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Introduction

China's demographic journey over the last seventy years is nothing short
of remarkable, showcasing one of the most dramatic shifts in population policy
history. In just one lifetime, the Chinese government transitioned from Maoist
pronatalism, where a booming population was seen as the nation's greatest
treasure, to implementing the most extensive birth control measures the modern
world has ever witnessed. Then, in less than a decade, it made a clear turn back
towards promoting higher birth rates to counteract a population decline that the
state itself had initiated. Few examples highlight as clearly both the power and the
limitations of state influence over reproduction: a government that successfully
prevented hundreds of millions of births has, so far, struggled to encourage them.
This imbalance, where controlling demographics in one direction seems relatively
straightforward, while the opposite proves challenging, forms the core puzzle

explored throughout this dissertation.

The dissertation primarily examines the socio-demographic consequences
of China’s One-Child policy, focusing on declining fertility, the imbalance in the
sex ratio associated with son preference, patterns of female education, marriage-

market dynamics, household structure and rapid population aging.

A central aim of the thesis is to read these consequences through the lens
of the urban-rural divide, showing how the same policy produced markedly
different demographic, social, and familial outcomes depending on whether it was

implemented in an urban or rural context.



This thesis is structured around two closely linked questions. The first one
delves into the socio-demographic impact of years of birth planning: what
differences can be observed between urban and rural China in the consequences of
birth planning, particularly in terms of the skewed sex ratio at birth, changes in the
traditional marriage market, and pressures on old-age support systems, and how
can these differences be explained? The second question focuses on the
government's recent shift towards promoting higher birth rates: why, despite a
decade filled with legal reforms, subsidies, and administrative changes, has fertility
continued to drop instead of bouncing back? Additionally, how does the ongoing
urban-rural divide, which is still evident in the design, funding, and reception of

these new initiatives, contribute to this ongoing challenge?

This analysis draws primarily on the findings of existing demographic,
sociological, and political science research. The studies considered rely on a
variety of complementary sources, including official census data, demographic
estimates designed to address possible undercounting in the 2000, 2010, and 2020
censuses, and primary legal and policy documents covering the period from the
1950s to 2025. Where relevant, particular attention is given to studies employing
techniques such as reverse survival estimation, which reconstructs earlier birth
levels from the size and survival patterns of later observed population cohorts.
Rather than conducting an original quantitative analysis of census data or primary
policy documents, this thesis synthesizes and compares the empirical evidence
produced by this existing literature in relation to its research questions. Attention
is devoted to highlight when the studies cited in this thesis raise concerns about the
accuracy of official figures, whether they suggest that fertility was underreported
in the 2000s or that the success of recent pronatalist efforts was exaggerated, this

is clearly stated.

The thesis further examines how the family planning campaigns,

culminating in the One-Child Policy, reshaped traditional family structure, again



with divergent trajectories in urban and rural areas, while also influencing

marriage patterns and the functioning of the marriage market.

To dive into these questions, the thesis unfolds across four chapters.
Chapter One explores the historical foundations of China's population policy,
starting with the pronatalist approach during the early Maoist era, moving through
the various family planning initiatives of the 1960s and 1970s, and culminating in
the implementation of the One-Child Policy after 1979. It reveals that the decline
in fertility often credited to the One-Child Policy was actually already in motion
before it was put into place. Chapter Two outlines the geographical and
administrative framework that has shaped population policy, looking at China's
physical landscape, its administrative structure, and the hukou household
registration system. Understanding the origins, reforms, and persistent challenges
of this system is crucial to grasping why rural and urban areas in China have
responded so differently to the same national policies. Chapter Three shifts focus
to the social and demographic impacts of the One-Child Policy, examining the
skewed sex ratio at birth driven by a preference for sons, the resulting effects on
education and the marriage market, the evolution of family dynamics into the 4-2-
1 model, and the unique challenges posed by an aging population, pension systems,
and healthcare access in both rural and urban settings. Finally, Chapter Four
reconstructs the path of China's fertility decline and its urban-rural disparities from
the 1990s onward, then delves into the government's policy responses, from
reproductive rights reforms in the 1990s to the pronatalist strategies of 2015-2025,
evaluating why these efforts have yet to spark the demographic resurgence that

policymakers were hoping for.

Finally, the thesis examines how the Chinese government is currently
responding to the long-term consequences of decades of restrictive family-
planning policies that began in the 1970s. It analyzes the pronatalist measures

introduced in recent years as a reaction to the sharp decline in fertility rates and



considers whether these new policies adequately account for persistent asymmetry

between urban and rural China.

The thesis closes with some comparative considerations on how the
current change towards pronatalist policies resemble to and are different from
those enunciated in the first Maoist phase, discussing their actual effectiveness and

limitations in the light of how Chinese society, and the urban-rural gap itself, has

changed.






Chapter 1: From Planning to Restriction: the Historical Roots and Imple-
mentation of China’s One-Child Policy.

The One-Child Policy stands out as one of the most significant social pol-
icies ever put into action. To truly grasp how this measure has shaped modern
Chinese society, however, it is necessary to take a step back and look at the histor-
ical context before these reforms, particularly during the Maoist Era. After the es-
tablishment of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, the government ac-
tively promoted the idea of larger families, viewing a growing population as a vital
workforce for national reconstruction and socialist building. However, when the
results of the first national census were released on November 1st, 1954, they
showed that the population had increased very quickly, raising fears that rapid de-
mographic growth could outstrip food supplies and economic resources. In re-
sponse to these concerns, the central government issued The Instructions on the
Issue of Population Control in 1955, which stated that “In the interests of the na-
tion, families and future generations, the Party is in favor of taking appropriate
measures for birth control”!. Additionally, during the crucial Eighth Peoples’ Con-
gress where the economic plans for the next five years were laid out, a report di-
rected by Prime Minister Zhou Enlai for the Second Five-Year Plan recommended

that controlling of fertility was essential for sustainable economic development?.

The first birth control campaign, which ran from 1954 to 1958, did not
really make a noticeable dent in the national birth rate. While discussions about
the campaign began to appear in the press as early as 1954, the official launch did
not happen until August 1956. That was when the Ministry of Health instructed

! "Recent Discussion of the One-Child Policy." China Story, February 12, 2014.
https://www.thechinastory.org/cot/recent-discussions-of-the-one-child-policy/.

2 Jiang, Quanbao, Shuzhuo Li, and Marcus W. Feldman. "China's Population Policy at the Crossroads:
Social Impacts and Prospects." Asian Journal of Social Science 41, no. 2 (2013). p.2.
doi:10.1163/15685314-12341298.
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local health units to step up and help people with birth control practices. The cam-
paign gained a significant momentum in February 1957 thanks to Mao Zedong's
clear call for zero population growth. This early movement for birth planning did

not last long.

Mao Zedong quickly changed his stance on fertility policy, reaffirming a
conviction the Chinese Communist Party (CPC) has held since the founding of
People’s Republic of China: that a large population was China’s greatest strength
and that controlling population was fundamentally incompatible with socialist pro-
gress. This reversal was driven primarily by ideological rather than demographic
considerations. Orthodox Marxist theory, which Mao and CPC, claimed to follow,
explicitly rejected Malthusian arguments, as those cointained in Essay on the Prin-
ciple of Population, published by Thomas Robert Malthus in 1789, about popula-
tion outpacing resources. For Marx, overpopulation was not a natural fact but a
product of capitalist relations themselves, the “industrial reserve army” that capi-
talism generates to depress wages, not evidence that the poor bred beyond their
means. Mao had made this rejection explicit as early as 1949, arguing against Mal-
thusian pessimism that “of all things in the world, people are the most precious™.
Within this framework, a large population was not a liability but a productive force:
more people meant more workers, more soldiers, and greater revolutionary and
industrial capacity. During the Anti-Rightist Campaign in the late 50s, a political
purge was initiated by Mao to silence intellectuals and critics; scholars who voiced
positions at odds with official Party ideology were labeled as “Anti-Party”, “Anti-
socialist”, and “right-wings reactionaries”. Among them, Ma Yinchu, a prominent
Chinese economist and the President of Peking University who advocated for sys-

tematic birth control while offering detailed insights on how to implement it, be

3 Stycos, J. Mayone. "The Second Great Wall of China: Evolution of a Successful Policy of Population
Control." NPG Forum Series, October 1989. https:/npg.org/library/forum-series/the-second-great-wall-
of-china-evolution-of-a-successful-policy-of-population-control/.



https://npg.org/library/forum-series/the-second-great-wall-of-china-evolution-of-a-successful-policy-of-population-control/
https://npg.org/library/forum-series/the-second-great-wall-of-china-evolution-of-a-successful-policy-of-population-control/
https://npg.org/library/forum-series/the-second-great-wall-of-china-evolution-of-a-successful-policy-of-population-control/

came one of the campaign’s prime targets: his position was condemned as an en-
dorsement of Malthusianism, leading to his public denunciation and removal from
academic and political life. This hostile political climate effectively put a stop to
any further academic research and practical efforts toward developing a national

population policy*.

However, everything changed with the onset of the Great Leap Forward
in the spring of 1958. This ambitious economic and social initiative aimed to trans-
form China into a modernized industrial powerhouse. With this new direction, Mao
completely shifted his stance on population control, declaring that a large,
impoverished population was not a liability, but rather a crucial asset for national

growth and mobilizing the workforce®.

Following the disastrous economic fallout from the Great Leap Forward
and the severe famine that followed between 1959 and 1961, China's leaders began
to see rapid population growth as a hurdle to the nation’s economic progress. This
shift in perspective led to a renewed interest in birth control. By the early 1960s,
state propaganda promoting birth control made a comeback, though this time it
was delivered in a more tempered manner compared to the campaign of the 1950s.
In 1964, to give these initiatives a solid bureaucratic foundation, formal birth con-
trol offices were set up within the central government and in various provincial
governments. The second planning campaign, which ran from 1962 to 1966, saw
particularly impressive outcomes in urban areas, where the birth rate was cut in

half between 1963 and 1966. Unfortunately, the political and social chaos brought

4 Ibidem.
5 Aird, John S. "Fertility Decline and Birth Control in the People's Republic of China." Population and
Development Review 4, no. 2 (1978): p.229. https://doi.org/10.2307/1972279.
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by the Cultural Revolution from 1966 to 1976 threw a wrench in the works, para-
lyzing state institutions and halting the entire bureaucratic system, which abruptly

interrupted and temporarily derailed the birth control program®.

In 1970, the Central Political Bureau of China, which was essentially the
powerhouse behind the Chinese Communist Party, recognized that managing pop-
ulation growth needed to be closely tied to economic planning. Consequently, in
July 1973, the State Council, along with the government that implements these
decisions, decided to reorganize the teams in charge of family planning. Many
local governments adopted this approach, either restructuring or creating family
planning divisions to encourage planned childbearing in both urban and suburban
areas across the country. Then, in December 1973, The State
Council Leading Group Office of Family Planning, set up as a temporary body to
oversee population control, hosted a national conference in Beijing. It was there
that they introduced the well-known Later, Longer, Fewer policy’. “Later marriage”
meant, for women, 23 years of age in rural areas and 25 years of age in the city;
“Longer birth intervals” where intervals meant 4 years between the first and the

second child; and “Fewer children” meant no more than two children in the city or

three in the country?®.

To monitor these activities, oversight committees were set up at every
level of government and across various state-owned collective enterprises. This
broad and effective administrative network managed to connect with both the ur-
ban and rural communities. At this stage, the need for control became pressing: in

cities, public safety and police departments created specific sections focused on

® Worden, Robert L., Andrea Matles Savada, and Ronald E. Dolan, eds. China: A Country Study.
Washington, DC: GPO for the Library of Congress, 1987. p.75.

7 Quanbao, Shuzhuo, Feldman, China's Population Policy at the Crossroads: Social Impacts and
Prospects, p.3.

8 Livi-Bacci, Massimo. A Concise History of World Population. 7th ed. Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell,
2025. p.227



population management. Meanwhile, in the rural areas, the government took ad-
vantage of the “barefoot doctors”, grassroots health workers who brought infor-
mational materials and contraceptives straight to the members of the people's com-
munes. This figure was almost legendary in Maoist China. They were often peas-
ants or young individuals who underwent quick and intensive training in basic
medical and paramedical skills. They were dispatched to remote villages and agri-

cultural communes to deliver essential healthcare in areas lacking hospitals”®.

However, Mao's death in 1976 marked the end of an era characterized by
ideological campaigns and shifting views on population policy. The leadership was
still reluctant to openly declare that controlling the population was essential for
driving economic growth and enhancing living standards. In this context, the late
1970s marked a significant turning point for China in various way. Two key events,
in particular, reshaped the country's trajectory: first, the economic reforms and the
opening-up initiatives promoted by Deng Xiaoping; and second, the implementa-

tion of the One-Child Policy.

During Deng Xiaoping’s time in power, a series of economic reforms
known as the Four Modernizations were introduced in 1977. These reforms aimed
to modernize China’s economy by embracing market-oriented policies while still
upholding the core tenets of socialism. This approach aligned with the Four Car-
dinal Principles that were later established in China’s Constitution in 1982, which
emphasized sticking to the socialist path, maintaining the people’s democratic dic-
tatorship ensuring the leadership of the Communist Party; and adhering to Marx-
ism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought. The modernization campaign aimed to
strengthen four key fields: agriculture, industry, national defense, and science and

technology. To achieve these goals, the Chinese government pursued a series of

® Worden, Savada, Dolan, China: A Country Study, p.75
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reforms, including attracting foreign investment, privatizing state-owned enter-
prises, and setting up special economic zones, all of which contributed to what is

now called the “Chinese economic miracle”!°.

In 1979, China rolled out its highly debated One-Child Policy, which was
initially applied broadly to families in both urban and rural areas. Facing strong
resistance in rural areas, the government relaxed the policy from 1984 onward,
allowing rural couples in most provinces to have a second child if their first was a

girl, a compromise later known as “1.5- child policy”!!.

At the time the One-Child Policy was introduced, China’s population had
reached nearly 970 million people, increasing by roughly three-quarters since the

founding of the People’s Republic three decades earlier!? (Figure 1.1).

19 Vargas, Maria. "Chinese Economic Development Under Deng Xiaoping." ResearchGate, 2024.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/403661475 Chinese Economic Development Under Deng X
iaoping.

1 Zeng, Yi, and Therese Hesketh. "The Effects of China's Universal Two-Child Policy." The Lancet 388,
no. 10054 (2016): p.2. doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(16)31405-2.

12 United Nations, World Population Prospects 2024, processed by Our World in Data, https:/our-
worldindata.org/grapher/population-unwpp?time=earliest..1979&country=~CHN.
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Figure 1.1: China's population, 1950-1979
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Data source: UN, World Population Prospects (2024) OurWorldinData.org/population-growth | CC BY

Source: UN, World Population Prospects (2024) — processed by Our World in
Data

The leaders at the time were concerned that the country’s massive popu-
lation would hinder economic growth and their ambitions to improve living stand-
ards. They felt that the resources like health care, education, housing, and even
essentials like land and water were simply too limited to support such a large num-

ber of people. In their view, to enhance the quality of life in China, they needed to

manage the population size. They believed that drastic measures were the only way

to achieve this. Aware that many families would push back against the One-Child

12



Policy, the government employed a mix of campaigns, persuasion, and coercion
for those who dared to defy the rules'®. To enforce this policy, local officials often
resorted to invasive and sometimes brutal tactics. For instance, the local family
planning officers (known as “population police”) monitored women’s reproduc-
tive health, requiring them to undergo regular physical exams. If they found out a
woman was pregnant with a second child, she was frequently pressured into having
an abortion. Additionally, many women faced forced sterilization to prevent future
pregnancies. Some families took a stand against the policy by having a second or
even a third child. If the “population police” detected such misalignment, they
would hit the parents with fines that were far beyond what most families could
afford. As a result, many of these parents chose to keep their “above quota” chil-
dren out of sight. Their official invisibility meant that these children did not receive
a residence permit, known as Aukou, which in turn barred them from accessing
health care, going to school, or even getting a library card'. But punishment and
coercion were not the only tactics the government employed. They also relied on
peer pressure and a sweeping propaganda campaign to encourage the Chinese pop-
ulation to adopt the small family ideal. Over that time, the government relied
heavily on public spaces to showcase slogans and images that celebrated the ad-

vantages of a happy, healthy and prosperous one-child family'>(Figure 1.2).

13"China's One-Child Policy Background Reading." Asia Pacific Curriculum, n.d.
https://asiapacificcurriculum.ca/learning-module/chinas-one-child-policy

4 Ibidem, p.4.

15 Tbidem, p.5.
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Figure 1.2: Propaganda: “Prioritize family planning for the sake of develop-

ment”

Source: Peter Parks/AFP via Getty Images (2019)"°.

In the midst of sweeping economic, political, and demographic changes, a
new generation of around 150 million only children, born in the 1970s, came into
being. They were brought up in a family system that was drastically different from
that of previous generations, and they would go on to play a crucial role in reshap-

ing the family structure in China!’.

16 Peter Parks/AFP via Getty Images, China’s One-Child Policy Background Reading, Asia Pacific
Curriculum, 2019, https://asiapacificcurriculum.ca/system/files/2019-02/China%27s%200ne-
Child%20Policy%20Background%20Reading.pdf.

"Feng, Xiao-Tian, Dudley L. Poston Jr., and Xiao-Tao Wang. "China's One-Child Policy and the
Changing Family." Journal of Comparative Family Studies 45, no. 1 (2014). p.17.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/24339438.
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Deng Xiaoping aimed to quadruple the annual per capita income by the
year 2000 and highlighted how controlling population growth play a key role in
achieving that goal. In 1980, the CPC Central Committee issued An Open Letter
to All Members of the Communist Party and Communist Youth League regarding
population control, which advocated for couples to have just one child. This be-
came known as the “one-child-per-couple”, or simply “one-child” policy. The Let-
ter urged all party members and leaders at every level to embrace the State’s call,
set a positive example for the public, promote the policy, and actively advance
family planning efforts. Consequently, urban administrations found it easier to en-
force these restrictions, leading to over 90% of families in urban areas agreeing to

have one child.

This was facilitated through the danwei (work unit) system, through which
urban employers monitored and controlled reproductive behaviour, tracking men-
strual cycles, conducting regular checks, and linking compliance to housing,
healthcare, and career benefits'®. Unlike rural families, who relied on children,
particularly sons, as a source of agricultural labour and old-age security, urban
households had less economic incentive to have additional children and at the same
time had greater access to pensions and welfare services, making compliance both
easier to enforce and more readily accepted!®. Those who complied were awarded
“Honorary One-Child Certificates”, officially committing them not to have any
more children. This marked the initial phase of the one’s child policy implemen-

tation’,

The Chinese One-Child Policy has seen its fair share of ups and downs

over the years. Up until 1983, the pressure to comply was intense, with harsh and,

"¥Gordon, Stephanie. "The Welcome Demise of China's One-Child Policy." The Diplomat, November 13,
2015. https://thediplomat.com/2015/1 1/the-welcome-demise-of-chinas-one-child-policy/.

1% Goeking, Kira. "China's One-Child Policy: Population Control and Its Unintended Consequences."
Women Leading Change: Case Studies in Women, Gender, and Feminism 4, no. 2 (2019): p. 84.
https://journals.tulane.edu/ncs/article/view/2427/2251.

20 Feng, Poston, Wang, China's One-Child Policy and the Changing Family, p.17.
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in some cases, coercive methods being used on a large scale, sparking widespread
protests. At the same time, the generation born during fertility surge that followed
the disastrous Great Leap Forward was entering reproductive age. Between 1983
and 1993, the number of women aged 21 to 30 increased from 80 million to 125
million, reflecting the effects of population momentum generated by earlier high
birth rates, which made a case for keeping the policy in place?!. Conversely, the
protests from a population dissatisfied with the infringements of basic human right
increased pressure for a relaxation of these strict measures. The 1990 census re-
vealed a staggering 1.13 billion people in China already, a trajectory suggesting
the original target was unlikely to hold. Up until 1985, the government aimed to
keep the population under 1.2 billion by the year 2000, but this target was later
adjusted to a more achievable “about 1.2 billion”, effectively raising the cap to
1.25 billion. Eventually, this limit was officially revised to 1.3 billion, surpassing

the 1.265 billion recorded in the same census year®?.

The growing discontent among the population, feeling deprived of a fun-
damental human right, became a strong argument for easing the coercive policy.
The mid-1980s, in particular, saw several instances of this relaxation, such as al-
lowing rural couples the right to have a second child if their firstborn was a girl, or
granting permission under special circumstances, like living in remote areas or

having unique family situations?:.

Regarding the effects of changing enforcement intensity on fertility out-
comes, fertility rates took a turn in the early 1980s, with a noticeable halt in decline

and even a slight uptick between 1985 and 1987 (Figure 1.3).

2l Hardee-Cleaveland, K., and J. Banister. "Fertility Policy and Implementation in China." Population and
Development Review 14, no. 2 (1988): p.247.

22 Livi-Bacci, 4 Concise History of World Population, p.230.

BIbidem.
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Figure 1.3: China's total fertility rate (births per woman), 1980-1987
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The total fertility rate summarizes the total number of births a woman would have, if she experienced the birth
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This shift can be traced back to the dismantling of rural collectives, the
cooperative units through which agricultural production, land use, and local wel-
fare provision had been organized since the 1950s, between 1978 and 1983 under
Deng Xiaoping's Household Responsibility System, which returned land and eco-
nomic decision-making to individual families. Since collectives, had been central
to family planning enforcement, giving local cadres direct control over resources,
labor, and rationing, their disappearance weakened cadre authority and collapsed

the economic incentives and disincentives that had been the backbone of policy
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enforcement?*. Additionally, the wave of economic liberalization and a general
reduction in public oversight over personal choices made it harder to fully imple-
ment the policy. However, as the 1990s rolled in, the Chinese leadership reaf-
firmed its dedication to One-Child Policy, keeping the regulations in place and
ramping up their enforcement. A nationwide fertility survey in 1992 revealed a
total fertility rate of 1.9, significantly lower than the average seen in the 1980s.
This renewed push from the party proved effective, bolstering commitment to fam-
ily planning across the board, enhancing responsibility systems, and reinforcing
economic incentives and penalties, along with introducing old-age insurance

schemes, among other measures?’.

Although the One-Child Policy successfully achieved its primary goal of
slowing population growth, it also produced a range of unintended consequences
that reshaped China’s social, economic, and familial life, consequences that, as this
thesis will show, unfolded in systematically different ways across urban and rural
China. This divide was already visible in the policy's implementation, from the
danwei-based enforcement that made urban compliance easier to achieve, to the
barefoot doctors who carried family planning into the rural areas, to the con-
cessions rural families won that their urban counterparts never obtained. Against
this historical background, this thesis examines the socio-demographic effects of
family planning policy in the decades that followed through this same urban-rural
lens, focusing in particular on gender imbalance, changes in family structure and
reproductive decision-making, and the marriage-market consequences of the re-

sulting sex ratio imbalance?®.

%4Greenhalgh, S., C. Zhu, and N. Li. "Restraining Population Growth in Three Chinese Villages."
Population and Development Review 20, no. 2 (1994). p.366. https://www.]jstor.org/stable/2137523.
ZIbidem, p.387.

26Settles, B. H., and X. Sheng. "The One Child Policy and Its Impact on Chinese Families." In Handbook
of Families in Chinese Societies, 2008. pp. 5-6.
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Chapter 2: China's Geographical and Administrative Structure: Rural and
Urban Areas and the Hukou System

Before discussing the consequences of the One-Child Policy and its interaction
with rural-to-urban mobility, it is necessary to establish the geographical and
institutional framework within which Chinese rural and urban populations exist.
This chapter therefore introduces, in turn, the physical geography of China, the
country's administrative organization, the meaning and evolution of “rural” and
“urban” as categories in the Chinese context, and the household registration known
as hukou, which has historically regulated the relationship between these two

spheres more than any other single institution.

2.1 The Physical Geography of China

China stands as one of the largest countries on the planet, boasting a
remarkable range of geographical features. The western regions are dominated by
high plateaus and mountainous terrain, while the eastern regions consist of
extensive plains and densely populated coastal areas. The eastern seaboard, which
includes the Yangtze River Delta and the Pearl River Delta, has long been the
economic heart of the country. This region has thrived thanks to its access to
maritime trade routes and its rich agricultural output. These coastal areas have also
become major centres of industrial production, employment and urban
development, particularly since the beginning of China's economic reforms. In
contrast, the western and northwestern areas are marked by dry or high-altitude
landscapes, which have made it challenging for large-scale settlements and

industrial growth to take root (Figure 2.1). This significant variation in geography
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has played a crucial role in shaping where people live, how agriculture is practiced,

and the overall economic activities throughout the nation?’.

Figure 2.1: A map of China's key geographical regions
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?’Britannica. "China — Relief." Accessed 2026. https:/www.britannica.com/place/China/Relief.
Columbia University. "China's Geography with Maps." Asia for Educators.
http://afe.easia.columbia.edu/china/geog/maps.htm.
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This geodiversity has direct implications for the rural-urban divide that
this thesis addresses. Fertile, well-connected plains in the east have historically
supported denser populations, more intensive agriculture, and, in the reform era,
more rapid urbanization and industrial development, while the mountainous, arid,
or high-altitude regions of the west and northwest have remained comparatively

rural, less densely populated, and less urbanized?®.

These geographical differences play a crucial role in shaping our
understanding of the uneven patterns of urbanization and the movement from rural

areas to cities that we will explore in the thesis.

2.2 China's Administrative Organization

China's administrative setup is structured into five levels: provincial, pre-
fecture, county, township, and village. This hierarchy lays the groundwork for how
territorial administration and various population statistics are managed. The five
levels can be understood as a territorial hierarchy in which progressively smaller
administrative units are placed under the authority of larger ones. At the provincial
level are provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities directly under the cen-
tral government; below this level are prefecture-level administrative units, fol-
lowed by county-level units, township-level units and, at the most local level, vil-
lages.

At the provincial level, China is organized into 34 administrative units that
can be grouped into four main categories. There are 23 provinces; five autonomous
regions that are established in areas with a notable presence of ethnic minorities,

like Tibet and Xinjiang, four municipalities directly under the central government,

28Guo, Yuanzhi, Qiao Weifeng, “Rural Migration and Urbanization in China: Historical Evolution and
Coupling Pattern”, Sustainability (2020). p.15. doi:10.3390/sul2187307
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these are Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, and Chongqing, which are considered pro-
vincial-level due to their significant political and economic role and finally two
special administrative regions, Hong Kong and Macau, which function under their
own unique legal and economic systems. The prefecture level constitutes an inter-
mediate layer between the provincial and county levels. Most prefecture-level units
today are prefecture-level cities, which are administratively larger than the
urbanised area usually understood as “the city” and may include both urban dis-
tricts and more rural territories. This is particularly relevant in the Chinese context
because an administrative “city” does not necessarily correspond to a continuous
built-up urban area. Below the prefecture level are county-level units. These in-
clude counties, county-level cities and districts. Districts are generally located
within prefecture-level cities and are mainly associated with their urbanised areas,
whereas counties and county-level cities may contain both urban and rural territo-

ries.

At the next level, townships and towns constitute local administrative units
below the county level. Townships are generally associated with rural areas and
are responsible for administering a few local communities and settlements. Vil-
lages represent a still more local level of rural administration, situated below town-
ships and towns. The geographical layout of these provincial-level divisions across

the country is illustrated Figure 2.2 below.
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Figure 2.2: Provincial-level administrative divisions of China
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In this hierarchy, urban areas are usually managed by municipal or district-
level units, like cities and urban districts, while rural regions fall under the juris-
diction of township and village-level units. However, these administrative catego-
ries should not be understood as perfectly equivalent to the rural-urban distinction,
illustrated in the following section. Administrative boundaries and the actual char-
acteristics of the population living within them do not always coincide: a single
administrative city, for example, can include both densely urbanised districts and

rural counties or townships. This distinction in administration goes beyond just

29 Ibidem.
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organization; it plays a crucial role in how the National Bureau of Statistics deter-
mines whether an area is classified as “urban” or “rural”. This classification hinges
on the administrative status of the unit where a person is registered, rather than just
looking at factors like population density or economic activity. This, in turn, plays
a significant role in how these two categories are defined and reflected in official

statistics’C.

This administrative hierarchy plays a crucial role in the discussions that
follow in this thesis, as it lays down the framework for how we officially classify
and measure rural and urban populations. It is also significant because many poli-
cies that influence rural-urban dynamics are put into action at the local level, in-
stead of being applied uniformly by the central government. Istitutional arrange-
ment such as the hukou system and national policies such as family planning are
established at the top but implemented by provincial and sub-provincial govern-
ments. Sometimes, this responsibility is further delegated to the county or town-
ship level. For instance, the hukou reform guidelines introduced by the central
government have generally sought to ease residency restrictions and facilitate the
settlement of migrants in urban areas. However, their implementation has not been
uniform across the country, as local administrative authorities retain significant
responsibility for determining the conditions under which residency requirements
are relaxed. The resulting differences between regions and between cities of dif-
ferent administrative and economic levels will be examined in greater detail in the

following section.

30Wikipedia. "Administrative Divisions of the People's Republic of China." Accessed 2026.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Administrative _divisions of China.
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2.3 The Hukou System: Origins and Structure

First established in Chinese cities in 1951 and extended to rural areas in
1955, hukou system was formalized as a permanent nationwide system in 1958.
Although it has undergone significant modification since the early 1980s, its basic
structure remains in place today. Economically-oriented explanations in the liter-
ature tend to trace its origins to the heavy-industry-oriented development strategy
adopted in the early years of the People's Republic: given China's scarcity of cap-
ital relative to labour, the state deliberately underpriced agricultural goods and
overpriced industrial goods in order to finance industrial expansion and needed a
mechanism to prevent labour from flowing freely out of agriculture in response to

this artificial imbalance. The hukou system provided exactly this mechanism?!.

As already noted in the previous section, the system rests on two separate
classifications: one's place of registration (rural or urban locality) and one's socio-
economic status (agricultural or non-agricultural). The first classification con-
cerned the locality in which a person's household was officially registered, while
the second distinguished between agricultural and non-agricultural registration,
historically reflecting the person's institutional position within China's rural or ur-
ban economic system. Both are inherited at birth from one's mother, making hukou
status, in practice, a matter of birth rather than personal choice. Changing either
the place or the status of one's registration requires formal government approval,
and this approval is granted far more readily for movement from urban to rural
areas than in the reverse direction. Formal rural-to-urban migration, accordingly,
requires successfully completing both a change of registered residence and a con-
version of hukou status from agricultural to non-agricultural, a process known in

China as nongzhuanfei’’.

3IChan, Kam Wing, and Li Zhang. "The Hukou System and Rural-Urban Migration in China: Processes
and Changes." The China Quarterly, 2009. pp. 2-3 doi:10.1017/S0305741000001351.
32 Ibidem, p.5.
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This distinction within institutions has significant implications for how ru-
ral-to-urban migrants access jobs, public services, and social protection. One key
issue is that access to various public services like subsidized education, healthcare,
and social housing, depends on a person's hukou registration rather than where
they actually live. This means that migrants who move to cities without officially
changing their hukou status often miss out on the same benefits that local urban
residents enjoy. As a result, their children may have a harder time accessing urban
schools, they might face higher healthcare costs, and they could find themselves
ineligible for unemployment or pension benefits in the city where they live and

work. The implications of this will be explored in Chapter Three.

In the past, changes in hukou status wereas tightly regulated, making it
difficult for rural residents to secure permanent urban registration. While there
have been significant reforms to the system since the start of the reform era, this
historical context is crucial for grasping the ongoing disparities faced by rural mi-

grants in modern-day China*”.

33 Ibidem, p.7.
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2.4 Hukou Reforms Since 1980 and Their Consequences

Since the late 1970s, especially from the 1990s onward, hukou reform has
gradually eased some of the restrictions on internal migration, shifting more re-
sponsibility to local governments. However, gaining access to urban hukou and
the social benefits that come with it continues to be a challenge, particularly in the

largest and most economically advanced cities*.

One of the outcomes of this unfinished reform is the rise of a significant
number of long-term city dwellers who still hold rural hukou. Even though these
migrants may spend years living and working in urban areas, their access to social
security and public services in the city has often been more restricted compared to
those with local hukou. This gap in the system has led to ongoing disparities in

welfare support between rural and urban communities®’.

Even with these changes, the fundamental differences between rural and
urban populations remain intact. The hukou system, which was originally created
to control population movement, has transformed into an institution that still plays
a significant role in determining access to economic and social opportunities. This
ongoing influence is especially important for grasping the varied impacts of

demographic shifts throughout China.

3Song, Qian, and James P. Smith. "Hukou System, Mechanisms, and Health Stratification across the Life
Course in Rural and Urban China." Health & Place, 2019. p.3. doi:10.1016/j.healthplace.2019.102150.
35Ibidem, p.4.
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2.5 Defining “Rural” and “Urban” in the Chinese Context

Although the administrative hierarchy described above provides a formal
skeleton, the substantive meaning of “rural” and “urban” in China is considerably
more complex than a simple geographical distinction. The Chinese term generally
translated as “rural” does not correspond neatly to Western notions of “countryside”
or “village”: its meaning has evolved historically, and it is increasingly understood
by scholars not as a fixed physical space but as a relational concept, defined
through its ongoing interaction and mobility with “urban” areas rather than through

any inherent, unchanging characteristic>®.

This conceptual complexity is compounded by an administrative one: Chi-
na's household registration system does not classify individuals simply as “urban”
or “rural” residents. Instead, it applies two separate and only partially overlapping
classifications, one based on a person's place of registered residence (urban or rural
locality) and one based on their socioeconomic eligibility (“agricultural” or “non-
agricultural” status). Because these two classifications are assigned on different
criteria, urban areas contain both agricultural and non-agricultural Aukou holders,
and the reverse is also true of rural areas; in general academic and statistical usage,
the two are nonetheless frequently, and imprecisely, conflated into a single ru-

ral/urban divide?’.

This distinction matters greatly for how population statistics should be in-
terpreted throughout this thesis: measures of the “urbanization rate” based on a

person's registered hukou status (that is, the share of the population holding non-

36Ye Chao, Pan Jiawei, Liu Zhimin, “The historical logics and geographical patterns of

rural-urban governance in China”, J. Geogr. Sci. (2022). p. 1227. DOI: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11442-
022-1994-5

37 Wing Chan, Zhang, The Hukou System and Rural-Urban Migration in China: Processes and Changes,

p.J.
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agricultural hukou) can diverge substantially from measures based on a person's
actual place of residence, since millions of migrants live in cities without holding
urban hukou®®. This distinction really matters when it comes to grasping the situ-
ation of rural-to-urban migrants. These individuals often reside and work in cities

but still hold onto their rural hukou status.

In other words, a person's place of residence and their hukou status should
not automatically be treated as the same thing. A migrant may physically live and
work in an urban area while remaining officially registered in a rural locality. This
distinction is essential for interpreting the rural-urban divide used throughout this
thesis.

This residence-registration gap is particularly important for understanding
the social consequences of rural-to-urban migration, including the emergence of

left-behind family members, which will be examined in Chapter Three.

3bidem, p.24.

30



2.6 The Evolution of Rural-Urban Relations Over Time

The dynamic between rural and urban China has evolved guite—a—bt-
tremarkably over the years. Back before the economic reform and opening-up era
initiated in 1978 under Deng Xiaoping, there was a clear-cut institutional and eco-
nomic gap between the two, largely due to the hukou system. However, since the
late 1970s, a wave of industrialization, market reforms, and a massive movement
of people from the rural areas to urban ones, has gradually reshaped theis relation-
ship between urban and rural areas. While the lines separating rural and urban ar-
eas have blurred in some ways, there are still notable institutional and socioeco-

nomic differences that continue to influence the lives of people in both settings™.

This transformation is reflected in China's demographics and migration
patterns. National censuses show that from 2010 to 2020, the percentage of people
living in rural areas dropped significantly, hitting about 36 percent by 2020. The
number of people living in rural areas has also seen a decline, dropping from
roughly 674 million in 2010 to about 510 million by 2020. At the same time,
China's “floating population” a term commonly used in discussions about internal
migration in China, which refers to those living away from their registered hukou
location, increased to around 375.8 million in 2020. The term therefore captures a
population whose actual place of residence differs from the location recorded in
the household registration system. These numbers really highlight the massive
rural-to-urban shift that has come hand in hand with China's economic growth*’.
Figure 2.3 illustrates the scale of the rural-to-urban transformation that has

accompanied China's economic development.

¥Chao, Jiawei, Zhimin, The historical logics and geographical patterns of rural-urban governance in
China, p. 1228.
40 Tbidem, p.1231.
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Figure 2.3: China's Rural-Urban Transformation, 1953-2020.
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Even with the rapid pace of urbanization, the difference between where
people live and their official registration status still exists. Since the 1990s, a surge
in rural-to-urban migration and a rise in residence-based urbanization has taken
place, yet the number of migrants who actually secure full urban hukou remains
low. Following the launch of the National New-Type Urbanization Plan in 2014,
there ha’s been a growing emphasis on providing urban services and rights to
migrants. Still, the divide between residence and hukou-based urbanization

continues to be a significant aspect of modern-day China*2.

41 National Bureau of Statistics of China, “Communiqué of the Seventh National Population Census (No.
7): Urban and Rural Population and Floating Population,” May 11, 2021,
https://www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/202105/t20210510 1817192.html.

42 Guo, Yuanzhi, Qiao Weifeng, Rural Migration and Urbanization in China: Historical Evolution and
Coupling Pattern, pp. 6-7.
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Chapter 3: One Policy, Different Outcomes: The Socio-Demographic Conse-
quences of the One-Child Policy in Rural and Urban China

Building on the social and historical context that led to the introduction of
the family planning policies in China, as described in Chapter One, this chapter
provides a detailed examination of the socio-demographic consequences of several

decades of the One-Child Policy.

The main and explicitly intended consequences of the policies introduced
from the 70s onwards were a decline in fertility rates and the number of births,
ultimately leading to a reduction in the population growth rate. The evolution of
fertility trends will be explored in the next chapter and discussed in relation to the

policy responses that followed.

In this chapter, I examine the medium and long-term unintended
demographic and social consequences of the policy, highlighting, in particular, the
differences between urban and rural China. As described in Chapter One, the
policy provisions were applied differently across settings. Likewise, as shown in
the following sections, policy implementation led to notably different outcomes
based on where it was applied. For instance, son preference and sex-selective
practices have proven to be much more entrenched in rural areas compared to
urban ones. Additionally, the easing of resource competition among siblings has
positively impacted urban daughters' education, while rural sons have increasingly
struggled to find wives. The 4-2-1 family structure, consisting of four
grandparents, two parents, and one child, represents a generational setup rather
than a strict living situation. In urban China, this structure has often evolved into
nuclear families, where parents and their only child live apart from the

grandparents. In rural China, by contrast, the 4-2-1 model tends to thrive as a
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multigenerational household, with grandparents, parents, and the child all under
one roof. This divergence also plays a significant role in the accelerated aging of
Chinese society, which 1 will explore in the final section of the chapter. By
examining these phenomena in comparative terms, rather than considering urban
and rural China together, in this chapter [ aim to provide a more nuanced analytical
perspective on the medium- and long-term consequences of China’s family

policies, implemented over more than three decades.

3.1 Male preference and the sex ratio imbalance at birth

One of the most widely discussed consequences of the One-Child policy
is the rise in discrimination against girls, driven by a long-standing cultural pref-
erence for boys. The trends described in this section relate primarily to the period
from the 1980s to the early 2000s, when the gender imbalance was at its peak;

more recent trends are discussed separately below.

Traditionally, Chinese culture has held a strong preference for males
within society. This inclination can be traced back to the influence of Confucian-
ism and the historical reliance on an agricultural economy, both of which have
shaped the value placed on large families; particularly those with many sons. Sons
are seen not just as the family’s labor force; they also play a crucial role in sup-
porting the older generation. They are viewed as the ones who will carry on the
family lineage, honor the ancestral shrine, and uphold the family name. As a result,
couples historically felt a deep-seated obligation to have many children, and
wealthier families sometimes took concubines to increase the chances of produc-
ing a male heir, a practice that was outlawed with the founding of the PRC in 1949
and the 1950 Marriage Law, though its cultural legacy persisted well beyond that.

In fact, infertility or failing to have a son is even today often regarded as a “curse

35



in life” within Chinese society, a belief that, as next sections will show, has only

partially faded in recent decades®.

This preference for sons over daughters remained particularly strong in
rural areas, where sons were valued for their ability to assist with farming and
manual labor. In the 1990s, with around 70% of the population still residing in
rural regions of China*, this traditional bias towards males continued to play a
major role in family decisions. Gender roles were also quite rigid during this period
of economic restructuring: men were more often the primary breadwinners, while
women were disproportionately affected by the mass layoffs (xiagang) from state-
owned enterprises in the mid-1990s to early 2000s, and were more likely to find
themselves in casual, lower-paying jobs with limited opportunities for advance-
ment*. Additionally, since healthcare coverage was still largely tied to formal em-
ployment through the work unit (danwei) system, before China rebuilding a
broader public health insurance scheme from 2003 onward, women in informal
and unstable jobs often lacked the same medical coverage as their male counter-

parts*®.

These cultural and socioeconomic factors contributed to the spread of
practices of sex-selective abortions, abandonment of newborn girls, and a high
number of girls not being registered at birth. These actions have serious social and
demographic consequences, which become apparent when considering the imbal-
ance in the sex ratio at birth (SRB), i.e., the number of male births per 100 female
births. While the biologically normal rage is around 102-107 boys per girls,

43 Chan, Cecilia L. W., Paul S. F. Yip, Ernest H. Y. Ng, P. C. Ho, and Celia H. Y. Chan. "Gender
Selection in China: Its Meanings and Implications." Journal of Assisted Reproduction and Genetics 19,
no. 9 (2002). p.427. doi:10.1023/A:1016815807703.

4 Tbidem.

45 Sudbeck, Kristine. "The Effects of China's One-Child Policy: The Significance for Chinese Women."
Nebraska Anthropologist, 2012. p.45.
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?params=/context/nebanthro/article/1178/&path _info=

27 _Sudbeck.pdf.
46 Thidem.
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China’s SRB became increasingly distorted during the first two decades of the
One-Child Policy, reaching as high as 121 boys per 100 girls, well above the nat-

ural range, particularly among second- and third-born children®’.

The introduction of ultrasound technology in the 1980s made it much eas-
ier for families to find out the sex of their unborn child early in the pregnancy,
leading to more selective abortions for those wishing for a son. Between 1986 and
1990, over 160,000 abandoned children were reported to civil affairs offices in
Hunan Province alone, of them 95% were females*. While we lack comprehensive
data on abandonment nationwide, some estimates suggest that around 4.5% of
newborns, mostly girls, were left behind*. These unregistered girls encountered
significant obstacles in accessing education, healthcare, and vital welfare services,
although a few managed to find some level of protection through informal adop-

tion".

This growing imbalance did not emerge overnight, nor did it affect the
country evenly. Looking at its evolution over time and variation across regionss;
helps explain why the consequences described above (abandonment, missing reg-

istrations, sex-selective abortion) became so widespread and so persistent.

Figure 3.1 traces the trajectory of China's sex ratio at birth from 1953, the
year of the first national census to systematically record this indicator, through

2021. For nearly three decades, the ratio remained close to the biologically normal

47 Tang, M., and J. Hou. "Changes of Sex Ratio at Birth and Son Preferences in China: A Mixed Method
Study." China Population and Development Studies 8,no. 1 (2024). p.2. doi:10.1007/s42379-024-00151-
Ww.

48 Johnson, K. "The Politics of the Revival of Infant Abandonment in China, with Special Reference to
Hunan." Population and Development Review 22 (1996). p.78. https://doi.org/10.2307/2808152.

4 Deng, Shuman, “Any Other Name (A Documentary Recounting a Chinese Family Saga of Identities
Through Generations)”, Research Papers, (2011). p. 7. http://opensiuc.lib.siu.edu/gs_rp/164

50 Settles, Sheng, The One Child Policy and Its Impact on Chinese Families, p.6.
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range: it averaged around 107 boys per 100 girls in the 1950s, 107.5 in the 1960s,
and declined slightly to 106 in the 1970s!. This pattern changed markedly from

the early 1980s onward. Starting from a level already slightly above the biological
norm in the early 1980s, the ratio climbed steadily over the following two decades,
driven by the combination of the One-Child Policy and the spread of ultrasound
technology described earlier. It reached its highest point in 2004, at 121.2 boys
born for every 100 girls, more than double the natural imbalance that demogra-
phers consider normal. From that point onward, the ratio began a slow decline,
falling to 111.3 by 2020 and to 108.3 by 2021°2. Even this improved figure, how-
ever, remains meaningfully above the biologically normal range of 102—107, indi-
cating that while the practices driving the imbalance have become less common,

they have not disappeared.

Figure 3.1: Sex ratio at birth, 1953-2021

100

95
1953 1964 1970s 1982 1990 2000 2004 2010 2020 2021

— SRB (boys per 100 girls) Normal range (102-107)

51 Shuzhuo, Li, Zhen, Guo, “Gender imbalance in China: Dynamics and new trends”, IUSSP conference
paper, (2012). p.2.
52 Tang, Hou, Changes of Sex Ratio at Birth and Son Preferences in China: A Mixed Method Study, p.2.

38
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(2012)%

This national trend, however, conceals significant internal disparities. The
imbalance was never distributed evenly across China's provinces. Looking at the
most recent period, when the SRB was less imbalanced than in previous decades,
substantial geographical disparities remained remarkable. Figure 3.2 makes this
regional dimension explicit by comparing the seven provinces with the highest sex
ratios in 2020 against the national average. All seven, Hainan, Jiangxi, Fujian,
Guangdong, Guangxi, Hubei and Hunan, recorded ratios well above the national

figure of 111.3, with Hainan and Jiangxi still exceeding 1204,

Figure 3.2: Sex ratio at birth: comparison by province, 2020.
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Source: Realized by Chart.js based on the information contained in Tang, Hou

(2024)%.

This concentration is not a recent phenomenon: the same cluster of prov-
inces has been identified across successive national censuses as an area of persis-
tently high sex ratio imbalance, indicating that the regional pattern of son prefer-
ence in southeastern China has remained remarkably stable even as the national
average has declined. Figure 3.3 illustrates this persistence tracking the distribu-
tion of Chinese provinces across SRB bands from 1990 to 2020. While the number
of provinces in the highest bands has fallen sharply, from 17 provinces above 120
in 1990 to just 2 in 2020, a comparable share of provinces has remained in the
elevated 110-119.9 range across all four decades, indicating that the normalization

of the SRB has been far from uniform across the country>®.

55 Ibidem.
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Figure 3.3: SBR distribution across Chinese provinces by band, 1990-2020.
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Notably, these provinces are geographically clustered in southeastern
China, a region historically defined by strong clan-based, patrilineal family struc-
tures in which ancestor worship, genealogical continuity, and the social pressure
to produce a male heir remained particularly resilient even as the practice declined
elsewhere. The scale of this concentration is considerable: together, these seven
provinces accounted for over a third of all births registered in China in 2020, mean-
ing that a disproportionate share of the country's remaining gender imbalance is
rooted in a relatively small number of regions rather than spread uniformly across

the population.

57 Ibidem.
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This provincial pattern points to a broader dynamic, that underpins the in-
terpretation of the phenomena discussed throughout this thesis: the gap between
rural and urban China. Historically, the sex ratio at birth rose considerably faster
in rural areas than in urban ones, particularly between 1980 and 2000, as rural
families faced both stronger cultural pressure to secure a male heir and, in many
provinces, greater reliance on sons for agricultural labour and old-age support. Af-
ter 2000, this trend began to reverse: the decline in the rural ratio outpaced that of
urban areas, gradually narrowing what had once been a wide gap, to the point
where, by 2020, rural and urban sex ratios had converged to a similar range of

around 110—111°8,

Figure 3.4 confirms this convergence in more granular detail, tracking the
urban-rural gap in the sex ratio at birth between 1990 and 2015: as of 2015, the
rural ratio stood at 114.8 boys per 100 girls, about 2.5 points above the urban figure,
illustrating that, even as the two curves moved closer together, a measurable rural

excess persisted™.

58 Ibidem.
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Figure 3.4: The number of male births per 100 female births in China from
1990 to 2015, by urban-rural area

=8= Rural == Urban

Source: Gu (2022)%°.

This convergence suggests that the cultural preference for sons described
above, while still measurable, has weakened significantly since the early 2000s;
however, as Figure 3.3 confirms, a persistent core of provinces has remained above
the normal range across every decade examined, indicating that this prefer-ence
has not disappeared, and remains tied to the strength of local patrilineal tra-ditions

rather than to economic development alone.
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3.2 Educated Daughters, Unmarried Sons

3.2.1 Educational attainment

A different dimension of the issue is that while the One-Child Policy did
lead to a higher sex ratio at birth, it also meant that singleton daughters did not have
to compete with brothers for resources, particularly when it came to education. In the
past, families with several children often chose not to send their daughters to school
to save on costs®!. However, with the One-Child Policy in effect, the financial
burden per household lightened, allowing more girls to access the same educational

opportunities as their male counterpart.

Back in the late 1980s, national survey data revealed that people living in
big cities, such as Beijing and Shanghai did not really show a strong preference for
sons. It is worth noting that these same cities, while progressive in gender norms
among their registered residents, are also, as shown in Chapter Two, among the
most restrictive in China in granting hukou to migrants, meaning this gender-equal
environment has historically applied mainly to the locally registered urban
population, not to migrants living there. By 1990, the floating population ac-
counted for approximately 11.1 to 27.5 percent of the de facto urban population in
the built-up areas of China’s eight largest cities. This was reflected in Shanghai's
sex ratio at birth, which had dropped to nearly normal levels, about 105 boys for
every 100 girls, by 1990. This was quite a contrast to the much higher ratios seen
in rural provinces during that same time®?. Such change was closely linked to equal

access to education and employment; by 2000, the city's sex ratio at birth stood at

6! Tsui, Ming, and Lynne Rich. "The Only Child and Educational Opportunity for Girls in Urban China."
Gender and Society 16, no. 1 (2002). p.86.http://www.jstor.org/stable/3081877.
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106 boys per 100 girls, within the biological norm and far below the levels rec-

orded in many rural provinces during the same period®’.

According to a study conducted by Institute of Social Science Survey in
2022, men and women born in 1980, after the One-Child Policy was implemented,
had nearly equal levels of education._National statistics reveal that, by 2020, the
overall gender gap in years of education, historically in favor of men, had de-
creased to 0.6 years, a drop from 0.8 years ten years prior. These data may be
suggestive that the One-Child Policy, by limiting families to one child, enabled
daughters to receive more focused parental support and attention in their educa-
tional pursuits. Additionally, following the introduction of the birth control policy,
the number of female students in primary, secondary, and tertiary education saw a

remarkable increase, even surpassing their male peers in college enrollment rates®.

This growing parity in educational access had consequences for women’s
economic and social position._As singleton daughters entered the workforce with
qualifications equal to, and in college enrollment rates sometimes exceeding, those
of their male peers, they gained a degree of financial independence and social
standing that earlier generations of Chinese women had rarely enjoyed. According
to a 2002 ethnographic study of urban only-daughters growing up under the One-
Child Policy, the absence of competition with brothers for family resources ena-
bled these young women to benefit from unprecedented parental support. They
gained more power than ever before to challenge disadvantageous gender norms
while taking advantage of those norms whose implications were more ambiguous
rather than strictly limiting, allowing daughters to reinterpret them and use them

to their own advantage®.
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Parents who, under different circumstances, might have concentrated their
investment in a son instead directed the whole of their educational and emotional
resources toward their only child, regardless of her sex. This shift, in turn, weak-
ened the traditional preference for sons in the very cities where daughters' educa-

tional and professional opportunities expanded fastest

This female educational gain has since become structural at the national
level. Since 2010, young women have consistently outnumbered young men in
Chinese college and university enrollment, reversing a gender gap that had per-
sisted for decades; by 2020, women represented 51% of undergraduate students
and 50.9% of graduate students nationwide, while the overall gender gap in years
of schooling for the population aged 15 and over had narrowed to 0.6 years, down
from 0.8 a decade earlier, as described above®®. What began as an unintended de-
mographic side effect of the One-Child Policy in a small number of large cities
had, within a generation, become a nationwide reversal of China's traditional edu-

cational gender gap.

However, this national improvement in female educational attainment has
not eliminated the gendered rural-urban educational divide. The expansion of ed-
ucation has been particularly pronounced in urban areas, where economic devel-
opment and returns to education have historically been greater. The same eastern,
coastal macro-regions that industrialized and urbanized fastest are also where re-
turns to education, and therefore incentives to invest in daughters' schooling, grew

fastest. Although the rural-urban educational gap narrowed during the Cultural

66 Zheng, Zhenzhen. "Gender Equality Progress in a Decade: Health, Education, and Employment."
China Population and Development Studies 6 (2022). p. 456. doi:10.1007/s42379-022-00123-y.
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Revolution, rural educational gains subsequently regressed, and education contin-
ued to favour urban areas®’. Scholars also observe that the gender gap in secondary
education narrowed more substantially in urban areas than in rural ones. Thus,
while the reduction of the gender gap in education represents a national trend,
women in urban areas have generally benefited from greater educational opportu-

nities than their rural counterparts®®.

The Gender Parity Index (GPI) is an indicator used to measure gender
equality in access to education. For tertiary enrollment, it is calculated by dividing
the female gross enrollment ratio by the male gross enrollment ratio: a value of 1
indicates perfect parity between men and women, a value below 1 indicates an
advantage for men, and a value above 1 indicates an advantage for women. Ac-
cording to the World Bank's development indicators, the percentage of female stu-
dents in tertiary education in China increased from 34% to 52.74% between 1994
and 2016. China's GPI for tertiary enrollment showed a steady rise between 2010
and 2020: young women began outnumbering young men in college and university
enrollment starting in 2010, when the index first crossed the parity threshold of
1.08, and continued climbing to reach 1.18 by 2020, meaning that, by that point,
118 women were enrolled in tertiary education for every 100 men (Figure 3.5).
This trend is consistent with the dynamic described above: freed from competition
with brothers for family resources, singleton daughters were able to receive the
same, and in many cases more concentrated, parental investment in their education
as sons, translating into measurably higher enrollment outcomes at the national
level. As a result, many urban families began to shift their preferences from favor-

ing sons to favoring daughters®.
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Figure 3.5: Gender Parity Index (GPI) for tertiary education enrollment in
China, 2010, 2018 and_2020.
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3.2.2 Marriage market

The increase in female educational attainment has also been accompanied
by a broader transformation of marriage patterns across China. According to
China’s national population censuses, the average age at first marriage for Chinese
women rose from 22.9 in 1980 to 28.0 in 2020, reflecting a long-term trend toward

delayed marriage that accelerated in the 2000s and 2010s.

In Shanghai, men's average age at first marriage surpassed 30 for the first
time around 2012, while women's average age reached 28.4 by 2015, both well

above the national average’!.

Nevertheless, this national trend toward later marriage should not be read
as a straightforward, uniform shift, and the reasons behind it vary. This trend of
delaying marriage could be partly tied to the anxieties that come from the strict
parenting styles many of these young adults faced during their upbringing. It is
worth noting, however, that marriage and parenthood are increasingly distinct de-
cisions in China: childless marriages have become more common, meaning that
reluctance toward one cannot be assumed to translate directly into reluctance to-
ward the other. Many teenagers, particularly girls, have seen their parents make
significant sacrifices in terms of time, money, and personal interests to support the
family, which can make the idea of marriage seem less appealing. A survey con-
ducted in Shanghai in 1999 among eighth and ninth graders revealed that 22% of
female respondents (n=190) and 14% of male respondents (n=180) expressed a
desire to remain unmarried for life. This reluctance extended beyond marriage it-
self to the prospect of parenthood. The same 1999 survey also found that 39% of
female respondents (n=186) and 15% of male respondents (n=176) were hesitant

about the prospect of having children, a markedly higher share than those who

"\Gu, Legacy of the One-Child Policy: Marriage Dilemmas in Urban and Rural China, p.176.

49



rejected marriage outright, suggesting that for many teenagers it was the demands
of raising a child, rather than marriage as such, that felt most daunting’?. For many
of these teenagers, the parenting they witnessed shaped their view of raising chil-
dren as something exhausting and self-consuming, rather than a relationship they

necessarily wished to reproduce with their own future family.

Nonetheless, the national trend toward later marriage conceals important
differences between urban and rural areas. Research on first marriage in China
shows that education and place of residence interact differently in shaping wom-
en's marriage chances. In particular, higher levels of education are associated with
lower marriage chances among rural women, whereas the effect of education on
marriage is not significant for urban women once other factors are taken into ac-

count’?

. This suggests that the relationship between women's educational advance-
ment and marriage cannot be understood without considering the rural-urban con-

text.

As women continue to excel in education, it is becoming increasingly
challenging for elite women to find partners who match their achievements. This
shift has led to a notable rise in the number of so-called “leftover women” (sheng-
nii), a term introduced by the government in 2007 to refer to unmarried women
over the age of 2774, Recent estimates indicate that about one in five women be-
tween the ages of 25 and 29 are still single’._In contrast to Western societies,
China’s patriarchal culture tends to blame these women for having “unrealistically
high expectations”’®. There is also significant pressure on women to adhere to tra-

ditional roles, such as caring for their families and becoming housewives. This
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stigma surrounding being “leftover” has pressured many highly educated, urban
women, precisely those with higher socioeconomic status, into marriages they
might not have otherwise chosen, and has sparked a nationwide matchmaking
movement '7. However, with feminist ideals gaining traction in China, many
women are now pushing back against the traditional views of marriage and reject-
ing the “leftover” label. They argue that the term “sheng” can mean “‘victorious”
instead of “leftover”, emphasizing that being single and unmarried is nothing to be
ashamed of’®. In fact, women are increasingly claiming their right to delay mar-
riage, focusing on education and career development, achieving financial inde-

pendence, and ultimately living the life they want.

The phenomenon of highly educated unmarried women is therefore par-
ticularly visible in urban China, where the expansion of female education and pro-
fessional opportunities has been especially pronounced. Urban women experi-
enced a different relationship between education and marriage from rural women,
reflecting the more advanced stage of socioeconomic development and the reduced

prevalence of traditional “marrying up” patterns in urban areas’.

For some unmarried women, staying at home with their parents is seen as
a more appealing choice than getting married. A survey carried out in urban Dalian
from 2014 to 2015 revealed that a whopping 85% of the 101 unmarried participants

preferred living with their parents as long as possible®’. Interestingly, many of
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these young adults earned more than their parents, which meant they often con-
tributed to household expenses. This arrangement is not purely a product of con-
temporary economic pressures, however: intergenerational co-residence conforms
to the Confucian tradition of filial piety, which historically demanded deference
and support toward one's parents and ancestors, and remains a dominant moral
framework in Chinese and other East Asian societies. Under this cultural lens,
staying in the parental home, even as an adult with independent earnings, can be
read less as a departure from traditional norms and more as a continuation of them,
giving young unmarried adults a socially legitimate alternative to forming a new,
separate household through marriage®!. In addition, this arrangement was viewed
as a better deal compared to the high costs of renting a place on their own. The
money they saved on housing could be used for travel and enhancing their quality
of life. As a result, living with parents has kept many women from rushing into
marriage, which would bring along the hefty financial responsibilities of housing,
montly mortgage payments, and the potential costs of raising a child®?. It is worth
noting that cohabitation outside marriage remains comparatively rare in China:
even among the most recent birth cohorts (those born after 1977), the cohabitation
rate exceeds 20% up from an average of just 7% among those born before 1980%3.
Moreover, where it does occur, premarital cohabitation in urban China is increas-
ingly understood not as an alternative to marriage but as a transitional stage leading

toward it®*

, meaning that, unlike in many Western contexts, living with a partner
outside marriage has not emerged as a widespread substitute for the arrangement
described above, in which many unmarried young adults instead remain in their

parents' household®’.
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The urban pattern of delayed and selective marriage among highly edu-
cated women contrasts sharply with the situation in rural China. While highly ed-
ucated women in cities have increasingly been associated with delayed marriages
and the phenomenon of the “leftover women” have been increasing, rural marriage
markets have been particularly difficult for men with lower levels of education and
socioeconomic status. It has been found that lower-educated rural men are partic-
ularly disadvantaged in the marriage market, partly because of the persistence of
the expectation that men should fulfil the male breadwinner role as well as the
highly gender-imbalanced nature of the marriage market®.

The educational and marital issues outlined in this section, delayed mar-
riages, rising rated of singlehood, and the “leftover women” trend, are primarily
urban phenomena. They stem from the rapid growth of female education and job
opportunities in cities. In contrast to urban environments, the marriage situation in
rural areas primarily affects men who find themselves at the lower end of the social
ladder. With agriculture being the main source of income for these households, the
amount of manual labor each family can provide directly influences their financial
well-being. This is one of the reasons why the One-Child Policy was not enforced
as strictly in rural regions; it allowed families to have more sons who could even-
tually inherit the land and take on farming responsibilities. As discussed in Section
3.1, this strong preference for sons is reflected in a persistently higher rural sex
ratio at birth, which has translated into a shortage of women in the rural marriage

market.

This notable gender disparity has created a shortage of women available
for marriage in rural China. A 2017 survey by Central China Normal University
revealed that single women made up just 3.62% of the population in 267 rural

villages, compared to 5.92% for single men, a ratio of roughly 1.6 unmarried men

8 Piotrowski, Chao, Tong, Zhang, The Transition to First Marriage in China, 1966-2008: An
Examination of Gender Differences in Education and Hukou Status, pp. 149-150.
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for every unmarried woman. This figure, however, likely understates the true scale
of the imbalance, since it is calculated over the entire village population rather than
the marriageable age cohort®’. National census data offers a clearer picture of the
scale of the phenomenon. According to the 2020 National Population Census,
China recorded its highest historical sex ratio of marriageable population, reaching

110. In rural areas specifically, the proportion of single, never-married men who
had reached age 34 without marrying stood at 45.72% in 2020, declining only
slightly to 42.55% by age 35, compared with a much lower 3.62% of urban men
remaining unmarried at age 35 and above,_indicating that a substantial share of
rural men remain unmarried well into their mid-thirties, a pattern far less common

among women of the same age®®.

The contrast between urban and rural singlehood is therefore particularly
pronounced. In urban China, singlehood is more closely associated with women's
delayed marriage, higher educational attainment, and greater economic independ-
ence. In rural China, by contrast, singlehood is disproportionately concentrated
among men and is closely connected to the shortage of women in the marriage
market. This phenomenon has been described as a “marriage squeeze” affecting
surplus rural men, whose difficulties in finding a spouse are linked to the male-
biased sex ratio that has developed since the 1980s%. Government forecasts had
anticipated this imbalance well in advance: by 2020, there were projected to be

around 30 million more men of marrying age than women nationwide°.
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The intense competition among men for wives has pushed rural women to
elevate their expectations when it comes to finding husbands. For many of these
women, marrying into a wealthy family is often the most viable path to improving
their social standing. This situation has also contributed to a growing gender im-
balance, as some rural women opt to move to urban areas and secure a permanent
urban hukou, the household registration status described in Chapter Two, conver-
sion of which (nongzhuanfei) remains institutionally difficult, effectively shedding
their rural identities. It is important to understand that this mobility is not just about
women gaining market power. Research on intimate partner violence in China re-
veals that rural women have long experienced much higher rates of abuse in mar-
riage compared to their urban counterparts. For many of these women, migration
is often fueled by vulnerability and the pressure to marry, rather than a sign of

increased bargaining power”!.

Given that the likelihood of mistreatment after marriage tends to be higher
in rural settings compared to urban ones, female migrant workers seeking better
opportunities in cities represent a significant portion of China's internal migration®?.
The 2016 Rural-Urban Migrant Workers Surveillance Survey revealed that ap-
proximately 169.34 million workers from rural backgrounds migrated to urban
ones in search of paid employment, with women making up about 31.7% of that
number®®. This figure is consistent with the broader growth of China's floating
population described in Chapter Two, which reached an estimated 375.8 million
by 2020._The decline in the rural female population has led to a serious marriage
crisis for rural men, particularly those lacking both status and financial means. In

these areas, men without wives face relentless pressure from their families and
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often endure humiliation from their neighbors, as having a wife and children is

closely tied to a man's social standing®*.

Along these shifts in marriage timing and partner selection, divorce has
also become increasingly common in China over the past decades: between 2010
and 2019, the crude divorce rate rose from 2 to 3.36 per 1,000 people®. Many
young adults are worried about potential conflicts after marriage, often stemming
from differences in family wealth, educational backgrounds, and parental disap-
proval. On top of that, external influences like movies, books, and songs that glo-
rify the idea of everlasting love make it even harder to navigate a successful mar-
riage. A 2022 study on Chinese college students' marriage attitudes found that,
among the reasons for wanting to marry, having a companion for spiritual support
received the highest average rating, even higher than instrumental considerations
such as material support or having children, underscoring how strongly the emo-
tional and romantic dimension now shapes marriage expectations among young
Chinese adults. As a result, some women opt to postpone or even forgo marriage
if they cannot find a partner with whom they feel a genuine romantic connection®®.
However, the evidence presented in this section does not provide a sufficiently
clear and comparable urban-rural breakdown of divorce rates. For this reason, di-
vorce is presented here as part of the broader national transformation of marriage,
while the rural-urban comparison is developed more clearly through differences in

female education, marriage timing, and singlehood.

%4 Lu, Huang, Lin, Single Rural Chinese Men Are Having a Hard Time to Find a Wife Due to Gender
Imbalance.

%5 National Bureau of Statistics of China. "Divorce Rate in China from 2010 to 2020 (per 1,000
Population)." Statista, October 9, 2021. https://www.statista.com/statistics/279449/divorce-rate-in-china/.
% Xie, Q., and X. Hong. "Research on Factors Affecting Chinese College Students' Marriage Intention:
Applying the Theory of Planned Behaviour." Frontiers in Psychology 13 (2022). p.6.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.868275.
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3.3 The 4-2-1 Family: Smaller in the Urban China, Still Extended in Rural
China

As of the early 2010s, nearly a third of all families in China were one-child
families, marking a significant shift in family structure. The aging population is
becoming increasingly evident at a societal level, and the changes are striking for
each family and individuals. The family model of four (grandparents)—two (par-
ents)—one (child) is now a common reality for many®’. Recognizing the potential
decline in family support for the elderly, the Chinese government implemented
regulations that require adult children to visit and assist their parents when neces-
sary’8. This transformation in family structure, along with better housing, exten-
sive migration, and rapid urbanization, has led to household arrangements and liv-

ing situations that would have been hard to imagine just a few decades ago.

The One-Child Policy has sped up changes in family size and structure that
were already in place, leaving its own distinct marks. Today, over 150 million
families in China are made up of just one child, a figure that, unlike the individual-
level counts discussed later in this chapter, measures households rather than people.
With only one child, the chances of parents living with their child have dropped,
partly simply because parents have fewer children with whom they may potentially
cohabit as it has been documented®. At the same time, this situation might have

increased the pressure on single children to stay close to their parents. Back in the

7 Davis, Deborah S. “Demographic Challenges for a Rising China.” Daedalus 143, no. 2 (2014). p.27.
https://doi.org/10.1162/DAED a 00270

%8 Meng Meng and Katie Hunt, “New Chinese Law: Visit Your Parents,” CNN, July 2, 2013.
https://edition.cnn.com/2013/07/02/world/asia/china-elderly-law/index.html

% John R. Logan, Fuqin Bian, and Yanjie Bian, “Intergenerational Relations in Urban China: Proximity,
Contact, and Help to Parents,” Social Forces 76, no. 3 (1998). p.115.
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early 1980s, the average Chinese household had more than four components, but
by 2010, that number had shrunk to just about three. The proportion of small fam-
ily households, those with one to three members, increased from 34% in 1982 to
64% by 2010, with the biggest increase seen in single-generation households. In
the first decade of the 2000s, the number of people living alone more than doubled,
jumping from 28 million to 58 million, which made up 4.4% of the population by
2010'%°, Figure 3.6 traces this shift in family composition across the same three
decades, showing the steady contraction of the average Chinese household along-
side the corresponding rise in small and single-person households. While these
significant shifts in household size and structure can be linked to other major social
changes happening in China, like large-scale migration, better housing conditions,
and a growing desire for independence, we cannot overlook the impact of demo-

graphic changes.

Figure 3.6: Changes in Chinese Family Size and Structure, 1980s—2010
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Even though the average household size is getting smaller, the tradition of
living together remains strong. According to data from the 2010 Chinese census,
intergenerational co-residence remained widespread among older adults: 32.8 per-
cent of people aged 65 and over lived in three-generation households, while 12.5

percent lived alone and 29.2 percent lived only with their spouse!??

. Regardless of
whether they live together or apart, families continue to nurture strong connections
across generations. This intergenerational support is evident in the significant
childcare provided by grandparents, whether through co-residence (including sit-
uations where grandparents take care of grandchildren without parents present) or
assistance from grandparents who do not live with the family'%. The sense of filial
duty from children towards their parents is still very much alive, with daughters
increasingly stepping up to offer both financial help and emotional support!®.
Meanwhile, the younger generation, often referred to as the “sandwich generation”,
is under growing pressure to balance the cultural expectations of caring for two
parents and, in many cases, four grandparents, all while managing the usual finan-
cial, caregiving, and emotional responsibilities of raising their own child, espe-
cially when all of this falls on one person. As the parents and grandparents of this
generation of only children continue to age, the challenges of this situation are
expected to become even more pronounced in the coming decades, rather than

lessen'®.

192 Yuan, L., and W. Cao. "Effects of Sibship Size and Birth Order on Sexual and Reproductive Health
among Sexually Active Young People in China." Children 9, no. 9 (2022). p.1.
doi:10.3390/children9091302.

103 Chen, Feinian, Guangya Liu, and Christine A. Mair. “Intergenerational Ties in Context: Grandparents
Caring for Grandchildren in China.” Social Forces 90, no. 2 (2011): p.572.
https://doi.org/10.1093/st/sor012

104 Xie, Yu, and Haiyan Zhu. “Do Sons or Daughters Give More Money to Parents in Urban China?”
Journal of Marriage and Family 71, no. 1 (2009): p. 174-175. https://doi.org/10.1111/].1741-
3737.2008.00588.x
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The 4-2-1 family structure has taken on quite different shapes in urban and
rural China. In urban areas, the One-Child Policy was enforced with strictness,
while in rural areas, couples were often allowed to have a second child if their first
was a girl. This variation was administered largely at the provincial and local level,
consistent with the administrative hierarchy described in Chapter Two, through
which policy implementation has historically been delegated to lower levels of
government. This leniency reflects the government's acknowledgment of how rural
families depend more on sons for farming and support in their later years!®®. As a
result, urban areas saw a rapid shift towards nuclear families after the post-Mao
reforms, while in rural regions specifically, extended families with three genera-
tions living together remained more common. This is largely due to housing limi-
tations and the ongoing need for help with childcare and caring for the elderly_in
rural areas, where access to state-provided childcare and eldercare services has
traditionally been much more restricted compared to what may be available in ur-

ban areas'?’.

The trend of rural-urban migration has added more pressure to this family
dynamic. Studies using national data show that when an adult child moves away
for work, the happiness of elderly parents left behind in rural areas drops by 6.6
percentage points, and their chances of feeling lonely increase by 3.3 percentage
points. This highlights how the decline of family-based elder care has hit rural
China particularly hard'%(Figure 3.7).

196 Jiang, Quanbao, and Jesus J. Sanchez-Barricarte. "The 4-2-1 Family Structure in China: A Survival
Analysis Based on Life Tables." European Journal of Ageing, 2011. p.119.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC5547295/.

197 Cai, Feng, The Social and Sociological Consequences of China's One-Child Policy, p. 596.

108 Zhang, Chi, Kaiyu Lyu, Xiaoyu Cheng, and Chongshang Zhang. "The Impact of Adult Children Rural-
Urban Migration on Left-Behind Parents' Health: Evidence from China." p.8. Frontiers in Public Health,
2022. doi:10.3389/fpubh.2022.951124.
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Figure 3.7: Effect of an Adult Child Migrating on Rural Elderly Parents Left
Behind
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The impact of these changes is also felt by the youngest generation. By

2010, around 61 million children were classified as “left-behind children” in rural

199 Thidem.
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China, living apart from their migrant parents'!?. This phenomenon is a direct con-
sequence of the gap between hukou-based and residence-based population statis-
tics discussed in Chapter Two: migrants who move to cities without converting
their hukou status leave both their children and their parents formally registered,
and often practically stranded, in the countryside. In most cases where both parents
had migrated, grandparents took on the primary caregiving role. While urban
China has created a “sandwich generation” caught between caring for aging par-
ents and a single child, rural China has often seen a complete generational shift,
with grandparents stepping in as the main caregivers for children who are largely

raised without their parents around'!!.

The One-Child Policy has not only reshaped family structure but also in-
troduced new concerns and vulnerabilities for families. One such concern is the
possibility for parents outliving their only child, a particularly significant fear in
the context of an ageing population. However this risk must be considered against
the broader demographic context of declining mortality rates and increasing life
expectancy in China, which also contributed to the decline in fertility. This fear
became a tragic reality, for example, for some families following events such as
the 2008 Sichuan earthquake, which claimed around 70,000 lives, including an
estimated 12,000 only children.

By the early 2000s, the number of only children in China, as opposed to
the household count cited at the start of this section, had already grown into the
tens of millions: an estimated 95.47 million children aged 0—17 were only children
by the end of 2000. By 2005, once the same cohort is tracked into a wider 0—30

age bracket, this figure had risen to approximately 158.41 million, an increase that

110 Zhou, Minhui, Rachel Murphy, and Ran Tao. "Effects of Parents' Migration on the Education of
Children Left Behind in Rural China." Population and Development Review 40, no. 2 (2014). p.273.

1 Ty, Yao, Wei-Jun Jean Yeung, and Donald J. Treiman. "Parental Migration and Children's
Psychological and Cognitive Development in China: Differences and Mediating Mechanisms." Chinese
Sociological Review 52, no. 4 (2020). p.10. https://pme.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7989854/.
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reflects the broader age range counted, not a sudden rise in the number of only

children born!!2,

It is estimated that a million families in China have already faced the heart-
breaking loss of their only child, with rural families facing a risk of losing an only

child that is 1.68 times higher than that of urban families!'!? (Figure 3.8)

Figure 3.8: Relative risk of losing an only child, rural vs. urban China.
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Source: Realized by Charts.js based on Zhang, Jia (2018)''*

Using life tables from the 2000 census, Jiang and colleagues modelled the
cumulative probability that Chinese fathers, typically the heads of households,
would outlive their only child (Figure 3.9). At age 60, a father already has over a
six percent chance of having lost his child, and by age 90 that probability climbs
to over ten percent, leaving a growing share of elderly parents with no living child
at all as they enter old age. Grandchildren, when present, can offer a sense of emo-
tional continuity, but they rarely provide the same level of practical and financial
support as a child, and the bond with daughters- and sons-in-law, who typically
play a central role in day-to-day care, tends to weaken once the child who con-

nected them is no longer there!!>,

Figure 3.9: Cumulative probability of losing a child.
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Source: Jiang et al, (2013)1°

By 20102012, official estimates put the number of shidu families, those
who had lost their only child, at more than a million nationwide, with around

76,000 new families added to this count every year!!”.

It is important to contextualize that the fear of losing own child occurs
within a period characterized by a significant decline in child mortality. Indeed, in
China, the infant mortality rate dropped from 46.9 per 1,000 live births in 1980 to
5.5 per 1,000 by 2020. At the same time, life expectancy rose from around 64 years
to over 78 years. So, the worry about losing an only child was not related to a
higher risk of child mortality. Instead, it was influenced by the structural realities
brought about by the One-Child Policy: families found themselves limited in their
ability to have more children who could offer some intergenerational security if
their only child were to pass away. In this way, even though the statistical risk of
child mortality was decreasing, the impact of losing an only child remained partic-
ularly heavy for families, as the chance to fill that void with additional births was

significantly restricted!'s.

116 Ibidem, p.9.
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The grieving parents are “not only deeply impacted by the loss of their
child, but are also stigmatized by the culture and victimized by the One-Child Pol-
icy”?. A 2015 report from United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) in New
York, developed in collaboration with the National Bureau of Statistics of China
(NBS) and United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF), indicates that women who
have lost their only child often have lower education levels, are more likely to be

divorced or widowed, and face higher unemployment rates'?°,

In response to this new demographic reality, families and individuals are
adjusting their expectations and behaviors. This adaptation is a two-way street,
involving both parents and their children. With just one child, parents are increas-
ingly focused on investing in their education and covering their housing and other

expenses!?!

. At the same time, Chinese parents are also preparing their children for
independent lives. By the mid-2010s, the once-dominant preference for sons began
to wane in some parts of the country. This shift did not take the form of sex-selective
practices favoring girls, which have remained rare in China; rather, it manifested
as a growing number of families choosing to stop at one daughter in-stead of
pursuing additional births in search of a son. Research has shown that being an
only child can really boost a child's sense of filial piety and their desire to see their
parents happy. With just one child in the picture, many parents have come to
recognize the true value of their children, particularly the care that daugh-ters

provide'?2. This has led to stronger emotional connections between daughters and

their parents, along with an increase in the support daughters offer to their
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aging parents, these have turned out to be some surprising social effects of the

policy.

As China's population continues to age in the coming decades, the struc-
tural pressures on the 4-2-1 family model are anticipated to intensify. This situation
brings to light some pressing questions about whether family-based elder care can
remain viable in a society where the number of children per household is steadily
declining'?®. The decline in the size of Chinese families and the fading of tradi-
tional multigenerational support systems, as mentioned earlier, are not just random
changes; they represent a significant shift in demographics that is altering the age

structure of Chinese society on a broader scale.

123 Cai, Feng, The Social and Sociological Consequences of China's One-Child Policy, p.596.
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3.4 Growing Old in Urban and Rural China

3.4.1 How Fast China's Population Is Aging

While it is true that the rapid aging of China's population is partly due to
longer life expectancy, the decisive factor has been the decline in birth rates linked
to the family planning policyl. This has led to a shrinking child population, which
in turn affects the working-age population even more significantly. This demo-
graphic shift is not just a byproduct of socioeconomic progress; its remarkable pace
has also been shaped by the strict family-planning measures in place. As a result,
China is experiencing one of the largest and fastest demographic transition in the

world'?*,

As mentioned earlier, the speed and impact of this change vary greatly
across the country, with rural areas of China facing the toughest and complex chal-

lenges of population aging.

Over the last 50 years, mortality rates in China have plummeted, particu-
larly during the early years of the People's Republic of China. Life expectancy
jumped from just 48 years between 1950 and 1954 to over 71 years by 2000. A
significant part of this decline in mortality can be traced back to the drop in infant
and childhood mortality rates, which resulted from improvements in living stand-

ards and education levels among the Chinese population'??.
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Back in 1982, the elderly population, those aged 65 and older, made up
4.9% of the total population. Fast forward to 1990 that figure climbed to 5.6%,
reaching 6.8% by 2000. Interestingly, in China, it took only around 20 years for
the elderly demographic to grow from 5% to 7%. In contrast, many developed
nations typically see this shift take about 50 to 80 years!?. Figure 3.10 situates this
acceleration within the longer-run evolution of China's age structure between 1950
and 2025, showing the steady contraction of the working-age share and the
corresponding expansion of the 65+ population over the following decades. The
pace has further intensified, and by 2025 the share of the population aged 65 and
over had reached 15.9%, up from 6.8% in 2000, meaning the increase recorded
over these twenty-five years (9.1 percentage points) is nearly five times larger than
the increase recorded over the previous eighteen years (1982-2000, 1.9 percentage

points). China's population is therefore ageing at an accelerating rate.

Figure 3.10: Share of China's population by broad age group (0-14, 15-64,
65+), 1950-2025.
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Source: Realized by Charts.Js based on World Bank, World Development Indica-
tors (2024)1%7

3.4.2 Pensions: A Widening Rural-Urban Gap

This contraction of the working-age population, combined with the rapid
expansion of the elderly population documented above, puts considerable pressure
on China's pension system. Like most pay-as-you-go systems, China's basic pen-
sion relies on contributions from current workers to fund the benefits paid to cur-
rent retirees, meaning that a shrinking ratio of workers to pensioners directly
threatens the system's financial sustainability. This system is itself split along the
urban-rural line: the Urban Employees Pension Scheme is mandatory for formally
employed urban workers, jointly funded by employer and employee contributions,
and combines a pooled, pay-as-you-go component with an individual account. Ru-
ral residents and the urban self-employed, by contrast, were long excluded from
any formal pension coverage until 2009, when the government introduced the New
Rural Pension Scheme (NRPS), a voluntary and subsidized pension program
aimed specifically at rural residents and a groundbreaking initiative on a national
scale. Eligibility for this scheme, like most rural welfare programmes, is defined
by hukou status rather than actual residence, a distinction explained in Chapter
Two. By 2012, the program had rapidly expanded, enrolling over 400 million peo-
ple and reaching nearly every county in China'?®. In 2014, the State Council
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doi:10.1016/j.je0a.2017.04.001.
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merged the NRPS with the Urban Residents Pension Scheme into the current, uni-
fied Rural and Urban Residents Pension Scheme, a far more recent and consider-

ably less generous programme than its urban-employee counterpart'?’,

The basic benefit is set at a mere 660 RMB per year, which is about 98.22
dollars. This amount falls woefully short of covering rural living expenses and
pales in comparison to the much higher pensions that urban enterprise employees
receive, which are calculated based on their wages. As a result, even though there
is nearly universal coverage, the support that rural pensioners receive is minimal
when compared to what their urban peers enjoy. Looking ahead, it is hard to see
how these systems will adequately support the rural population, and the pensions
on offer are unlikely to be sufficient for a comfortable retirement, especially with
inflation on the rise. Even in cities, the old-age social security system does not
reach all older adults, and there is a notable lack of nursing facilities for the el-

derly'3.

In rural China, most older adults, who spent their youth as peasants or in
informal jobs, continued working until they could no longer do so, often without
any social security benefits. More than a decade after the NRPS was introduced,
the rural-urban workers gap has not faded; in fact, it is become even more pro-
nounced. By the end of 2023, this gap in pension income was stark and, moreover,
cut across more than a simple urban-rural line. Within the formal employee system
itself, the average monthly pension for retired urban enterprise workers stood at
around RMB 3,271, while a more privileged subgroup, those who had retired from

government agencies and public institutions, received considerably more, around

129 Ibidem.
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RMB 6,243 per month'*!. Both figures dwarfed the pensions available under the
separate Basic Pension Insurance for Urban and Rural Residents, the voluntary,
low-contribution scheme discussed above, which covers rural residents and urban
residents outside the formal workforce alike: its 172.68 million enrollees received
an average of just RMB 223 per month in 2023, rising only slightly to RMB 246
by the end of 202432, The real divide, in other words, runs less between “urban”
and “rural” as such than between the formal employee pension system, itself inter-
nally stratified by type of employer, and the residential pension system that catches

everyone outside it, rural and urban alike.

Until the 2025 reform introducing a gradual increase in the statutory
retirement age, discussed in Chapter Four, China's statutory retirement ages had
remained essentially unchanged since the 1950s and were explicitly differentiated
by sex: 60 for men, 50 for female blue-collar workers, and 55 for female white-
collar workers!3?. These thresholds applied to workers covered by the Urban Em-
ployee Pension Scheme. By contrast, the Basic Old-Age Insurance for Urban and
Rural Residents, which covers residents outside the employee pension system, al-
lows eligible participants to receive pension benefits from the age of 60, regardless
of sex!¥. In practice, the effective retirement age was lower: Chinese authorities
reported an average retirement age of around 54, a figure that reflected the preva-
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lence of early retirement before the recent reform'>°. By comparison, the average
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134 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Pensions at a Glance
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normal retirement age across OECD countries was 64.4 years for men and 63.6

years for women in 20223,

Against this background, one of the policy responses to population ageing
has been the gradual reform of the statutory retirement age. From January 2025,
China began progressively increasing the retirement age over a fifteen-year period:
the statutory retirement age for men will rise from 60 to 63, while the retirement
age for women will increase from 50 to 55 for women previously covered by the
lower threshold, and from 55 to 58 for those previously covered by the higher
threshold. The reform is being implemented gradually rather than through a single
increase in the retirement age. One potential solution could be to increase the tax
rate for the working-age population. The old-age dependency ratio, which com-
pares the number of people aged 65 and older to those in the working-age group
(15-64), 1s expected to climb from about 18.2% in 2020 to over 50% by 2050. This
means that, in the not-so-distant future, just two working-age adults will be re-
sponsible for supporting each elderly person. Even a sixfold increase in the pension

contribution rate alone would not be enough to close the resulting financial gap'®’.

136 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), Pensions at a Glance
Asia/Pacific 2024 (Paris: OECD Publishing, 2024), section “Current Retirement Ages,”
https://doi.org/10.1787/d4146d12-en.
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3.4.3 The Erosion of Family-Based Old-Age Support: Migration, Separation, and
Child Loss

Section 3.3 has examined how the One-Child Policy reshaped the size and
internal composition of the Chinese family; this section focuses on a related but
distinct problem: even where adult children exist, they are not always physically
available to provide day-to-day support. While the pension system provides an in-
creasingly important source of support for older people, family members continue
to play a central role in old-age care in China; this reliance becomes particularly
problematic in rural areas, where large-scale rural-to-urban migration has physi-
cally separated many older parents from their adult children. When adult children
migrate to cities for employment, elderly parents may remain in rural areas and
become increasingly dependent on other family members, particularly spouses or
grandchildren, for everyday assistance and care. This creates a specific rural di-
mension of population ageing: the challenge is not only that families are becoming
smaller, as discussed above, but that younger generations are increasingly geo-

graphically distant from older ones even where they exist.

By 2014, rural China was home to 127 million elderly residents, with 50
millions of them, about 39.4% of the rural elderly population, classified as “left-
behind”, living without their migrant children nearby'®%. This situation mirrored
the 61 million left-behind children mentioned earlier in Section 3.3, highlighting
how the same migration trends were simultaneously depleting rural households at

both ends of the age spectrum.

138 Luo, R., C. Zhang, and Y. Liu. "Health Risk Assessment Indicators for the Left-Behind Elderly in
Rural China: A Delphi Study." International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 17,
no. 1 (2020). p.1. https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/1/340.

74


https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/1/340

Furthermore, due to the urban-rural divide, Migrant workers' children,
meanwhile, often lack the same access to welfare, healthcare, and educational op-
portunities as those living permanently in urban settings, a hukou-linked disparity
that reinforces the pressure on the family members, typically grandparents, left
behind to raise them, compounding rather than relieving the caregiving burden on

rural households!?°.

The clearest illustration of what happens when family-based support dis-
appears entirely, rather than merely becoming geographically distant, is the case
of these shidu families, literally meaning lost the only child, whose numbers, as
noted in Section 3.3, had already surpassed one million by 2010-2012. 10., 2012,
more than 80 shidu parents, representing roughly 2,000 who had signed a petition,
gathered at the National Family and Birth Planning Commission of the PRC in
Beijing to demand greater state support; it was the first time the group had received
sustained national attention, and it prompted a rapid, if limited, government re-
sponse, including increased pension subsidies and priority placement on adoption
waiting lists for shidu parents. The episode also marked the start of a longer-term
shift: bereaved single-child parents have since become a recurring focus of local
family-planning officials, who treat continued shidu petitioning as a social-stabil-
ity concern requiring ongoing management, illustrating how a demographic side-
effect of the One-Child Policy turned into a lasting political and administrative

problem in its own right!'4°,

139 Bouey, Jennifer, Michael S. Pollard, Agnes Xiangzhen Wang, and Rakesh Pandey. "China's Aging
Population and the Implications for China's Security." Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, March 12,
2026. https://www.rand.org/pubs/research briefs/RBA3372-1.html.
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3.4.4 Healthcare needs and coverage

Population ageing also has direct implications for healthcare demand,
since older adults are more likely to require medical treatment, repeated hospital
care, and assistance with chronic conditions and loss of functional autonomy. By
the end of 2023, over 1.33 billion people had signed up for China's basic medical
insurance system, which means that more than 95 percent of the population is cov-
ered. However, the level of protection really varies depending on the specific in-
surance schemes. In 2023, the Urban Employee Basic Medical Insurance covered
84.6 percent of inpatient costs that fall under the reimbursable medical insurance
catalogue, while the Urban and Rural Resident Basic Medical Insurance only cov-
ered 68.1 percent. This gap was even more noticeable in tertiary hospitals, where
the reimbursement rates were 83.5 percent for the Urban Employee plan and just

63.2 percent for the Urban and Rural Resident plan'#!.

To address this gap, the Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security
launched a long-term care insurance (LTCI) pilot program in 2016, starting in 15
cities and expanding to 49 by 2020; the program has remained capped at these 49
pilot cities since then, though coverage and take-up within them have grown sub-
stantially. By the end of 2024, around 187.86 million people were participating in
LTCI, with 1.46 million actively receiving benefits. Even so, the pilot cities to-
gether employ only around 300,000 registered LTC workers nationwide, far fewer
per capita than in Germany, Japan, South Korea or the United States, and evidence
on the programme's effects, while positive, so far comes only from these pilot areas
rather than the country as a whole. In December 2024, the Chinese government

signaled plans to move beyond the pilot phase and accelerate the development of

141 National Healthcare Security Administration (China). 2023 National Statistical Bulletin on Medical
Security Development. Beijing: NHSA, July 25, 2024.
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a nationwide LTCI system; as of now, however, the programme has not officially

expanded beyond the original 49 cities!*?.

Back in 2015, around 18.3% of the elderly in China, about 40.6 million
people, were either fully or partially disabled, a figure projected to reach approxi-
mately 65 million by 2030, according to nationally representative estimates based
on China's seventh population census. Using a broader clinical definition of func-
tional disability, one that also captures moderate cognitive impairment alongside
physical limitations in daily activities, a separate Markov-model projection based
on longitudinal health survey data estimates that the share of older adults classified
as disabled could rise from approximately 39.75% in 2030 to 45.28% by 2100,
with the absolute number peaking at 160 million around 2070 before settling above

115 million by the end of the century!'®,

Cognitive impairment represents a related and growing dimension of this
burden: a nationally representative study estimated that 15.07 million Chinese
adults aged 60 and older were living with dementia, corresponding to an overall
prevalence of about 6%, with prevalence rising sharply with age, from roughly 2%
among those in their sixties to over 30% among those aged 90 and above. Rural
areas show a distinct trajectory: the prevalence of dementia among people aged 60
and older is estimated at 7.2% in rural China, compared to 4.8% in urban areas, a
gap that reflects both the concentration of population aging in the countryside and,

according to several studies, the lower average educational attainment among rural

142 Peng, Rong, Xueqin Deng, Yinghua Xia, and Bei Wu. "Assessing the Sustainability of Long-Term
Care Insurance Systems Based on a Policy—Population—Economy Complex System: The Case Study of
China." International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 19, no. 11 (2022). p.2.
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19116554.

143 Feng, Ran, Yiting Tan, and Jianyuan Huang. "The Future Dynamics of Long-Term Care Pressure in
China's Longevity Era: A Prediction Based on the Discrete-Time Markov Model." 2025. p.15.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12692574/.
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older adults, a well-established risk factor for dementia; nationally, overall demen-
tia prevalence is projected to rise from 5.8% in 2020 to 6.7% by 2030 as the pop-

ulation continues to age'*. (Figure 3.11)

Figure 3.11: Estimated age-specific prevalence of dementia from 1990 to 2030
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Source: Jia et al, (2019)'%

From 2010 to 2016, a nationwide panel of 276 prefecture-level and above
Chinese cities recorded a significant rise in urban elderly care institutions, residen-
tial facilities providing long-term institutional care for older adults, increasing
from 5,510 to 8,474. The number of available beds more than doubled during this
time, from 576,700 to 1,310,800. In stark contrast, rural elderly care institutions
declined sharply over the same period, dropping from 28,520 to 14,773, while the
number of beds in rural areas fell from 2,092,100 to 1,680,600'4¢. This shift high-
lights a troubling trend: while urban facilities expanded, rural ones shrank, ulti-

mately widening the gap between the two.

The programme is designed primarily to provide support for people with
significant care needs and to reduce the burden placed on family members who
provide unpaid care. However, its coverage remains geographically limited, since
it has not yet been implemented as a nationwide insurance system Many rural care
options are priced out of reach for local incomes, leading to a staggering sur-plus
of over 475,000 vacant beds in rural nursing homes, with a utilization rate of only
78%"'47. In reality, this means that while older adults in cities are gradually gaining
access to institutional care options, albeit not without their flaws, those in rural
areas are still heavily reliant on family support. This is particularly concern-ing as

migration trends are weakening those very family ties.

Long-term projections indicate that the disparity in aging between rural
and urban areas in China is likely to grow rather than diminish. Specifically, the

aging rate, referring to the proportion of people aged 65 and above in the total

145 Tbidem.
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population, in rural regions is expected to jump from 13.5% in 2020 to 28.74% by
2050, more than doubling in just a few decades. This shift is largely driven by the
ongoing outmigration of young people, rather than any significant increase in lon-

gevity among rural residents'#8,

The evidence presented in this chapter highlight how the socio-demo-
graphic impacts of the One-Child Policy have taken different routes in urban and
rural China. Rural areas have consistently dealt with tougher and more lasting ef-
fects, particularly in terms of the disruption of the local marriage market and the
weakness of formal old-age support systems, pension coverage, healthcare reim-
bursement, and institutional elder care, which have left rural families more ex-
posed than their urban counterparts to the compounding pressures of an aging pop-

ulation with fewer formal safety nets to fall back on.

These trends are closely linked to China's falling fertility rate, which has
also shown a divide between urban and rural regions that initially grew wider be-
fore starting to close. The next chapter will delve into this issue, along with the

government's recent shift towards promoting higher birth rates.

18 Dou, H., C. Wang, G. Cheng, X. Lei, and S. Xu. "The Vision of Younger-Seniors-Based Elderly Care
in Rural China: Based on Population Aging Predictions from 2020 to 2050." Humanities and Social
Sciences Communications 12 (2025). p.4. https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-04994-7.

80


https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-025-04994-7

81



Chapter 4: The Limits of Persuasion: China's Pronatalist Turn

As we explored in Chapter One, the evolution of China's population poli-
cies wasn't just a straightforward shift from Mao's pro-birth stance to the restrictive
One-Child Policy. Instead, the government's approach to fertility has changed mul-
tiple times, influenced by varying demographic, economic, and political factors.
Notably, the drop in fertility rates was already in motion before the One-Child
Policy was officially implemented, thanks to earlier family planning efforts that
significantly lowered birth rates during the 1970s. Understanding this historical
context is crucial to grasping a key paradox of China's current demographic chal-
lenges: even though the state once effectively discouraged childbearing, its later

attempts to reverse this trend have not led to a similar rise in fertility.

Building on the timeline outlined in Chapter One, this chapter focuses on
two interconnected questions. The first part delves into the actual changes in Chi-
na's fertility rate from the 1990s onward, highlighting how the fertility decline dif-
fered across the urban-rural context and how this divide initially widened before it
began to close. The analysis focuses on the post-1990 period because it marks the
point at which China's total fertility rate (TFR) fell below replacement level, initi-
ating the sustained low-fertility regime that is the object of this study; earlier dec-
ades are discussed only as background. The second part shifts to the government's
response to fertility decline, detailing the series of legal and policy reforms, from
the reproductive rights framework of the 1990s to the pro-natalist measures
planned for 20152025, which were implemented, at least partly, in reaction to the
demographic realities discussed in the first part. Together, these insights shed light
on why the shift from controlling births to encouraging them has yet to yield the
demographic rebound that policymakers had hoped for.
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4.1 The phenomenon: fertility trends and the urban-rural divide (1990s—
2020s).

The birth control program and socioeconomic development are often seen
as having played equally significant roles in the decline of fertility during the 1970s
and 1980s, although the impact of the program seemed to wane in the 1990s and
2000s. China's fertility decline unfolded in distinct phases: a rapid decline in
fertility from 1949 to about 1961 during the famine years, followed by a 'baby
boom' rebound that pushed fertility back up to a peak TFR of around 7.5 by 1963,
before the sharpest and most sustained decline began after 1968, and especially
after 1972, driven primarily by the 'Later, Longer, Fewer' family planning cam-
paign, that brought the TFR toward replacement level even before the One-Child
Policy was introduced in 1980'*° (Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1: China's Total Fertility Rate, 1960-2024.
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Source: Realized by Charts.js based on World Bank / UN World Population Pro-
spects (2024).

By the early 1990s, the TFR had already dipped below replacement levels,
a decline that followed the launch of the One-Child Policy in 1980 but occurred

sooner than most policymakers had anticipated!*°.

Between the 1990 and 2000 censuses, China's population increased by
11.7% (about 1.07% per year), but from 2000 to 2010, the growth slowed to just
5.8% (0.57% per year), indicating a TFR likely below 1.5. Surveys revealed an
average ideal family size of 1.34 children, with no respondents expressing a desire

for more than two children'>!.

Chinese demographers at the time generally assumed that a TFR of around
1.8 children per woman represented a sustainable, moderate target for population
size. At the time, even the more pessimistic demographic projections suggested
that the TFR might fall below 1.4 by 2020, a threshold that would place China in
the 'lowest-low fertility' category. Yet the 2000 census had already reported a TFR
of just 1.22, two decades ahead of that projected timeline. Many in the academic
community dismissed this figure as an undercount, however, leading to a lack of

policy action well into the early 2000s'32,

The government proudly asserts that its birth planning policy has pre-

vented 400 million additional births'*3.
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151 Tbidem.

152 Atkinson, Kelly, Tahina Montoya, Michael S. Pollard, and Agnes Xiangzhen Wang. "Pronatalist
Pivot: Assessing China's Policy Efforts to Boost Fertility." Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation, 2025.
p-4. https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA4348-1.html.

153 Quanbao, Shuzhuo, Feldman, China's Population Policy at the Crossroads: Social Impacts and
Prospects, p.7.

84


https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA4348-1.html

According to the 2000 census, the average family size dropped to 3.5, with
three-member households making up 30 percent and two-member households at
17 percent (22 percent in urban areas). By 2010, the average family size had further
decreased to 3.1, with three-member families at 27 percent and two-member fam-
ilies exceeding 24 percent (28 percent urban). The phenomenon of “empty nest”

families, where parents have only one child, became increasingly documented!>*.

This estimate relies on the reverse survival method, a demographic tech-
nique that reconstructs past fertility levels from a single census's age-and-sex pop-
ulation structure, applying survival probabilities to infer the number of births that
occurred in earlier years, without requiring direct birth-history data. A fresh look
at China's total fertility rate using the 2020 national census data and the reverse
survival method reveals that the official government figures likely underestimated
fertility levels from 2000 to 2020. There were discrepancies of up to 0.5 points
between the estimated and reported TFRs during the years 2010 to 2016. Even
with this underreporting in mind, the estimated TFR has shown a consistent wave-
like decline since 2010, confirming that the downward trend is genuine and not

just a statistical glitch!>>.

The urban-rural fertility gap does not, however, conform to the simple nar-
rative of rural China resisting the One-Child Policy. This divergence predates the
One-Child Policy itself. Fertility transition in urban China began far earlier than in
the countryside: in Shanghai, urban TFR had already reached replacement level by
1965, and most other urban areas saw their fertility transition begin between 1964
and 1966, driven by early access to contraceptive services. By contrast, rural fer-

tility remained close to a national average of 6 children per woman into the early

154 Feng, Poston, Wang, China's One-Child Policy and the Changing Family, p.19.

155 Li, Long, Guangzhao Jin, Xiaozhen Lai, Rize Jing, and He Zhu. "A Reassessment of Trends and
Rural-Urban/Regional Differences in the Total Fertility Rate in China, 2000-2020: Analyses of the 2020
National Census Data." Scientific Reports, 2024. p.5.
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1970s'%°. When the 'Later, Longer, Fewer' campaign was introduced in 1973, the
real turning point in China's fertility decline, more so than the One-Child Policy
that followed in 1980, it formalized this gap by imposing different limits: no more
than two children in urban areas versus three in rural ones. Urban and rural China
therefore entered the One-Child Policy era from starkly different starting points,
with urban areas already close to replacement-level fertility and the rural areas still

in the early stages of transition!'®’.

This divergence stems in part from the so-called '1.5-child policy": in
many agricultural provinces, rural couples whose first child was a daughter were
permitted to have a second child after a waiting period of four to six years, a con-
cession rooted in the reliance on male labor in farming communities. Urban resi-
dents, by contrast, faced near-universal one-child enforcement!*®. Estimated TFRs
in urban areas stayed below 1.5 children per woman throughout this period, while
rural areas remained above 1.8, rural TFR peaked at 2.38 in 2014, exceeding the
replacement level of 2.1 (reached between 2011, when it stood at 2.25, and 2014),

before declining sharply thereafter!™. (Figure 4.2).
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Figure 4.2: Total fertility rate in urban and rural China, 2000-2020
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However, this gap did not stay the same over the decades; it actually wid-

ened from 0.58 in 2000 to a peak of 0.88 in 2014, a period coinciding with rapid

urbanization and rising living costs that pushed urban fertility down faster than

rural fertility declined, before narrowing sharply to just 0.35 by 2020, as the ero-

sion of rural exemptions and the convergence of urban and rural life patterns closed

the gap'®!

this period.
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The introduction of the universal two-child policy in 2016 highlighted this
disparity: it led to a much larger increase in births in urban areas (a 13.30 percent
rise in 2016 alone) compared to rural areas (2.97 percent). This was largely be-
cause the One-Child Policy had been enforced more strictly in cities, creating a
larger backlog of urban couples eager to have a second child once they were al-
lowed to. In contrast, rural areas had already been permitted to have two children
under various local exemptions, resulting in a smaller pool of pent-up demand.
This helps clarify why the policy's impact, while noticeable, turned out to be short-
lived on a national scale: it was more of a one-time release of delayed urban fertil-
ity rather than a true change in family size preferences. This is confirmed by the
trajectory in the years that followed: just two years after the policy, in 2018, births
had already fallen to 15.23 million, two million fewer than in 2017 and already
below the 2016 peak, and by 2021, five years on, they had collapsed further to
10.62 million, roughly 40 percent below the 2016 level'®? (Figure 4.3)

Figure 4.3: China's annual births 2015-2021, the short-lived rebound after
the 2016 universal two-child policy.
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Source: Long et al, (2024)'53

Two key structural forces are driving the narrowing of the urban-rural fer-
tility gap since 2014. First, there is a noticeable shift in desired family size among
both rural and urban residents. Even in the less-developed western rural areas, only
a small percentage of people express a desire for three or more children. Second,
the timing of childbearing is also converging. As more rural residents migrate to
urban ones and educational opportunities improve in rural areas, rural women are
increasingly adopting the trend of delaying marriage and childbirth that has long

been seen in urban areas'®.

This evidence changes the way we should view the urban-rural divide in
the context of China’s declining fertility rates. It is not just a tale of two distinct,
stable situations, one with low fertility in urban areas and the other with high fer-
tility in rural areas. Instead, we are witnessing two paths moving toward the same
low-fertility outcome, albeit at different paces and for various reasons. The fertility
advantage that rural China once had is gradually diminishing as the socioeconomic
factors that supported it, like large agrarian households, early marriages, and lower
educational levels, start to fade away. This decline has implications that go beyond
just demographics. Insights from Chinese demographers and fertility researchers
highlight that even more than thirty years after the One-Child Policy was imple-
mented, fertility rates have not recovered, despite the gradual easing of population
controls'®. In fact, China began to see negative population growth in 2022, a mile-
stone that came much sooner than most policymakers anticipated. This shift to-

ward negative population growth complicates health-system planning: a shrinking
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and ageing cohort of children makes it harder to size maternal and pediatric service

capacity accurately, risking both under- and over-provision in different regions!.

4.2 The response: from reproductive rights reform to pro-natalist measures
(1994-2025).

After exploring the decline in fertility and its urban-rural aspects, this sec-
tion shifts focus to the Chinese government's response. Interestingly, this response
began well before the term 'pronatalism' was formally incorporated into official
policy language. It began with a rethinking of family planning, emphasizing re-

productive rights and the quality of services provided.

This section traces that evolution across six phases: the reproductive-
rights-based reforms of 1994-2001; the persistence of rural-urban enforcement
gaps through 2001-2010; the cautious expansion of birth allowances between 2010
and 2015; the decisive pro-natalist turn from 2015 to 2021; the intensification of
subsidies and structural reforms from 2023 onward; and, finally, long-term pro-
jections to 2050. Throughout, particular attention is paid to how each policy phase
was implemented and received differently across urban and rural China, since this
uneven implementation is central to understanding why decades of policy reversal

have yet to produce a lasting fertility rebound.
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4.2.1 1994-2001: From birth control to Quality Services and Reproductive
Rights.

The International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) in
Cairo back in 1994, the UN conference that shifted global population policy away
from demographic targets and toward individual reproductive rights, along with
the Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995, really sparked a trans-
formation in China's family planning policies. These two conferences emphasized
that reproductive rights are fundamental human rights, closely tied to gender
equality and empowering women. The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Ac-
tion, adopted at the Beijing conference, highlighted key areas like women and
health and human rights of women, reinforcing the idea that couples and individ-
uals should have the basic right to freely choose how many children to have and
when to have them!¢’. Starting in 1995, high-quality family planning services were
tested and gradually rolled out across the country, marking a significant shift from
merely controlling the population to focusing on reproductive health services. The
previous mandatory intrauterine device (IUD) insertions and forced abortions were

replaced with a commitment to informed choice!®®.

In the early 1990s, with help from international donors, the Women's Stud-
ies Institute of China and several other research organizations, led by reproductive
health scholars like Qiu Renzong, Zhang Kaining, and Zhang Beichuan, pushed
forward research on reproductive health and advocated for NGOs in China. The
1993 Ministry of Health Notice, the 1994 Law on Maternal and Infant Health Care,
and the 2001 Law on Population and Family Planning all made it illegal to deter-

mine fetal sex for non-medical reasons and to perform sex-selective abortions'®°.

167 Cai, Yiping, and Bohong Liu. "From Birth Control to Pronatalism: Population Policy and Women's

Reproductive Rights in China since the 1980s." Jindal Global Law Review, 2024. p.275.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41020-024-00248-w.

168 Tbidem, p. 277.

169 Tbidem, pp. 279-280.

91


https://doi.org/10.1007/s41020-024-00248-w

In 2004, the phrase “respect and protection of human rights” was added to
China's amended Constitution. The 2001 Law on Population and Family Planning
was a pivotal moment, explicitly connecting population policies to women's edu-
cation, employment, and health (Article 3)!7°. Article 31 of this law ensured that
citizens could access reproductive technology services, while Article 22 prohibited
discrimination against women who had daughters or were infertile. Article 39
banned non-medical sex determination, although these measures did not immedi-
ately change the rising sex ratio at birth. Indeed, by 2004, the sex ratio at birth had
reached an alarming 121.2 boys for every 100 girls'”!. Additionally, Article 26
provided special labor protections for women who were pregnant, giving birth, or

breastfeeding'”2.

Between 2001 and 2010, enforcement of family planning rules did not re-
lax uniformly. The 2003 revision of the Chinese Communist Party's Discipline
Regulations reinforced the 2001 Law on Population and Family Planning, tying
party membership and local cadre careers directly to compliance with birth quotas,
a mechanism that bore disproportionately on rural officials, since rural areas his-
torically had higher out-of-quota birth rates. Throughout this decade, the rural-
urban fertility gap remained wide and largely unaddressed by policy: TFR esti-
mates suggest urban fertility hovered only slightly above 1.0 (excluding the float-
ing migrant population), while rural fertility remained closer to 1.8-2.0, sustained
in part by the '1.5-child' exemption discussed earlier. This persistence set the stage
for the 2010 census, whose results, revealing a national TFR far below the assumed
1.8 target, finally pushed policymakers toward the relaxation measures discussed

in the following section!'”?.

170 Ibidem, p. 276.

17! Tbidem, p. 281.

172 Tbidem, p. 278.

173 Jiang, Quanbao, and Yixiao Liu. "Low Fertility and Concurrent Birth Control Policy in China." The
History of the Family, 2016. p. 555. https://doi.org/10.1080/1081602X.2016.1213179.

92


https://doi.org/10.1080/1081602X.2016.1213179

4.2.2 2010-2015: towards expansion

The 2010 census confirmed what the 2000 figures had already suggested:
China's TFR remained persistently below the replacement-adjacent target of 1.8
long claimed by the National Population and Family Planning Commission
(NPFPC), prompting officials and academics to finally treat the earlier 1.22 esti-
mate as credible rather than dismissing it as an undercount. In response, the gov-
ernment took a cautious approach, initially easing restrictions with the “single two-
child”_policy, which allowed a second child only for couples in which at least one
partner was an only child, followed by the universal two-child policy, decided in

December 2015 and formally implemented in January 2016'74,

Chinese society experienced significant changes throughout the 2010s:
preschool enrollment skyrocketed from 35% in 2000 to an impressive 88.1% by
2021; per capita GDP surged from 7,858 RMB to 80,976 RMB during the same
timeframe; and infant mortality rates plummeted from 32.2 to just 5.0 per 1,000
live births. These developments had a profound impact on reproductive attitudes

and behaviors'”.

Uptake of this 'selective two-child' policy, however, remained modest: by
the end of May 2015, only around 1.45 million of the roughly 11 million eligible
couples surveys had applied for a second child, about 13.2 percent, despite nearly
40 percent expressing an intention to do so in national surveys!'’. Applications

were also unevenly distributed: eligible urban couples, who were more likely to be
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aware of the policy and to have the financial means to act on it, applied at consist-
ently higher rates than their rural counterparts, for whom the exemption offered
comparatively little change given the pre-existing 'daughter-only' exemptions al-

ready in place in many agricultural provinces'’”.

The 2012 Special Regulations on Labour Protection of Female Employees
eliminated the clause that excluded women who had breached family planning
rules, thereby extending labor protections to all female employees. This 2012 re-
form extended maternity protections, including a ban on dismissal during preg-
nancy, maternity leave, and prohibitions on reduced wages, to all female employ-
ees regardless of family-planning compliance, but enforcement remained concen-
trated in formal urban employment; women in rural or informal work had little

practical recourse under the law!’®.

4.2.3 2015-2021: From the second to the third child, the pro-natalist turning
point

In December 2015, the Decision of the CPC Central Committee and the
State Council on Implementing the Universal Two-Child Policy marked a signifi-
cant shift, putting an end to 35 years of one-child restrictions. This document, is-
sued jointly by the Communist Party's highest decision-making body and China's
central government, formally ended the one-child restriction nationwide and di-
rected provincial governments to revise their local family-planning regulations ac-
cordingly, while also committing to expand maternal healthcare and childcare in-
frastructure to support the policy shift. This was the first step towards moving from

controlling births to encouraging them. In 2016, the NPFPC began transitioning
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from strict population control to focusing on demographic research and policy co-
ordination, and by 2018, family planning responsibilities were fully integrated into
the National Health Commission. Despite these changes, there was still a lingering
concern among policymakers about a potential fertility “spring-back”, which was

evident in the National Population Development Plan for 2016-2030'7°.

After the introduction of the two-child policy, births, which had stood at
around 16.55 million in 2015, the year before the policy took effect, initially in-
creased to 17.86 million in 2016 and 17.23 million in 2017, but then they began to
decline steadily, dropping to 12 million in 2020 and hitting a new low of 10.62
million in 20218, Unfortunately, fertility rates did not recover as expected after
the policy change. The Seventh National Population Census in 2021 revealed that
the TFR had plummeted to 1.3 in 2020, categorizing China as having “ultra-low
fertility”!8!.

This national figure, however, concealed a persistent and substantial gap:
by the late 2010s, the estimated TFR stood at around 2.0 children per woman in
rural areas compared to just 1.2 in urban areas. The temporary birth increase fol-
lowing the 2016 policy change was itself geographically uneven, driven mainly by
rural-to-urban migrant families and households in rapidly urbanising regions,
where relaxed restrictions unlocked pre-existing high fertility preferences, while
the policy had little to no effect in wealthy, highly urbanised provinces such as
Jiangsu and Zhejiang, where urban residents' fertility preferences were already low

regardless of the legal quota. In other words, the modest and short-lived 2016—
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2017 rebound was less a sign of renewed nationwide fertility desire than a one-off

release of rural demand that had been suppressed for decades'®?.

In response to this trend, the 2021 Decision on Optimizing Fertility Policy
rolled out the three-child policy, and an amendment to the Population and Family
Planning Law laid the groundwork for expanded parental leave, subsidies, and the
removal of penalties for unauthorized births. Issued by the CPC Central Commit-
tee and the State Council following a May 2021 Politburo meeting chaired by Xi
Jinping, this decision explicitly reframed population policy around 'long-term bal-
anced development' rather than restriction, formally authorizing three children per
couple and instructing local governments to design their own complementary sup-
port packages, the same mandate that would later produce the province-level sub-
sidy schemes discussed in Section 4.2.4'%, The August 2021 amendment shifted
the law's focus from “controlling” to “adjusting” the population. It allowed couples
to have three children, abolished the social maintenance fee, and introduced vari-
ous support measures for families, including fiscal, tax, insurance, housing, and

employment assistance, as well as parental leave provisions!'®?,

Despite these efforts, the number of births continued to decline, reaching
just 9.56 million in 2022, while the national population shrank by 850,000 that
same year. Demographer Zhai Zhenwu pointed to several factors contributing to
this decline: a decreasing number of women of childbearing age, delays in mar-
riage and childbirth, and a waning desire for children linked to social develop-

ment!® (Figure 4.4).
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Figure 4.4: Number of births in China, 2016-2022.
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4.2.4 2023-2025: Subsidies, Pensions and the Urban-Rural Difference in
Implementation.

The 2023 Implementation Opinions on Further Improving Fertility Sup-
port Measures provided provinces and municipalities with a framework to test
customized support programs. This was a State Council policy paper, not a law,
issued by the General Office of the State Council, providing operational guidelines
that encouraged provinces and municipalities to pilot support programs tailored to
local conditions. Then, in 2024, the Several Measures on Accelerating the Im-
provement of the Birth Support Policy System, issued by the General Office of the
State Council, rolled out 13 concrete interventions, including improved maternity

leave provisions, tax subsidies for children's education, and housing benefits for

186 Thidem.
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larger families. Declining fertility accelerates population ageing, which shrinks the
future working-age population relative to retirees and strains the pension system's
sustainability, prompting policymakers to pursue retirement-age and contribution
reforms alongside their direct fertility incentives. In this context, starting January
1, 2025, the retirement-age reform will gradually increase the male retirement age
to 63 by 2040, while the female retirement age will range from 55 to 58 based on
occupation. Additionally, the minimum pension contribution period will extend to
20 years by 2030. This reform was passed surprisingly quickly, especially consid-
ering the pension system is projected to run out of funds by 203584, By March
2025, at least 23 provincial regions had rolled out specific childbirth subsidies,
primarily aimed at families with second and third children. For example, Hefei
(Anhui) offers a one-time payment of 2,000 RMB for a second child and 5,000
RMB for a third, Jinan (Shandong) provides 600 RMB per month per child until
age three, and Ningxia combines a one-time payment with a monthly childcare
allowance of 200 RMB. Most of these programs, however, exclude families with
only one child. This provincial patchwork was subsequently superseded by a na-
tionwide childcare subsidy program launched in July 2025, offering all families
3,600 RMB per year for each child under age three, regardless of birth order, ex-

tending support, for the first time, to first-child families as well'®’.

The scale of the challenge that these subsidies face is highlighted by a
comprehensive survey carried out in Eastern China shortly after the three-child
policy was introduced. Out of 144,893 eligible participants who had at least one
child under the age of three, only 15.1 percent expressed any intention to have

another child before they were informed about a proposed subsidy.
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When a hypothetical monthly subsidy of 1,000 RMB for 36 months was
introduced, this percentage increased by 8.5 points, a noticeable but still modest
change, especially considering the very low starting point. This finding puts a
damper on the optimism surrounding national subsidy designs: even a significant
and ongoing cash transfer only nudges the numbers slightly, revealing an underly-
ing reluctance that the policy literature discussed in this chapter attributes to the
high costs of housing, childcare, and education, rather than a lack of subsidies
alone. Additionally, the authors of the study point out that there is a significant gap
between fertility intentions and actual childbearing in China, with other research
showing that about half of families who express a desire to have another child
ultimately do not follow through. This intention-behavior gap compounds an al-
ready low baseline: nationwide surveys show the average ideal number of children
has fallen steadily, from around 2.1 in the 1980s to around 1.7 today by the 2000s,
with only about 11 percent of married adults expressing any desire for three or more
children even after the three-child policy was introduced. This double con-straint,
low intentions to begin with, and a further gap between those intentions and actual
births, further restricts the potential impact of even a successful subsidy in

converting stated intentions into the actual births the government is aiming for'®®,

Since 2015, national policy documents have portrayed China's shift to-
wards pronatalism as a unified response to declining demographics. However, the
way this shift is put into practice and how it is received varies significantly between
urban and rural areas. This divide is related to, but distinct from, the fertility gap
discussed in section 4.1. Surveys from western rural China reveal that the hesita-
tion to have a third child is not just an urban phenomenon'®’; women of childbear-

ing age in rural areas express similarly low fertility intentions. This reluctance
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stems from economic uncertainty, a lack of local support systems, and unstable job
markets in rural regions, challenging the notion that rural fertility rates are inher-

ently higher and require less intervention'®’.

A look at childcare policies from both central and provincial levels after
2021 shows a clear disparity: wealthier, more urbanized provinces tend to offer
more generous subsidies, parental leave, and housing incentives. In contrast,
poorer, predominantly rural provinces provide only limited and inconsistent sup-
port, which reflects their local financial capabilities rather than the actual demo-
graphic needs*l. These disparities extend to the underlying leave and childcare
frameworks. Since 2021, each parent is entitled to 5-20 days of non-transferable
parental leave per year, alongside twice-extended maternity and paternity leave,
but the exact duration remains province-specific, with wealthier provinces gener-
ally offering more generous terms. Provincial childcare provision itself clusters
into distinct policy regimes combining familial and state support in different pro-
portions, reflecting local rather than uniform national choices. This unevenness is
compounded on the demand side: rural residence is associated with significantly
lower reported demand for childcare services, a pattern that studies in less-devel-
oped rural provinces attribute less to lower need than to persistently inadequate

local supply!'®!.

This uneven approach further exacerbates the structural exclusion in-
grained in the hukou system. Rural migrants living in cities often find themselves
ineligible for local childbirth subsidies that are linked to household registra-
tion.This institutional exclusion appears to have measurable demographic conse-
quences: one study found that among rural female migrants in 2018, the fertility

rate specific to second births was remarkably low, below 0.8, and that obtaining
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urban citizenship (and the associated access to local welfare benefits) significantly

192 Meanwhile, those who remain in rural areas

increased migrant fertility rates
face significant gaps in childcare and healthcare infrastructure, which hinders their

ability to take advantage of national support measures altogether!'®?.

4.2.5 Long-term projections (2035-2054)

According to the medium-variant UN World Population Prospects 2024,
China's population is expected to drop from around 1.4 billion in 2024 to about 1.3
billion by 2050, and it could plummet to as low as 633 million by 2100. This marks
the largest projected population decline for any country between 2024 and 2054.
China now finds itself in the “ultra-low fertility” category, with a TFR of just 1.01
as of 202414,

These projections draw on PADIS-INT, a population-projection software
developed by China's Population and Development Research Center using the co-
hort-component method, which is widely applied for national and sub-national de-
mographic forecasting in China. They show that the aging rate in rural areas will
nearly double, jumping from 13.49% in 2020 to 28.74% by 2050. This increase is
primarily driven by the ongoing outmigration of young people from rural areas,

rather than any improvement in rural fertility rates. As a result, the demographic
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divide between urban and rural populations is likely to widen further, as rural re-
gions age at a substantially faster pace than urban ones even as the national fertility

rate continues to decline'®>.

China's trajectory places it alongside Italy, South Korea, and Spain in the
'ultra-low fertility' category, but its rural-urban aging divide has no direct equiva-
lent among these comparators, whose populations are far more uniformly urban-
ized. This structural difference means that policy responses effective in more ho-
mogeneous ultra-low-fertility societies, such as universal childcare expansion or
immigration-based labor force replenishment, may be considerably harder to im-
plement uniformly across China's uneven administrative and economic landscape,
where rural regions face both the fastest aging and the weakest fiscal capacity to

respond to it'%.

4.2.6 Evaluation of policy effectiveness.

The end of the One-Child Policy and the rollout of the two- and three-child
policies have created a noticeable gap between what the central government aims
for and how policies unfold. Wealthier, more urbanized provinces tend to offer
more generous benefits, while poorer, predominantly rural provinces provide only
limited support. Most programs are still tied to families with local hukou, which

means migrant and mobile populations often miss out!'?’.
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This qualitative assessment is strongly backed by quantitative evidence
from econometric research. A difference-in-differences analysis of panel data cov-
ering all 31 Chinese provinces, regions, and municipalities from 2005 to 2021 re-
veals that changes in fertility policies, including the two- and three-child policies
mentioned earlier, did not lead to a statistically significant rise in birth or fertility
rates on a national level. This finding remained consistent even after various ro-
bustness checks. Because the three-child policy was introduced only in 2021, close
to the end of the 20052021 observation window used in this study, its effects can
only be assessed over a short post-implementation period; this limits the ability to
draw firm conclusions about its long-term impact and should be treated as a meth-
odological caveat rather than a definitive evaluation. Importantly, the causal anal-
ysis from the same study indicates that these policy shifts did not significantly
enhance people's willingness to have children, nor did they substantially influence
other factors that typically affect household fertility decisions. These factors in-
clude prevailing marriage and childbearing norms and the rising opportunity costs
associated with having children, rather than housing, childcare, or education costs
alone'”®. This directly supports the argument made throughout this chapter that
pronatalist measures have focused on administrative and cost-related aspects with-
out changing the fundamental considerations surrounding childbearing. Addition-
ally, the study highlights that the impact of the comprehensive two-child policy was
more noticeable in China's central region compared to its eastern or western areas.
This pattern reflects the fact that family planning enforcement had histori-cally
been stricter in both the eastern and central regions than in the west; once the
comprehensive two-child policy was introduced, this pent-up demand translated
into a fertility response in the central region, whereas in the east it was offset by
high urbanization and living costs, which continued to discourage additional births.

In the western region, by contrast, looser historical enforcement, particularly
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among ethnic minority and rural populations, meant fertility levels had already
been less constrained, so the policy change produced no significant shift!®®. This
regional disparity reflects, on a broader administrative scale, the urban-rural divide
discussed in Chapter Three and Section 4.1 of this chapter, reinforcing the overall
argument that a uniform national policy can lead to uneven outcomes across dif-

ferent parts of China®®.

When it comes to fertility intentions, three main factors come into play:
the socioeconomic costs and benefits of having children, societal norms surround-
ing family and marriage, and the wider cultural backdrop. Notably, China's mar-
riage rate plummeted by 55 percent from 13.47 million registrations in 2013 to

6.11 million in 2024201,

The rising costs of raising children, along with housing, education, and the
struggle to balance career and family, especially for women, have led to more hes-
itant decisions about having children. Before the 2021 Amendment, policies
mainly focused on norms and administration rather than addressing costs or bene-
fits. This heavy emphasis on administration suggests that many pronatalist policies
lack real substance and may not be visible to the public, which could be fueling

skepticism?®2,

From an intersectional viewpoint on reproductive rights and gender, pop-
ulation policy still aligns with traditional demographic and economic growth strat-
egies. Feminist advocates are concerned that the pronatalist approach might limit

reproductive rights, particularly access to abortion. Pro-family policies, like the
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“three educational policies” (=& B3 ), may inadvertently reinforce patriarchal

norms by primarily targeting women within the household. This term refers to a
policy framework organized around three stages of a woman's responsibility to-
ward her children: childbearing, parenting/rearing, and education, each of which
1s treated as a distinct area for state-supported intervention and guidance. Because
the framework is built around these three maternal roles, critics argue it implicitly
frames childrearing as primarily the mother's domain, even as it is promoted as

gender-neutral family support policy?®.

Demographic trends have a significant impact on domestic politics, work-
force makeup, economic growth, and social dynamics. China serves as a crucial
case study to see if pronatalist interventions can actually reverse the decline in
fertility within an authoritarian, resource-rich context offering insights for other

nations that are contemplating similar policies.

4.3 Comparative synthesis: Maoism versus The Present Era.

When looking at China's two pronatalist phases side by side, the more le-
nient, albeit not entirely pro-natalist, approach of the early Maoist era and the pol-

icy shift that began in 2015, both similarities and significant differences emerge.

The similarities stem from the fact that fertility has always been viewed as
a matter of state interest rather than a personal choice, no matter whether the ap-
proach was pro-natalist or restrictive at any given time. Even considering Mao's

fluctuating stance during the 1950s and 1960s, both periods focus on fertility in
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terms of broader state concerns: national productivity then, and the sustainability
of the labor force and pension systems today, rather than on individual reproduc-
tive rights. This thread of continuity runs through the coercive family planning of
the 1980s and the high-quality family planning services introduced during the

1990s reforms2%*,

However, the differences are quite significant. The methods have changed
dramatically: during the Maoist era, population policy was largely based on ideo-
logical persuasion with minimal coercion, in a mostly agrarian society where large
families made economic sense; in contrast, the post-2015 government uses tar-
geted financial incentives, subsidies, parental leave, and administrative reforms in
a society where having children comes with considerable and increasing oppor-
tunity costs?®. The societal context has also shifted: China in the 1950s and 60s
was mainly rural and agrarian, where children were seen as economic assets; today,
it 1s highly urbanized, and factors like housing, education, and lost income for
women are the key influences on fertility decisions. This shift helps explain why
financial incentives alone have not been enough: the uptick in births in 2016 was
just a temporary effect among older age groups, not a true increase in the desire

for more children?%.

It is important to note that the urban-rural divide is not a new phenomenon
that emerged after 2015; it actually has roots going back to the Maoist era, albeit
in a different form. The decline in fertility rates across China did not happen all at
once. Urban fertility rates started to drop as early as 1964, dipping below three

children per woman by 1966, while rural areas did not see a decline until 1972,
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eight years later. This early difference did not have a huge overall impact at the

time since urban residents made up only about 20 percent of the population®®7,

The urban-rural imbalance explored throughout this thesis, from the strict
family planning policies to the shift towards reproductive health services during
the reform era, and now to the current pronatalist approach, is not just a result of
any one policy phase. Instead, it is a consistent feature of China's demographic
history. The mechanisms have evolved, from unequal access to family planning
resources in the 1960s to today's disparities in subsidy eligibility based on hukou,
but the underlying principle remains the same: the state reacts to national trends
without fully recognizing the distinct needs of these two different popula-tions.
Looking ahead, projections indicate that the gap in aging trends between rural and

urban areas will likely widen by 2050.

When we consider the current pronatalist shift, it may seem to echo the
state-driven logic of the Maoist period, but the context has changed enough that
historical examples may not be very helpful. Taken together, the evidence across
this chapter indicates that policy implementation has never been uniform across
the country: pace and depth of enforcement differed markedly between urban and
rural China from the 1994-2001 reforms onward, and provincial welfare regimes
today still cluster into distinct models rather than applying a single national
standard. The success of the current pronatalist shift will therefore hinge on
whether the government can move past this uneven, province-driven
implementation and directly address the urban-rural divide as a long-standing
structural feature of Chinese population policy, something it has always been,

rather than a recent consequence of demographic mismanagement.

207 Feng, The Future of a Demographic Overachiever: Long-Term Implications of the Demographic
Transition in China, p.178.
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Conclusion

This thesis aimed to explore the socio-demographic impacts of China's
population policies, particularly focusing on the urban-rural divide. It also sought
to understand why the government's shift towards pro-natalist policies since 2015
has not yet managed to reverse the ongoing decline in fertility rates. The analysis
conducted across the four chapters allows the main findings to be synthesized and

their implications for the existing literature and broader debate to be discussed.

A few key considerations emerged from the four chapters. First, the urban-
rural divide China's demographic outcomes is not just a byproduct of any one
policy phase; it is a deep-rooted structural aspect of how China manages its
population. This divide has been around long before the One-Child Policy and has
persisted through every policy shift since then. For instance, urban fertility rates
started to decline back in the mid-1960s, a full decade ahead of rural areas. The
1973 'Later, Longer, Fewer' campaign did not create this gap; it simply formalized
it by setting different birth limits for cities and villages. The One-Child Policy,
influenced by an unequal system tied to the hukou residency permits, led to starkly
different social outcomes: a skewed sex ratio and a marriage-market crunch that
hit rural men the hardest, while the implications of the 4-2-1 family structure varied
partly according to patterns of co-residence and geographical proximity between
generations, and a pension and healthcare system that leaves rural seniors,
especially those 'left-behind' or migrants, cut off from urban welfare, much more
vulnerable than their urban peers. Research on the 4-2-1 family structure does not
indicate that this family configuration was simply predominant in one setting;
rather, urban-rural differences are more appropriately considered in relation to
intergenerational co-residence, geographical proximity, and access to alternative
forms of support. This same pattern continues with the recent decline in fertility
rates and the government’s pronatalist response: the gap in total fertility rates

between urban and rural areas widened until 2014 before it started to close again.
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Migrant fertility is still held back by the hukou system, which limits access to urban
benefits, and today’s childbirth subsidies are notably more generous in wealthier,
urbanized provinces compared to poorer, rural ones. What changes over time are
the specific policy tools used, from birth quotas to subsidy schedules, but the core
issue remains the same: national population policies continue to interact with pre-
existing institutional and socio-economic differences between urban and rural

populations.

One of the key takeaways revolves around the paradox highlighted in
Chapter Four's title. The Chinese government has shown remarkable success in
curbing fertility rates: family planning initiatives managed to bring the total
fertility rate close to replacement levels even before the official launch of the One-
Child Policy. They even claim that their birth-planning efforts have prevented
around 400 million births. However, despite having subsequently adopted a more
permissive legal framework and introduced substantially greater financial and
administrative resources for pronatalist measures, the government has struggled to
boost birth rates in a similar manner. The 2016 introduction of the universal two-
child policy led to a short-lived, uneven increase in births, primarily among rural-
to-urban migrant families eager to fulfill their long-held desires for larger families.
But soon after, birth rates began to decline again. The 2021 three-child policy has
not shown any meaningful impact on national birth or fertility rates, as discussed
in Section 4.2.6. A 2022 online survey conducted in Zhejiang and other parts of
Eastern China, involving 144,893 respondents with at least one child under three
years old, provides another indication of the difficulty of translating policy
incentives into fertility intentions: when respondents without further fertility
intentions were presented with a hypothetical subsidy of 1,000 RMB per month
for 36 months, 10.0 percent changed their response to indicate an intention to have
another child. This situation suggests that restricting births and promoting them
are not simply two sides of the same coin: while restrictions can rely on

administrative pressure in a society where larger families were once economically

109



viable, encouraging births now has to contend with the various opportunity costs
associated with raising children, such as housing costs, education expenses, and
the impact on women's careers, all in a society that has urbanized and modernized

largely due to the very developments the One-Child Policy aimed to foster.

As explored in Section 4.3, the contemporary pronatalist movement differs
markedly from that of the early Maoist era: there was no need for financial
incentives to promote having more children in a predominantly agrarian society
where children were seen as valuable economic contributors. In contrast, today's
government is faced with the challenge of reversing a long-standing preference for
smaller families, a trend that has been solidified by decades of policies and
development. To do this, the government is increasingly relying on measures such

as subsidies, tax deductions, childcare support, and parental leave policies.

When these findings are considered as a whole, the contribution of this
thesis lies primarily in the way it brings together and compares evidence
concerning different phases of China's population policy through a common focus
on the urban-rural divide. Rather than proposing that the existing literature has
overlooked the relationship between these policies phases, the thesis shows how
evidence on the socio-demographic consequences of restrictive family planning
and evidence on the more recent pronatalist turn can be read together when the
institutional and socio-economic differences between urban and rural China are
kept at the centre of the analysis. It reveals that both are influenced by the same
institutional mechanism: a structure of implementation rooted in the hukou system,
which has consistently distributed the effects of national population policy
unevenly between urban and rural areas, whether the policy was about limiting
births or now promoting them. This continuity is not immediately apparent when
looking at each period in isolation; it only becomes clear when comparing the two
phases against each other and the same body of evidence, which is the comparative

perspective adopted in this thesis. In the same way, reading official census figures
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alongside the reconstructed estimates discussed in the introduction allows the
thesis to take into account the uncertainty surrounding the measurement of fertility
and population change in China, rather than independently resolving questions
about the accuracy of official figures. Lastly, by placing the post-2015 pronatalist
shift alongside early Maoist pronatalism, through a comparative analysis of
sources that typically are not discussed together, we can pinpoint what has changed
and what has not: the belief that fertility is a state issue rather than an individual
one remains intact, but the methods to enforce that belief have evolved, from
ideological mobilization in an agrarian society to financial incentives in a more

urbanized context, all without a corresponding increase in effectiveness.

It is important to keep in mind the limitations of the approach taken here.
The first concerns the demographic data on which parts of the analysis rely.
Official Chinese statistics have been subject to discussion in the literature
regarding their reliability, particularly in relation to fertility reporting and
population counts. The reconstructed estimates considered in this thesis provide
alternative evidence, but they do not eliminate the uncertainty surrounding the
underlying demographic data. This limitation therefore concerns the evidence
available in the existing literature rather than an independent assessment of the
accuracy of Chinese census statistics conducted by this thesis. Additionally, since
the three-child policy and the subsidy measures for 2023-2025 are still quite new,
the evidence we have on their effects only spans a short period after
implementation. We will not be able to draw more solid conclusions about their
long-term impact for several years. Finally, the thesis is based primarily on existing
academic research rather than original fieldwork or primary data collection. This
does not in itself constitute a limitation of the evidence, as the studies reviewed
employ a range of methodologies and, in many cases, individual-or household-level
data. Rather, the scope of the thesis means that it relies on the quality and
limitations of the existing studies when assessing the evidence. In particular, the

thesis cannot independently establish causal mechanisms at the

111



individual or household level, such as how hukou status, migration, housing and
education costs, women's employment, and access to childcare or social protection
interact to influence fertility decisions. These mechanisms are therefore discussed
on the basis of the empirical findings and causal interpretations presented in the

literature reviewed.

China's journey over the last seventy years presents a unique case study on
how far state power can go in controlling reproduction and where it hits its limits.
While the government has successfully prevented hundreds of millions of births,
it has struggled to encourage a baby boom in return. The urban-rural divide, which
this analysis has highlighted from the 1960s to today, has been a persistent,
evolving aspect of this narrative rather than just a minor detail. The findings of this
thesis suggest that understanding this divide as a long-standing structural feature
of China's population policy is important when assessing the challenges facing the

current pronatalist shift.
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