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The Impact of Occupational Intergenerational Mobility on Fertility Behavior

—An Analysis Based on Causal Inference

Wang Jie
[International Academy of Red Cross (School of Sociology), Soochow University,
Suzhou 215123, P. R. China]

Abstract: The rise of intergenerational occupational mobility and the decline in fertility rates are two
defining features of social structural change in contemporary China. Beginning in 1980, China
implemented a strict one-child policy for more than three decades, which constrained the influence of
intergenerational occupational mobility on fertility behavior. Over the past decade, however, with
the gradual relaxation of family planning policies, including the introduction of the two-child policy in
2012 and 2014, followed by the universal two-child policy in 2016 and the three-child policy in 2021,
the relationship between intergenerational mobility and fertility behavior has become increasingly
salient. Existing studies have mainly examined the effects of intergenerational mobility on fertility
intentions, whereas insufficient attention has been paid to actual fertility behavior, gender
differences, and fertility rates. Using data from the China General Social Survey (CGSS) from 2017-
2023, this study adopts a causal inference framework and applies inverse propensity score weighting
and instrumental variable methods to examine the effects of intergenerational occupational mobility
on individual fertility behavior and the associated gender differences. It further investigates the
macro-level relationship between absolute intergenerational mobility rates and fertility rates. The
findings are as follows. First, upward intergenerational occupational mobility has a negative effect on
fertility behavior, particularly among individuals who move upward from the agricultural laborer
class to the manual worker class, the intermediate class, and the managerial-professional class.
Second, downward intergenerational occupational mobility has a positive effect on fertility behavior,
mainly among individuals who move into the manual worker class. Third, the effects of
intergenerational occupational mobility on fertility behavior differ by gender: compared with men,
women experience a stronger negative effect when they move upward into the managerial-
professional class, while downward occupational mobility exerts a significant positive effect only on
women’s fertility behavior. Fourth, the large-scale upward mobility of individuals originating from
the agricultural laborer class is an important factor contributing to China’s continued fertility decline.
These findings provide stronger support for the status-enhancement thesis. By incorporating a
gender perspective, this study enriches both the theoretical and empirical literature on the
relationship between intergenerational mobility and fertility. The findings also carry important policy
implications. Upwardly mobile individuals originating from the agricultural laborer class are both in
urgent need of fertility policy support and a group with considerable potential to raise fertility levels.
Fertility policies should therefore provide stronger support for this group. Since women bear the
primary responsibility for childbearing, and because upward intergenerational occupational mobility
has a stronger negative effect on women’s fertility behavior, easing the tension between women’ s
career development and childbearing is crucial to resolving the dilemma between promoting social
mobility and raising fertility rates.

Keywords: Intergenerational occupational mobility; Fertility behavior; Gender
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