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China rapidly shifts from a two-child to a three-child
policy

economist.com/china/2021/06/03/china-rapidly-shifts-from-a-two-child-to-a-three-child-policy

A third is the word
 

But women’s fertility is still very much the ruling party’s business

ChinaJun 5th 2021 edition

FOR A GENERATION, China’s government had ordained that “one child is enough” for

married couples. Then, in 2016, it allowed them to have a second. On May 31st the ruling

Politburo declared that a further relaxation of birth-control regulations would help China

to achieve its goal of “coping” with a rapidly ageing population—a pressing task. It called

for a three-child policy. Some parents will respond with glee, but most will shrug.

The government’s previous fears of galloping population growth now seem quaint. At 1.3,

China’s fertility rate (the number of children an average woman is likely to have during

her lifetime) is among the lowest in the world. Data from the latest decennial census,

released on May 11th, showed that only 12m babies were born last year, a drop of almost

20% from 2019. It was China’s lowest population growth since the 1960s, when the

country was reeling from a famine. The population now looks likely to peak in the next

few years—almost a decade sooner than experts at the Chinese Academy of Social

Sciences had, until recently, predicted.
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No indication was given of when the three-child policy will take effect. But it will not end

young people’s growing disdain for baby-making. Reactions online—which on many

topics tend to side with the Communist Party—brimmed with scepticism. “Do they not yet

know that most young people are exhausted just supporting themselves?” said one netizen

on Weibo, a Twitter-like site. “This policy is totally out of touch with the people,” wrote

another. An online poll by Xinhua, a state news agency, asked whether people would

consider having three children. Just 5% of respondents said they would. Most others said

it was “out of the question”. At least 31,000 took part in the survey before it was hastily

taken down. Netizens gave a new twist to a common idiom, minbuliaosheng, which

means “people have no means of livelihood”. They used it to suggest that couples “cannot

even speak of giving birth” (the characters are the same).

For parents who do wish to have a third child, the change of policy will be a relief. Illicit

births can incur a large fine or, in the case of civil servants, result in dismissal. Some

women are put under pressure—illegally—by zealous local officials to undergo abortions if

giving birth would cause a quota to be exceeded. With the three-child policy, the

government is sending a signal that it is “moving very decisively to a pro-fertility policy”,

says James Liang of Peking University. Mr Liang predicts that limits will “very soon” be

scrapped altogether.

That would be a huge blessing for those who crave large families. But any impact on the

overall birth rate is unlikely to be a lasting one. When China loosened its one-child policy,

it hoped for a baby boom. After a brief initial uptick, however, births drifted downwards

again. The fertility rate edged up slightly (see chart 1). Mr Liang estimates that the three-

child policy could boost the fertility rate to about 1.4, still well below the level of 2.1 which

is required for a population to replace itself.

Encouraged by decades of indoctrination, Chinese parents often feel—in cities as well as

in villages—that a family’s resources are best devoted to one child. The high cost of

housing and education, the burden of caring for elderly parents, as well as crushingly long

work hours also deter young couples from having more babies, or from reproducing at all.

As more women pursue careers, many are delaying marriage and motherhood.

The Politburo said it would provide better child-care facilities, improve state-funded

provisions for looking after the elderly, expand maternity benefits and lower the cost of

education. It also promised to “protect the rights of women in employment”. It has been

doing a poor job of it. In 2019 the government vowed to make more firms comply with

existing anti-discrimination laws. These ban employers from asking women about their

child-rearing plans in job interviews and from stating a preference for male applicants

when recruiting. Offenders can be fined up to 50,000 yuan ($7,800). In practice, they are

rarely punished. In a survey released in November by Boss Zhipin, a recruitment website,

more than one in three women said that managers had immediately begun looking for

someone to replace them permanently after learning they were pregnant. Some firms

illegally force female recruits to sign contracts promising not to have children for several

years.

An image circulated by Xinhua of a poster promoting the three-child policy features two

https://www.economist.com/china/2019/12/05/china-needs-people-to-have-more-children-so-why-punish-those-who-do
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girls and a boy, probably to suggest that girls are good: a cultural preference for boys has

encouraged sex-selective abortions and contributed to a highly unbalanced sex ratio. But

some female netizens have noticed an irony. Lu Pin, a feminist who has been living in

America since the arrest of fellow campaigners in 2015, wrote that by promoting larger

families, the state was, in effect, trying to “exploit the unpaid labour of women”. The

government has made no effort to encourage men to spend more time with their children.

The Communist Party is in denial. It does not admit that its coercive efforts have been

misguided since the one-child policy was launched in 1979. Most of the fall in the fertility

rate has been caused by urbanisation, education and the greater participation of women
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in the workforce. The same factors have caused similar declines in other countries with no

brutally enforced birth quotas.

The party may not want to abolish caps immediately. To do so would be to acknowledge

error. It would also make redundant many of the hundreds of thousands of people who

work for the fertility-control apparatus. And maintaining a limit could help the party to

justify some of its abuses in the far-western region of Xinjiang. Ethnic minorities there,

most of whose members are Muslim, once had higher birth quotas. In 2017 the

government began a campaign of forced abortions and sterilisations among Uyghurs,

even targeting women within their quota. Birth rates in Xinjiang plunged. The party fears

a surge of births of people whom it regards as potential troublemakers. ■

A version of this article was published online on May 31st 2021

This article appeared in the China section of the print edition under the headline "A third

is the word"
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Jieyu Liu

China’s three-child policy is unlikely to be welcomed by
working women

theconversation.com/chinas-three-child-policy-is-unlikely-to-be-welcomed-by-working-women-162047

China’s new policy of allowing couples to have three children (replacing the previous limit

of two) is an attempt to respond to ageing population concerns and a slowing birth rate.

But the policy’s implications for working women and their families mean few will

welcome the change with open arms.

Population ageing is a significant concern in China. According to the latest national

census in November 2020 , the number of people in the country aged 60 and above has

reached 260 million – or 18.7% of the population. By 2050, this number is expected to

increase to 500 million.

Though societies are ageing around the world, the challenges are more acute in China due

to the number of people involved (nearly 20% of the global population), their relatively

low income level, and the country’s stage of economic development.

While improved living standards have increased life expectancy, the state’s family

planning policy – the “one-child policy” – has contributed most to the ageing trend. This

policy was formally introduced in 1979 in response to concerns that uncontrolled

population growth would jeopardise economic development and modernisation, and was

strictly and effectively implemented in urban areas through workplace fines and other

punitive measures.

Value non-profit news? Give a tax-deductible donation today.

But almost four decades on, the first generation of one-child policy children have now

become parents themselves, placing on their shoulders the responsibility of potentially

each having to support two parents and four grandparents.

To address this inverse population pyramid, the state ended the one-child policy in 2015,

introducing a national two-child policy in its place. Since the state had already (from the

mid-1980s) allowed rural couples to have a second child if their first was a girl, this new

policy targeted the urban population.

But few couples – just 5% or 6% – opted for a second child, given the inadequate childcare

and increased family living costs in big cities like Beijing and Shanghai.

https://theconversation.com/chinas-three-child-policy-is-unlikely-to-be-welcomed-by-working-women-162047
http://www.stats.gov.cn/english/PressRelease/202105/t20210510_1817185.html
https://www.routledge.com/Gender-and-Work-in-Urban-China-Women-Workers-of-the-Unlucky-Generation/Liu/p/book/9780415689922
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A multi-generational family with two children visits an outdoor shopping mall in Beijing. Roman

Pilipey/EPA-EFE

The new three-child policy has sparked a wave of online discussion among Chinese

citizens, with many expressing shock and resentment about the state’s renewed efforts to

manipulate citizens’ childbearing decisions.

Some posted online pictures of previous state slogans dating from the period of the one-

child policy. One such slogan stated, “if one person exceeds the birth quota, the villagers

of the whole village have to undergo tubal ligation”.

Social media discussions among women commented on how unfairly the new policy

initiative would affect their employment and family life, given that childcare remains a

woman’s job in China. Only a very small minority were hopeful that implementation of

the three-child policy would lead the state to improve housing, education, medical and

old-age care facilities.

Urban v rural

The policy’s impact will depend on where in China you look. In major cities and provincial

capitals, my five-year study of Chinese family life reveals that only a very small proportion

of couples born in the 1980s – the first cohort of the “only-child generation” – had a

second child even once they were allowed.

So it seems unlikely that couples of the 1980s cohort would take advantage of the three-

child allowance. Married interviewees born in the 1990s, acclimatised to only-child

culture, have adopted a “wait and see” approach towards the possibility of having even a

second child.

https://webgate.epa.eu/?16634349628007773501&MEDIANUMBER=56936276
https://www.sohu.com/a/469653180_120133855
https://photo.sina.cn/album_61_40602_38508.htm?ch=61&vt=4&hd=1
https://www.dw.com/zh/%E5%AE%81%E8%BA%BA%E5%B9%B3%E4%B9%9F%E4%B8%8D%E7%94%9F%E4%B8%89%E5%AD%A9-%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E5%A5%B3%E6%80%A7%E5%88%AB%E5%BD%93%E6%88%91%E4%BB%AC%E6%98%AF%E7%8C%AA/a-57734771
https://finance.sina.com.cn/china/gncj/2021-05-31/doc-ikmyaawc8621480.shtml
http://intimacy.soas.ac.uk/
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The comments of one interviewee (born in 1991) capture the dilemma facing him and his

wife as they contemplate a second child:

It’s possible. But I won’t be making the final decision. If my wife suffers a lot from bringing
up our first child, we will definitely not have a second child. Before their first child arrived,
many of my friends were so confident in their plans to have a second child. But as soon as
they had their first child, they all hesitated to have a second one. We will see if our future
financial situation allows and it will also depend on whether our parents are in good health.

Younger couples in urban areas also showed no strong preference for sons.

By contrast, my study found that in rural areas many of the married cohorts of the 1980s

and 1990s already had a second child. Whether or not rural couples respond positively to

the new three-child policy will depend on the genders of their existing two children.

Despite the increased investment in girls’ education in rural China, I found consistent son

preference across three generations. If a couple’s two children are both girls, it is therefore

highly likely that they will try to have a third child. Indeed, in rural Fujian, where there is

a much stronger lineage culture and custom than in many northern provinces, some

villagers born in the early 1990s already had three or four children in their efforts to

produce a boy heir.

The burden of care

Having three children will have gendered and generational consequences. Gender

discrimination is deeply institutionalised in the Chinese labour market. When asked if

they planned to have a second child, some of my women interviewees acknowledged that

their employers’ unwillingness to bear the costs of their reproductive decisions made it

difficult to decide. Unless gender discrimination in the labour market is addressed

systematically, choosing to have three children will have a detrimental effect on women’s

employment trajectory.

The limited provision of childcare availability for infants under the age of three means

that when a new mother’s maternity leave ends (currently after around four months), her

mother or mother-in-law will take on childcare responsibilities for their new grandchild.

Given the shortage of good quality care homes for elderly people, these grandparents will

also have to care for their own parents. In short, having three children will serve only to

increase the burden of care on all generations.
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EAF editors 2021年6月7日

China’s declining population and its new three-child
policy

eastasiaforum.org/2021/06/07/chinas-declining-population-and-its-new-three-child-policy

7 June 2021

Author: Editorial Board, ANU

Family planning has for decades been one of China’s most controversial social policies.

Mao Zedong was a strong advocate for population growth, believing it to be a source of

strength for the fledgling People’s Republic. From 1949 to Mao’s death in 1976, China’s

population increased from 540 million to 940 million.

When liberal economic reformers came to power in the late 1970s, China’s rapidly

growing population was seen as an obstacle to economic development and improved

living standards. Deng Xiaoping’s Politburo introduced new rules designed to ensure that

population growth did not outpace economic growth: China’s so-called ‘one-child policy’.

From 1980 new rules set limits for births. Urban workers were limited to one child per

family, but were often able to apply for permission for a second child if their first was a

girl. Rural residents were generally permitted two children and ethnic minorities were

often permitted three or more.

Although the one-child limit was only strictly applied in cities, the enforcement of birth

limits everywhere was harsh. Violators were subjected to steep fines and forced abortions.

To meet population targets, zealous local officials would often coerce sterilisations for

women who had already given birth to the maximum number of children they were

allowed.

Although many people suffered greatly from the birth restrictions, China’s citizens largely

accepted the policies as necessary. As any visitor to China well knows, street-level

conversations about China’s social and economic ills typically conclude with the

observation that China’s population is too big (ren taiduo).

The problem now is that after spending decades convincing China’s citizens of the need to

reduce the birth rate, China’s leaders now accept that the policy was either unnecessary or

a mistake. Alarmed at the prognosis of an ageing population and a shrinking workforce,

China’s policymakers have in recent years relaxed the restrictions. The central

government abolished the one-child rule in 2015, allowing all married couples two

children. Last week it announced they could have three.

So far the policy reversals have done little to arrest the fall in birth rates. Many Chinese

families choose to have only one child because the perceived costs of raising children are

too high. And many women are choosing not to have babies because structural

inequalities at home and in the workplace make pregnancy and childrearing an

unwelcome choice. This is a common trend across many societies. Twelve million babies

https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/06/07/chinas-declining-population-and-its-new-three-child-policy/
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were born in China in 2020, down from 14.65 million in 2019 — the lowest rate in six

decades. With a fertility rate at 1.3, one of the lowest in the world, China’s population is

expected to start declining by the end of this decade. Its working age population already

peaked a decade ago.

The big question is what this means for China and what, if anything, policymakers should

do about it?

Some analysts are concerned that China’s economy could become caught in an income

trap if the population begins to decline before reaching high-income status. Others fret

that the ageing population will become a huge burden on younger generations and on

China’s fiscal resources. International relations specialists muse about the consequences

of population decline for China’s superpower potential and for the balance of power with

the United States, which is better positioned to harness immigration to compensate for its

similarly low birth rate.

In our lead article this week, Bert Hofman provides an analysis of China’s population

problem and options for policymakers. On the question of population impact on growth,

Hofman notes that China’s workforce has been shrinking for years, and that

demographics are no longer a contributing factor to economic prospects and that leaps in

labour productivity are delivered by better educational outcomes and technological

advances. He also says that, if needed, more workers could be mobilised by increasing the

retirement age — currently 60 for men, 55 for women — and wonders whether

technological advancement will make it easier to care for the elderly.

What matters for living standards is not the total population size but its structure. The

dependency ratio is key: the number of dependants (below and above the working age

population) relative to the working age population. With the working age population

having peaked, the dependency ratio has been increasing rapidly. Increasing the

retirement age will change that ratio overnight (reducing the numerator and increasing

the denominator) but only buys time against the demographic trend.

Although Hofman acknowledges that pensions will add greatly to fiscal pressures,

especially if presently paltry rural pensions are brought into line with urban standards, he

sees no evidence that China’s gradually declining population will knock China off its

current economic growth trajectory — at least not for the next couple of decades.

China’s own policymakers, however, clearly want more births. And, given the census data

and population forecasts, it is hard to imagine that a ‘three-child’ limit will remain for

long. Whatever China’s policymakers decide to do, the changes will almost certainly be

gradual. Although analysts in China and abroad generally agree that the removal of all

family planning restrictions would have little or no impact on the birth rate, complete

abandonment of birth controls could be an embarrassment for the Chinese Communist

Party. It would make a mockery of one of its signature policies of the reform era (citizens’

collective responsibility for birth control was written into the Constitution in 1982), and

leave many wondering why the state so aggressively invaded their private lives in the first

place.

https://www.eastasiaforum.org/2021/06/06/chinas-new-population-numbers-wont-doom-its-growth
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Long term economic growth depends on three Ps: population, participation and

productivity. China will in the next decade join its Northeast Asian neighbours and many

other rich countries with a shrinking population. Increasing the number of those

participating in the workforce will help. And as Paul Krugman said, ‘productivity isn’t

everything, but, in the long run, it is almost everything’.

 

 

 


