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Abstract: In mapping out China’s future development, policymakers must bear in mind
the challenges from a falling birthrate and aging society. Based on previous demographic
censuses and original data of large sample surveys, this study employed an indirect method
for estimating China's total fertility rate (TFR) and a demographic forecast method based
on the parity progression ratio (PPR). Our analysis details the socioeconomic implications
behind demographic change, and we have proposed public policy countermeasures. The
findings include: (i) China s ultra-low fertility rate over the past three decades has led to an
increasingly aging society, and China's future fertility rate is likely to continue to decrease.
(ii) Around 2024, China s total population is expected to peak at 1.407 billion, followed by
chronic negative population growth at an accelerating pace. By 2050, China’s newborn
population will shrink to 8.73 million and the aging population will increase to roughly
30% of the total population resulting in the total dependency ratio above 50%. (iii) With a
falling birthrate and aging society, China will face unprecedented challenges with respect to
education, employment, and pension. (iv) As a public policy response, China should remove
birth control altogether. If the fertility rate continues to stall, policymakers should consider
issuing policies to encourage birth and create a birth-friendly society for all birth cycles.
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1. Introduction

In the Notes to the Proposals on the 13" Five-year Plan in 2015, President Xi Jinping commented
that “currently, China’s demographic structure is characterized by an aging population and a falling
birthrate. Populations of childbearing age have become much less willing to give birth. Women’s total
fertility rate is significantly below the replacement level.”' Periodically, the CPC Central Committee has
adjusted China’s birth policy to cope with the falling birthrate and aging society. In the new era, China
has established a more conducive socioeconomic situation and new governance concepts. In the 13"
Five-year Plan (FYP) period (2016-2020), China responded to the demographic change with a swathe of
birth policy improvements.

" CONTACT: Wang Jun 2 2#15801036989@163.com
' Notes to the Proposals on the 13" FYP, Chinanews.com: http://www.chinanews.com/gn/2015/11-03/7604017.shtml.
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In October 2019, the Fourth Plenum of the 19" CPC Central Committee called for “optimizing birth
policy.” In the following month, the National Mid- and Long-term Plan for Actively Responding to
Aging Population was released.” In October 2020, the Fifth Plenum of the 19" CPC Central Committee
adopted the Proposals on the Formulation of the 14" Five-Year Plan on National Economic and
Social Development and the 2035 Vision. The Proposals called for “implementing a national strategy
on aging population; formulating a long-term strategy for population development, improving birth
policy, and enhancing birth policy inclusiveness.”" Keenly aware of the country’s evolving fundamental
socioeconomic conditions and key challenges, the central government has elevated the response to aging
population into a national strategy.

In drafting China’s demographic policy, two fundamental questions must be answered: First, what
is China’s current demographic situation and how will it evolve in the foreseeable future? Second, what
are the socioeconomic implications of China’s aging society? Policymakers should be prepared for the
challenges and opportunities arising from demographic change.

In an attempt to answer these questions, this paper will: (i) examine the current situation of China’s
falling birthrate and aging population; (ii) forecast China’s demographic trends and socioeconomic
implications; (iii) propose policy response to the demographic challenges.

2. China’s Current Demographic Situation

As a key demographic indicator, age structure offers insight into demographic change in the past
and future which holds the key to unraveling the relationship between population size and structure.

2.1 Falling Birthrate

Demographers normally divide a population into children (0-14 years), working-age population
(15-64 years), and elderly population (65 years and above). The child population aged between 0 and
14 years reflects the number and fertility rate of women of childbearing age. The question is, how will
Chinese women’s fertility rate influence the size and structure of the child population?

Since the 1990s, academics have been arguing over the measurement of the fertility rate for Chinese
women of childbearing age. Fertility rates released by the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) based
on census data substantially deviated from data published by the National Health and Family Planning
Commission (NHFPC) (see Table 1). Data discrepancies have prevented an assessment on China’s
demographic trends.

This study employs the latest demographic data released by the NBS, i.e. 2018 sample demographic
survey data to estimate China’s total fertility rate (TFR) over the past decade (see Table 1). The findings
are threefold: (i) Both NBS census data and the NBS demographic survey estimate in 2018 are below
NHFPC data; (ii) China’s TFR exceeded 1.6 in 2016, and fell within the range of 1.3-1.51 in all other
years; (iii) for all data examined, China’s TFR was below the target of 1.8 for the decade of 2008-2018
and was below the population replacement level, indicating a diminishing potential population growth
rate.

Since most women aged 40-49 do not bear children, we used the percentage of women aged at or
above 40 years among women of childbearing age to reflect future fertility change and evolving traits

* Decisions of the Fourth Plenum of the 19" CPC Central Committee (full text), Huangiu.com: https://china.huanqiu.com/article/9CaKmKnC4J?bsh_
bid=5463454556.

* National Mid- and Long-term Plan on Aging Population issued by the CPC Central Committee and the State Council, the Chinese central
government website: http:/www.gov.cn/zhengce/2019-11/21/content 5454347 htm.

* Proposals of the CPC Central Committee on the Formulation of the 14" Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development and the
2035 Vision, the Chinese central government website: http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2020-11/03/content 5556991 .htm.
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Table 1: TFR of Chinese Women of Childbearing Age

Estimate based on sample demographic survey in

Yar ooz NS - Cover —
ean limit Upper limit
2008 1.71 1.48 1.51 1.48 1.53
2009 1.68 1.37 1.49 1.47 1.52
2010 1.64 1.18 1.3 1.27 1.33
2011 1.61 1.03 1.45 1.41 1.48
2012 1.78 1.25 1.46 1.42 1.49
2013 1.55 1.22 1.45 1.42 1.49
2014 1.67 1.26 1.49 1.46 1.53
2015 1.41 1.05 1.48 1.45 1.52
2016 1.77 1.24 1.63 1.59 1.68
2017 1.58 1.46 1.41 1.51
2018 1.50 1.50 1.45 1.56

Notes: *See He et al. (2018); ** NBS sample surveys on demographic change and demographic censuses of 2010 and 2015.

Table 2: Child Births of Women Aged 40-49 (%)

Year 0 child 1 child 2 children 3 children+ Total births
2010 31.86 3.05 7.42 17.32 5.37
2015 33.58 3.07 4.86 12.47 4.45
2017 36.01 2.54 4.32 6.40 3.72

Note: Data are from original sample data aggregated from 1% population sample surveys in 2010, 2015 and 2017.

of childbearing women. By comparing the actual child births of women aged 40-49 in 2010, 2015 and
2017, several conclusions are summarized (see Table 2).

Despite the replacement of the one-child policy with the two-child policy, only 3.72% of Chinese
women aged 40-49 gave birth in 2017, a decrease from 5.37% in 2010. Meanwhile, 36.01% of Chinese
women aged 40-49 did not give birth in 2017, an increase from 31.86% in 2010. From 2010 to 2017, the
percentage of Chinese women aged 40-49 with one, two, and three children fell by 0.5, 4.08 and 10.92
points, respectively. Despite the relaxed birth policy, a smaller percentage of Chinese women aged 40-49
chose to have two or three children. Their reluctance to raise more children has damaged the recovery of
China’s fertility rate.

The relaxed birth policy has nudged many Chinese women of childbearing age to consider raising
a second child, however, the policy-induced fertility rate is smaller than the lifetime desired fertility rate
(Guo, 2008). The declining percentage of Chinese women who gave birth to one child in their lifetime
indicates a lack of response of China’s fertility rate to the birth policy adjustment. Amid China’s rapid
socioeconomic transformations, Chinese women of childbearing age have become less interested in
raising children.

Urbanization is a key contributor to China’s low fertility rate. To elucidate urbanization’s effects
on fertility rate, a statistical analysis of China’s population sample survey data of 2010, 2015, 2017 and
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Table 3: Urban and Rural Women of Childbearing Age with Different Numbers of Children

2010 2015 2017 2018
Indicator Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural
1 child (%) 76.53 55.39 62.8 47.42 46.92 39.7 45.43 38.59
2 children (%) 21.09 35.71 34.19 42.37 49.81 50.21 50.69 48.34
3 children or more (%) 2.38 8.9 2.99 10.21 3.21 10.2 3.84 13.07
Total (%) 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100%
Total fertility rate (TFR) 0.8872 1.4445 0.8185 1.2654 1.3800 1.7395 1.2918 1.6882

Note: Data are from China’s demographic census of 2010, 1% population sample survey of 2015, and sample population survey data of 2017

and 2018.

Table 4: Childbearing Status of Women Aged 40-49 Years

Indicator Level of education 1982 1990 2000 2010 2015

Junior middle school or below 5.09 3.63 2.36 1.89 1.59

Average number of chil- High school 2.90 2.28 1.49 1.31 1.09

dren Junior college or above 2.30 1.77 1.14 1.07 0.84

Total 5.00 3.54 2.23 1.77 1.46

Junior middle school or below 96.40 77.37 37.55 18.01 13.47

Percentage of women who High school 92.36 32.87 9.23 4.53 3.65
gave birth to three children

or more (%) Junior college or above 86.53 12.83 1.18 0.54 0.91

Total 96.19 74.43 33.29 15.31 11.08

Note: Data are from demographic census and 1% population sample survey data.

2018 was conducted (see Table 3) with the following findings:

(i) Even with the two-child policy, the fertility rate is lower among urban women of
childbearing age than among their rural peers. The difference, showing an inclination to narrow, is still
approximately 0.4.

(i1) From 2010 to 2018, urban and rural women of childbearing age who gave birth to only one child
decreased by 31.10 percentage points and 16.80 percentage points, respectively. These figures suggest
that the absolute one-child fertility rate has declined.

(iii) Rural fertility rate, which exceeds urban fertility rate, is below the replacement level of 2.1.
With the population in urban areas on the rise, who raise fewer children than rural residents, China’s
fertility rate will inevitably decrease under the current birth policy.

Education’s effects on fertility rate cannot be overlooked. Research indicates a negative correlation
between Chinese women'’s level of education and the number of children raised in their lifetime (Table 4).
Since 1982, the TFR of Chinese women aged 40-49 years decreased to 1.45 in 2015. College-educated
women gave birth to fewer children over their lifetime than their non-college-educated peers. In 2015,
less than 1% of college-educated Chinese women of childbearing age gave birth to two children or more.
As high school and college enrollment rates increase, so will women’s level of education. Given the
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correlation between education and fertility rate, China’s fertility rate will inevitably decrease under the
current birth policy (Zhang, Wang, 2020).

2.2 Population Aging

Since the 1990s, China’s fertility rate has decreased to below the replacement level, resulting
in a falling percentage of the children population. In demographic forecasts, any fertility rate below
the replacement level inevitably leads to an increase in the percentage of the aging population (Guo,
2015).

According to the Sixth National Population Census in 2010, China’s population aged above 60 and
above 65 reached 178 million and 119 million, accounting for 13.3% and 8.87% of the country’s total
population, respectively. In 2018, these figures increased to 249 million and 167 million, accounting for
17.88% and 11.94% of the total, respectively. This increase is due to a low fertility rate over the past
decade, resulting in a rise of China’s aging population, especially those individuals aged between 60 and
69.

In 2010, China’s elderly population aged 60-69 years stood at 92 million, which was 51.84% of the
total elderly population aged 60 years and above. By 2018, the figure increased to 150 million, or 60.0%
of the total elderly population. In response to the sharp increase in the elderly population aged 60-69
years, China should prepare for the upcoming burden of elderly care.

3. China’s Demographic Outlook

Pressing demographic challenges highlight the importance to forecast China’s total population,
fertility rate, and aging population. This study forecasts China’s population based on an age-child order
progression model, which adjusts parameters by specifying interval parameters and according to the
fertility rate of women of childbearing age and life expectancy. Please refer to Wang (2003, 2012, 2015
and 2019) for the basic principles of the forecast.

(100 m persons)
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14.00

13.50

13.00

12.50\

12.00

2017 2020 2023 2026 2029 2032 2035 2038 2041 2044 2047 2050 Year

—— Mean total population =~ —— Lower limit of total population Upper limit of total population

Figure 1: China’s Total Population, 2017-2050
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3.1 Future Trend of Total Population

3.1.1 Total population

With the current birth policy, China’s population is expected to peak at 1.407 billion in 2024. In
2030, 2035, 2040 and 2050, China’s population will decrease to 1.396 billion, 1.375 billion, 1.345 billion
and 1.261 billion, respectively. This is a decrease of 11 million (2030), 32 million (2035), 62 million
(2040) and 146 million (2050) from the peak population. Even by the most optimistic estimate, China’s
population will peak at approximately 1.408 billion by 2024 and decrease to 1.398 billion, 1.377 billion,
1.348 billion and 1.264 billion by 2030, 2035, 2040 and 2050, respectively. That is to say, China’s
population will shrink by 10 million (2030), 31 million (2035), 60 million (2040) and 144 million (2050)
from the peak population (see Figure 1). China’s population will decrease at an accelerating pace. Under
the current demographic policy, China’s population growth will fall into the four intervals of -0.24%
and -0.20%, -0.33% and -0.37%, -0.50% and -0.47%, and -0.85% and -0.81%, by 2030, 2035, 2040, and
2050 respectively (see Figure 2).

3.1.2 Newborn population

Table 5 summarizes the results of China’s TFR estimate. Due to the low fertility rate, China’s new-
born population is estimated to continue to decrease (see Figure 3). Before 2023, China’s newborn popu-
lation is expected to exceed 12 million each year. By 2024, the year when China’s population is expected
to peak, China’s newborn population will decrease to less than 12 million. By 2030, 2035, 2040 and
2050, China’s newborn population will decrease to 10.16 million, 9.95 million, 10.13 million and 8.73
million, respectively. By 2050, China’s newborn population will shrink by over 1/3 from the level before
2023. Except for 2022 and 2034-2041, China’s newborn population will experience negative growth
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Table 5: Future TFR Estimates

Mean Lower limit Upper limit

TPFR

1 child 2 child 3 child+ 1 child 2 child 3 child+ 1 child 2 child 3 child+
2017 0.91 0.556 0.1053 0.91 0.556 0.1053 091 0.556 0.1053
2018 0.91 0.55 0.1053 0.91 0.55 0.1053 0.91 0.55 0.1053
2019 0.91 0.42 0.1053 0.91 0.42 0.1053 091 0.42 0.1053
2020 0.91 0.4 0.1053 0.91 0.4 0.1053 091 0.4 0.1053
2021 0.91 0.4 0.12 0.91 0.4 0.1053 0.91 0.4 0.15
2025 0.91 0.4 0.12 0.91 0.4 0.1053 091 0.4 0.15
2030 0.91 0.4 0.12 0.91 0.4 0.1053 091 0.4 0.15
2035 0.91 0.4 0.12 0.91 0.4 0.1053 0.91 0.4 0.15
2040 0.91 0.4 0.12 0.91 0.4 0.1053 091 0.4 0.15
2045 0.91 0.4 0.12 0.91 0.4 0.1053 091 0.4 0.15
2050 0.91 0.4 0.12 0.91 0.4 0.1053 0.91 0.4 0.15

in all the rest years. In 2040 and 2050, China’s newborn population is expected to experience negative
growth rates of -0.057% and -0.025%, respectively.

3.2 Changing Age Structure of Population

In parallel to the above changes in population, the age structure of China’s population will
experience several changes (see Figure 4). First, the share of China’s working population will steadily
decrease. By 2035, 15~64-year-olds will account for 65.41% of the Chinese population, and 15~59-year-
olds will account for 57.33%. Second, children aged 0-14 years, as a part of the total Chinese population,
will decrease from 16% at present to approximately 11% by 2035; this ratio is likely to stay at this level
for a long time thereafter. Lastly, China’s elderly population is expected to account for a larger share
in the total population than the child population by 2026, and this will mark an unprecedented
transition in China’s history. By 2030, 2035, 2040 and 2050, 65-year-olds will account for 18.66%,
22.84%, 26.07% and 29.23% of the Chinese population respectively, and this ratio is likely to
exceed 30% after 2050.

China’s total dependency ratio and elderly dependency ratio will increase steadily from the relatively
high level (see Figure 5), and child dependency ratio will decrease. China’s elderly dependency ratio
will reach 27.43%, 34.92%, 41.70% and 49.36% in 2030, 2035, 2040 and 2050, respectively, an increase
of 33.5% over the period between 2017-2050. By 2035, China’s elderly dependency ratio is expected to
exceed 30%, total dependency ratio will surpass 50%, and child dependency ratio will decrease below
20%. After 2050, China’s elderly dependency ratio will exceed 50%, and total dependency ratio will
surpass 68%, giving rise to serious demographic challenges.

If these demographic data are accurate, China’s total population is likely to peak at 1.407 billion
by 2024 under the effects of COVID-19 and other factors like the falling birthrate. Based on China’s
recent socio-economic conditions, this estimated population peak is earlier than previous research
forecasted (Wang, Wang, 2019). After the population peak, China’s population will start to decline
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Figure 3: Estimate of China’s Newborn Population, 2017-2050

at an accelerating pace. In the following 30 years, China’s total population will shrink to fewer than 1.3
billion. By 2050, China’s newborn population will be approximately two-thirds the present level, thus
unveiling an era of falling birthrate. Meanwhile, challenges from China’s aging society will become
more evident. By 2050, China’s elderly population aged 65 and above will reach 369 million and
increase six to seven million each following year. After 2050, China’s total dependency ratio will exceed
50%, i.e. every two working-age persons will share the burden of supporting one elderly person.

4. Socio-Economic Implications of China’s Demographic Change and Policy
Response

Demographic change will influence socio-economic development in profound ways. In the above
section, we forecasted China’s future population size, falling birthrate and aging society. The effects
changing demographics will have on education, employment, and elderly care must be addressed.
Science-based demographic forecast is essential to policymaking in these sectors.

4.1 Socio-Economic Implications of Demographic Change

Based on the NBS demographic sample survey data of 2017, this study created an age-birth order
model for the effects of demographic change on China’s education, employment and elderly care to
estimate China’s long-term demographic trends and socio-economic implications.

4.1.1 Education
Under the current birth policy and educational system, the level of education in China will
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Figure 4: China’s Demographic Trend, 2017-2050 (Medium variant)

experience the following changes:

First, the average years of schooling for the Chinese population will increase steadily (see Figure
6). By 2030, 2035, 2040 and 2050, the average years of schooling in China will increase to 14.22 years,
14.35 years, 14.67 years and 15.33 years, respectively. This is an increase of 0.85 years (2030), 1.18
years (2035), 1.51 years (2040) and 2.17 years (2050) from 2017. As mentioned previously, an increase
in the level of women’s education will significantly reduce aggregate fertility rate. With the rising length
of education, China’s newborn or child population will inevitably decrease.

Second, due to the low fertility rate, the number of China’s primary school pupils will peak
at 107.8 million by 2024, then this number will shrink to 82.7 million, 68.2 million and 65.03
million by 2030, 2035 and 2040, respectively, which is about one third below the 2024 level,
and stabilize in the range between 65 million and 67 million in the period between 2040-2050 (see
Figure 6).

Third, under the joint effects of change in population size and an increasing level of education, the
number of students of college level and above is expected to peak at 30.77 million by 2036, then to de-
crease and stabilize between 24 million to 25 million in the period 2044-2050, down by about one fifth.
With a low fertility rate, there will be fewer newborns and thus fewer college students. The numbers of
junior middle school and high school students will peak in 2027 and 2031 respectively, before stabilizing
over the period between 2040-2050.

Demographic change will present serious challenges to China’s education sector. Yet as rural resi-
dents migrate to cities, compulsory education resources will continue to be overstretched in urban areas,
while rural schools will struggle to recruit students. Thus, an important question is how to balance urban
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Figure 5: Change in China’s Population Dependency Ratio, 2017-2050 (Medium variant)

and rural educational resources and ensure access to education for all school-age children. The number
of China’s college students will peak by 2035, increasing at a slower rate than in the 12" and 13" Five-
Year Plan periods. With fewer enrollment expansion pressures, China should focus on the quality of
higher education and “enhance the capacity to cultivate highly qualified professionals” (Liang and Wang,
2020) by eftectively reallocating limited resources.

4.1.2 Employment

With China’s population peak still ahead, the proportion of China’s working-age population
began to shrink in 2017, and is expected to fall to 59.22% in 2050, a decrease of 12.6 percentage
points from 2017. China’s total workforce is expected to stay at 600 million by 2034 and decrease
to fewer than 500 million after 2048. Meanwhile, women will account for a rising share of the
workforce (see Figure 8).

We observe the following demographic trends of China’s workforce: (i) Both male and female
working populations will decrease steadily. By 2030, 2035, 2040 and 2050, China’s employed
male population will reach 360 million, 350 million, 330 million and 288 million, and employed
female population will reach 260 million, 245 million, 229 million and 197 million, respectively.
(i1) In 2020, China’s employed population aged 27-37 years accounts for 30.39% of China’s total
employed population. In 2030 and 2040, this figure will be 32.91% and 27.77%, respectively (see
Figure 7).

China’s total population is yet to experience negative growth. With the current birth policy
in place however, China’s working-age population may shrink at a faster rate. The consequent
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Figure 6: Change in Student Population, 2017-2050

shortage of labor will force China’s economy to transition from labor-intensive to knowledge-
intensive industries. Amid this transition, China should enhance labor market supervision and social
protection for workers, train vulnerable workers for new jobs, and offset the economic shocks of a
shrinking workforce.

4.1.3 Elderly health

Judging by the average life expectancy trends in developed countries, China’s average life
expectancy is estimated to increase from 80.42 in 2017 to nearly 84 years for women and from 75.62
in 2017 to 79.22 years for men by 2050. However, the increase in life expectancy does not mean better
health. China’s semi-independent elderly population is expected to reach 33.20 million, 38.21 million,
43.22 million and 51.17 million by 2030, 2035, 2040 and 2050, respectively, with an annual average
growth rate of roughly 3%. Compared with semi-independent elderly population, China’s dependent
elderly population is small but will grow faster at approximately 3.5% (see Figure 9). By 2030,
2035, 2040 and 2050, China’s dependent elderly population is expected to reach 8.96 million, 10.93
million, 12.91 million and 16.53 million, respectively. Rapid increases of dependent and semi-
independent elderly population will place China’s current elderly care and public health systems
under enormous pressure.

With rising average length of education, China’s elderly population will become better educated.
With changing consumer behaviors and changing expectation on elderly care, comes a fundamental
change in demand for elderly care and health services. China should make appropriate strategic choices
based on its national conditions to ensure access to elderly care services.

China’s low fertility rate will lead to a labor shortage in various sectors, including elderly care
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Figure 7: Change in China’s Employed Populations by Age, 2017-2050 (Medium variant)

services. How to attract and train caregivers is a question that requires careful consideration. China
should support home and community-based elderly care services and train family members and
community volunteers to share the burden of public health systems. Meanwhile, China should encourage
the development of smart devices for the elderly to compensate for the labor shortage.

4.2 Public Policy Response

Considering the demographic challenges to China’s education, employment, and healthcare, we
suggest the following public policy responses:

(1) Allowing each family to have two children instead of one is far from enough to reverse China’s
low fertility rate, which has continued steadily over recent years. China should be cautious about further
decreases in the fertility rate and avoid the “low fertility trap.” To do so, China must phase out birth
control at an early date.

(i1) China should enact pro-birth socio-economic policies to counter the effects of the falling
birthrate, aging population and negative population growth. For instance, China should offer economic
aid and incentives to childbearing families. Regulations should be enacted to help women of childbearing
age balance the work-family relationship and increase public facilities for children at workplaces. China
should also create a social environment for men to take an active role in sharing housework so as to
create a birth-friendly society.

(iii) China should foster public awareness that child raising matters for the whole country and
society, not just for individual families. Lessons can be drawn from South Korea’s falling TFR despite
the country’s pro-birth policies. China should revamp the population policy from a broader perspective
covering the entire lifecycle to encourage childbearing.

(iv) China should put the challenges of falling birthrate and aging society into broader socio-
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Figure 8: Demographic Change of China’s Employment by Gender, 2017-2050 (Medium variant)

economic contexts. With its broad implications for education, employment and elderly care, demographic
change is hard to reverse. China should prepare for, and adapt to, the new normal of negative population
growth to mitigate its socio-economic effects.

It should be noted that even abolishing birth control and offering birth incentives, China’s fertility
rate is still likely to stall and fail to recover to the replacement level. China must start to prepare for
an aging society in the window period of the upcoming decade. We should not be blindly optimistic to
expect to overcome the economic effects of a labor shortage with artificial intelligence, nor should we let
pessimism prevail and take no remedies at all.

In this decade-long window period, the whole society, and especially competent authorities
must take proactive countermeasures. The public should be fully aware of the challenges of a
falling birthrate and an aging population. In this critical decade-long window period, policymakers
must draw lessons from the responses of Europe, the United States, Japan, and South Korea to an aging
society and prepare human, material and financial resources for coping with falling birthrate and aging
population.

5. Conclusions

A science-based assessment of China’s demographic situation and future trends forms the basis
for China’s policymaking to cope with falling birthrate and aging population. With original data from
China’s census and sample surveys over the years, this study employed an indirect method for estimating
TFR and the birth order progression forecast method to assess China’s demographic situation and future
trends. Then, the social and economic implications of China’s demographic change and public policy
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Figure 9: Change in Semi-Independent and Dependent Elderly Populations, 2017-2050 (Medium variant)

countermeasures were proposed with the following conclusions:

First, China’s TFR fell in the range of 1.30-1.51 from 2010 to 2018, exceeding 1.6 in 2016 as
the only exception. From 2010 to 2018, the proportion of unmarried Chinese women increased. The
increasing length of education and rapid urbanization have led to a further reduction in China’s fertility
rate, which is likely to decrease further in the future. Nearly three decades of a low fertility rate has led
to a grim prospect of an aging population.

Second, China’s total population is expected to peak at 1.407 billion by 2024 before decreasing at
an accelerating pace thereafter. By 2050, China’s newborn population will shrink by more than 1/3 to
reach 8.73 million, hastening the birthrate decline. China’s aging population is expected to rise steadily,
reaching 30% by 2050, with total dependency ratio exceeding 50%.

Third, a deep crisis looms large for China’s education sector as student population starts to shrink
in the coming 50 years. A low fertility rate will cause China’s workforce to decrease with significant
economic ramifications. By 2050, China’s dependent and semi-independent elderly populations will
reach 51.17 million and 16.53 million, respectively, whose demand for elderly care services must be
addressed.

Fourth, China must abolish birth control and introduce pro-birth socioeconomic policies, such as
allowances to spouses of childbearing age, better conditions for career women to raise children, and
encouragement for husbands to share the burden of childcare and housework. Public policy should take
a wholistic approach to foster a pro-birth social environment. In the upcoming decade-long window
period, China should actively adapt our economic and social systems to an aging society. Adaptation
matters as much as birth policy adjustment. =
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