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According to the Population Reference Bureau, the total fertility rate (TFR) fell to 2.9 

children per woman in the world in the year 2000, with 1.5 for developed countries and 

3.7 for developing countries. Countries like Italy, Spain, Czech Republic, Bulgaria, 

Estonia, Latvia, Russia, Slovenia, and Georgia recorded an exceptionally low fertility, 

where the TFR was less than 1.3 (The Population Reference Bureau, 2000). 

 

Below replacement fertility has been observed in some populations for many years. 

This trend, as elementary demography suggests, not only helps to bring about rapid 

population ageing, but also causes sooner or later a decline in total population or even the 

extinction of a country. Partly for this reason, the issue of low fertility has recently 

attracted increasing attention in many parts of the world (Hugo 2000; Lesthaeghe and 

Willems 1999; Cho 1994). 

 

The impact of low fertility by no means concerns only the developed or western 

world, because below replacement fertility has also been experienced in a number of 

developing countries or in some of their sub-populations. In South Korea, China, and 

Thailand, for example, the estimated TFR was all below 2 in the year 2000 (The 

Population Reference Bureau, 2000). Low fertility of the same kind was also recorded in 

certain regions of some countries where fertility level in general remained relatively 

high.1 The consequence of a rapid fertility reduction from the pre-transitional high to the 

below-replacement low level will soon affect many developing countries. 

                                                           
1 In India, for example, the national TFR was still around 3.5 in 2000, but in the State of Kerala the TFR 
had already dropped to 2 in the early 1990s. The fertility level in the Scheduled-Caste population was even 
lower with a TFR about 1.4 (Pallikadavath 2000). Another extraordinary example is the below replacement 



 

Why fertility in urban China? 

 

While it is widely accepted that the TFR has been below replacement in China for a 

decade, this paper focuses on low fertility in China’s urban population, its socio-

economic consequences, and theoretical and policy implications. To divide a national 

population into urban and rural and discuss exclusively fertility patterns in one part of the 

population is not a conventional practice. Some readers probably even question the 

validity of the approach and the comparability of the results. This, however, may be 

justified under China’s special circumstances and in the context of this meeting. 

 

China is a large country. The population of many of its provinces or municipalities 

is greater than that of most countries in the world. In addition to their sheer size, some of 

these sub-populations have followed very different trends of social demographic changes 

and displayed distinctive fertility patterns (Wilson, 2001). China’s urban population is 

one such example. With a total of more than three hundred million, it probably can be 

regarded as the largest population in the world that has had below replacement fertility 

for a generation.2 This population not only has a reasonably clear boundary that is 

defined according to either administrative criteria or geographical characters or both, it 

also exhibits rather different fertility behaviour in comparison with its rural counterpart. 

 

This is undoubtedly a combined outcome of many complicated political, economic 

and social factors. China is possibly unique in the sense that the state has enforced a 

rural-urban demarcation within its population and strictly controlled the movement from 

the rural sector to the urban sector since the 1950s. During the last 50 years, especially 

before the 1990s, the Chinese government formulated and implemented a wide range of 

radically different political, economic, and social policies and regulations according to 

this division, which directly influenced the interest of every citizen of the country (Zhao 

                                                           
fertility recorded in Addis Ababa of Ethiopia. According to Kinfu, the TFR in Addis Ababa has fallen to 
1.8, while the national level has remained close to 7 (Kinfu 2000). 
2 There have been some changes in the definition of cities in recent years, and the size of the total urban 
population has been affected by these changes. 



2001; Zhang 1988). Two such policies, the policy of family planning and that of 

controlling rural-urban migration, are extremely relevant to the questions discussed in 

this paper. In addition to the factors that are frequently found in many other developing 

countries experiencing a similar level of development, these policies have played a 

crucial role in creating and maintaining two very different reproductive systems within 

one country. 

 

The implementation of these policies, their justifications and consequences of 

course are all open to question, and should be seriously examined. Despite some of their 

negative results, however, the continuation of such practice also provides a rare 

opportunity allowing the impact of certain demographic changes and that of some policy 

responses to be better assessed on the basis of empirical evidence. One such example is 

the use of controlled migration to combat the side effects of the rapid reduction in 

fertility. Perhaps from this point of view, the discussion of urban China’s extremely low 

fertility, increasing rural-urban migration, and recent economic development could offer 

some useful lessons. 

 

There is another consideration of concentrating on fertility patterns in urban instead 

of whole China. It is widely recognized that the number of births has been severely 

under-reported in China in recent years. This has been found in household registration, 

family planning statistics, and even national fertility surveys (Cui 2000; Yu 2000; Attane 

and Sun 1999; Zeng 1996). Under-registration of this kind has been more serious in rural 

areas where the reporting system and survey enumeration are generally not as effective as 

in urban areas. The impact of the problem has been so profound that even demographers 

feel it is difficult to verify China’s actual fertility level, although most of them have 

insisted that the TFR has been below 2 since early 1990s. For the same reason, the State 

Statistical Bureau has been reluctant to publish the national total fertility rate in recent 

years (Guo 2000; Liang et al. 2000). Under this circumstance, it is less uncertain to 

discuss below replacement fertility in urban China where the quality of the data is far 

more reliable. 

 



Low fertility in urban China 

 

Fertility in urban China, as shown in Table 1, has been consistently lower than the 

national average since 1950 when such data became available. In spite of the fact that 

changes in urban fertility were broadly similar to national trends and exhibited a 

considerable surge immediately after the great famine of 1959 to 1961, a nontrivial 

fertility decline had already been observed in certain urban populations in the 1950s 

(Lavely and Freedman 1990). The fertility increase recorded after the famine was also 

moderate in some large cities.3 The TFR dropped to less than 4 in urban China in 1965 

and has never bounced back to this level since. According to China’s Family Planning 

Information Centre, the TFR further decreased to below replacement in 1974 and has 

remained below for more than a quarter of a century. Although the annual statistics are 

not complete, it can be suggested that during the last two decades the TFR has been lower 

than 1.5 in urban China in most of the years. 
 

Deliberate fertility control existed in historical Chinese population, and the 

commencement of China’s urban fertility decline was well under way before the 

nationwide family planning campaign (Zhao 1997; Lavely and Freedman 1990). But 

without the family planning program, China would not have achieved a fertility reduction 

of such a speed and magnitude. Its fertility could also not have been maintained at a very 

low level during the last two decades. The prominent role of the family planning program 

is clearly reflected in the declining pattern of the urban fertility. The Chinese government 

launched the nationwide family planning campaign in 1973. In the year that followed, the 

TFR decreased by about 20 per cent in urban China from 2.4 to 2.0. While a noticeable 

fertility decline had already been recorded in the urban area in the previous decade, this 

was the first time that the TFR fell below the replacement level. The one-child policy has 

been widely implemented in urban areas from 1980. As a response, the TFR dropped to a 

new low level (below 1.5) in the urban population in the same year and has stayed at this 

low level ever since.4 That the process of China’s fertility decline has been shaped largely 

                                                           
3 In Shanghai, for example, the fertility was relatively low during this period. See Peng (2001). 
4 Two points relating to this rapid fertility decline and the low fertility level are worth mentioning. First, 
even before 1980, one-child family was already widely encouraged in many areas, which obviously 



by the national family planning campaign is also reflected in the fertility pattern and the 

reproductive behaviour of China’s urban population, which can be summarized as four 

inter-related ‘lows’. 

 

Table 1  Total fertility rates in China 
 

Year China Urban China Year China Urban China 

1950 5.81 5.00 1975 3.57 1.78 
1951 5.70 4.72 1976 3.24 1.61 
1952 6.47 5.52 1977 2.84 1.57 
1953 6.05 5.40 1978 2.72 1.55 
1954 6.28 5.72 1979 2.75 1.37 
1955 6.26 5.67 1980 2.31 1.15 
1956 5.85 5.33 1981 2.61 1.39 
1957 6.41 5.94 1982 2.86 1.58 
1958 5.68 5.25 1983 2.42 1.34 
1959 4.30 4.17 1984 2.35 1.22 
1960 4.02 4.06 1985 2.20 1.21 
1961 3.29 2.98 1986 2.42 1.24 
1962 6.02 4.79 1987 2.59 1.36 
1963 7.50 6.21 1988 2.52 ----- 
1964 6.18 4.40 1989 2.35 1.55 
1965 6.08 3.75 1990 2.31 ----- 
1966 6.26 3.10 1991 2.20 ----- 
1967 5.31 2.91 1992 2.00 ----- 
1968 6.45 3.87 1993 ----- ----- 
1969 5.72 3.30 1994 1.60 ----- 
1970 5.81 3.27 1995 1.46 1.13 
1971 5.44 2.88 1996 1.55 1.33 
1972 4.98 2.64 1997 1.49 1.14 
1973 4.54 2.39 1998 1.49 1.13 
1974 4.17 1.98 1999 ----- ----- 

 
Sources: 1. Data for 1950 to 1992 were compiled by Yao (1995), p3. 
 2. China’s TFRs of 1994 to 1998 were computed from China’s Population Statistical  

Yearbooks published in these years. 
Note:  Data are not available for some years, which is indicated by the dotted line. 

 

The first is that fertility level is extremely low in urban China. After a few decades 

of decline, China’s urban fertility has now been far below the replacement level. The 

TFR observed in some large cities such as Shanghai, Beijing and Tianjin is among the 

lowest that has been recorded in a sizeable population. More importantly, the low fertility 
                                                           
contributed to the low TFR of 1980. Second, according to recent survey results, the ideal number of 
children of urban women was 1.6 that is still higher than the mean number of children they ever had (Yang 



of China’s urban population is not only indicated by its very low period fertility rates, it 

is also reflected in the exceptionally low cohort fertility measures. This is fundamentally 

different from that found in many other populations including those with a very low 

fertility. In Japan, for example, low period fertility rates have been reported for more than 

half a century. But, the mean number of children borne to married women aged 35 to 39 

has been very consistent and has decreased only marginally during recent decades. In the 

year 1995, those having had at least two children still accounted for more than 80 per 

cent of married women of this age group (Sasai 2000)5. In contrast, similar statistics 

suggest that cohort fertility among urban Chinese has been markedly lower. In 1989, for 

example, the mean number of births of women aged 35-39 already reached 1.23 in 

Beijing and 1.08 in Shanghai (including those living in suburban counties). The up-to-

date figures, if available, are most likely to be even lower. These could easily be the 

lowest cohort fertility ever-recorded in human history. 

 

This leads to the second low -- the proportion of women having two or more than 

two children is very low in urban China. Because of the implementation of the one-child 

policy, the number of urban couples having two or more than two children decreased 

very rapidly in the 1980s. This is revealed by the change in the period parity progression 

ratio recorded between mid-1950s and early 1990s. As shown in Figure 1, prior 1975 the 

proportion having a second birth among women who already had a child remained very 

high, above 97 per cent in most of the years. Given the impact of sterility, this implies 

that almost all couples had a second child if they were capable to do so. This parity 

progression ratio fell to 0.74 in the year 1980 when the one-child family campaign was 

launched. It further decreased to around a quarter in 1983 and fluctuated around this level 

in the rest of the decade. The period parity progression ratio of the second birth to the 

third started its decline earlier. It dropped to less than 0.6 by the year 1974 and around 

one-fifth by 1980. In the early 1990s it further decreased to below 0.2, indicating that the 

number of those having a third child accounted for less than 3 percent of women of 

childbearing age. Period parity progression ratios of the kind reported above were not 

                                                           
and Tang 2000). 
5 Some researchers suggest, however, that the decline in marital fertility also played a noticeable part in 
recent reduction in TFR in Japan (See Hirosima 2000).  



available for the later period, but the parity distribution of the newborns showed the same 

pattern. During the period between 1995 and 1997, about 85 per cent of the babies 

recorded in urban China were first children, around 13 per cent were the second, and 

third children made up less than 2 per cent. This very skewed distribution probably has 

never previously been found in any population. 

 

Figure 1. Period parity progression ratios in urban China
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Source:  Hao and Gao (1997) Pages 76 and 81. 

 

The third low is the low proportion of women having no children. Differing from 

many western populations, where a fairly large proportion of women are not marrying or 

not having children, Urban China’s exceptionally low fertility has been accompanied by 

an almost universal low parity. As far as their reproductive behaviour is concerned, the 

urban Chinese seem to have become more homogeneous than ever before. The 

population not only records a very low proportion of couples having two or more than 

two children, it also has a very low proportion of women remaining celibate or childless. 

While some cities have recently witnessed a noticeable change in people’s attitude 

toward marriage and an increase in the proportion of late marriage and not marrying, 

universal marriage is still an important feature of marriage patterns of Chinese women. 



At the end of the 1980s, the proportion of urban women marrying before age 30 was still 

about 98 per cent. The proportion having at least one child has been very high. As Figure 

1 shows, women having first birth out of those having married accounted for more than 

97 per cent in most of the years between 1950 and 1990. In the 1990s the proportion of 

women, or married women, without children remained very low – a pattern very different 

from those found in some European populations (Imhoff and Keilman 2000).6 

 

Figure 2. Age specific fertility rates in urban China
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Sources: 1. Data for 1955, 1965, and 1975 were compiled by Yao (1995), Pp. 190-221. Fertility 

 rates of those aged 35 and over in the year 1955 are not available. 
2. Data for 1985 and 1990were published by Feeney and Others, (1994), p 684. 

 3. Data for 1995 were computed from China’s Population Statistical Yearbook, (1995). 
 

The last low is that the mean age of childbearing is rather low. Because women in 

urban China have on average had less than 1.5 children and the inter-birth interval of 

those having two children is not long (less than four years), this also means that age at 

last birth has become very low. Women’s reproduction has now highly concentrated in a 

rather short period. This is reflected clearly in their very distinctive age specific fertility 

                                                           
6 This is also reflected in the number of children people want to have. A survey conducted by the State 
Family Planning Commission in 1997 revealed that only 0.7 per cent of women of childbearing ages 
wanted to have no children in China (Yang and Tang 2000). 



patterns. The truncated fertility curve in Figure 2 suggests that age-specific fertility rates 

were high among the urban women in 1955. They had declined markedly by the mid-

1960s, but the age patterns still bore many characters similar to those observed in the 

past. The fertility started at a relatively low level, increased rapidly and reached the peak 

when women aged between 25 and 29. Thereafter, it remained moderately high for five 

more years and then declined gradually to a low level. The data of 1975 display a slight 

irregularity in the sense that the age-specific fertility was lower among women under age 

25 in comparison with that recorded in the later period. This was largely an outcome of 

the first wave of China’s nationwide family planning campaign. During this period, many 

local governments set up minimum ages of marriage and of having children, which were 

often considerably higher than those stipulated in the Marriage Law passed in the early 

1980s. This played a remarkable role in delaying marriage and childbearing.  

 

By the late 1990s, the fertility pattern of the urban women had changed 

significantly. Very few women had children before reaching age 20, but the number rose 

very quickly soon after they passed the legal age of marriage. The overwhelming 

majority of women gave birth to a child when they were aged between 20 and 29. 

Thereafter, the fertility returned to its very low level. As a result, the mean age of 

childbearing has now decreased to around 26 years, which is more than two years lower 

than four decades ago.7 The mean age at last birth has fallen by about 10 years. The 

average length of generation gap has become shorter than before. 

 

Major consequences of below replacement fertility 

 

Fertility changes of this magnitude inevitably have a significant impact on China’s 

present and future socio-economic development, the nature of the society, and that of the 

life of individuals. Such influence is more observable in large cities where fertility 

decline has been more dramatic. In Shanghai, for example, the TFR fell to below 

replacement in the early 1970s. The proportion of the first child out of the total number of 

                                                           
7 In the 1950s and 1960s, women’s mean age at last birth was around 38.5 and the mean age of 
childbearing was about 29. See also (Liang et al. 2000; Zhao 1997). 



newborns has been consistently higher than 90 per cent since 1982. The local population 

started to decrease from 1993. In the year 1996, the TFR was 0.9 and the local population 

had a negative growth rate of 2.3 per thousand (Peng 2001; Gui 1995; Leete 1994). The 

situation in Beijing, Tianjin, and other large cities has been very similar to that in 

Shanghai, although the start of their fertility decline was slightly late and the outcome has 

up to now been less extreme.8 This section examines three major consequences that have 

resulted directly from these salient fertility changes. 

 

The first is the rapid acceleration of population ageing and the difficulty brought 

about by this process. Since China has gone through an extraordinary fertility decline, it 

is also approaching an aged society at a high speed. China as a whole has been 

experiencing population ageing at a pace very similar to those recorded in Japan and 

South Korea, which are the fastest in the world. Because of its phenomenal fertility 

reduction and the exceptional low fertility, China’s urban population is facing a more 

severe ageing situation. In Shanghai, for example, there were 1.9 million people aged 60 

and above in 1990. The number increased to 2.4 millions in 2000. It is expected to further 

rise to nearly 3 millions in 2010 and 4.5 millions in 2020. Thereafter, the situation will 

become more serious when the baby-boom generation enter their old ages. What makes 

the change in the age composition of the population of Shanghai more dramatic is not 

only the expansion of the elderly, but also the contraction of the young caused by the 

rapid decrease in the number of children. Shanghai’s local population is very likely to 

have a mushroom-shaped age structure during the period between 2030 and 2050. The 

old age dependency ratio will see a significant increase accordingly (Peng 2001; The 

Population of China Towards the 21st Century: Shanghai Volume Editorial Group 1994). 

 

To prepare for the daunting task of taking care of the rapidly increasing old 

population, the reform of pension system has already been underway in many Chinese 

cities. Old age insurance as a supplementary measure has also flourished. Differing from 

their rural counterparts, retirees in the cities in general enjoy a reasonably generous old 

                                                           
8 Beijing also recorded a natural decrease in its population in 1998. In the same year the reported TFR was 
only 0.65. In Tianjin, the TFR was 1.24 in 1998 and more than 80 per cent of the newborns have been first 
children in recent years. 



age pension, although this has been affected recently by the poor performance or even 

bankruptcy of a large number of factories and companies. While the financial situation of 

the elderly may not be too difficult in the future in the urban areas, providing adequate 

care to the increasing number of old people has already become an important social 

problem. In the year 1996, Shanghai registered 2.3 millions people aged 60 and above. 

But there were only 375 social welfare institutions with 16 thousand beds available to 

them, approximately one bed for 150 people (Peng 2001). This is far below the demand. 

In 20 years, the number of old people will double. The number of oldest old will rise at a 

still greater speed. Their mean number of available children will be significantly smaller 

than at present. The need to increase old people’s homes, carers, and service providers of 

other kinds has become more urgent than ever before. 

 

The second consequence of the rapid fertility reduction is the labour shortage. This 

is not a problem for China as a whole, either at present or in the foreseeable future. 

However, in some large cities labour supply from the locally registered population has 

been in deficit for many years. The number of those leaving the work force was already 

greater than the number entering the labour market (from the local population) in the 

1990s. This trend is expected to continue and to become more serious in many areas. 

Even under the strict migration control, many cities have witnessed a net gain in the 

number of permanent migrants since at least early 1980s – i.e. more people have moved 

into the city and been granted local resident status. Maintaining the same or a higher level 

of migrant intake is widely seen as a major component of, and has been incorporated into, 

future urban development plan in many places. 

 

The gain from this type of migration alone could hardly fill up the huge gap 

between the local labour supply and demand. This is one major cause of and reflected in 

recent great volume of temporary rural-urban migration. The total floating population is 

now numbered around a hundred million in China. In the three major cities (Shanghai, 

Beijing and Tianjin), the number of temporary migrants has been between 6 and 9 

millions in recent years. Despite the sharp increase in unemployment rate in many cities, 

it does not seem to have been too difficult for a large fraction of this huge floating 



population to find jobs in urban areas. According to a survey conducted in Beijing in 

1997, more than 80 per cent of the temporary migrants were aged between 15 and 39, and 

they worked in a wide range of occupations. The same situation is prevailing in many 

other Chinese cities.  

 

This is no doubt related to many factors, such as the boom of the urban economy, 

the structural shortage in labour supply, the prejudice of some urban dwellers toward 

certain occupations. Nonetheless, the impact of lacking self-sufficiency in urban labour 

supply should not be overlooked. Many cities have now been heavily depended upon 

temporary migrants for ‘construction, traditional services, and other physically 

demanding and hazardous jobs that are usually denied by urban workers’ (Peng 2001: 8). 

Without these temporary migrants, China could not have achieved and maintained its 

rapid economic development in recent years. It is noteworthy that international migration 

of similar nature has been also on the rise. Many low fertility countries including some 

that formerly strictly restricted admission of foreigners (e.g. Japan and South Korea), 

have now become migrant receiving countries (Hugo 2000; Abella 1994). 

 

The third major consequence is the profound impact of the rapid fertility decline on 

people’s life course. China’s extraordinary reduction in fertility has brought about two 

significant changes. At the level of the society, reproductive behaviour has become more 

homogeneous among urban women. They have maintained universal marriage, and 

almost all married women have children. Most of them have started their reproduction 

within a couple of years after getting married. The overwhelming majority have had the 

same number of births and completed their childbearing within a rather narrow age span. 

At the level of individuals, the process of reproduction has become shorter, simpler, and 

easier than ever before. As McDonald recently pointed out, fertility transition of this kind 

would inevitably change the nature of the society and that of women’s lives (McDonald 

2000: 431). Such uniform fertility behaviour itself is a powerful force that helps to 



consolidate the new reproductive norm, which was formed during recent fertility 

transition.9 

 

The significance of these changes may be beyond our imagination. While socially 

constructed expectations for female or couple behaviour and the life course of individuals 

are now undergoing profound changes, people often find that they are less capable of 

keeping up with these transitions and understanding their consequences. Ages 40 to 50, 

for example, were widely regarded as a period with both a heavy family burden and a 

high health risk in the past. This was so because women of this age group still bore the 

task of bringing up children even after they had completed a twenty year long 

reproduction. Moreover, their surviving parents and parents-in-law could have become 

rather fragile and needed their support accordingly. Such a sandwich situation imposed a 

considerable financial and physical pressure on people of middle age. Yet, this will soon 

become history in China’s urban areas, despite the fact that reports discussing these 

difficulties still appear from time to time. Because of the fall in both the number of 

children and the age at last birth, the majority of the urban women have no longer bear 

the burden of looking after children after entering their 40s. Many middle-aged couples 

now live in an empty nest. The fertility transition has considerably reduced their 

traditional burdens and enabled the ‘second honeymoon’ become a widely accessible 

reality. 

 

Policy responses and theoretical implications  

 

During the last quarter of the twentieth century China experienced two radical and in 

many ways successful changes: the economic reform and the fertility transition. The 

economic reform has transformed an entirely centrally controlled economy into a fairly 

competitive and largely market economy. After two decades of rapid development, China 

has now become a major economic power in the world and the momentum of its growth 

                                                           
9 One such example is the change in people’s ideal number of children. A recent survey conducted in 1997 
revealed that the mean number of children people would like to have was 1.78. In the urban area, it was 
only 1.56. This is obviously affected by the homogeneous fertility behaviour recorded in China in the last 
twenty years (Yang and Tang 2000). 



shows no sign of slowing down. Because of the strong government intervention and the 

family planning program, China also has considerably speeded up its fertility decline and 

advanced the demographic transition. While in many respects it is still behind other 

developing countries, demographically China, its urban area in particular, is rather similar 

to some developed countries. 

 

These developments place China in a much better (compared with 25 years ago) 

and yet still difficult situation. The Chinese government will continue to pursue its 

economic reform and maintain the very impressive growth that has been to a large extent 

contributed by its drastic demographic transition. In the meantime, China has to prepare 

itself to cope with the negative consequences of the rapid fertility decline, which are also 

approaching at a fast speed. The governments, especially those in large cities, have 

already faced and will continue to face such a dilemma in the years to come. The 

following policies are likely to be adopted in many areas as a response to these 

challenges. 

 

China’s current urban development policies and migration control policies are 

expected to continue in the near future. Chinese government strictly controlled the urban 

expansion and rural-urban migration between late 1950s and early 1980s. This has been 

considerably relaxed during the economic reform as both a stimulus of and a response to 

the rapid development. The current policies emphasize the need to control the growth of 

large and mega-cities, and to develop intermediate and small cities. To ensure such 

policies are implemented successfully, the government has also enforced different 

migration regulations according to the size of the migrant-receiving city. 

 

Finding a job, living and being registered as a permanent resident in small cities 

have all become relatively easy in many areas. Some local authorities even provide 

incentives for this to happen. However, the intake of permanent migrants is still strictly 

restricted in large and mega-cities like Shanghai and Beijing, despite temporary migrants 

now being numbered in millions in many places. The government is interested in keeping 

a large number of temporary migrants to fill the gap in (local) labour supply, the supply 



of unskilled labour force in particular. But it is reluctant to accept them as permanent city 

dwellers. While many temporary migrants can find a job in the large city, they have no 

access to many rights and benefits that are readily available to their urban resident 

counterparts. Moreover, their family members, even if they could be brought into the 

city, are also disadvantaged in searching for jobs, enrolling in schools, visiting hospitals 

or even finding a place to live. 

 

The unfairness of this policy is beyond dispute, but it is unlikely to be changed 

fundamentally in the near future, although some steps have recently been taken to 

improve the situation of the temporary migrants. This is so because such a practice allows 

the government to overcome the difficulty of labour shortage and at the same time to 

avoid the burdens that are usually associated with a large amount of rural-urban 

migration. An international example that has a similar nature is the large volume of 

government controlled temporary migration from the Philippines to Hong Kong and 

Singapore (Abella 1994). 

 

As with the policy of controlling migration, China’s current family planning 

policies, those implemented in rural areas in particular, are expected to be maintained in 

the immediate future. However, the continuation of the current family planning policy 

itself means a significant change in urban fertility control. 

 

Current fertility regulations allow a couple to have two children if both the husband 

and wife come from the one-child family. This hardly had any impact on the level of 

fertility in the past, because the number of married who came from one-child families 

was very small in the population and the chance of two of them marrying was extremely 

low. This, however, has completely changed. The one-child policy has been implemented 

in urban China for more than two decades. The majority of those now reaching 

marriageable ages are from families with only a single child. The number of married 

couples who satisfy the above criterion is bound to rise, and according to some 

predictions it could soon account for more than 40 per cent of marriages. This can lead to 



a noticeable increase in urban fertility in the near future even if the family planning 

policies remain unchanged (State Family Planning Commission’s Research Group 2000). 

 

Given the current low fertility in Chinese cities and some suburban areas, it is also 

possible that the Chinese authorities will further adjust its family planning policies and 

regulations in the near future (between 2005–2010). On the one hand, the government 

will continue to impose a strict control on high parity births (third and above); on the 

other hand, regulations allowing each couple to have two children with a long interval are 

likely to be universally applied. This will not only make the family planning policy less 

unfair, easier to implement and be better accepted, it will also help China to ease up the 

pressure created by a very fast fertility decline and to achieve a demographic soft landing 

after its strict control of population growth for more than a generation. 

 
In addition to their profound policy implications, rapid fertility changes in urban 

China also pose a further challenge to the fertility theory. The evidence presented in this 

paper clearly shows that the immediate reason, the process, and the outcome of fertility 

decline in urban China are very different from those observed in many countries with low 

fertility. Lesthaeghe and Willems recently suggested that the development and 

prolongation of below-replacement fertility in Europe consist of three phases. ‘During the 

initial phase, there was no postponement affect, but a decline in fertility at all ages and 

birth orders, and hence a dominant quantum effect.’ During the second phase, ‘gains in 

female education and female labour force participation, continued ideational change, and 

further increase in union instability foster major tempo shift’. This tempo effect leads to a 

very low period fertility that tends to over-represent the real change in cohort fertility. 

‘During the third phase, postponement would stop, but the recuperation of fertility at 

older ages would be less than complete. In this eventuality, the quantum effect would 

again become dominant, …’ (Lesthaeghe and Willems 1999: 227). These suggestions 

have been supported by recent changes in Belgian fertility -- first the fertility level fell at 

most childbearing ages, and then the trajectory of age-specific fertility rates shifted 

upward along the age scale while cohort fertility remained relatively stable. 

 



The process of fertility change in urban China has been very different. Both tempo 

and quantum effects were recorded simultaneously when the decline started. While the 

postponement in childbearing did lead to a fall in fertility level at young ages and pushed 

the fertility curve toward higher ages moderately, the change in fertility patterns was 

largely dominated by limiting the number of high-parity births. This effectively prevented 

the rightward movement of the fertility trajectory and overshadowed the tempo effect. 

Since 1980, the delay effect has become even less observable in urban China and the 

decrease in fertility rates almost entirely been achieved by the quantum effect. The 

immediate determinant of these changes seems not to be the improvement in female 

education and labour force participation or the adoption of different marriage patterns, 

but rather the nationwide family planning program. 

  

Of course we can easily conclude that China’s special process of fertility transition 

and the extremely low fertility are the result of an unprecedented social engineering that 

could have taken place only under its particular political, economic, social and cultural 

setting. But this, in stead of providing a satisfactory answer, leads to more theoretical 

questions. What are the profound reasons of China’s extraordinary fertility decline? Why 

fertility changes of this kind could have happened in China but not in other countries? 

Given that fertility changes in 300 million Chinese urban population (or 1.3 billion 

Chinese population), in comparison with those recorded in most low fertility countries, 

have followed a radically different route and brought about very different results, is there 

really a demographic convergence? Facing the considerable diversity in the cause, 

process and outcome of the fertility decline that have been found in many parts of the 

world, should we continue to work toward developing a unified fertility theory that 

explains all these variations? Or indeed could such a theory ever exist? None of these 

questions are examined in this paper, but their importance to the study of fertility is 

beyond dispute and they clearly deserve our further investigation.    
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