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China's Declining Population: A Quantitative Analysis
China is undergoing one of the most consequential demographic changes in the modern world. The United Nations estimates that the Chinese population will decrease to an amount below 800 million by 2100 and 1.313 billion in 2050 due to the influence of its medium-variant scenario (Silver & Huang, 2022). The data charts of this article show some of the alarming trends that have far-reaching social, economic, and political consequences.
Three Key Data Points
The three most significant data points in the article by Pew Research Center are: (1) collapsing fertility rate in China, (2) population aging at a very fast rate, creating an increasing dependency ratio, and (3) there is chronic net out-migration (Silver & Huang, 2022). The three forces interact to produce a compounding demographic crisis.
Context: The Fertility Rate Collapse
China has a total fertility rate (TFR) value that is so low that the most vital data point is the total fertility rate (TFR) of China, which runs at just 1.18 children per woman as of 2022, and is far below the replacement rate of 2.1 (Silver and Huang, 2022). Ironically, this fall continues to happen despite the government easing the one-child policy to two (or several) children (Silver & Huang, 2022). The increasing urbanization and modernization have culturally changed the family norms. Living in cities makes it more expensive to raise children, and Chinese women are delaying marriage and motherhood: the average age at which women have children has risen over time since 2000, from between 26 and 28 to between 24 and 28 in 2020 (Silver & Huang, 2022). According to the research by the YuWa Population Research Institute, which determined that economic issues, as opposed to policy, are the primary cause behind the low birth intentions among Chinese women (as cited in Silver and Huang, 2022). The decades-long practice of the one-child policy made the culturally and psychologically challenging reversal of fertility behavior difficult to implement even after the policy changed. All these cultural and economic factors make sense, as the incentives by governments are not enough to push the trend towards the opposite direction.
Addressing the Crisis: Policy Recommendations
Should the Chinese government attempt to place these issues in a holistic manner, then a multi-pronged approach would be required. First of all, since China is experiencing an aging population, which is expected to ensure 30 percent of the citizens are 60 years old or older by 2035 (Silver and Huang, 2022), the government will need to expand its pension systems and eldercare infrastructure to lessen the burden on working-age citizens. Second, as the dependency ratio is already on the path to surpass 101.1 by 2079 (Silver and Huang, 2022), the productivity of the labor force needs to be increased by automating the system and investing in highly advanced technology, thanks to the fact that China is already a manufacturing power on par with the global market. Thirdly, selective immigration reform should be considered by the government. An average of 200,000 net migrants per annum is currently lost in China (Silver and Huang, 2022); the population loss could be counterbalanced by attracting skilled foreign labour and overseas Chinese nationals. Fourth, significant financial contributions in the form of family support subsidies, such as paid parental leave, child care, and housing incentives, would go a long way in enabling parenthood to become financially viable. Lastly, thanks to the authoritarian political system in China, the state has the exclusive ability to institute compulsory demographic planning programs, although any such initiative must consider the autonomy of women and increasing feminist awareness of younger urban citizens. With China being a pillar of the global supply chain, the reduction of the labor force has direct and immediate impacts on the economy of China and its role in the world economy; thus, these reforms are not only local issues of China but also global issues of concern.
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