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Low Fertility Patterns in China

Chen Wei'* Ouyang Baihui' Liu Jinju®
(1. School of Population and Health, Renmin University of China, Beijing 100872, P. R. China;
2. Center for Population and Development Studies, Renmin University of China,
Beijing 100872, P. R. China;
3. Department of Public Administration, Beijing City University, Beijing 100083, P. R. China)

Abstract: Over the past half century, China’s fertility has undergone a profound transition—from
high to low and eventually to ultra-low levels. This process has followed a trajectory distinct from
that observed in Western countries, gradually formed a unique “Chinese pattern” of low fertility.
Through comparative analysis with other low-fertility societies, this study identifies the core
characteristics of China’s fertility regime as the “five lows” together with “two new lows.” The “five
lows” refer to low fertility intentions, low second- and higher-order birth rates, low ages at first
marriage and first birth, low lifetime non-marriage and childlessness rates, and low rates of
nonmarital childbearing. In recent years, two additional trends have emerged: a sharp decline in the
first-birth fertility rate and a rapid fertility decline among women with lower levels of education.

Compared with Western countries and even other East Asian societies, China’s key marriage
and fertility indicators remain at relatively low levels, while the institutional foundations of marriage
and childbearing have stayed comparatively stable. Unlike the pattern associated with the Second
Demographic Transition in Western societies, China has not yet experienced a clear decoupling of
marriage from fertility or a broad deinstitutionalization of family formation. Nonmarital childbearing
continues to be strongly constrained by cultural norms and social institutions, and marriage remains
the dominant framework for reproduction and family life. Nevertheless, dynamic changes are
becoming increasingly evident. Ages at first marriage and first birth have risen rapidly in recent
decades, and both non-marriage and childlessness rates are climbing. Although nonmarital fertility is
unlikely to increase dramatically in the short term given persistent cultural constraints, its future
expansion cannot be ruled out as social values continue to diversify. These trends suggest that China
is currently in a transitional stage characterized by the coexistence of traditional continuity and
emerging demographic patterns.

The uniqueness of China’s low fertility lies not only in the exceptionally low level of fertility
itself but also in the combination of persistently strong family institutions with rapidly changing
reproductive behaviors and values. The underlying value system surrounding marriage and
childbearing has already undergone substantial transformation, even though institutional forms have
not fundamentally changed. As a result, China’ s fertility decline differs both from the Western
experience of the Second Demographic Transition and from the developmental trajectories of
neighboring East Asian societies.

China’s fertility is likely to remain low over the long term, despite possible cyclical fluctuations.
Under such circumstances, increasingly refined, systematic, and sustained policy responses are
urgently needed in areas including marriage promotion, childbearing support, childcare provision,
gender equality, and family welfare to address the demographic challenges posed by sustained ultra-
low fertility.

Keywords: Fertility transition; Total fertility rate; Fertility intentions; Age at marriage and
childbearing; Singlehood and childlessness
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