) (0.037) (0.048)
_cons 7.956 *** 4.836 *** 7.956 *** 4.526 *** 7.956 *** 2.947 ***

(0.177) (0.361) (0.177) (0.391) (0.177) (0.520)
Control Variables YES YES YES YES YES YES
Individual Fixed

Effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Time Fixed
Effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

r2 0.149 0.032 0.149 0.032 0.149 0.016

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels,
respectively.

The coefficients of total household income on the three types of consumption are as
follows: 0.409 for subsistence consumption, 0.330 for developmental consumption, and
0.507 for hedonic consumption—all significant at the 1% level.

These results suggest that higher household income significantly promotes all types of
consumption. Based on the magnitude of the coefficients, the effect is strongest for hedonic
consumption, followed by subsistence, and weakest for developmental consumption,
supporting Hypothesis H3.

The analysis of the mediating effect of total household income for the middle-aged
and young group is presented in Table 3.
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(2) Moderating Effect of the Proportion of Non-Farm Income

A significance test was conducted on the interaction term between total household
income and the proportion of non-farm income for the middle-aged and young group. The
regression coefficients for the interaction term on subsistence consumption, developmental
consumption, and hedonic consumption are 0.206, 0.044, and 0.285, respectively.

These results indicate that a higher proportion of non-farm income significantly en-
hances the positive effect of household income on subsistence consumption and hedonic
consumption, while it has no significant moderating effect on developmental consumption.

In other words, the higher the proportion of non-farm income in a middle-aged and
young household, the marginal impact of household income on subsistence and hedonic
consumption becomes more pronounced, while the increase in developmental consumption
remains relatively unchanged. These findings partly support Hypothesis H5.

The analysis of the moderating effect of the proportion of non-farm income for the
middle-aged and young group is presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Moderating Effect of the proportion of non-farm income for the middle-aged and young
group.

Variables Subsistence
Consumption

Developmental
Consumption

Hedonic
Consumption

Interaction Term (Proportion of Non-Farm
Income × Total Household Income)

0.206 ** 0.044 0.285 *
(0.100) (0.098) (0.155)

Control Variables YES YES YES
Individual Fixed Effects YES YES YES

Time Fixed Effects YES YES YES
r2 0.040 0.036 0.017

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels,
respectively.

The mechanisms through which farmland transfer-out affects the three types of con-
sumption among middle-aged and young farmers are illustrated in Figures 2–4.

Figure 2. Mechanism of the impact of farmland transfer-out on subsistence consumption in the
middle-aged and young group. Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate
significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
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Figure 3. Mechanism of the impact of farmland transfer-out on developmental consumption in the
middle-aged and young group. Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate
significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.

Figure 4. Mechanism of the impact of farmland transfer-out on hedonic consumption in the middle-
aged and young group. Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate
significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.

5.2.2. Analysis of Mediating and Moderating Effects Among Elderly Farmers

This section presents an empirical analysis to explore the mechanism through which
farmland transfer-out affects subsistence consumption among the elderly group, as well as
the moderating effect of non-farm income.

(1) Mediating Effect of Total Household Income

The results indicate that the regression coefficient of farmland transfer-out on total
household income is 0.309, which is statistically significant at the 1% level, indicating
that farmland transfer-out can significantly increase household income. The regression
coefficient of total household income on subsistence consumption is 0.360, also significant
at the 1% level, suggesting that increases in household income significantly promote
subsistence consumption—meaning that income growth enables farmers to increase their
spending on basic living needs. These findings support Hypothesis H4.

The analysis of the mediating effect of total household income for the elderly group is
presented in Table 5.
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Table 5. Mediating effect of total household income for the elderly group.

Variables Total Household Income Subsistence Consumption

Farmland Transfer-Out 0.309 ***
(0.065)

Mediating Variable 0.360 ***
(0.060)

_cons 8.430 *** 4.492 ***
(0.506) (0.795)

Control Variables YES YES
Individual Fixed Effects YES YES

Time Fixed Effects YES YES
r2 0.002 0.065

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels,
respectively.

(2) Moderating Effect of the Proportion of Non-Farm Income

A significance test was conducted on the interaction term between total household
income and the proportion of non-farm income for the elderly group. The resulting
regression coefficient is −0.432, indicating that a higher proportion of non-farm income
weakens the positive effect of household income on subsistence consumption. In other
words, in households with a higher share of non-farm income, the capacity of rising income
to promote spending on basic living needs becomes less pronounced.

Therefore, this moderating effect is not significant, but it confirms the validity of
Hypothesis H6.

The analysis of the moderating effect of the proportion of non-farm income for the
elderly group is presented in Table 6.

The mechanism through which farmland transfer-out affects subsistence consumption
among elderly farmers is illustrated in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Mechanism of the impact of farmland transfer-out on subsistence consumption in the
elderly group. Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at
the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels, respectively.
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Table 6. Moderating effect of the proportion of non-farm income for the elderly group.

Variables Subsistence Consumption

Interaction Term (Proportion of Non-Farm
Income × Total Household Income)

−0.432 **
(0.161)

Control Variables YES
Individual Fixed Effects YES

Time Fixed Effects YES
r2 0.08

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels,
respectively.

5.3. Heterogeneity Analysis
5.3.1. Regional Heterogeneity Analysis

(1) Regional Heterogeneity Analysis for the Middle-Aged and Young Group

This section conducts region-specific regression analyses to examine whether the
effects of farmland transfer-out on different types of consumption among middle-aged and
young farmers vary between the eastern and central-western regions.

In the eastern region, the regression coefficient of farmland transfer-out on subsistence
consumption is 0.269, significant at the 5% level, indicating that, after transferring out
farmland, middle-aged and young farmers in the eastern region tend to increase their
spending on basic living needs such as food and housing.

In the central-western region, the regression coefficient is 0.396, significant at the 1%
level, and notably higher than that of the eastern region. This suggests that middle-aged
and young farmers in the central-western region are more likely to allocate the additional
income from farmland transfer toward meeting basic survival needs compared to their
eastern counterparts.

As for developmental consumption, in the eastern region, the regression coefficient is
0.038 and not statistically significant, indicating that, in this more economically developed
region, farmland transfer-out does not significantly affect spending on education, training,
or cultural activities among middle-aged and young farmers.

In contrast, in the central-western region, the regression coefficient is 0.255 and statisti-
cally significant at the 1% level, suggesting that farmers in these areas are more inclined to
use income from land transfer for developmental consumption.

Regarding hedonic consumption, in the eastern region, the regression coefficient in
the eastern region is 0.565 and statistically significant at the 1% level, indicating a strong
tendency for middle-aged and young farmers to increase discretionary spending after
farmland transfer-out.

In the central-western region, the coefficient is 0.242, significant at the 5% level, al-
though notably lower than that in the eastern region. This indicates that, while farmers
in the central-western region also increase hedonic consumption, the tendency is less pro-
nounced. Compared to the east, middle-aged and young farmers in the central-western
region are more inclined to allocate land transfer income toward subsistence or develop-
mental needs rather than discretionary or luxury consumption.

In summary, farmland transfer-out has a stronger impact on subsistence and develop-
mental consumption in the central-western region, whereas, in the eastern region, it more
significantly promotes hedonic consumption among middle-aged and young farmers.

The results of the regional heterogeneity analysis for this group are presented in
Table 7.
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Table 7. Regional heterogeneity analysis for the middle-aged and young group.

Variables
Eastern Region Central-Western Region

Subsistence
Consumption

Developmental
Consumption

Hedonic
Consumption

Subsistence
Consumption

Developmental
Consumption

Hedonic
Consumption

Farmland Transfer-Out 0.269 ** 0.038 0.565 *** 0.396 *** 0.255 *** 0.242 **
(0.095) (0.112) (0.136) (0.066) (0.077) (0.103)

_cons 7.451 *** 6.661 *** 6.222 *** 8.565 *** 7.401 *** 7.526 ***
(0.404) (0.461) (0.646) (0.332) (0.344) (0.475)

Control Variables YES YES YES YES YES YES
Individual Fixed Effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Time Fixed Effects YES YES YES YES YES YES
r2 0.007 0.043 0.009 0.045 0.043 0.001

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels,
respectively.

(2) Regional Heterogeneity Analysis for the Elderly Group

This section conducts region-specific regression analyses to examine whether the
effects of farmland transfer-out on different types of consumption among elderly farmers
differ between the eastern and central-western regions.

In the eastern region, the regression coefficient of farmland transfer-out on subsis-
tence consumption is 0.261 and statistically significant at the 5% level, indicating that
elderly farmers tend to increase their spending on basic living needs after transferring out
their land.

In contrast, in the central-western region, the regression coefficient is 0.060 and not
statistically significant, suggesting that farmland transfer-out does not have a significant
impact on subsistence consumption among elderly farmers in this region.

The results of the regional heterogeneity analysis for the elderly group are presented
in Table 8.

Table 8. Regional heterogeneity analysis for the elderly group.

Variables
Eastern Region Central-Western Region

Subsistence Consumption Subsistence Consumption

Farmland Transfer-Out 0.261 ** 0.060
(0.122) (0.137)

_cons 6.927 *** 7.139 ***
(0.926) (1.013)

Control Variables YES YES
Individual Fixed Effects YES YES

Time Fixed Effects YES YES
r2 0.045 0.068

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels,
respectively.

5.3.2. Income-Based Heterogeneity Analysis

(1) Income Heterogeneity Analysis for Middle-Aged and Young Farmers

For subsistence consumption, the regression coefficient of farmland transfer-out among
the low-income group is 0.339 and statistically significant at the 1% level, indicating that
farmland transfer-out significantly increases basic living expenditures for low-income
middle-aged and young farmers. In the high-income group, the coefficient is 0.255, also sig-
nificant at the 1% level, though the effect is less pronounced than in the low-income group.

For developmental consumption, the regression coefficients for the low-income and
high-income groups are 0.067 and 0.050, respectively, neither of which pass the significance
test. However, in the full sample of middle-aged and young farmers, farmland transfer-out
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significantly increases developmental consumption at the 5% level. This discrepancy may
be related to how income levels are categorized.

For hedonic consumption, in the low-income group, the regression coefficient in the
low-income group is 0.343 and statistically significant at the 5% level, suggesting that,
after meeting basic needs, farmland transfer-out enables low-income middle-aged and
young farmers to increase spending on non-essential goods. In the high-income group, the
coefficient is 0.280, also significant at the 5% level, but the effect is slightly weaker than that
in the low-income group.

Overall, among middle-aged and young farmers, the effect of farmland transfer-out
on subsistence and hedonic consumption is more pronounced in low-income households
than in high-income households.

The results of the income heterogeneity analysis for the middle-aged and young group
are presented in Table 9.

Table 9. Income heterogeneity analysis for the middle-aged and young group.

Variables
Below-Median Income Above-Median Income

Subsistence
Consumption

Developmental
Consumption

Hedonic
Consumption

Subsistence
Consumption

Developmental
Consumption

Hedonic
Consumption

Farmland Transfer-Out 0.339 *** 0.067 0.343 ** 0.255 *** 0.050 0.280 **
(0.090) (0.104) (0.114) (0.066) (0.082) (0.115)

_cons 8.208 *** 7.551 *** 6.952 *** 9.535 *** 7.742 *** 8.528 ***
(0.408) (0.417) (0.537) (0.350) (0.396) (0.575)

Control Variables YES YES YES YES YES YES
Individual Fixed Effects YES YES YES YES YES YES

Time Fixed Effects YES YES YES YES YES YES
r2 0.017 0.025 0.004 0.005 0.025 0.005

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels,
respectively.

(2) Income Heterogeneity Analysis for Elderly Farmers

Among the low-income group, the regression coefficient of farmland transfer-out on
subsistence consumption is 0.005 and not statistically significant, indicating that farm-
land transfer-out does not significantly increase basic living expenditures for low-income
elderly farmers.

In contrast, among the high-income group, the regression coefficient is 0.233 and sta-
tistically significant at the 5% level, suggesting that farmland transfer-out can significantly
promote basic consumption among high-income elderly farmers.

The results of the income heterogeneity analysis for the elderly group are presented in
Table 10.

Table 10. Income heterogeneity analysis for the elderly group.

Variables
Below-Median Income Above-Median Income

Subsistence Consumption Subsistence Consumption

Farmland Transfer-Out 0.005 0.233 **
(0.145) (0.101)

_cons 8.457 *** 8.857 ***
(0.117) (0.835)

Control Variables YES YES
Individual Fixed Effects YES YES

Time Fixed Effects YES YES
r2 0.007 0.072

Note: Values in parentheses are standard errors. ***, **, and * indicate significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels,
respectively.
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5.4. Discussion

This study finds that farmland transfer-out increases the disposable income of middle-
aged and young farmers, thereby promoting greater expenditure on basic living needs,
education and training, as well as non-essential consumption. This, in turn, contributes to
the optimization of their overall consumption structure. In contrast, for elderly farmers,
the rental income from farmland transfer-out improves basic livelihood security to some
extent but does not lead to increased spending in other categories of consumption.

5.4.1. Discussion on Middle-Aged and Young Farmers

The impact of farmland transfer-out on the consumption structure of middle-aged
and young farmers reflects that they not only receive rental income from land transfer but
also have the opportunity to shift to non-agricultural industries or urban employment.
This diversification of income sources leads to increased consumption expenditure [45].
Moreover, after engaging in non-agricultural work, their consumption concepts tend to
change under the influence of the surrounding environment. As a result, with rising
income, they are more willing to improve their quality of life and increase non-essential
consumption, thereby contributing to an optimized consumption structure [46].

The results of regional heterogeneity show that, in the eastern region, where the con-
sumption base is already high [47], the additional income from farmland transfer has a
limited impact on basic living needs for middle-aged and young farmers. In addition,
due to the region’s high level of economic development, education, and abundant oppor-
tunities [48], the promotion effect of land transfer on developmental consumption is not
significant. However, the impact on hedonic consumption is quite strong. In contrast,
middle-aged and young farmers in the central and western regions can significantly im-
prove their basic living conditions with the extra income from land transfer and are more
willing to use the income for developmental consumption to enhance their opportunities for
personal advancement. However, they spend relatively less on non-essential consumption.

The results of income heterogeneity suggest that low-income middle-aged and young
farmers tend to rely more on income from land, and land transfer can directly improve their
economic conditions, thereby increasing their spending on basic needs. Since this group
starts from a low consumption base, the income from land transfer has a more noticeable
effect on hedonic consumption. In contrast, high-income groups already have a strong
economic foundation, so the marginal effect of additional income from land transfer is
relatively weak. The improvement in subsistence consumption is limited, and, due to their
lower consumption elasticity, the impact of land transfer on hedonic consumption is less
significant than that for low-income middle-aged and young farmers.

5.4.2. Discussion on Elderly Farmers

Farmland transfer-out increases rental income for elderly farmers. However, due
to limited non-agricultural employment opportunities in rural areas [49] and the lack of
a comprehensive pension system [50], their income mainly relies on land rent, pension
benefits, and support from their children. In the face of economic uncertainty, they tend to
prioritize meeting basic living needs, leading to an increase in subsistence consumption.
Nevertheless, the elderly tend to have conservative consumption habits, limited social
networks, declining physical function, and low demand for developmental consumption
such as education or entrepreneurship. Additionally, there is no significant increase in
hedonic consumption like leisure or travel [51]. As a result, although their basic livelihood
security improves, their consumption structure remains unchanged, still focused primarily
on essential needs.
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The regional heterogeneity analysis indicates that, in the eastern region, where land
transfer yields are higher, elderly farmers can use rental income to improve their basic
living conditions. Moreover, with a relatively well-established social security system in the
east, elderly farmers have more confidence in their future economic stability and are thus
more willing to spend rather than save. In contrast, in the central and western regions, the
returns from land transfer are lower and have not led to significant economic improvements.
Combined with more conservative consumption attitudes among the elderly in these areas,
they are more likely to save or allocate funds to their children rather than increase their own
consumption. The relatively weaker medical and elderly care systems in these regions may
exacerbate concerns about future financial insecurity, discouraging significant increases
in consumption.

The income-based heterogeneity results reveal that low-income elderly groups tend
to have a strong saving preference, opting to reserve additional income to address future
uncertainties rather than using it for current consumption. In contrast, high-income elderly
households possess a greater sense of financial security and are more comfortable using
land rental income for daily spending. Furthermore, due to their stronger purchasing
power, high-income elderly households are more willing to allocate additional income
toward improving their basic consumption levels.

6. Conclusions and Recommendations
Based on the above analysis, this study reaches the following four main conclusions:
(1) Farmland transfer-out significantly increases consumption expenditures among

middle-aged and young farmers across subsistence, developmental, and hedonic categories,
with the strongest impact observed in hedonic consumption, followed by subsistence and
developmental consumption. In contrast, although elderly farmers also experience an
increase in subsistence consumption, the magnitude of this effect is smaller than that for
the younger group, and no significant changes are observed in their developmental or
hedonic consumption. (2) Among middle-aged and young farmers, farmland transfer-
out promotes increased spending across all three types of consumption by raising total
household income. Furthermore, a higher proportion of non-farm income strengthens
this effect—particularly for subsistence and hedonic consumption. For elderly farmers,
farmland transfer-out similarly enhances subsistence consumption through increased
household income; however, a higher proportion of non-farm income attenuates this effect.
(3) In the eastern region, farmland transfer-out significantly promotes subsistence and
hedonic consumption among middle-aged and young farmers. In contrast, in the central
and western regions, it exerts a significant positive effect across all three consumption
categories. The impact on subsistence consumption is notably stronger in the central-
western regions, while the effect on hedonic consumption is more pronounced in the
east. Among elderly farmers, farmland transfer-out results in a significant increase in
subsistence consumption only in the eastern region. (4) For middle-aged and young
farmers, the impact of farmland transfer-out on consumption structure is more significant
for low-income groups. In contrast, among elderly farmers, the influence is stronger for
high-income groups.

Based on these findings, this study proposes the following policy recommendations
to promote the development of rural land transfer market and guide rural populations
toward a more rational and optimized consumption structure:

Middle-Aged and Young Farmers: Promoting Consumption Upgrading and In-
come Diversification. To encourage middle-aged and young farmers to participate in
land transfer, enhanced support should be provided for their transition to non-agricultural
employment. In the central and western regions, it is recommended to establish “Rural
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Revitalization Skills Training Centers” [52], focusing on the development of skills in e-
commerce, logistics, and modern agricultural technologies. These centers should align
training with local industrial demands to improve non-farm employability among this
demographic group. Additionally, subsidies can be offered to farmers who participate in
training programs to reduce learning costs and boost participation enthusiasm. Through
these measures, middle-aged and young farmers will be better equipped to meet the de-
mands of local industries, expand non-agricultural employment opportunities, and increase
their income levels. In the eastern region, initiatives such as “Integrating Land Transfer
with Cultural Tourism” can be promoted. Middle-aged and young farmers should be
encouraged to use income from land transfer to develop rural tourism and homestay-based
economies. To support such entrepreneurial activities, the government can provide low-
interest loans and tax incentives to lower the barriers to starting a business and encourage
innovative ventures among these farmers [53]. This model not only diversifies the income
sources of middle-aged and young farmers but also stimulates hedonic consumption,
thereby contributing to the upgrading of rural consumption structures.

Elderly Farmers: Strengthening Social Security and Risk Buffering. To encourage
elderly farmers to participate in land transfer, relevant support and security systems should
be improved. Elderly farmers should be allowed to sign short-term, renewable land transfer
contracts, while retaining the right to reclaim their land at any time. This flexible contract
design helps reduce psychological insecurity, alleviating concerns about land loss and
boosting their willingness to participate. At the same time, the social security system for
the elderly—especially healthcare coverage—should be further enhanced [54] to increase
their sense of security and promote consumption structure upgrading.

Through the targeted design of policies tailored to different demographic groups, it is
possible to both promote the orderly transfer of rural land and achieve increases in house-
hold income and consumption upgrading, thereby contributing to the deep implementation
of the rural revitalization strategy.

7. Limitations and Future Work
This study conducts a micro-level empirical analysis using three waves of CFPS panel

data to examine how farmland transfer-out affects household consumption structures
among middle-aged and young farmers and elderly farmers from an intergenerational
perspective. The findings offer valuable insights for improving farmland transfer policies.
However, several limitations still remain. First, although CFPS data cover a wide range
of regions nationwide, remote areas or special populations may not be fully represented,
potentially limiting the generalizability of the results in less developed regions. Second, this
study focuses only on the income effect as the mechanism through which farmland transfer-
out influences consumption structure, without accounting for non-economic factors such
as cultural or psychological influences. Lastly, this research is based on a nationwide
empirical study, and it does not explore region-specific dynamics, resulting in a lack of
regional targeting.

Future research can consider the following directions:

(1) Incorporating more regionally diverse data, particularly from underdeveloped areas,
to enhance the robustness and representativeness of the findings.

(2) Expanding the analytical perspective to incorporate more non-economic factors—such
as cultural and psychological influences—to gain a more comprehensive understand-
ing of the relationship between farmland transfer-out and consumption structure.

(3) Conducting in-depth interviews or fieldwork to explore region-specific impacts of
farmland transfer-out on household consumption structures.
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