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About This Research Report 

China is facing significant demographic challenges, from plummeting total fertility and birth 
rates to a rapidly aging population. These factors contribute to a shrinking working-age 
population and increased demands for social services to support families and the elderly, leading 
to projected decreases in output growth, which strain the economy and introduce risk to China’s 
structural stability. China’s policy responses to these demographic challenges have not mitigated 
continued fertility decline, revealing the limits of pronatalist policy efforts. Assessing the 
limitations of China’s pronatalist policy shift provides insight into China’s structural stability and 
offers lessons for the United States as it confronts its own demographic challenges. 

In this report, we assess China’s policy responses to fertility decline and consider impacts to 
China’s structural stability given long-term fertility decline. We identify significant 
implementation challenges in using pronatalist policy to address demographic challenges. We 
consider lessons learned from this case to inform U.S. policy responses to fertility decline and 
related demographic challenges. 

The report leverages policy tracing, analysis of existing data and literature, and social media 
analysis. The intended audience for this report is U.S. government officials, policymakers, and 
the research community involved in international security and demographic analyses. 

China Research Center 
RAND Global and Emerging Risks is a division of RAND that delivers rigorous and 

objective public policy research on the most consequential challenges to civilization and global 
security. This work was undertaken by the division’s China Research Center, which seeks to 
improve U.S., ally, and partner policymaker and their publics’ understanding of the People’s 
Republic of China. 
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Summary 

Issue 
China is experiencing declining birth rates and a rapidly aging population, resulting in a 

shrinking workforce and increased pressure on social services. The Chinese government has 
implemented a range of pronatalist policies aimed at reversing fertility decline, including the 
universal two-child policy in 2015 and the three-child policy in 2021, yet these policy measures 
have not corrected China’s plummeting total fertility rate or birth rate. This report reviews 
China’s policy responses to demographic challenges from 2015 to 2025 and evaluates why these 
efforts have proven unsuccessful, offering lessons for U.S. policymakers. 

Approach 
Using a mixed-method approach, we traced Chinese government policies addressing fertility 

decline from 2015 to 2025 along with recent workforce-related policies at the national and local 
levels; we analyzed academic and survey literature, integrating Western sociological frameworks 
and assessments from Chinese government officials and academics; we conducted social media 
sentiment analysis to understand Chinese population responses to government policies 
addressing demographic challenges; and we leveraged socioeconomic theory to develop a 
behavioral model of fertility decisionmaking enabling categorization of fertility factors within 
pronatalist policy. 

Key Findings 

• China’s pronatalist policies have not reversed fertility decline or increased population 
growth to a sustainable rate, demonstrating the limits of state-led interventions in family 
decisionmaking. 

• China’s implementation of national fertility policies is highly uneven across regions, with 
national directives producing a patchwork of local practices that reflects administrative 
fragmentation and variable capacity. These major bureaucratic and coordination 
challenges reduce policy effectiveness. 

• China is leveraging technological innovation and artificial intelligence to address 
demographic challenges, but existing population and resource variation will limit 
capabilities for technology to solve challenges arising from an aging population. 

• Chinese government officials and academics call for greater coordination and cohesion in 
policy responses to reverse demographic decline, with particular focus on structural 
changes, such as expanded child-care services and housing policy adjustments. 
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• Survey literature addressing Chinese fertility intentions among the broader Chinese 
population reveals opportunities to boost fertility by helping people who already want 
more children to have them, rather than trying to increase desire to have children. 

• Social media sentiment analysis shows that Chinese social media users are optimistic in 
posts addressing new pronatalist policies but express pessimism in posts that address 
policy implementation, reflecting poor policy execution and lack of structural support. 

• China’s fertility decline reflects unmet fertility intentions, not a lack of desire to have 
children. Pronatalist policy misses the mark by targeting norms and administrative 
reforms rather than enabling those intentions by addressing social or economic 
constraints. 

Recommendations 

• The United States should learn from China’s failed pronatalist policy efforts; 
policymakers should focus on enabling citizens to meet existing fertility intentions rather 
than trying to increase desire to have children. 

• The United States should consider approaches to addressing fertility decline beyond 
financial incentives, including removing structural barriers to expanding families by 
improving access to affordable child care and housing. 

• U.S. policymakers should apply our categorization of fertility policy targets to map 
existing and future policy interventions, identify gaps, and integrate awareness of norms 
and behaviors within government policy responses.  
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Chapter 1. China’s Challenges with Fertility Decline 

Demographic trends and dynamics influence domestic politics, workforce composition, 
economic growth, technological innovation, and social dynamics (Pollard et al., 2025). Within 
the international security environment, demographic factors can exacerbate existing conflict 
dynamics among nations (Nichiporuk, 2000), and countries with low fertility rates and aging 
populations—including some of the world’s wealthiest and most powerful countries—may feel 
compelled to prioritize investments in social security over traditional national security 
investments, such as in the military (Shi, 2024). Examining how a country responds to its 
demographic challenges can reveal critical insights regarding the government’s priorities and 
capabilities across these factors. Further, understanding whether these government responses are 
successful or insufficient can equip policymakers with important lessons learned for if and when 
they face similar demographic challenges in their own countries. 

China offers a particularly interesting case to assess the potential for pronatalist policy 
interventions to mitigate fertility decline. While East Asian countries have been grappling with 
aging populations and resulting demographic challenges for decades (Hwang, 2025), China now 
faces the dire results of decades of brutal birth control under its one-child policy (as evidenced in 
its declining total fertility rate, shown in Figure 1.1). Whereas China has previously 
demonstrated the effectiveness of restrictive birth control policy, its turn toward pronatalist 
policy introduces an opportunity to assess how effective policy can be in promoting birth and 
fertility. If China cannot solve this problem through policy, given all its resources and 
authoritarian control over the population, then it is likely that the United States will face 
challenges if it pursues pronatalist policies of its own (Varney, 2025). 

Figure 1.1. Comparison of Total Fertility Rates In Countries of Interest, 1950–2023 

 
SOURCE: RAND analysis of United Nations World Population Prospects Data (World Bank, undated). 



 2 

China’s age structure is shifting from an obelisk to an inverted pyramid, with increasingly 
more older people than younger people (Madgavkar et al., 2025). China’s total fertility rate 
(TFR)—a metric that assesses the average number of children that a woman would have during 
her life, if she were to experience the current age-specific fertility rates throughout the course of 
her life—has fallen below the replacement rate of 2.1 to the level of 1, as of 2023 (World Bank, 
undated).1 The shrinking working-age population and the increasing demand for social services 
to support an aging population are straining China’s economy, leading to projected decreases in 
output growth (McCartney, 2025).2 

To understand Chinese Communist Party (CCP) pronatalist efforts to address fertility 
decline, we evaluated policies implemented in the past decade, starting with China’s introduction 
of the two-child policy in 2015. Figure 1.2 maps China’s key pronatalist policies against TFR 
and birth rate, defined as the number of live human births per 1,000 people. 

Figure 1.2. China’s Total Fertility Rate, Birth Rate, and Key Pronatalist Policies, 2015–2025 

 
SOURCE: Features data from the China Statistical Yearbook and the United Nations World Population Prospects 
Data (National Bureau of Statistics of China, undated; World Bank, undated). 

 

 
1 A replacement rate of 2.1 children per woman is the level required for a population to sustain itself long-term. 
2 The United Nations assesses that  

China, the country currently with the world’s second largest population, will likely experience the largest 
absolute population loss between 2024 and 2054 (204 million) . . . [and] due to its large size and sustained 
low level of fertility, China is also likely to record the largest population decline of any country through the 
end of the century (786 million people). By 2100, China is projected to have lost more than half of its current 
population and to have returned to a population size comparable to that recorded in the late 1950s. (United 
Nations, 2024, p. 16) 
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Our aim in this report is to assess how China has responded to its severe fertility decline and 
to evaluate the effectiveness of the Chinese government’s efforts, as a means of generating new 
insights on the effectiveness of pronatalist policies to inform policymakers in the United States 
and other countries facing demographic challenges. We employ a mixed-method approach in our 
analysis, incorporating policy tracing of Chinese national and local pronatalist policies (Chapter 
2); a literature scan of Chinese government officials’ and academics’ responses to government 
policies, along with analysis of survey literature on fertility intention in China (Chapter 3); social 
media analysis of posts that discuss China’s pronatalist policies (Chapter 4); and development of 
a behavioral model of fertility decisionmaking that leverages socioeconomic theory on family 
and fertility decisionmaking, which we use to categorize the fertility factors targeted in China’s 
pronatalist policies (Chapter 5).3 Together, these approaches enable us to draw key insights on 
the aims and limitations of China’s pronatalist policies and to reveal the important and 
overlooked role that public perception and engagement play in fertility decisionmaking. We 
summarize these findings and consider implications for the United States in Chapter 6.4 

Of note, in this report we do not conduct an outcome analysis of individual pronatalist 
policies and resulting changes in fertility rates in China. We also do not consider pronatalist 
efforts outside of formal government policies—such as China’s robust propaganda campaigns 
advocating for larger family sizes (Qian and Robles, 2024). Such assessments, while important, 
are outside the scope of our analysis. Rather, we consider the declining trajectory of China’s 
TFR and assess the range of national- and local-level policies the government has undertaken in 
response to this decline. In this way, we map the government’s formal policy response to fertility 
decline and identify limitations in effecting change through pronatalist policy, particularly when 
policy implementation faces variation across regions and populations (Baochang et al., 2007). 
Future evaluations can build on our analysis by assessing heterogeneity in fertility dynamics5 
across various indicators (e.g., education levels, economic background, ethnic status, etc.) and 
exploring China’s propaganda campaigns working to reinforce official pronatalist policy. 
  

 
3 To conduct policy tracing of China’s pronatalist policies, we searched publicly available policy documents on 
central, provincial, and municipal government Chinese websites to compile policies addressing birth and fertility. 
Research team members fluent in Mandarin Chinese read through the policy documents to summarize and assess 
stated policy goals, implementation plans, and targeted outcomes for both national- and local-level policies. We 
supplemented this analysis by researching and compiling open-source news articles and press statements (in both 
English and Mandarin Chinese) regarding policies addressing demographic issues, including fertility and family 
size, parental leave, retirement regulations, and elder care. 
4 Appendix A contains additional information on China’s recent inter-ministerial coordination efforts to implement 
fertility support measures. Appendix B provides methodological details and results for our social media analysis. 
Appendix C presents our review of socioeconomic literature supporting development of our model of fertility 
decisionmaking. 
5 In forthcoming work that extends our research here, we assess the disparate impacts of hukou (China’s system of 
household registration) and China’s one-child policy across urban and rural contexts. 
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Chapter 2. Chinese Policy Responses to Demographic Issues 

In this chapter, we trace China’s pronatalist policies and contextualize their development and 
implementation across national and local levels. This analysis enables us to map China’s pivot 
from fertility control (under the one-child policy) to fertility governance, a shift that intends to 
signal more flexibility while still maintaining significant state oversight over family planning 
(Wang and Cai, 2021; Wang, 2023). 

How did China reach the level of extreme demographic strain it faces today? After China 
implemented its strict one-child policy in 1980, China’s TFR fell below the natural replacement 
level of 2.1 in the early 1990s—far earlier than many policymakers had anticipated (Wang and 
Li, 2021). Yet China’s restrictive birth control regime persisted for over three decades, with the 
government and many scholars viewing China’s population as excessively large and maintaining 
that a policy-induced reduction was necessary to ease socioeconomic pressures, such as labor 
market saturation and resource scarcity. The dominant theory centered on achieving a so-called 
“moderate population size” (适度人口), shrinking the total population to approximately 1.8 
children per woman—slightly below replacement level—to mitigate unemployment and other 
social stresses (Wang and Zhang, 2021). 

Although the 2000 population census reported a TFR of only 1.22, the mainstream academic 
view at the time dismissed this figure as an undercount, citing possible underreporting of births 
due to the lingering influence of restrictive policies. The prevalent belief was that China’s true 
fertility remained closer to 1.8, producing policy inertia throughout the early 2000s; no proactive 
measures were taken to boost fertility during this period (Wang and Li, 2021). Researchers 
conclude that skepticism toward early census data delayed critical policy shifts, resulting in 
strategic oversight and missed policy opportunity to correct demographic trends (Yi, 2013). 

The 2010 census spurred both government and academic circles to recognize that China’s 
TFR might have already dropped well below 1.8, indicating a significant and persistent problem 
for population stability. In response, the government cautiously began to loosen fertility 
restrictions, first through the “single two-child” policy6 and later, in 2015, the universal two-
child policy. The “Decision of the CPC Central Committee and the State Council on 
Implementing the Universal Two-Child Policy and Reforming and Improving Family Planning 
Services” in December 2015 officially marked a historic turning point: It ended 35 years of one-
child restrictions and signaled an initial transition from birth control toward birth encouragement 
(Central Committee of the Communist Party of China and the State Council of the People’s 

 
6 The “single two-child policy” (单独二孩政策), implemented in 2014, allowed couples to have a second child if at 
least one spouse was an only child. 
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Republic of China, 2015). In Table 2.1, we summarize China’s national fertility policies from 
2015 to 2025. 

Table 2.1. China’s Major National Fertility Policies (2015-2025) 

Year Policy Key Focus Policy Name (English) Policy Name (Chinese) 
2015  Launched universal two-child 

policy 
Decision of the CPC Central Committee and the State 
Council on Implementing the Universal Two-Child 
Policy and Reforming and Improving the Management 
of Family Planning Services 

中共中央 国务院关于实施

全面两孩政策改革完善计划

生育服务管理的决定 

2016 Reorganized family planning 
administrative functions 

Regulations on the Main Functions, Internal 
Organization, and Staffing of the National Population 
and Family Planning Commission 

国家人口和计划生育委员会

主要职责、内设机构和人员

编制规定 

2017 Set strategic population targets 
and structure 

National Population Development Plan (2016–2030) 国家人口发展规划（2016—

2030 年） 

2018 Created the National Heath 
Commission under broader State 
Council reforms to integrate 
population and family planning 
into national health governance  

Decision of the First Session of the Thirteenth National 
People’s Congress on the State Council Institutional 
Reform Proposal 

第十三届全国人民代表大会

第一次会议关于国务院机构

改革方案的决定 

2021 Launched three-child policy and 
supportive policies 

Decision of the CPC Central Committee and the State 
Council to Improve Birth Policies to Promote the Long-
Term Balanced Development of Population 

中共中央、国务院关于优化

生育政策促进人口长期均衡

发展的决定 

2021 Established legal foundation for 
the three-child policy; cancelled 
penalties 

Law on Population and Family Planning (Revised) 《中华人民共和国人口与计

划生育法》修正案 

2022 Established multidepartmental 
division of labor, incentive 
mechanisms 

Guiding Opinions on Further Improving and 
Implementing Measures for Supporting Active 
Childbearing 

关于进一步完善和落实积极

生育支持措施的指导意见 

2023 Provided implementation 
guidance to local governments 

Guiding Opinions on Further Improving and 
Implementing Active Fertility Support Measures 

关于进一步完善和落实积极

生育支持措施的实施意见 

2024 Issued 13 targeted and 
comprehensive measures to 
promote fertility 

Several Measures for Accelerating the Improvement of 
the Fertility Support Policy System and Promoting the 
Construction of a Fertility Friendly Society 

关于加快完善生育支持政策

体系推动建设生育友好型社

会的若干措施 

2025 Issued nationwide child-care 
subsidy of 3,600 yuan for every 
child under three 

Plan for the Implementation of the Childcare Subsidy 
System 

育儿补贴制度实施方案 

 
While previously the National Population and Family Planning Commission had overseen 

population control by requiring administrative approvals for births, the agency transitioned 
toward demographic research, strategic foresight, and cross-sectoral policy coordination, 
symbolizing a gradual repurposing of population governance from suppressing fertility to 
managing and supporting family formation (National Population and Family Planning 
Commission, 2016). In 2018, family planning functions were fully integrated into the newly 
established National Health Commission, embedding fertility governance into the broader public 
health and social policy system (Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, 2018). 
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Despite such adjustments, many policymakers continued to worry that fully lifting 
restrictions could trigger a rapid rebound in fertility—referred to as “spring-back theory” (生育反
弹论) (Zhai and Zou, 2018). These lingering concerns were reflected in The National Population 
Development Plan (2016–2030), which emphasized that China’s population pressures on 
resources, the environment, and economic development would remain persistent (State Council 
of the People’s Republic of China, 2017a). Although the plan acknowledged low fertility and 
population aging, it asserted that China still possessed ample labor reserves and demographic 
dividend advantages, suggesting there remained room for gradual policy maneuvering rather than 
urgent intervention. 

Fertility did not rebound following the two-child policy relaxation; instead, it continued to 
decline. The release of the Seventh National Population Census in 2021 confirmed the severity 
of the demographic decline. The census, conducted under the universal two-child policy 
framework and enhanced by cross-referencing multiple big data sources (i.e., the national 
identification system, hukou registration, hospital birth records, and telecommunications), 
reported that China’s TFR had dropped to 1.3 in 2020—placing China firmly within the “ultra-
low fertility” regime (United Nations, undated). 

In response, China’s population governance shifted toward active fertility support. In 2021, 
the “Decision on Optimizing Fertility Policy and Promoting Long-Term Balanced Population 
Development” formalized this transformation by introducing the three-child policy and 
embedding it within a broader suite of supportive measures (Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China and the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2021). 
Simultaneously, the 2021 “Amendment to the Population and Family Planning Law” provided 
legal authority for expanded parental leave,7 financial subsidies, and the elimination of punitive 
measures for unauthorized births (Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, 2021). 

In 2023, the “Implementation Opinions on Further Improving Fertility Support Measures” 
provided localized operational guidelines, encouraging provinces and municipalities to 
experiment with tailored support programs (General Office of the State Council of the People’s 
Republic of China, 2023). Released by the General Office of the State Council in 2024, “Several 
Measures on Accelerating the Improvement of the Birth Support Policy System and Promoting 
the Construction of a Fertility-Friendly Society” further introduced 13 targeted interventions 
addressing work-life balance, child-care costs, housing burdens, educational pressures, and 
gender equity—all aiming to create a truly fertility-friendly environment and prevent further 

 
7 The current baseline for maternal leave was established by the State Council in 2012 and mandated a minimum of 
98 days of maternal leave with no special provisions on spousal/paternity leave (State Council of the People’s 
Republic of China, 2012). The order left room for provinces to establish further guidelines that could extend this 
minimum. Since then, all provinces have reportedly established a minimum of 158 days of maternal leave, with 
several additionally allowing for anywhere from five to 20 days of spousal/paternity leave (National Health 
Commission, 2024). We note the gendered nature of China’s parental leave policy, where benefits extended to birth 
mothers are not equitably extended to fathers. We assess that this reflects limitations in the CCP’s approach to 
enabling families to meet their fertility intentions, a topic we discuss later in this report. 
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fertility decline (General Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2024; 
Zhong, 2024). 

Following these policies, local governments across China are experimenting with tailored 
financial incentives, enhanced services, and social initiatives to encourage childbirth. As of mid-
March 2025, at least 23 provincial-level regions have implemented explicit childbirth subsidy 
programs, focusing primarily on second and third children, in alignment with China’s broader 
three-child policy (“Subsidies, Services, Social Shifts: China’s Strategic Push for a Birth-
Friendly Future,” 2025a). In July 2025, China introduced a nationwide child-care subsidy 
program that offers families tax-exempt, cash subsidies of 3,600 yuan per year—roughly $507 in 
U.S. dollars—for each child under the age of three (“China’s Nationwide Childcare Subsidy 
Program Opens for Applications,” 2025).8 

Key Insight: China’s Slow Pivot Towards Pronatalism Reflects the CCP’s 
Structural Inertia 
Despite census data indicating that China’s TFR was alarmingly low, CCP authorities were 

slow to ease restrictive fertility policies and clung instead to an approach grounded in “spring-
back theory.” We assess that this delay reflects the CCP’s inability to implement major structural 
adjustments in a dynamic manner. This may be due to the unwieldy bureaucracy undergirding 
government actions, the CCP’s reluctance to admit past wrongs and adopt new policy approaches 
(Wang and Cai, 2021), or a combination of such factors. More broadly, we assess that this inertia 
reflects the challenges associated with implementing policy change when such implementation 
requires major structural adjustments by a country’s government. 

China’s Subnational Pronatalist Policies 
In addition to national pronatalist policies, China implemented a range of provincial and 

local-level fertility support measures. These measures generally fall into two main categories 
(“Subsidies, Services, Social Shifts: China’s Strategic Push for a Birth-Friendly Future,” 2025): 

• One-time lump-sum payments: Cities such as Guangzhou (¥5,000 [~$696]9 for a second 
child, ¥10,000 [~$1,393] for a third), Hefei (¥2,000 [~$278] for a second child, ¥5,000 
[~$696] for a third), and Gaoping (¥5,000 [~$696] for the first child and ¥10,000 [~$1,393] 

 
8 While cash subsidies are a common tool governments undertake to address demographic challenges, research 
indicates that such subsidy efforts are unlikely to have substantial impacts on fertility decline (Costanzo et al., 2025; 
Andersen et al., 2018). 
9 All estimates of USD conversions are based on exchange rates as of August 21, 2025. 
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for subsequent children, with additional in-kind benefits) offer direct financial support to 
encourage childbirth.10 

• Recurring monthly allowances: Cities such as Jinan and Panzhihua, along with the 
autonomous region Ningxia, provide monthly subsidies (ranging from ¥200 [~$27] to ¥600 
[~$83]) until the child reaches age three. These are often paired with modest lump-sum 
payments and child-rearing support services. 

Some localities stand out for offering high-value or innovative packages: 

• Hohhot (Inner Mongolia) provides ¥10,000 [~$1,393] annually until age 10 for third children 
(¥100,000 [~$13,934] total), plus a “one cup of milk” policy offering free daily milk to 
children (“China Encourages Babymaking with Free Milk and Childcare Subsidies,” 2025). 

• Tianmen (Hubei) offers comprehensive packages that include housing allowances, paid 
parental leave, and child-care subsidies, with a total value of up to ¥165,000 [~$22,992] for 
third children. The city reported a 17 percent increase in birth rates in 2024 following the 
rollout of these measures (“Subsidies, Services, Social Shifts: China’s Strategic Push for a 
Birth-Friendly Future,” 2025a). 

• Hangzhou (Zhejiang) supplements financial support (¥20,000 [~$2,786] in child care and 
¥5,000 [~$696] in maternity subsidies) with vehicle plate priority for eligible families 
(“Subsidies, Services, Social Shifts: China’s Strategic Push for a Birth-Friendly Future,” 
2025a). 
Other cities, including Shenmu, Panzhihua, and Shenyang, offer a mix of prenatal and early 

childhood support, preschool subsidies, and nutritional supplements (e.g., milk and formula) 
tailored to their fiscal capacity and demographic needs. 

In addition to this variation across child-care subsidies, provinces and cities reflect variation 
in implementing workforce insurance changes. In 2019, the State Council proposed new 
guidelines to fold maternity insurance into basic employee medical insurance (State Council of 
the People’s Republic of China, 2019). According to the National Healthcare Security 
Administration, the policy intended to target prefecture-level cities (地市) for implementation 
(Healthcare Security Administration of Guangdong, 2019). Some regions posted their own 
versions of the policy, primarily repeating information but adding little detail beyond the central 
policy, while other regions introduced detailed regulations.11 While the central policy provided a 

 
10 These measures serve as predecessors for the aforementioned 2025 national-level child-care subsidy. While 
average salaries across provinces and municipalities in China vary, we assess that these subsidies and bonuses are 
likely not high enough to serve as a sustained financial boost to families. Higher subsidies, coupled with structural 
support measures, could be highly significant in many parts of China. 
11 Sichuan’s 2024 version of the maternity insurance policy merely noted that the policy has been a great success in 
the past five years (Healthcare Security Administration of Sichuan, 2024). Shanghai went into great detail setting 
clear employer and employee contribution rates and outlining the roles of various municipal departments (Shanghai 
Municipal Healthcare Security Administration, 2019). Beijing added detail that focused on controlling childbirth 
medical expenses and standardizing services based on monthly income (Beijing Municipal People’s Government, 
2019). Areas such as Nanjing, Zhejiang, and Henan largely reiterated the national policy, though some, like 
Zhejiang, added their own elements, such as an additional “unifier” to stress system integration at the city level 
(Nanjing Municipal People’s Government General Office, 2019; Healthcare Security Administration of Zhejiang, 
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unified framework, its downward implementation resulted in a patchwork of local practices with 
varying degrees of detail and innovation, reflecting local administrative priorities and capacities. 

Key Insight: China’s Pronatalist Policies Face Significant Implementation 
Challenges 
The end of the one-child policy and the introduction of the two- and three-child policies 

produced a growing gap between central government intentions and implementation at provincial 
and municipal levels. Significant regional variation in both design and generosity constrains the 
impact of local fertility support programs: Affluent cities are able to offer more substantial and 
innovative benefits, whereas less wealthy areas tend to provide more modest support, reflecting 
underlying economic disparities and local governance priorities. Most programs remain 
restricted to families with local hukou, limiting access for migrant workers and mobile 
populations and raising concerns about equity (Chen and Xi, 2025).12 

The patchwork implementation of both financial incentives and maternity insurance 
integration demonstrates the challenges of translating central policy into effective local action, as 
well as the ongoing tension between national objectives and local administrative capacity. While 
these subnational initiatives represent a dynamic and adaptive response to low fertility, their 
uneven reach and limited inclusivity constrain their effectiveness in reversing broader 
demographic trends. 

Nonfertility Measures Addressing Demographic Challenges 
China’s response to demographic issues expands beyond a fertility focus and addresses 

challenges arising from its aging population. Policy responses include increasing the labor force 
through adjusting retirement ages and transforming care approaches for senior citizens. 

Changes to Retirement Age and Pension System 

A key example of China’s engagement with non-fertility-related demographic challenges is 
the “Decision of the Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress Regarding 
Gradually Raising the Statutory Retirement Age” (Wang, 2024). This policy, in effect as of 

 
2019; Healthcare Security Administration of Henan, 2019). In some cases, city-level implementation preceded 
provincial action, as seen in Jinhua within Zhejiang (Jinhua Healthcare Security Administration, 2019). 
12 The current state of literature indicates that the relaxation of hukou policies to encourage internal migration has 
had a positive impact on fertility rates in China. A 2023 report analyzing the relaxation of hukou policies across 
China indicated that there was a significant increase in fertility among unregistered migrants, especially for “second-
child births” (Dong, Liang and Zhang, 2023). A 2025 study indicated that obtaining citizenship in one of China’s 
cities for rural migrants significantly increases fertility rates for “first-time mothers, those with low to medium 
education levels, those with medium-term migration duration, and those in low to middle-income groups” (Cai and 
Zhong, 2025). 
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January 1, 2025, keeps older workers in the labor force longer, with the goal of easing the fiscal 
burden on the pension system (Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, 2019). 
“The retirement age for men, previously 60, will increase in increments of several months before 
finally reaching 63 by 2040. The retirement age for women in white-collar jobs, previously 55, 
will rise to 58. Women in blue-collar jobs, who previously could retire at 50, will have to work 
until 55” (Wang, 2024). 

The reform also brings significant changes to China’s basic pension system. Starting in 2030, 
the minimum period for pension contributions will increase by six months each year until it 
reaches 20 years, up from the previous 15-year requirement. The central government aims to 
incentivize longer and higher contributions, offering higher pension payouts for those who retire 
later or contribute more (National Committee of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference [CPPCC], 2025b).13 

Despite long-standing public resistance due to concerns about job competition and the 
challenges facing older workers, the urgency of China’s demographic challenges combined with 
the projection of the pension running out in 2035 prompted unusually swift legislative action, 
with the law passing rapidly and without the typical public comment period (Wang, 2024). This 
policy marks a significant shift in China’s approach to managing its aging society, focusing on 
extending working lives rather than solely focusing on directly boosting fertility. 

Adopting Artificial Intelligence to Mitigate Demographic Challenges 

As China confronts the economic and social pressures of an aging and shrinking workforce, 
the government has increasingly turned to AI as a strategic tool to mitigate demographic 
challenges. National policy documents, such as the New Generation Artificial Intelligence 
Development Plan and its subsequent five-year plans, explicitly frame AI as a means to boost 
productivity, compensate for labor shortages, and support the transformation of traditional 
industries (State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2017b). China has recently issued 
guidelines to implement an “AI Plus” initiative, integrating AI across science and technology, 
industrial development, consumption, personnel well-being, and global governance (“China 
Issues Guideline to Accelerate ‘AI Plus’ Integration Across Key Sectors,” 2025). By promoting 
the integration of AI technologies into manufacturing, health care, elder care, and public 
services, policymakers aim to sustain economic growth and maintain social stability despite a 
declining working-age population (State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2017b). 

In addition to economic applications, China is designing these AI policies to address the 
social implications of demographic change, particularly regarding the needs of its growing 

 
13 Individuals who meet the minimum contribution period can still opt for early retirement, barring that it is not 
earlier than three years before the new statutory age or younger than the age of retirement before the implementation 
of this policy. Flexible delayed retirement is also possible with employer agreement, and certain occupations—such 
as those requiring strenuous physical labor—can apply for earlier retirement (National Committee of the CPPCC, 
2025b). 
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elderly population. Initiatives include the deployment of AI-powered health care diagnostics, 
remote monitoring systems, and intelligent humanoid robots to improve access to medical 
services and reduce the burden on human caregivers (State Council of the People’s Republic of 
China, 2017b). 

China’s integration of AI into its demographic strategy highlights the government’s focus on 
using multiple sectors to address the population issue, prioritizing technological solutions to 
sustain economic growth and social stability amid a shrinking workforce. By embedding AI 
across key sectors and targeting the needs of an aging population, the government is leveraging 
innovation to adapt to demographic realities, signaling a move toward automation as a key 
response to population aging (Chen, 2025). 

Key Insight: Technological Investments Cannot Overcome the Economic 
and Geographic Variation That Exacerbates Fertility Challenges 
China’s engagement with its demographic challenges—from measures focused exclusively 

on fertility and birth rates to those addressing an aging workforce—reflect increasing national 
interest in addressing population-related concerns. It is still too early to tell whether 
technological investments will effectively alleviate challenges from China’s aging population. 
For example, AI applications to address labor shortages remain under development, with 
technologies such as automated rubber-harvesting robots still in trial phases (“Across China: AI-
Powered Rubber-Tapping Robots Designed to Alleviate Labor Shortage,” 2025). In the 
meantime, we surmise that the overemphasis on automation reflects the structural pressures 
facing China’s labor force amid the lack of labor supply caused by decades of restrictive fertility 
policy. This structural pressure is evident in the “996” work culture in China, where tech sector 
employees work from nine in the morning to nine at night, six days a week (Cohen, 2025). 

Overall, we assess that technological investments will produce uneven effects across varied 
populations. For example, only resource-rich senior care institutions can leverage the most 
advanced AI-enabled technologies. However, private homes house a large portion of the elderly 
population, and AI has been slow to reach those institutions (“Across China: AI-Powered 
Rubber-Tapping Robots Designed to Alleviate Labor Shortage,” 2025). This population and 
resource variation will stymie efforts to leverage technology as a panacea for challenges arising 
from an aging population. 

Assessing Variation Challenges Facing Pronatalist Policy Implementation 
Turning from old age to birth, China faces similar variation challenges in implementing 

pronatalist policies. Existing variation across provinces—whether in terms of economic 
development, ethnic make-up, religious and cultural customs, or urban vs. rural settings—
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presents a significant hurdle to implementing national-level policy executed through provincial 
administrative structures. 

To demonstrate the existing variation in base rate contexts across provinces, Figure 2.1 
shows the birth rates across mainland China’s provinces and direct-administered municipalities 
(i.e., Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, and Chongqing).14 

Figure 2.1. Mainland China Birth Rates, 2023 

 
SOURCE: Features data from the China Statistical Yearbook (National Bureau of Statistics of China, undated). 
NOTE: We exclude Inner Mongolia, Xinjiang, Tibet, Ningxia, and Guangxi, as well as Hong Kong and Taiwan, from 
this analysis because of their semi-autonomous, special administrative status. 

 
We assess that national and local-level implementation of policies aiming to increase China’s 

TFR faces significant challenges in adapting to this existing contextual variation. A one-size-fits-
all national policy cannot address this variation, and uneven administrative implementation 
across provinces introduces additional challenges. Moreover, we consider that policy 
implementation is not a unidirectional dynamic—the government can set and strive to implement 
policy, but local populations are key actors in the relationship. Understanding their perspectives 
is a key part of this puzzle. 

Toward this goal, in the next chapter we consider perspectives from Chinese officials, 
academics, and survey literature to establish foundational understanding of Chinese population 
perspectives regarding pronatalist policies and fertility intention.  

 
14 Analysis uses 2023 data from the China Statistical Yearbook. We exclude semi-autonomous regions from our 
analysis for two reasons: From a methodological approach, data for some of these semi-autonomous regions were 
not available in the China Statistical Yearbook. From a conceptual approach, our research evaluates the CCP’s 
policy engagement with demographic challenges; because the CCP does not maintain official government oversight 
across semi-autonomous regions, these regions are not aligned cases within our analysis. 
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Chapter 3. Chinese Population Responses to Demographic 
Challenges: Officials, Academics, and Public Attitudes 

In this chapter, we consider how Chinese officials and academics perceive CCP policies 
addressing fertility decline.15 We also evaluate survey literature to assess Chinese public 
attitudes toward government pronatalist policies and fertility intention. 

Chinese Officials’ Perspectives on Government Pronatalist Policies 
Our review of publicly available materials reveals that, across all levels of the Chinese 

government, official policymakers seldom engage in open or in‑depth critique of the country’s 
fertility policies.16 The closest thing to a quasi‑official channel for substantive assessments by 
political figures is the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC).17 

He Dan, a CPPCC member and director of the China Population and Development Research 
Center, is one of the few figures to openly identify specific shortcomings in the national 
approach. In an article published to the CPPCC site, she highlighted persistent issues, such as the 
lack of clarity regarding the effective use of subsidies, the absence of a unified system leading to 
significant regional variation, and insufficient support for rural areas. Her recommendations 
emphasize the need to strengthen national policies to reduce local disparities and to implement 
“home-based childcare guidance programs” specifically targeting rural and poverty-stricken 
communities (National Committee of the CPPCC, 2025). 

 
15 To scan Chinese officials’ responses to CCP pronatalist policies, we searched publicly available central, 
provincial, and municipal government websites using search terms such as “fertility” and “maternal.” To assess 
Chinese academics’ perspectives, we used search engines such as Google and China’s Baidu to locate online 
research reports posted by academics in China. We also searched Chinese journal repositories, such as CNKI. We 
summarize key findings from our search in this section. 
16 The majority of official narratives closely follow the Party line, emphasizing support for these policies and 
projecting confidence in their capacity to deliver long‑term success for China. Explicit acknowledgment of potential 
shortcomings or unintended consequences is virtually absent from public discourse. Instead, the only indirect 
indication of doubts regarding the adequacy of central‑level measures can be seen in the proliferation of additional, 
often more targeted, initiatives at the provincial and municipal levels. Such actions suggest that, while not openly 
asserting this, local authorities may view national policies as insufficient to address the specific demographic and 
socioeconomic challenges within their jurisdictions. 
17 The CPPCC does not possess formal authority over policy formulation or implementation. Operating as a 
component of the CCP’s United Front system, its primary function is “political consultation,” bringing together 
Party members, allied groups, and select societal representatives. This positioning grants CPPCC members slightly 
more latitude to raise concerns about policy details, but such comments remain cautious and generally aligned with 
official priorities. We assess that the fact that critical analysis is largely confined to this consultative body 
underscores the ongoing political sensitivity surrounding demographic policy in China, limiting the extent to which 
serving officials can provide candid, public assessments. 
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Some CPPCC members at the subcentral levels have echoed similar concerns, often pointing 
to the limitations of the central policies in meeting local needs. Officials from Henan have 
argued that the current measures fall short in “stimulating the desire of women of childbearing 
age to have children” (Henan Provincial CPPCC, 2025). Officials called for expanding support 
to cover a range of childbirth-related expenses and suggested leveraging social media to foster a 
“fertility-friendly social atmosphere” by challenging traditional customs, such as high bride 
prices18 (Henan Provincial CPPCC, 2025). 

At the city level, CPPCC members have proposed supplementary policies to address 
perceived gaps in the central approach. A member of the Beijing CPPCC argued that insufficient 
attention is paid to children under three, calling for enhanced tax incentives and expanded child-
care services to better support young families (Beijing Municipal CPPCC, 2025). These 
subnational responses reflect variation similar to the implementation of earlier fertility-related 
policies, where local administrations have either reiterated central directives or introduced more 
detailed, context-specific regulations. 

Chinese Academics’ Perspectives on Government Pronatalist Policies 
Chinese academics have emerged as some of the most vocal advocates for reform of 

demographic policies. Recent opinion pieces by James Jianzhang Liang—a demographer and 
economist widely recognized as one of China’s most prominent voices advocating pronatalist 
policy reform—reflect a growing consensus among scholars that subsidies and the relaxation of 
child limits alone are insufficient to reverse demographic decline. Liang calls for the 
development of universal child-care services, the provision of equal parental leave for men and 
women, and the relaxation of visa laws to allow foreigners to work as nannies (Liang, 2025). 

Other academics have focused on the structural barriers to family formation, such as the high 
cost of housing, arguing that meaningful demographic change will require coordinated real estate 
policies and targeted measures to reduce housing expenses for young people (Liu, 2024). 
Additionally, demographer Wang Feng describes China’s demographic challenges as the “Great 
Deceleration,” a product of prolonged state intervention in fertility that continues today under the 
guise of fertility governance, replacing earlier versions of fertility control (Wang, 2023). 

Key Insight: China’s Policy Responses Lack Coordination and Cohesion 
Overall, the responses from Chinese officials and academics highlight a shared recognition 

that China’s current demographic policies remain insufficient in addressing demographic 
challenges. Persistent concerns about regional disparities, limited support for rural and low-
income families, and the inadequacy of existing incentives underscore the need for more unified 

 
18 Bride price, sometimes referred to as a dowry or bridewealth, consists of money or goods given by the groom’s 
kin to the bride’s kin upon marriage. 
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and comprehensive reforms. Calls for expanded child-care services, broader financial support, 
and structural changes—such as housing policy adjustments—reflect a growing consensus that 
reversing demographic decline will require not only policy innovation but also greater 
coordination and cohesion across all levels of government and society. 

Public Attitudes Related to Fertility 
Fertility intention, or the number of children a person desires, is a major predictor of fertility 

behavior (Lau et al., 2018). Studies of low-fertility countries indicate that fertility intention has a 
strong, positive, independent effect on actual fertility, although actual fertility is consistently 
below intention (Beaujouan et al., 2019), including in China-specific studies (Jiawei, 2015; Luo 
and Mao, 2014). 

Survey assessment of fertility intentions has a long history in China.19 Prior to the 
announcement of the three-child policy, various surveys had estimated that the desired family 
size was 1.8 to 2.0 children per woman (Jing et al., 2022; Zhuang, Jiang, and Li, 2020). Since the 
three-child policy, a handful of surveys indicate a slightly lower desired number of children: 1.73 
to 1.85 overall (Chen et al., 2023; Qiu et al., 2021). When broken down by sex, in 2021 the mean 
desired number of children was 1.58 for women and 1.76 for men, with younger individuals 
(under age 25) reporting lower numbers: 1.41 for women and 1.65 for men (Jing et al., 2022). 
These reported desired family sizes after the enactment of the three-child policy are substantially 
above the total fertility rate reported by the United Nations Population Division (2024): 1.12 in 
2021 and 1.03 in 2022. 

Gaps Between Chinese Population Fertility Intentions and Outcomes 

There are many complex reasons for the discrepancy between fertility intentions and realized 
fertility. One longitudinal study in China from 2008 to 2021 specifically noted that although 
most respondents started out wanting two children, most gradually resigned themselves to having 
no more than one child because they felt unable to provide two children with a high standard of 
living and child care they considered essential (Zhang et al., 2023). 

 
19 Assessing public attitudes toward the government or government programs in China has faced two core concerns 
for a long time: China is geographically large and has large rural and migrant populations, which presents challenges 
for obtaining representative samples and making inferences, and the CCP closely monitors the population, which 
may lead respondents to self-censor, inflate their responses, or refuse to participate (Carter, Carter, and Schick 2024; 
Robinson and Tannenberg, 2019). Chinese citizens may also view surveys more as a test that has a right and wrong 
answer than as an elicitation of their personal views (Huang, 2023). Yet experimental studies do not necessarily 
show reluctance to participate in political surveys, significantly higher nonresponse rates, or more politically correct 
answers related to China’s democratic quality or trust in the political system (Lei and Lu, 2017). While the early 
2000s is considered “the golden age of survey research in China” (Truex, 2025), survey research on public attitudes 
continues. For example, surveys indicate that Chinese citizens favor an active governmental role in income 
redistribution and are not generally in favor of personally taking on heavier welfare responsibility, reflecting the 
country’s limited social safety net (Wong and Lee, 2001; Olivos and Lattz, 2025). 
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Many studies consistently identify differences in fertility intentions across a range of factors 
in China. Individuals with higher educational attainment, higher income, older age, and urban 
areas consistently report lower intentions (Ren et al., 2024; Jing et al., 2022; Yang and Zhang, 
2023). Migrants and women from one-child families also report lower intentions (Yang, Han, 
and Wang, 2023). Regional differences also emerge, with central and western regions reporting 
higher intentions (Xiang et al., 2023). Factors including level of available child-care support, 
marital satisfaction, size of house (Chen et al., 2023), being a homeowner versus a renter (Hu, 
Su, and Yu 2024), and being an ethnic minority (Yang, Han, and Wang, 2023; Yan et al., 2021) 
are all associated with higher intentions. Higher levels of air pollution have also been linked to 
lower intentions, controlling for a variety of other city characteristics (Huang, Wu, and He, 
2025). 

Among women attending universities, between 2015 and 2019 there have been declines in 
marital intentions, an increasing preference for later age at marriage, and growing preference for 
fewer children and for later age at first birth (Blair and Madigan, 2021). Recent surveys identify 
women’s concerns that childbearing would lower their quality of life and affect their career 
development (Yang and Zhang, 2023).20 Economic burden, time burden, childrearing barriers, 
and cost of education are consistently identified as leading barriers to having children (Jing et al., 
2022; Kang et al., 2022; Yan et al., 2021; Yue et al., 2023). Consistent with these concerns, 
availability of maternity subsidies, such as free antenatal examinations and hospital delivery 
subsidies, have been identified as increasing intentions (Qiao et al., 2024). Similarly, using 
national data from 2017, overall government expenditure was identified with increases in fertility 
intentions (Zhang, Li, and Tang, 2022). 

Key Insight: China’s Policy Interventions Miss an Opportunity to Close the 
Gap Between Fertility Intentions and Behaviors 
Survey literature addressing fertility intentions indicates an opportunity to boost fertility by 

helping people who already want more children to have them, rather than trying to increase 
desire to have children. Government efforts to address structural impediments to having 
children—from lack of child-care services to expensive housing and other economic barriers—
could address the gap between fertility intentions and fertility decisions. Even if this results in a 
TFR that is still below replacement level, it would be an important step to slowing down the 
overall aging problem China faces.  

 
20 The 1995 “Labor Law of the People’s Republic of China” formally prohibited the dismissal of women on the 
basis of pregnancy (State Council of the People’s Republic of China, 2012). Subsequent reforms have expanded 
legal protections intended to support working mothers including paid leave for prenatal check-ups, longer paid 
maternity leave, and ‘breastfeeding periods’ (U.S.-China Business Council, 2017). Despite changes, a 2020 study 
found that 58 percent of female job seekers were still asked about their marital or childbearing status during 
interviews, underscoring the persistence of discriminatory practices despite formal legal safeguards (Yeung and 
Gan, 2021). 



 17 

Chapter 4. Analyzing Social Media to Assess Public Sentiment 

Understanding people’s fertility intentions and other public attitudes serves as a critical 
requirement for implementing successful policy interventions addressing demographic 
challenges. Social media data offer a useful barometer of public attitudes on specific issues (e.g., 
Han et al., 2020). To assess Chinese public attitudes towards government pronatalist policies, we 
analyzed social media activity on the Chinese platform QQ.21 We focused our analysis on the 
two-child policy (proposed in 2014 and implemented nationally in 2015) and the three-child 
policy (launched in 2021 and implemented through local governments in 2023). 

Of note, our analysis is exploratory and does not reflect a random or probability sample of 
Chinese social media users. Instead, we analyze a convenience sample of self-selected Chinese 
social media users who posted content on QQ associated with China’s two- and three-child 
policies. Considering China’s strict censorship and the closed nature of other social media 
platforms, such as WeChat, our analysis offers one window to understand Chinese population 
sentiment regarding pronatalist policies. 

We developed search criteria consisting of keywords, phrases, and logic operators to assess 
opinions of Chinese people about the aforementioned population policies from November 30, 
2017 (the earliest data available), to August 8, 2025. We analyzed 716,381 mentions related to 
the two-child policy or the three-child policy from online articles, comments, and replies that 
were posted by 240,469 unique authors globally during the data collection period. Figure 4.1 
shows the post volume by month, overlaying net sentiment scores associated with these posts.22 

 
21 Though there are over 500 million active users on QQ, the most widely used social media platform in China is 
WeChat, a closed system that serves as a unified platform for a range of functions. We did not have access to the 
social media content on the closed WeChat platform. We do not consider QQ to be a proxy for content on WeChat, 
and our analysis does not assume that QQ provides a representative sample of Chinese social media posts. 
22 Post volume first peaked in August 2018 (n = 71,338), then in June 2019 (n = 20,549). Despite a small spike in 
January 2020 (n = 12,542), post volume declined to less than 10,000 per month and remained at a low level. 
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Figure 4.1. Trends from QQ Posts on China Fertility Policies, 2017–2025 

 
SOURCE: Features data from the Brandwatch platform. 
NOTE: Post volume is on the left y-axis. Net sentiment is on the right y-axis. 

 
We analyzed trends from QQ posts on China’s two- and three-child policies through post 

volume (where high post volume indicates more discussions, stronger reactions, and greater 
attention and low volume reflects fewer discussions and fading attention) and net sentiment 
(where greater than zero net sentiment score indicates positive or favorable attitudes toward 
policies of interest, a score below zero indicates negative or unfavorable attitudes, and zero 
indicates neutral sentiment). 

Social media posts reflecting positive net sentiment include the following factors: 

• praise for subsidies provided to encourage and support having more children 
• security and certainty about future personal life trajectories and national development 
• an optimistic outlook for healthy family structures and a better environment for children 
• acknowledging policy shifts in response to changing environment and societal needs. 

Social media posts reflecting negative net sentiment include the following factors: 

• confusion and sarcasm about the Chinese government’s policy inconsistency, particularly 
regarding the stark tone shift from the one-child policy 

• dissatisfaction and skepticism about lack of infrastructure and policy measures to support 
having children, such unaffordable housing, education, and medical costs 

• mounting pressure from family care responsibilities and pessimism over older adult life 
• distrust toward government officials and experts. 

Based on post volume and net sentiment trends, as seen in Figure 4.1, we identify four 
distinct periods: 

1. From January 2018 to January 2020, social media users posted at high volumes, with 
sentiment generally negative. 

2. From January 2020 to January 2023, post volume decreased (and remained at low levels) 
and net sentiment turned from negative to positive, strengthening in positivity. 

3. From January 2023 to July 2024, net sentiment decreased until leveling out at zero, 
reflecting neutral sentiment. 

4. From July 2024 to July 2025, net sentiment briefly turned positive before decreasing. 



 19 

We assess that the low post volume after January 2020 may indicate that the coronavirus 
disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic shifted public sentiment away from discussion of 
government pronatalist policies. In conjunction with this context, low post volume may also 
indicate the Chinese government cracked down on negative social media posts or that people 
stopped posting negative responses because they gauged such efforts to be pointless in producing 
policy change. These factors may reflect government repression, learned helplessness, or a 
combination. 

We assess that the changes in net sentiment align with two phases of pronatalist policy: 
introduction and implementation. Net sentiment after the two-child policy was implemented is 
consistently negative, with many QQ users expressing frustration over the recklessness and lack 
of empathy of Chinese policymakers who overlooked public opinion and ignored their basic 
needs for building a livable, fulfilling, and sustainable life. 

With the launch of the three-child policy in 2021, we assess that the steadily increasing net 
sentiment score reflects social media users’ optimism about the policy change. Yet after local 
governments began implementing the policy in 2023, net sentiment turned negative. We assess 
that this change reflects the mismatch between social media users’ expectation for promising 
policy and disappointment at the reality of implementation. 

Social media users reflect positive sentiments again in 2024, which aligns with the 
government’s issuing of 13 targeted and comprehensive measures to promote fertility (as seen in 
Chapter 2, Table 2.1). As the government continued to struggle to reverse declining fertility and 
implemented cash subsidies in 2025, net sentiment again turned negative. 

Key Insight: Social Media Users Reflect a Disconnect Between Optimism 
for Policy Changes and Pessimism over Implementation Shortfalls 
Although aforementioned data limitations prevent us from drawing causal conclusions, we 

identify a conflict between public optimism for pronatalist policies and disappointment at policy 
implementation. Among the people who participate on this platform, social media analysis 
reflects discontent toward recently announced population policies, disappointment at the 
disconnected nature of government officials, and frustration over the ineffective implementation 
of these policies. 

From these findings, we assess that although the public may welcome a more relaxed 
childbearing environment, the government has not sufficiently addressed challenges facing 
families. These challenges include rising costs of living, mounting pressures from competition, 
and unequal access to high-quality educational resources. Without the broader integration of 
more supportive social measures, the Chinese public may remain frustrated over poor 
implementation of pronatalist policy interventions that fail to meet their needs and interests. 

If Chinese demographic policies are not aligned with population interests, then what 
outcomes do policies target? We turn to this question in the next chapter.  
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Chapter 5. Categorizing Factors in China’s Pronatalist Policies 

To assess alignment between China’s pronatalist policies and population fertility intentions, 
we reviewed applicable sociological literature linking fertility decisions to economic incentives 
and labor market dynamics.23 Our analysis reveals that fertility intentions often involve the 
intersection of three factors: the socioeconomic costs and benefits of raising a child; the social 
norms—or shared expectations about appropriate behaviors—shaping family and marriage 
dynamics; and the broader cultural context underlying these aspects. Considering these factors 
together, we developed a model of fertility decisionmaking to visualize the different factors 
influencing fertility intentions, as seen in Figure 5.1. 

Figure 5.1. Model of Fertility Decisionmaking 

 
 
Within this model, fertility decline can be a result of increasing costs and decreasing benefits 

of children or can reflect norm constraints. For example, marriage and fertility intentions are 
closely tied in China, and few children are born outside of marriage (Tran, 2008), but marriage 
rates are declining sharply—with a 55 percent drop from 2013 to 2024 (Minzner, 2025). 
Pronatalist policies could address any of these mechanisms separately but should account for all 
these factors in order to achieve successful and lasting implementation. 

 
23 See Appendix C for a detailed review of the socioeconomic literature supporting our model development. 
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Key Insight: China’s Fertility Decline Reflects Unmet Fertility Intentions 
We assess that China’s continued fertility decline results from unmet fertility intentions 

among the population. Rising costs of childrearing, housing, education, and career-family 
conflicts—especially for women—alongside deeply entrenched East Asian family structures 
have all contributed to increasingly reluctant childbearing decisions (Feng, 2021). We surmise 
that China’s policies may be targeting the wrong outcomes, thus missing the opportunity to aid 
people in meeting existing fertility intentions. 

Categorizing Fertility Factors Targeted in China’s Pronatalist Policies 
To assess what outcomes China’s pronatalist policies are targeting, we categorized China’s 

pronatalist policy responses across factors of cost, norms, and benefits by analyzing the intended 
target population and/or outcome of the policy. For example, if a policy aims to subsidize child-
care expenses, we categorize the policy target as cost. If a policy focuses on promoting a new 
ideal family size, we categorize the policy target as norm. In the case of China’s pronatalist 
efforts, we also categorize applicable policies as administrative if they solely focus on 
administrative process changes. We assess that while administrative policies could streamline 
pronatalist efforts to effect positive change in behaviors related to fertility, they more likely 
reflect undue focus on bureaucracy. 

Table 5.1 replicates China’s national fertility policies since 2015, as introduced in Chapter 2, 
with an added column to identify the fertility decisionmaking factor targeted by the policy. 

Table 5.1. National Level Fertility Policy Targets 

Year Policy Key Features Policy Name (English) Targeted Factor 

2015  Promote universal two-child family Decision of the CPC Central Committee and 
the State Council on Implementing the 
Universal Two-Child Policy and Reforming 
and Improving Family Planning Services 

Norms 

2016 No longer need administrative approval Institutional Restructuring of Population and 
Family Planning Commission Functions 

Administrative 

2017 Maternity insurance merged into basic 
coverage (increasing coverage) 

National Population Development Plan 
(2016–2030) 

Administrative 

2018 Integrated population and family planning 
into national health governance 

Institutional Reform: Establishment of 
National Health Commission 

Administrative 

2021 Launched three-child policy; eliminated fees 
for excess children 

Decision on Optimizing Fertility Policy and 
Promoting Long-Term Balanced Population 
Development (Three-Child Policy) 

Norms; Cost 

2021 Removed financial penalties; added financial 
subsidies; expanded parental leave 

Amendment to the Population and Family 
Planning Law (Revised) 

Cost; Benefits 
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Year Policy Key Features Policy Name (English) Targeted Factor 
2022 Provided social advocacy and cultural 

guidance; promoted women’s rights, family 
and gender equality; family friendly housing 
policy; child-rearing support and subsidies; 
tax incentives; expanded medical insurance; 
financial services and credit support; work 
leave policies and employment protections 

Guiding Opinions on Further Improving and 
Implementing Active Fertility Support 
Measures (17 Ministries) 

Cost; Benefits; 
Norms; 

Administrative 

2023 Provided implementation guidance to local 
governments 

Implementation Opinions on Further 
Improving Fertility Support Measures 

Administrative 

2024 Improved work-life balance; assist with child-
care, housing, and education costs; promote 
gender equity 

Several Measures on Accelerating the 
Improvement of the Birth Support Policy 
System and Promoting the Construction of a 
Fertility-Friendly Society 

Cost; Benefits; 
Norms 

2025 Issued nationwide child-care subsidy of 
3,600 yuan for every child under three 

Plan for the Implementation of the Childcare 
Subsidy System 

Cost 
 

 
Our analysis indicates that until the “Amendment to the Population and Family Planning 

Law” was created in 2021, policy primarily targeted norms and administrative functions around 
the number of children without addressing cost or benefits. It was not until the multi-ministry 
coordination in 2022 that government policies incorporated a comprehensive approach to all 
factors shaping fertility-related behavior. 

When we consider China’s recent implementation of cash subsidies for child care (“China’s 
Nationwide Childcare Subsidy Program Opens for Applications,” 2025), we identify a growing 
focus on cost. While economic incentives are an important step in enabling people to meet or 
increase their fertility intentions, cost incentives alone are insufficient to address the range of 
concerns for people when considering having children. Addressing benefits and norms are 
critical to enable people to meet their fertility intentions. 

Our analysis also demonstrates that many national-level policies do not actually introduce 
new tools to facilitate people meeting their existing fertility intentions. Instead, many of China’s 
national-level policies focus on administrative policy execution. Given the considerable 
bureaucratic challenges complicating national policy implementation at local levels, as discussed 
in Chapter 2, we assess the outsized focus on administration reveals that many of China’s 
pronatalist policies lack substance and are not observable to the average citizen. This may 
contribute to public skepticism over government efficacy, as revealed in our social media 
analysis. 

Policy targets are often unspecified, making it challenging to find connections across a range 
of policy efforts. Our categorization allows us to depict where China is focusing its policy 
engagements and identify the imbalance across policy target mechanisms at the national level. 
As evident in China’s continued declining TFR, despite the past decade of targeted policy 
interventions, demographic behavior is not shaped by state-directed policy or by individual 
preferences alone—rather, we assess that these factors intersect in important ways. Unlike 
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coercive population control approaches, such as the one-child policy, pronatalist policies rely on 
behavioral motivation and require consideration of public opinion and priorities.  
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Chapter 6. Conclusion and Implications for the United States 

While China’s fertility decline is evident, understanding China’s expansive policy responses 
to these challenges offers insight into the CCP’s priorities and areas of concern. Our detailed 
review of the robust range of government policies addressing fertility-related issues, 
technological innovation, and workforce retirement requirements makes two conclusions clear: 

1. China’s initial efforts to reverse fertility decline resulting from the drastic one-child 
policy have not worked. 

2. The continued decline in birth rate and TFR are areas of increasing policy engagement 
and political investment for the CCP, revealing China’s anxiety regarding these topics. 

There is an economic story to explore here, given that the structure of China’s economy and 
its high savings rate have produced extreme levels of income inequality and sustained household 
frugality (Wolf, 2024). These factors combine with the high cost of living to result in reduced 
fertility intentions, given unsustainable costs for raising a family. Against this backdrop, 
economic incentives to support childbearing may seem like a logical way to address China’s 
demographic trends—and China is well on its way toward this approach. 

Yet economic dynamics only tell part of the story. In this report, our exploration focuses 
instead on the gap between government intentions and population engagement (or resistance). 
From an intent perspective, the Chinese government intends to correct its declining TFR and 
birth rate through different policy approaches ranging from cost incentives to transforming 
norms around family size expectations. Through our social media analysis, however, we 
discovered widespread skepticism and uncertainty among Chinese people regarding the 
implementation of pronatalist policy. 

Our analysis shows that reversing declining fertility intentions is not simply a matter of 
lifting birth restrictions or offering cash subsidies. Cultural norms play a critical role in 
influencing fertility behavior, and public opinion—particularly regarding education, housing, 
child care, and workplace gender discrimination—reveals a persistent policy-public perception 
gap that limits China’s effectiveness in reversing fertility decline. 

Policy does not occur in a vacuum, and successful policy implementation must account for 
how people perceive and respond to top-down policies. It is particularly critical to consider the 
policy environment and lived experiences shaping the childhoods of China’s child-bearing 
population today. This generation grew up under the one-child policy and witnessed first-hand 
the oppressive fertility control wielded by the government (Wang, 2025). This background may 
have resulted in a generation skeptical of government intervention in family formation. Without 
acknowledging past wrongs (Wang and Cai, 2021), China may not be able to secure public 
engagement with current and future fertility-related policies. As a result, the government may not 
be able to engage effectively with the population to address fertility decline. 



 25 

We conclude that this psychological backdrop, exacerbated by structural economic 
challenges, may contribute to a population reluctant to embrace government pronatalist policy. 
Indeed, the “lying flat” movement—in which Chinese youth have become disenchanted with 
expectations for social competition, choosing to give up traditional Confucian values of self-
exertion and embrace anti-involution strategies instead (Hsu, 2022)—reflects the expansive 
sense of malaise affecting China’s potential parents of today. Additional analyses, including 
social media analysis, should explore these factors in more depth. 

Implications for Pronatalist Considerations in the United States 
Understanding China’s challenges in reversing fertility decline offers valuable lessons for the 

United States and other countries that may face demographic shifts in the coming decades. While 
China demonstrated effective use of policy to repress birth through its one-child policy, China’s 
efforts to leverage policy interventions to encourage fertility have so far proven ineffective. Even 
with China’s considerable resources and authoritarian control over its population, the 
government’s attempts to change fertility behavior have failed. We assess that, if a decade of 
pronatalist policy failed to reverse declining fertility in China, a pronatalist policy focus would 
be similarly unsuccessful for the United States. We offer these considerations not under the 
premise that China and the United States are most-like cases but rather as an evaluation of 
whether and how pronatalist policies may offer promise in reversing fertility decline. 

Based on our evaluation of China’s efforts, we find that a country cannot use policy relying 
solely on economic incentives or norm transformation to address fertility decline. Understanding 
public sentiment and developing measures to help people achieve existing fertility intent by 
overcoming structural challenges and burdens of family life are equally as important. Second, 
policy efforts must account for historical and cultural context in order to resonate with the 
targeted population—otherwise, skepticism over government involvement in family life can 
cause public resistance to policy goals. 

For the United States, pronatalist policy considerations ranging from cash incentives for new 
mothers to changing the norm of expected family size (Demissie and Faulders, 2025) may prove 
ineffective, given our analysis of China’s efforts. Instead, the United States may consider 
alternative approaches to addressing fertility decline that target the interconnected nature of 
fertility considerations (spanning cost, norms, and behavior) embedded within the nation’s 
contextual dynamics. Such approaches could include removing structural barriers to expanding 
families (such as lack of affordable child care or housing) and leveraging existing positive labor 
force contributions tied to immigration to mitigate workforce shortfalls. Moreover, U.S. 
policymakers can apply our categorization of fertility policy targets as a novel way to map 
existing and future policy interventions, identify gaps, and integrate awareness of norms and 
behaviors within government policy responses. In this way, U.S. policymakers can learn from 
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China’s missteps and effectively engage challenges arising from declining fertility and birth 
rates.  
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Appendix A. Additional Details on China’s Inter-Ministerial 
Framework for Active Fertility Support Measures 

Supplementing the policy tracing in Chapter 2, this appendix presents additional information 
about China’s recent pronatalist policies. 

China introduced the three-child policy through the 2021 “Decision on Optimizing Fertility 
Policy and Promoting Long-Term Balanced Population Development.” The subsequent 2022 
Guiding Opinions on Further Improving and Implementing Active Fertility Support Measures.” 
jointly issued by 17 ministries, integrated governance by establishing inter-ministerial 
coordination across labor, housing, education, women’s employment, elder care, and regional 
development sectors (National Health Commission, 2022). Fertility policy was thus no longer 
isolated but fully embedded into China’s comprehensive social and economic policy architecture. 

Table A.1 summarizes the lead agencies and assigned roles within this inter-ministerial 
framework. 

Table A.1. China’s Inter-Ministerial Coordination Framework for Integrated Fertility Support, 2022 

Lead Agencies Roles 
National Health Commission (NHC) Fertility Policy design and coordination 
National Development and Reform Commission (NDRC) Economic integration and planning 
Publicity Department of CPC Central Committee Social advocacy and cultural guidance 
Ministry of Education (MOE) Education policies and child-rearing support 
Ministry of Civil Affairs (MCA) Elder care, social welfare support 
Ministry of Housing and Urban-Rural Development (MOHURD)  Family-friendly housing policies 
Ministry of Human Resources & Social Security (MOHRSS)  Leave policies and employment protection 
Ministry of Finance (MOF) Fiscal policies and subsidies  
State-owned Assets Supervision & Administration (SASAC) SOE policy and employee benefits 
State Taxation Administration (STA) Tax incentives and family-friendly taxation 
National Healthcare Security Administration (NHSA) Medical insurance and reproductive services 
China Banking & Insurance Regulatory Commission (CBIRC) Financial and insurance industry policies 
All-China Federation of Trade Unions (ACFTU) Workers’ rights and workplace conditions 
Central Committee of Communist Youth League  Youth engagement and social mobilization 
All-China Women’s Federation (ACWF) Women’s rights, family and gender equality 
Logistic Support Dept., Central Military Commission Military family and logistics support 
People’s Bank of China (PBOC) Financial services, credit support 
SOURCE: RAND analysis of information in National Health Commission, National Development and Reform 
Commission, and 15 Other Departments [国家卫生健康委员会、国家发展改革委等 17部门], “Guiding Opinions on 
Further Improving and Implementing Active Fertility Support Measures” [“关于进一步完善和落实积极生育支持措施的

指导意见”], 2022.  
 
Of note, the reforms of the National Health Commission brought the vast majority of China’s 

public health response organizations under the commission’s direct supervision, such as the 
National Bureau for Disease Control. These reforms also granted broad power to the National 
Health Commission to coordinate other organizations on issues of “emergency health responses,” 
including infectious disease outbreaks, the prevention of any other public health emergencies, 
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and medical rescue for public emergencies (National Health Commission, 2022). The effects of 
these reforms, especially for fertility policy, remain limited. While officials at the National 
Health Commission has claimed that China’s health care reforms have had a positive impact on 
issues such as mortality rate (Li and Huang, 2025), analysts still argue that policies coming out 
of the National Health Commission have little impact on fertility rates in China (Kreimer, 2025). 
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Appendix B. Methodology and Detailed Findings from Social 
Media Analysis 

This appendix summarizes our search terms and descriptive analyses supporting our social 
media analysis of QQ via the Brandwatch Consumer Research platform (hereafter 
“Brandwatch”), a social media analytic tool that allows researchers to track conversations and 
opinions regarding various topics across global social media platforms. For QQ analysis, 
Brandwatch collects data between near-live and within 48 hours, covering content from QQ 
news articles (news.qq.com), comments (coral.qq.com), and limited shared videos (v.qq.com). 

Tencent developed and released QQ in 1999 as an instant messaging software under the 
name of Open ICQ. Upon its release in the late 1990s, QQ quickly gained increasing popularity, 
attracting 1 million users in 2000, which led QQ to add a variety of new services and features, 
including broad news coverage, personal avatars, and virtual currency, and expand its service 
internationally. 

We analyzed post volume over time and by users’ characteristics (e.g., sex and geographic 
location), if available via the Brandwatch analytical dashboard. Based on post contents, we also 
conducted sentiment analysis using Brandwatch-housed AI models grounded on deep learning 
and natural language processing, emotion classification using machine learning techniques, and 
topic extraction via the Compact Language Detector system. 

Search Terms 
We used the Brandwatch interface to run a query on the Chinese social media platform QQ. 

Our search criteria for detection of mentioned related to China’s policy responses to 
demographic issues is below. 

((二孩 OR 贰孩 OR 二胎) AND 政策) OR 二孩政策 OR 计划生育 OR 計畫生育 OR ((三孩 OR 叁孩 OR 三
胎 OR 叁胎) AND 政策) OR 三孩政策 OR 三胎政策) AND (生育 OR 补贴 OR 老龄化 OR 少子化 OR 出生 OR 
税收 OR 医保 OR 保险 OR 办公 OR 政策 OR 房子 OR 教育 OR 农村 OR 问题 OR 解决 OR 家庭 OR 养不起 
OR 学校 OR 社保 OR 单位 OR 房价 OR 人头税 OR 工作 OR 养老 OR 工资 OR 人口 OR 压力 OR 折磨 OR 产
假 OR 催生 OR 歧视 OR 计划 OR 怀孕 OR 育龄 OR 措施 OR 养孩子 OR 生孩子 OR 成本 OR 负担 OR 花费 
OR 女性 OR 孩子 OR 妈妈 OR 爸爸 OR 男人 OR 女人 OR 父母 OR 家长 OR 领导 OR 专家 OR 打工 OR 农村
人口 OR 城市人口 OR 穷人 OR 富人 OR 普通家庭 OR 年轻人 OR 老百姓 OR 男女平等 OR 催婚 OR 配套 OR 
关注 OR 非婚 OR 行为 OR 希望 OR 信心 OR 乐观 OR 悲观 OR 绝望 OR 未来 OR 前景 OR 规划 OR 展望 OR 
长期 OR 短期 OR 效益 OR 效应 OR 责任 OR 抚养 OR 生养 OR 培育 OR 养育 OR 拉扯大 OR 不容易 OR 辛苦 
OR 人权 OR 女权 OR 自由 OR 平等 OR 公开透明 OR 结婚 OR 恋爱 OR 匹配 OR 公众 OR 需求 OR 发展 OR 
社会 OR 爱国 OR 风险 OR 奉献 OR 中国 OR 美国 OR 外国 OR 海外 OR 移民 OR 中共 OR 党中央 OR 共产党 
OR 就业 OR 习近平 OR 领导 OR 当官 OR 省长 OR 市长 OR 局长 OR 医疗 OR 心理 OR 生理 OR 健康 OR 婚
姻 OR 登记 OR 注册 OR 人口红利 OR 转型 OR 资本 OR 任重而道远 OR 大话 OR 空话 OR 放屁 OR 体谅 OR 
体会 OR 吸引力 OR 法律 OR 非法 OR 违法 OR 法外 OR 基础 OR 意愿 OR 动力 OR 环境 OR 落实 OR 保障 
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OR 机会 OR 升职 OR 财政 OR 收入 OR 单亲 OR 领养 OR 收养 OR 贩卖 OR 大龄 OR 内卷 OR 躺平 OR 佛系 
OR 想得开 OR 想不开 OR 时代 OR 不同 OR 对比 OR 差距 OR 贫富 OR 城乡 OR 新闻 OR 媒体 OR 报道 OR 
评论 OR 发表 OR 意见 OR 建议 OR 合理 OR 合法 OR 强制 OR 手段 OR 保护 OR 保障 OR 结扎 OR 生产 OR 
生小孩 OR 生二胎 OR 惩罚 OR 家庭 OR 儿童 OR 发育 OR 疫情 OR 权力 OR 权利 OR 利益 OR 趋势 OR 影响 
OR 任重而道远 OR 道德 OR 伦理 OR 孝心 OR 尽孝 OR 传统 OR 性行为 OR 避孕 OR 堕胎 OR 打胎 OR 独身 
OR 单身 OR 主义 OR 制度 OR 福利 OR 互惠互利 OR 赡养 OR 普及 OR 接受 OR 特殊 OR 饱和 OR 导致 OR 
职责 OR 义务 OR 鼓励 OR 支持 OR 不对等 OR 地区 OR 差异 OR 幸福 OR 快乐 OR 确定性 OR 成就 OR 满意 
OR 性别 OR 准则 OR 解放 OR 怀疑 OR 有车有房 OR 父母双亡 OR 困难 OR 尊重 OR 认可 OR 户口 OR 户籍 
OR 养家 OR 糊口 OR 平权 OR 多元 OR AI OR 人工智能 OR 科技 OR 技术 OR 机器人 OR 试管婴儿 OR 人工
授精 OR 受孕 OR 高龄产妇 OR “996” OR “421” OR “4-2-1” OR 80后 OR 90后 OR 00后 OR 八零后 OR 九零
后 OR 零零后 OR 津贴 OR 奖金 OR 过时 OR 劳工 OR 打工 OR 移民 OR 购房 OR 学区 OR 偏见 OR 民生 OR 
东方 OR 亚洲 OR 西方 OR 死亡率 OR 资源 OR 优化 OR 配置 OR 贷款 OR 房贷 OR 租金 OR 经济 OR 收益 
OR 申请 OR 事业 OR 来不及 OR 不够 OR 地方 OR 市场 OR 计生委 OR 卫健委 OR 政治 OR 消费 OR 困境 
OR 困局 OR 文化 OR 方案 OR 奶粉 OR 企业 OR 太贵了 OR 投入产出 OR 价值 OR 证明 OR 一夫一妻 OR 没
用 OR 有效 OR 公积金 OR 监控 OR 办法 OR 优先 OR 有限 OR 支出 OR 干涉 OR 干预 OR 入学 OR 辅导班 
OR 下岗 OR 雇佣 OR 辞退 OR 解雇 OR 炒鱿鱼 OR 失业 OR 对比 OR 新生儿 OR 服务 OR 推动 OR 紧急 OR 
危机 OR 婴儿 OR 男性 OR 妇女 OR 男孩 OR 女孩 OR 小孩 OR 夫妻 OR 兄弟 OR 剩女 OR 屌丝 OR 白富美 
OR 高富帅 OR 公务员 OR 老一代 OR 老一辈 OR 新一代 OR 下一代 OR 两极分化 OR 反应 OR 评价 OR 影响 
OR 感受 OR 两个 OR 俩个 OR 姐姐 OR 姊 OR 妹妹 OR 哥哥 OR 弟弟 OR 三个 OR 叁个 OR 仨个 OR 国家 
OR 第二 OR 第三 OR 娃娃 OR 重男轻女 OR 不敢 OR 害怕 OR 打算 OR 准备 OR 领证 OR 放开 OR 富裕 OR 
生男生女 OR 三代人 OR 上有老下有小 OR 退休金 OR 宝宝 OR 宝贝 OR 重负 OR 繁荣 OR 均衡 OR 

<<<Traditional Chinese>>> 
計畫 OR 補貼 OR 老齡化 OR 醫保 OR 辦公 OR 農村 OR 問題 OR 養不起 OR 學校 OR 單位 OR 房價 OR 

人頭稅 OR 養老 OR 工資 OR 壓力 OR 產假 OR 歧視 OR 懷孕 OR 育齡 OR 養孩子 OR 負擔 OR 花費 OR 媽媽 
OR 家長 OR 領導 OR 專家 OR 窮人 OR 年輕人 OR ） 

OR 
<<<English>>> 
(((“Two Child” OR “Two-Child”) AND “Policy”) OR “family” OR “planning” OR “birthrate” OR “give birth” 

OR “fertility” OR “subsidy” OR “subsidies” OR “aging” OR “population” OR “born” OR “tax” OR “taxation” OR 
“work” OR “house” OR “apartment” OR “home” OR “real estate” OR “single” OR “marriage” OR “insurance” OR 
“medical” OR “cost” OR “education” OR “school” OR “tuition” OR “mortgage” OR “society” OR “solution” OR 
“rural” OR “urban” OR “health” OR “afford” OR “will” OR “willingness” OR “intention” OR “attempt” OR 
“freedom” OR “right” OR “government” OR “support” OR “supportive measure” OR “encourage” OR “incentive” 
OR “financial” OR “employer” OR “living expense” OR “job” OR “market” OR “employment” OR 
“unemployment” OR “implementation” OR “involution” OR “parent” OR “maternity leave” OR “paternity leave” 
OR “parental leave” OR “reproductive” OR “childbearing” OR “responsibility” OR “attitude” OR 
“competitiveness” OR “competition” OR “opportunity” OR “pension” OR “public” OR “mismatch” OR 
“discontent” OR “resource” OR “fair” OR “sibling” OR “career” OR “boy” OR “girl” OR “son” OR “daughter” OR 
“future” OR “access” OR “pressure” OR “stressful” OR “country” OR “labor” OR “legal” OR “illegal” OR 
“geographic variation” OR “disparity” OR “future” OR “women” OR “men” OR “family” OR “gender” OR 
“equality” OR “equity” OR “respect” OR “acknowledge” OR “grow” OR “labor” OR “stress” OR “local” OR 
“issue” OR “optimistic” OR “pessimistic” OR “useful” OR “children” OR “child” OR “infant” OR “toddler” OR 
“preschool” OR “immigrate” OR “immigration” OR “impact” OR “raise” OR “effect” OR “non marriage” OR 
“investment” OR “consumption” OR “perspective” OR “psychology” OR “psychological” OR “allow” OR 
“protection” OR “rules” OR “prevent” OR “system” OR “structure” OR “attractive” OR “establish” OR “benefit” 
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OR “harm” OR “trauma” OR “technology” OR “IVF” OR “prosperity” OR “rich” OR “develop” OR “society” OR 
“risk” OR “accept” OR “retirement” OR “spend” OR “choice” OR “era” OR “pursue” OR “reaction” OR 
“response” OR “confidence” OR “trust” OR “second” OR “third” OR “baby” OR “BS”)) 

Respondent Locations 
Nearly half of the mentions had detectable individual information, among which the majority 

(79 percent) were posted by male users and 91 percent (N = 307,451) were from China, followed 
by Andorra (n = 1,710), United States (n = 1,615), Albania (n = 1,523), Hong Kong (n = 1,449), 
and Australia (n = 1,225). Such a pattern likely represents Chinese immigrants or descendants 
residing in these countries who frequently use traditional and/or simplified Chinese for 
communications. Figure B.1 depicts locations of respondents. 

Figure B.1. Social Media Post Distribution, by Gender and Geographic Location of User 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SOURCE: RAND analysis using data from the Brandwatch platform. 

Sentiment and Emotion Analysis 
Figure B.2 categorizes the sentiments associated with QQ posts returned via our query. 

 



 32 

Figure B.2. Sentiment and Most-Used Emojis from Social Media Posts 

 
SOURCE: RAND analysis using data from the Brandwatch platform. 

Phrase and Term Analysis 
Figure B.3 depicts the most frequently mentioned words, as returned in our query of QQ 

using Brandwatch. 

Figure B.3. Word Cloud of the Most Frequently Mentioned Words 

 
SOURCE: RAND analysis using data from the Brandwatch platform. 
NOTE: The word cloud contains an n of 300. The larger the text and the darker the color reflects a greater volume for 
the word being mentioned 

 
Interestingly, “一个” (translates to one or first) and “现在” (translates to current or now) 

were mostly mentioned words based on topic extraction. These might reflect great attention paid 
to current living conditions, especially by authors growing up as a single child in the household. 
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Sex-Stratified Analysis 

Figure B.4 depicts a sex-stratified word network that reveals different focuses and 
perspectives between male and female users. 

Figure B.4. Word Network Stratified by User Gender, with English Translation 

 

 
SOURCE: RAND analysis using data from the Brandwatch platform. 
NOTE: The word network identifies closely-correlated expressions linking to the central keyword. Analyses were 
stratified by gender and color-coded to red if female, blue if male. 

 
Keywords “一个” (translates to one) and “现在” (translates to current or now) are used by 

both male and female authors. While posts by female users were substantially focused on 
memories and/or experience related to growing up as a single child and domestic relationships 
with children, husbands, and in-laws, posts by male users were concerned about the policy 
making, the nation, government, and environment. They also showed worries about expenses and 
penalties associated with childbirth, pessimism over personal life and society’s future, and 
distrust toward government and policy implementation. 
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Discussion of QQ in Relation to WeChat 
Despite the increasing popularity of WeChat and Weibo, which ranked first and third place, 

respectively, for number of active users, by early 2024, QQ still had the second-largest market 
share across social media platforms in China, with nearly 600 million active users per month. 
Both developed by Tencent, QQ and WeChat attract different user groups based on their 
demographic and socioeconomic background, as well as different communication behaviors 
based on the perception of the functionality of these tools. Many people use QQ as a general tool 
for blending social networking activities between acquaintances with unspecified or weak social 
links, whereas WeChat often serves as a more intimate and personal communication channel 
between family members and people with strong social links. 

Some people prefer QQ over WeChat, likely reflecting successful marketing strategies 
implemented by QQ to attract and maintain users, such as “spark” features that lit only under the 
condition of frequent communications. Younger generations, especially “零零后” (those born 
after 2000), expressed a sense of freedom using QQ to voice their complaints, authentic 
behaviors, or even simply vent without worrying too much about repercussions, facing negative 
comments or attitudes which might be seen by their boss or coworkers. Some also created the 
distinction based on functions related to work/personal time. For example, some users would like 
to use WeChat exclusively during worktime for job-related communications, while switching to 
QQ for personal chat. Because of the specific profiles of active QQ users, our Brandwatch 
findings should be interpreted with caution, and we acknowledge potential selection bias and 
underrepresentation. 

Limitations in Social Media Analysis Using Brandwatch 
Our findings are not without limitations, which we classify and discuss as follows: 

• Brandwatch only started to collect QQ data starting from the end of 2017, two years after 
the implementation of the two-child policy. 

• Individual characteristic data are very limited and only available from half of the users 
(53percent). Moreover, this information may not be very reliable because of self-
reporting and default settings. For example, gender is set to male for all users when they 
register for a QQ account. This might be a plausible explanation for us seeing 
predominate comments posted by men, which is likely overestimating the true number of 
male users. 

• There are likely misclassifications on sentiment categorization because of bias or flaws 
embedded in the algorithms employed by Brandwatch. We asked Chinese experts who 
are native Chinese speakers to review some of the comments used for sentiment analysis, 
and they reported some misclassification cases. Unfortunately, the magnitude of these 
misclassifications is difficult to quantify, because of the large sample sizes we are 
analyzing and the limited capacity of current technology. 
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• Mentions in response to the three-child policy are sparse, preventing us from conducting 
stratified analyses between the two-child and three-child policies, because existing 
evidence suggests opposite attitudes toward these two policies (Yang et al., 2022). 
However, since 2020 we detected fewer than 300 mentions in relation to the three-child 
policy, limiting our ability to perform stratified analyses and disentangle possible 
different reasons associated with such sentiments. 

• Brandwatch only covers publicly accessible content. Personal conversations 
communicated through instant message, another major feature of QQ, are not available 
for search. 
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Appendix C. Review of Socioeconomic Theory Supporting our 
Model of Fertility Decisionmaking 

In this appendix, we provide details on our analysis of economic and social science theory 
supporting our development of the model of fertility decisionmaking in Chapter 5. 

Gary Becker and Valerie Oppenheimer offer foundational theories linking fertility decisions 
to economic incentives and labor market dynamics. Becker argues that families make fertility 
decisions based on economic realities, not just cultural or social norms (Becker, 1974a; Becker, 
1974b; Becker, 1960) and the decision to have children is based on their perspectives of benefits 
that result from their investments over time (Becker, 1962). If people perceive a net benefit, they 
will intend to have a child (assuming no biological impediments). This basic framework assumes 
there is demand for children stemming from the benefits of having children24 and also assumes 
there are costs to children, from the money and time spent caring for a child to labor market and 
opportunity costs involved in childrearing, particularly for women. 

Oppenheimer emphasizes that employment stability and economic compatibility are key 
factors in marriage intentions (Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, and Lim, 1997) and the decision to start a 
family, especially for women facing career and cultural constraints (Oppenheimer, 1997). In 
addition to these factors, social science research indicates fertility decisions are also shaped by 
social norms and cultural context (Cleland and Wilson, 1987; Lesthaghe and Surkyn, 1988). 

China’s demographic challenges offer a real-world application of Becker’s theories. A rising 
economy has contributed to an increase in the overall cost of raising children, particularly in 
urban areas, where living expenses, education, and lack of affordable child care have placed an 
increased burden on families. Despite government efforts to increase fertility through policies 
and financial incentives, Chinese families remain hesitant to have more children. This hesitation 
is not only influenced by economic pressure, but also by career costs that are perceived to be 
associated with parenthood. 

Oppenheimer’s perspectives on marriage and women’s employment (Oppenheimer, 1988; 
Oppenheimer, 1994) offer insight into China’s demographic challenges. In China’s modern 
economy, women are more educated and play a larger role in the workforce, but they bear 
disproportionate societal expectations to manage the household and to care for both children and 
aging parents. Chinese women are also marrying at later ages than in previous years, with some 
Chinese women choosing not to marry at all. Although Chinese men face different pressures, 

 
24 Scholarship on benefits to having children addresses factors such as providing an intrinsic, non-substitutable 
pleasure and psychological satisfaction (Bulatao, 1981; Coleman, 1988; Fawcett, 1983; Friedman, Hechter, and 
Kanazawa, 1994) and creating access to critical resources through kinship ties and the other personal relationships 
they make possible, including social integration with family and friends and social and emotional support, especially 
for aging parents (Bledsoe, 1980; Handwerker, 1986). 
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they are expected to meet certain economic benchmarks before considering marriage. Because 
having children in China is almost exclusively tied to marriage (Tran, 2008), these delays 
contribute directly to the country’s decline in fertility rates. 

Leveraging this socioeconomic literature informs our assessment that governments cannot 
correct fertility decline through limited family expansion (pronatalist) policies and reforms alone. 
We assess that, to address existing challenges in people’s ability to meet their fertility intentions, 
transformation of the systems that support economic stability and the ability to start and grow a 
family is critical. 
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Abbreviations 

AI artificial intelligence 
CCP Chinese Communist Party 
CPPCC Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 
TFR total fertility rate 
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