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Abstract

China underwent a demographic transition in the 20" century, which led to a decrease
in fertility below the level necessary for population replacement. China’s fertility has been
below replacement level for a long time, with the total fertility coefficient at 2.1 births per
woman. At present, fertility continues to decline despite the abandonment of the population
control policy. The reduction in fertility and the postponement of childbirth reflect the fact
that younger people are increasingly unwilling to have children. Identifying the factors that
influence fertility rates is important for understanding ways to increase fertility. The paper
examines the factors affecting the Chinese fertility rate over the period from 2001 to 2021 using
econometric models and data from 31 Chinese provinces. The author’s main research interest
is to investigate the ways in which housing affordability and other control variables determine
the relationship between socio-economic factors and birth rates in China’s provinces. The
findings reveal that affordability of housing has a significant negative impact on fertility rates
and that home ownership becomes a heavy burden for young people when they consider
having children.
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A brief history of fertility trends in China in the 21st century

During the first 22 years of the new millennium, the average number of children born
per 1000 women in reproductive age decreased by 29 (Fig. 1). The declining number of
women in reproductive age in China, combined with a decreasing fertility rate, has led
to a rapid drop in births.
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Figure . Specific fertility rate, China, %o. Source: plotted by the authors based on population.
un.org data

We have calculated the specific fertility rate for children of different orders of
birth to find that, in 2016 and 2017, it increased significantly for the second child and
slightly for the third child. This means that the policy of having two children, which
was adopted by the government in 2015, contributed to a temporary increase in the
willingness of women to have children. (Figure 2). Starting in 2017, however, the
special fertility rate suddenly began to fall significantly. It must have been the result
of several factors, two of which were most important. First, the proportion of young
women among women of reproductive age decreased because China had established
family planning as a basic national policy in 1982 and strictly enforced it throughout
the 1990s. This has led to a decrease in the number of women aged between 25 and
34 years old. The second factor is economic. In 2016, house prices in China began to
grow rapidly while wage levels remained largely unchanged, which contributed to a
decrease in young people’s willingness to have children (we will discuss this in more
detail later in the article).

Many factors determined the sharp decline in the special fertility rate in 2017. The
universal two-child policy certainly played a role, but its impact was limited (Chen,
2021). Research into the causes of low fertility should start with social, cultural, and
economic factors, as these may be more significant than national policies that do not
address determinants of low birth rates and only provide direct material incentives for
having children (Kalabikhina, 2021).
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Figure 2. Specific fertility rates for children of different birth orders, China, %o. Source: plotted by
the authors based on data from the National Bureau of Statistics of China.

Rural and urban fertility rates differ from each other, so we compared the variations
in specific rural and urban fertility rates over the last 20 years (Figure 3). We also
distinguished between the fertility rates in larger and smaller urban settlements. Large
agglomerations had the lowest fertility rate while in rural areas it was the highest.
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Figure 3. Specific fertility rates in major cities, small cities and villages, China, %o. Note: ‘Major
city’ is a larger settlement formed by an agglomeration of non-agricultural industries and non-
agricultural population, usually with a permanent population of more than 100,000. ‘Small city’ is
an urban settlement with a population between 20,000 and 100,000. ‘Village” is a rural settlement.
Source: plotted by the authors based on data from the National Bureau of Statistics of China.
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An interesting phenomenon that remained unchanged is that specific fertility
rates in rural areas and small cities (which are closer to the lifestyle of rural areas)
are generally higher than those in mid-sized or major urban areas, meaning that rural
residents are more likely to have children compared to urban residents.

The specific fertility rate exhibits nearly the same trend in regions with different
levels of fertility. From 2001 to 2013, fertility rates remained relatively stable. However,
after the state relaxed fertility restrictions in 2013 and again in 2016, the specific fertility
rates increased. In 2017, the fertility rates in various regions reached their highest levels
in nearly two decades (Figure 1). This indicates that the policy of lifting population
controls can have a short-term impact on increasing fertility rates in both urban and
rural areas.

Along with the decrease in fertility rates, one has to consider the aging of fertility.
(Figure 4). Over the last 20 years, the main reproductive age group for women has
shifted from 20-24 to 25-29. This means that women are delaying having children. At
the same time, the fertility rate among women aged 25-29 has been declining in recent
years, even though this group continues to lead in terms of their contribution to overall
fertility. The years of 2020-2021 were the period of the coronavirus pandemic when all
age-specific birth rates decreased. However, we did not observe any recovery of these
indicators in subsequent years either. Fertility continued to decline.
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Figure 4. Age-specific birth rates, China, %o. Source: plotted by the authors based on population.
un.org data

Figure 4 allows us to estimate both the level of fertility (the area under the curve of
the age-specific fertility distribution) and the actual age-specific contribution to fertility
by different age groups of women. From 2021 onwards, there has been a significant
decline in the fertility rate. As early as 2011-2015, the majority of children were born
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to women aged 25-29, instead of 20-24 as was previously the case. Fertility is aging in
China, just as it does in countries that went through the first demographic transition
and later entered the second one. After the population control policy was abolished,
fertility rates among women aged 30 to 39 increased slightly. This is probably because
some women made reproductive decisions that they would not have been able to make
in the before.

We are therefore witnessing a growing fertility crisis in China. The removal
of restrictions on higher-order births has not halted the decline in birth rates in the
country. New measures are needed to encourage fertility and adopt a completely
different approach to population policy. This is what is happening in modern China.
As global practice shows, it is quite difficult to implement an effective pro-natalist
policy in countries with low fertility rates. The decision to have a child depends on
many factors. Understanding the determinants of low fertility will make it possible to
design more effective pro-natalist policies. In this paper, we examine the determinants
of fertility in China using statistical data for the country’s 31 provinces over the past
decades. The main hypothesis we are testing is the relationship between low housing
affordability and fertility rates in Chinese provinces. A set of control variables has been
selected based on previous research on the determinants of fertility rates.

Literature review

1. Demographic transition and its dynamics in China

All countries undergo a demographic transition in which mortality rates typically go
down first, followed by fertility rates that fall below the level of replacement because
of the rise of individualism in the postmodern era (Landry, 1934; Notestein, 1945). This
phenomenon is known as the second demographic transition (Van de Kaa, 1987).

According to Bloom et al. (1998) and Mason and Kinugasa (2005), countries that
achieved economic prosperity after the Second World War typically went through
three phases of demographic change. The first phase was the birth of the Baby Boomer
generation, which occurred within 10-20 years after the Second World War. Incomes
rising during the period of peace and delayed childbearing brought about an increase
in births; together with reduced infant mortality it led to a rapid population growth.
The second phase took place during the 1950s and 1960s, following the Baby Boomer
generation. The advancement of birth control policies, or “family planning”, and
increased education, especially for women, resulted in lower fertility despite rising
incomes. The former babies became adults and entered the labour market, forming the
workforce. In theory, there were more people in society capable of creating wealth,
leading to faster GDP growth.

The third phase came 50-60 years after the birth of the baby boomer generation.
Birth control policies and various other social and economic factors caused the younger
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generation to prefer smaller families, which led to further decline in the birth rate. As
the first wave of Baby Boomers began to retire, the number of retirees exceeded the
number of newly-born babies, and the proportion of the population in work decreased,
reducing the supply of investment and further slowing down economic growth. That
is, economic recovery and rising income of workers led to increased fertility. However,
the implementation of birth control measures led to a decrease in fertility, directly
causing a decrease in proportion of the labour force. As a result, fertility continued to
decline, and an aging society emerged.

China’s demographic development is consistent with the theories of David and
Mason (Jiang & Liu, 2016). After the founding of New China in 1949, economic boom
led to rapid increase in the country’s birth rate. However, owing to family planning
policies and the onset of demographic transition, people’s desire to have children
noticeably diminished and China entered the era of an ageing society, with the
demographic dividend gradually fading away (Liu, 2021; Kalabikhina & Kazbekova;
2022). According to the national census (Xue, 2021), China’s fertility rate continued
to decline, with the total fertility rate falling to 1.18 in 2022 (World Bank data). This
level was recognised as very low (Billari, 2005). China entered the period of the
second demographic transition. The latest census data also show that the number and
proportion of people in the working age group has decreased significantly, and the
aging process has accelerated.

In response to the trends of ultra-low fertility and ageing of population,
Lutz et al.(2006) proposed a low fertility trap theory. It provides an important
perspective for research on low fertility and explains the three mechanisms that
shape demography, sociology, and economics in the context of ultra-low fertility.
In other words, once a country’s total fertility rate falls below 1.5, it becomes
difficult to increase the fertility rate again. From a demographic perspective, low
fertility rates lead to a decrease in the number of children, which in turn reduces
the number of women of reproductive age, creating a vicious cycle. This will trigger
significant changes in the overall population structure, turning the country into an
ageing society. From a sociological perspective, Lutz et al. argue that individuals’
fertility preferences are influenced by actual fertility rates. If younger generations
grow up in environments with fewer children per family, their ideal family size
will also shrink under the influence of interpersonal interactions, thereby reducing
the number of children they choose to have. Economic mechanisms show that the
decline in fertility rates coupled with accelerated ageing presents an unfavourable
outlook for economic development and social security. Younger generations may
feel increased pressure and have lower expectations for future income, so they
decide to have fewer children as a result. Wu Fan and Li Jianmin (2022) note that
from a policy perspective, at least two strategies should be implemented to prevent
a fertility crisis. These include eliminating the fertility deficit and encouraging
people to have more children. We suggest that it is possible to create a better
environment for people to have the children they want. It is also possible to change
their reproductive attitudes towards increasing the number of children. The first
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strategy appears to be easier to implement, as it reduces the gap between the desired
and actual number of children (Arkhangelsky, 2006). For a demographic policy to
be effective, it is necessary to identify and mitigate factors that negatively affect
fertility, as well as the ability to reach the desired fertility level.

2. Factors of fertility reduction

Gary Becker’s work (1960) was among the earliest to explore the economic aspects
of human reproductive decisions. He saw children as a durable good, assuming
that when parents decide to have a child, they are choosing between a child and
other goods, while acting within a budget and focusing on a specific utility function
determined by factors such as culture, religion, and age. Leibenstein (1981) conducted
a more comprehensive and systematic analysis of childbearing decisions in families.
He considered the birth of a child and a number of subsequent events as economic
implications for parents: as parents incur certain costs when having a child, these costs
should be balanced against their effects. Li et al. (2009) conducted a study on women’s
reproductive behaviour and found that when couples or women of reproductive age
have their first child, it is mainly to satisfy their spiritual needs. And when they need
to have a second child or more children, the cost of bringing up a child becomes a
factor in making such a decision. Liang et al. (2022) also calculated the cost of raising
children. In today’s China, the average cost for a young couple to raise a child until the
age of 18 is 485,000 RMB, according to statistics from relevant institutions. This amount
continues to increase, with the national average annual cost now standing at 26,944
RMB per year (equivalent to 485,000 over 18 years).

Therefore, parents’ willingness to have children is influenced by the balance
between the benefits and costs associated with having children. According to Chen
Jiaju and Zhai Zhenwu (2016), political, socio-economic, and personal factors all
influence parents’ decision to have children.

Chen Wei’'s study (2021) confirms the positive impact of the repeal of the
population control policy on people’s desire to have children. The two-child policy
has led not only to an increase in the number of second births, but also to a significant
rise in the number of third and subsequent births. Compared to 2013, when the one-
child policy was ended, the increase was significant. However, the effect of the policy
is not permanent and there are other factors that influence people’s willingness to have
children. For example, socio-cultural and economic factors may be more important
than population policies (Lieming et al, 2022). These two groups of factors determine
reproductive behaviour.

Yingchun and Zhenzhen (2018) analysed women’s willingness to have children
from the perspective of personal development and found that after the population
policy reform, women have struggled to balance work and family. The contradiction
between work and child-rearing has become more apparent. The family pattern (the
degree of gender equality in the household) has become the main factor influencing
women’s willingness to have children.
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Xue (2021) confirms that the female labour force participation rate negatively
affects the fertility rate in China. In other words, the higher a woman'’s participation
in the labour force, the lower the fertility rate will be. Today, in the absence of gender
equality within the family where only women are responsible for bringing up children,
fertility rates will decline. Since the influence of social and cultural factors may be
stronger than that of economic rationality, even if women’s wages are higher or the
labour force participation rate is higher, women usually have to do more housework
and also care for children and the elderly (Kalabikhina, 2021). Moreover, given the
gender discrimination in the workplace, women are forced to choose between having
children and working, which also makes women more reluctant to have children.).
Therefore, with gender discrimination in the home and in the workplace, there is a
negative correlation between the level of labour force participation and decisions to
have children, especially higher-order children, second- and third-born.

Some researchers have also studied the influence of education level on reproductive
behaviour. According to Becker’s theory and the findings of modern researchers,
educated women have a higher opportunity cost of having a child. Therefore, they
refuse to have children, especially of higher order, and/or delay marriage and childbirth
for economic reasons (Zhuravleva and Gavrilov, 2017). On the other hand, a highly
educated women has a high chance of meeting a highly educated man. (Oppenheimer,
1994) This increases the likelihood of having children immediately after graduation,
because, first, a partner’s education provides a high income, and second, women with a
higher education have more power in the household and are able to divide household
responsibilities equally. This reduces the burden of domestic work on women. There is
no consensus in the empirical literature on the relationship between female education
and fertility (Kim, 2023).

Yang (2022) analysed the impact of urbanisation on fertility from the perspective
of social development. He believes that improving urban conditions will change young
people’s ideas about fertility. In the past, large rural households believed that the more
children a family had, the happier they were, but now, more and more people favour
having fewer children, so that parents can devote more time and energy to each child
and ensure that their human capital is greater.

Zhenzhen (2021) analysed the factors that influence fertility from an economic
perspective. She found that the current high housing prices affect young people’s
desire to have children, increasing pressure on them and making it difficult to afford
having children. She also analysed the economic development factors that affect
young people. In more economically developed areas, young people have more job
opportunities and career prospects, which contributes to their desire to have children.
However, the pace of life in these areas is more intense, leaving young people with
fewer resources to support children.

In addition to socio-economic and political factors, researchers also examine
the demographic aspect. Among the determinants of fertility explored by V.N.
Arkhangelsky (2006), we would like to highlight the influence of the need for children.
If data are available, it would be most promising to take a separate look at people with
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more or less positive attitudes toward having children. Other demographic factors,
such as the shift in the age of first births and the gender imbalances in the marriage
market, may also have an impact on fertility.

Building on the work of previous researchers and using available regional data
from all provinces of China, this paper examines the following socio-economic factors:
the number of years of education per person, the female labour force participation
rate, the housing price-to-average income ratio (which measures the affordability of
housing), the level of urbanization, and the gross regional product per person. We
pay special attention to housing affordability because housing prices have increased
significantly in China in recent years. The average price per square meter in 2001 was
RMB 2,000, but by 2022 it had risen to RMB 9,700. This is a five-fold increase compared
to 20 years ago, and the average annual growth rate is 8.5%. Housing prices continue
to rise in some major cities, especially those where young people live. For example,
in Shenzhen, the average housing price in 2001 was 5,531 RMB per square metre,
while the average housing price in 2022 was 54,368 RMB per square metre, a ten-fold
increase!

Rising housing prices increase pressure on young people, affecting the willingness
of women of reproductive age to have children. In our study, we not only study housing
prices, but also look specifically at affordability of housing: the ratio between province-
level house prices and average income. We do not have regional data on childbearing
needs, nor do we model population policy factors, including at the provincial level.
Their effects will be captured using a fixed effects model: we believe that this model
will give the best results in estimating the determinants of fertility based on province-
level data. Our focus is on socioeconomic factors that influence fertility.

At present, research on fertility has mainly concentrated on the study of variations
in fertility, but very few quantitative studies explored the factors that influenced
fertility in different provinces. This paper uses regional panel data to explore the
reasons behind the low birth rates in China and to quantitatively analyze the selected
factors.

Data and methods

Young women of reproductive age are the main group for childbearing. However,
according to the China Population Census Yearbook, the average age at first marriage
for women had increased to 23.28 years by the year 2000. For men, it was 25. By 2020,
the average age at first marriage for men rose to 29.38 years, and for women to 27.95
years. This increase in the average age of first marriage reflects the decline in the
number of young women who get married, which leads to a delay in having children.
Therefore, if we use the fertility rate for the younger age groups as the dependent
variable, we will get distorted data.

As we have pointed out, the two-child policy resulted in a short-term increase
in fertility rates, followed by rapid decline in the fertility rate for the second child
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(Figure 2). Thus, economic and social factors affect not only young people, but also
older women of childbearing age. We therefore consider the fertility rate - the number
of children born per 1,000 women in the reproductive age group - to be the dependent
variable. This indicator depends on the age distribution of women of childbearing age,
and, in this sense, it is less reliable than the total fertility rate. However, China does
not publish the total fertility rate annually, and it is even more challenging to make
estimates for individual provinces. So we have decided to use the specific fertility rate
as the best available indicator for this study, which covers the period from 2001 to 2022.

Based on available statistics, we selected five indicators as regressors: years
of schooling per capita, female labour force participation rate, urbanization rate,
housing price-to-income ratio, and regional gross domestic product (GDP) of Chinese
provinces. We used these indicators to develop a panel model and examine their effect
on the specific fertility rate from 2001 to 2021 (Table 1).

Table 1. Variables modelling fertility factors for China’s provinces

Variable type Variable Source Description of variable ~ Designation iﬁi;ﬁ;i:ff
Dependent Specific fertility National Bureau ~ Number of births divided ~ birth
variable rate, %o of Statistics and by the number of women
Provincial Bureau  of reproductive age (15-49
of Statistics years)
Independent Years of National Bureau Average years of educate -
variables schooling per  of Statistics schooling per capita for
capita, years the province
Female labour Provincial Ratio of female labour  labour -
participation ~ Bureau of force participation to
rate, % Statistics / Local  the total number of
statistical news ~ women aged 15-64
documents years in the province
Level of National Bureau Population size of urbanisation -
urbanisation,  of Statistics the city divided by
% population size of the
province
Housing National Bureau Average housing ratio -
price-to- of Statistics price per square metre
income ratio divided by average
disposable income per
capita per month in the
province
GRP per National Bureau  GRP per capita GRP +
capita of Statistics (an indicator of
(thousand the province’s
RMB) level of economic
development)

Source: compiled by the authors
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Findings from modelling of determinants of fertility rates

Let us consider the findings of econometric modelling for fertility rate determination
based on data for China’s provinces from 2001 to 2021.

Table 2. Findings from model estimation. Dependent variable: births per 1,000 women aged 15-49
(specific fertility rate)

(4} 2 3) @

(pooled OLS) (ind FE) (two FE) (RE)
educate -2.2142% -4.5503%** -1.0895 -4.5659***
(1.1573) (0.9915) (1.3158) (1.0001)
labour -0.5616** -0.1690 -3.7298* -0.3386
(0.2651) (0.3448) (1.9703) (0.2878)
urbanisation -0.5359*** -0.0605 0.2903** -0.1317
(0.1260) (0.1484) (0.1413) (0.1173)
ratio 0.1122 -2.0700%** -0.8529% -2.0943%**
(0.8018) (0.4895) (0.5134) (0.4926)
GRP 0.1527*** 0.1020*** 0.1950*** 0.1081***
(0.0568) (0.0325) (0.0460) (0.0311)
constant 122.1442%** 116.0780***
(19.2980) (22.2349)
Observations 651 651 651 651
R™2 0.4837 0.1217 0.1597 0.1523
Adjusted R2 0.4797 0.0717 0.0820 0.1457
F Statistic 120.8620%** 17.0354*** 22.6125%** 115.8689**

Note: Robust standard errors are given in parentheses below the respective coefficient estimates. ***p<0,01, **p<0,05,
*p<0,1. Source: Compiled by the authors based on data from the National Bureau of Statistics of China, Provincial
Bureau of Statistics, shujujidi.com. Among these, the pooled model posits that there are no differences between
provinces and that they all follow the same pattern.

The fixed-effect model assumes that provinces share some commonalities, such as
identical slope terms, but also have differences, such as different intercept terms. For
example, each province may have its own unique culture, and the cultures of different
provinces may not change over time or may change only slightly. The two-way fixed
effects model also controls for the common effects of time trends on all provinces, such
as the effects of economic cycles and policy changes on all provinces.

The random-effects model, on the other hand, assumes that the characteristics of
provinces are random.

The economic development of a province has a positive impact on fertility in all
specifications, while housing affordability has a negative effect in most specifications,
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including the best one. After the linear regression test, F-tests and Hausman tests, the
fixed effects model (FE) is the most appropriate model, which usually holds true at
the regional level of analysis. It shows a positive effect of economic development and
urbanisation, and a negative effect of housing affordability and female employment
rate, taking into account specific factors at the provincial level.

The findings produced by this model specification are as follows: other things
being equal, (1) for every 1 percentage point increase in the female labour force
participation rate, the specific fertility rate falls on average by 3.73 per mille; (2) for
every 1 percentage point increase in the level of urbanisation, the specific fertility
rate rises on average by 0.29 per mille; (3) For every increase in the housing price-to-
income ratio by 1, the specific fertility rate falls by 0.85 per mille; 4) for every 1,000
RMB increase in GRP per capita, the specific fertility rate increases by 0.20 per mille.

Discussion

The housing price-to-income ratio in each province has a significant negative effect on
the fertility rate. This is because buying a home has become a heavy burden for young
people as they decide whether to have children or not. For example, given that the
down payment is 30%, the mortgage loan amount is 70% of the property value and the
mortgage interest rate is 4.1%, the loan will be paid back over 20 years.

Based on an average of RMB 9,000 per square meter in 2021, the final total
repayment amount of a 100-square-meter residence is RMB 989,519.4, and the interest
is RMB359,519.4. A monthly repayment of RMB 4,123 is required. The average wage
is now RMB 7,700. In other words, the monthly mortgage payment should be 50% or
more of the wage. In addition to the mortgage, young people have to pay for electricity,
food, transport, and other expenses. Increases in these costs add to the economic
pressure. As a result, young families cannot afford the expected additional costs of
having children in the future.

According to the model’s findings, an increase in GDP per capita has a positive
effect on the fertility rate. In areas with a highly developed economy, young people
have better job and career prospects. They are more likely to earn higher wages and
have better social security benefits, which can lead to an increase in fertility rates.
Consequently, an increase in GDP per capita can lead to higher fertility rates.

In the model specification that we have chosen, urbanisation has a positive impact
on fertility rates. This finding contradicts the traditional understanding of the fertility
determinants, as well as the demographic statistics presented earlier. The conventional
hypothesis is that increased urbanisation leads to a decrease in the fertility rate. We
can offer the following explanations for this effect. First, the model collects data from
31 provinces in China from 2001 to 2021. The number of provinces observed is large
(31), and the time span (21) is small, which means that the model contains short panel
data and may be prone to errors. We can see that the results are unstable. Second,
increased urbanisation may be related to regional economic development. Improved
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regional economic performance promotes urban development, leading to better job
opportunities in highly urbanised areas. This, in turn, will result in better social welfare
and healthcare in these areas. This effect overrides the impact of relatively lower urban
fertility rates. Third, during the period of active urbanisation that China experienced
in the decades under review, traditional reproductive attitudes among young people
moving from the countryside into the cities may persist for a while. Widespread
communication technology allows young people to communicate with their elders
in the country at any time, which means that the influence of the older generation’s
attitudes on young people will not disappear quickly. During traditional Chinese
festivals, young people return to their hometowns, and the older generations use this
period to encourage their sons and daughters to start families and have children. This
hypothesis can only be tested using qualitative sociological methods.

A limitation of the model is that it is not possible to accurately estimate its
endogeneity. Therefore, we can only argue for the existence of a possible relationship
between the fertility rate and the selected fertility determinants, rather than for the
direct effect of these factors on fertility.

In general, it has been conclusively proven that the fertility crisis will lead to
population decline, labour shortages and higher labour costs in the future, which will
affect the sustainability of economic development. The ageing of the population will
increase, and young people will have to care for both their children and the elderly
parents, which may further reduce fertility. The gradual increase in the elderly
population will put greater pressure on social security, pension and health insurance
systems. Demographic policies can only slightly alleviate the fertility crisis (Wu Fan,
Li Jianmin, 2022). To design effective policies that could stem the decline in fertility
rates, it is essential to understand the determinants of low fertility. In particular, we
suggest focusing on two policy directions in China’s transition from fertility restriction
to a pro-natalist population policy rather than removing past restrictions. Although
the population policy has become more relaxed, the fertility rate has not significantly
increased and in the long term it is likely to decrease. China needs a reproductive
policy based on respect for reproductive attitudes of women and the family. The
government has lifted restrictions on childbearing, reaffirming the family’s right to
reproduce and initiating a new pro-natal policy aimed at boosting population growth.
Influencing reproductive attitudes is a challenge. But improving the conditions under
which existing reproductive attitudes are realised is the first priority of population
policy. Reproductive attitudes in many countries often correspond to higher than
actual fertility levels, which means that the conditions for having children within
individual families do not allow these attitudes to become reality. Here the population
policy can help through working with economic resources — material resources and
time — through striking a balance between family and work for both mothers and
fathers.

One pillar of such policy is the pro-natalism housing market regulation for young
families, which is a material policy measure. The second pillar is a labor market that is
friendly to mothers and fathers, and it is non-material in nature.
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In particular, as rising housing prices, which mean decreased housing affordability,
have a negative impact on fertility rates, the government could implement
preferential pricing policies or family mortgages for families with young children.
These programmes could be restricted to single homeowners in order to discourage
speculative activity in the housing market.

It is also important to change employers’ and employees’ gender stereotypes that
only women should take care of children. Governments should rigorously enforce
labour legislation to protect the rights of women in the workplace. The hiring practices
of companies should be strictly regulated to reduce gender discrimination in the hiring
process, promote equal employment of women, protect women'’s reproductive rights,
and prevent discrimination and other negative consequences on the part of company
managers when women become mothers. Evidence from a number of countries,
including China, shows that improved gender equality in caring for children and the
elderly and reduced discriminatory stereotypes in the labour market can increase the
likelihood of birth of second and higher-order children (Geng et al, 2024).

The third pillar is reducing the undesirable flows of talent. Specifically, regions
(especially those that are economically underdeveloped) should implement appropriate
talent recruitment plans and strictly enforce them. This can reduce the excessive
migration of young people to major cities. The following effects can be achieved: first,
young people benefit from substantial subsidies under such plans; some of them may
even receive housing from the government, which will alleviate economic pressure
on their families. Second, the reduced number of young people entering major cities
should ease the competitive pressure on young people in those cities. Third, this helps
to enhance the local talent pool and the future economic development potential. This
fosters a positive cycle that is most beneficial for the region.

The government can encourage companies to introduce flexible and remote work
arrangements for pregnant women, mothers and fathers to improve parents” work-life
balance. It would also be useful to provide fathers with non-transferrable paternity
leave.
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