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Population Control

Findings

 • The Chinese Communist Party and government of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China (PRC) continued to apply a birth limit 
policy, which violates international standards by seeking to con-
trol family size. An expert commented that the PRC three-child 
policy instituted in 2021, which permits and seeks to incentivize 
families to have up to but no more than three children, is a 
project to “ [reassert] Party-State control over [the] population.”

 • The pro-birth policy has not resulted in population growth, 
however, and PRC population trends are similar to those in 
other East Asian countries. The National Bureau of Statistics 
of China’s 2023 data revealed that the population declined in 
China for the second year in a row and that the total number 
of births in China declined for the seventh year in a row.

 • Young people’s reluctance to marry and have children has 
been linked to a variety of factors, including the high cost of 
raising children in China, economic precarity, and gender in-
equality.

 • Party leaders emphasized the importance of population growth 
during official speeches and events this past year. Pro-birth and 
marriage messaging was featured in official propaganda, mu-
nicipal governments’ financial incentives, and judicial opinions. 
Measures passed in September 2023 incentivized childbirth for 
military personnel. Some legislative proposals focused on sup-
porting women’s rights in the workplace.

 • The legacy of the one-child policy (1980–2015) continues to 
have an impact on Chinese society, including human trafficking 
for the purpose of marriage and the commercial sex trade. Data 
published this past year showed on average, boy-preference for 
couples having a third child, with 133 boys born for every 100 
girls, across China.

 • Chinese authorities’ enforcement of population control poli-
cies has contributed to increasing socio-economic precarity for 
China’s elderly population, including an underfunded pension 
system and the inability of adult children to provide traditional 
care for their elderly parents.
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PRC Coercive Population Policies

Despite calls from experts and other observers to remove all birth 
limits in China on both demographic and human rights grounds,1 
the Chinese Communist Party and government of the People’s Re-
public of China (PRC) continued to implement a coercive birth lim-
it policy that violates international standards by placing limits on 
family size.2 The one-child policy, in force from 1980 through 2015, 
restricted most couples to one child 3 with exceptions permitted in 
some localities, most commonly in rural areas or for ethnic minority 
groups.4 In October 2015, the PRC government modified the birth 
limit policy to allow all couples to have two children.5 Harsh policy 
enforcement included the use of birth permits and fines to punish 
couples for exceeding birth limits, intrusive monitoring of women’s 
fertility, and coercive measures such as forced placement of intra-
uterine devices (IUDs), forced sterilizations, and forced abortions.6 
Beginning in 2016, the use of forced abortion and sterilization to 
control the fertility of ethnic minority women in the Xinjiang Uy-
ghur Autonomous Region (XUAR) 7 resulted in “drastically reduced 
birth rates of ethnic groups.” 8 The U.S. State Department deemed 
that such coercive birth control measures used against Uyghurs and 
other predominantly Muslim ethnic minority groups in the XUAR 
constituted acts of genocide and crimes against humanity.9 [For 
more information on human rights abuses in the XUAR, see Chap-
ter 18—Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region.]

To address what senior PRC officials refer to as the “great chal-
lenge” of the aging population and the below-replacement birth rate, 
the Party Central Committee Political Bureau (Politburo) announced 
the adoption of a universal three-child policy in May 2021,10 allow-
ing all couples to have up to three children.11 Policy goals include 
increasing the birth rate, balancing the overall sex ratio, “optimiz-
ing” the population structure, raising “population quality,” and safe-
guarding the “rights and interests of women in employment.” 12 The 
previous use of fines for exceeding birth limits was abolished.13 The 
shift to the three-child policy, however, did not alter the basic prem-
ise of PRC authorities’ “claim [of] sovereignty over childbearing” of 
Chinese citizens, as observed by political scientist Tyrene White.14 
In an analysis of the three-child policy, anthropologist Susan Green-
halgh noted authorities’ ambition to establish various systems for 
top-down management of the individual’s full life cycle, along with 
population data monitoring, aimed at “reasserting Party-State con-
trol over population.” 15 Legal expert Carl Minzner has cautioned 
that the “real risk is that the coming years will see such efforts 
ramped up in ways that align state power and social pressure even 
further to limit the ability of Chinese women to freely make person-
al decisions about marriage and childbirth.” 16

INTERNATIONAL STANDARDS

Coercive controls imposed on families, as well as additional abus-
es engendered by the PRC population and family planning system, 
violate standards set forth in the 1995 Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action and the 1994 Programme of Action of the Cairo 
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International Conference on Population and Development.17 China 
was a state participant in the negotiation and adoption of both docu-
ments.18 Acts of official coercion committed in the implementation of 
population control policies also contravene provisions of the Conven-
tion against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treat-
ment or Punishment, which China has ratified.19 Some scholars also 
have theorized that forced abortion may constitute an international 
crime, noting that “reproductive violence is increasingly being rec-
ognized as a distinct form of harm requiring legal recognition, pro-
tection, and redress.” 20

Population Decline and Official Responses

In January 2024, the National Bureau of Statistics in China an-
nounced that in 2023 the total population in China had decreased 
to 1,409,670,000 people—a decline of 2,080,000 from the prior year, 
a significantly larger decrease than the 850,000-person decline re-
corded in 2022.21 This marked the second year in a row of officially 
reported population decline in China and the seventh year in a row 
that the total number of births in China has declined.22 Births in 
China fell to approximately 9,020,000 in 2023, compared to 9,560,000 
in 2022, with a birth rate of 6.39 births per 1,000 people, the low-
est since 1949.23 Closures of obstetric departments in hospitals in 
multiple provinces this past year,24 and of preschools over the past 
two years, are linked to the declining birth rate.25 While an uptick 
in births in 2024 is possible in connection with the traditional belief 
that children born in the Year of the Dragon are lucky,26 interna-
tional experts expect that the birth rate in China will continue to 
fall, in line with trends observed in other East Asian countries.27

MESSAGING AND POPULAR PROPAGANDA

Party leaders repeatedly emphasized the importance of popula-
tion growth through official speeches and events, particularly focus-
ing on women and their role in childbearing.28 At the 13th Nation-
al Women’s Congress in October 2023 held in Beijing municipality, 
Party General Secretary Xi Jinping emphasized the importance of 
childbearing and family culture,29 and Ding Xuexiang, a member 
of the Politburo Standing Committee—China’s paramount policy 
and decision making body led by Xi—declared that women should 
“establish a correct outlook on marriage and love, childbirth and 
family.” 30 Ding and Huang Xiaowei, Party Secretary of the All-Chi-
na Women’s Federation,31 both briefly mentioned “equality between 
men and women,” 32 yet gender equality received negligible atten-
tion at the Women’s Congress compared to the focus on family and 
childbearing, and on Xi Jinping’s ideological discourse.33 At a May 
2024 meeting to discuss the population policy’s role in supporting 
China’s modernization goals, Wang Huning—another Politburo 
Standing Committee member—addressed 100 representatives from 
the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), ad-
vocating for a strengthened sense of responsibility and mission to 
effectively promote and implement population development.34

Pro-natal propaganda messages were disseminated this past year,35 
including via popular culture channels, public art, text messaging, 
and phone calls.36 Public service advertisements aired during China 
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Central Television’s 2024 Annual Spring Festival Gala featured “a 
house full of children” and images of multigenerational bliss.37 Local 
governments modified public artwork and removed outdated slogans 
to attempt to erase the legacy of one-child policy birth restrictions 
and instead promote having more children.38 In August 2023, coin-
ciding with the Qixi Festival, known as “China’s Valentines Day,” 
authorities in Xi’an municipality, Shaanxi province reportedly sent 
texts to residents wishing them “sweet love, marriage and child-
birth” and “good fertility.’’ 39 A mother of two from Quanjiao county, 
Chuzhou municipality, Anhui province, reported receiving calls from 
community officials encouraging her to have a third child.40 In late 
2023, a public sculpture near the waterfront in Wuhan municipality, 
Hubei province, was altered to show a couple with three children, 
which previously displayed a couple with only one child.41 The Na-
tional Radio and Television Administration, which is subordinate to 
the Party’s Central Propaganda Department,42 announced a review 
of dramas, planning to remove unapproved titles and shows that 
portray lifestyle choices deviating from the Party’s messaging about 
family values.43

INCENTIVIZING MARRIAGE AND CHILDBIRTH

A March 2024 editorial in The Paper, a Shanghai-based media 
outlet, argued that greater long-term financial and regulatory plan-
ning are needed to ensure the policy’s success, implying that sys-
temic planning is absent in policy implementation.44 The editorial 
called for improving protections for women in the workplace from 
explicit or implicit discrimination due to childbirth, increasing child-
care subsidies and personal income tax reductions and exemptions, 
offering male paternity leave and parental leave, and providing 
more employment support for women of childbearing age.45 In a 
Washington Post report, a Beijing-based demographer observed that 
there are no “major incentives at the national level,” and financial 
subsidies at the local level are insufficient.46 Implementation mea-
sures reported this past year reflect haphazard efforts to promote 
marriage and childbirth, including the following:

 • Local governments. Authorities continued to offer finan-
cial incentives 47 to boost birth rates 48 and encourage marriage 
in response to the falling marriage rate and the drop in pop-
ulation,49 including subsidies for couples who get married at 
a younger age, for the birth of a second or third child, and to 
support maternity fees.50 Examples of local government incen-
tive plans include: Changshan county, Quzhou municipality, 
Zhejiang province announced rewards of 1,000 yuan (US$137) 
to couples if the woman is 25 or younger to “promote age-ap-
propriate marriage and childbearing.” 51 Hangzhou municipality, 
Zhejiang province, announced a plan to provide couples bearing 
a second child a one-time subsidy of up to 7,000 yuan (US$960) 
and 25,000 yuan (US$3,500) to those with a third child both 
for maternity and childcare fees.52 While officials in Zhengzhou 
municipality, Henan province, promised subsidies for the birth 
of a third child and offered extended parental leave, reports 
emerged in November 2023 that officials had rejected subsidy 
applications.53 Zhengzhou officials accounted for the delay by 
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explaining that they did not yet have implementation details,54 
but the municipality’s serious financial debt likely was a factor 
in the rejections, according to Bloomberg.55

 • Military. The central government also involved the military 
in the pro-natal agenda with the release on September 7, 2023, 
of “implementing measures for military personnel” of the PRC 
Population and Family Planning Law.56 According to Xinhua, 
the PRC government’s news agency, the 33 provisions contained 
in the implementing measures provide financial incentives, 
family planning, parental leave, and other forms of support to 
encourage childbearing and improve military effectiveness.57

 • “Bride price” reform. Bride price refers to the traditional 
betrothal gift of an amount of money or material goods, given 
by the groom’s family to the bride herself or to her family.58 In 
late 2023, the Supreme People’s Court (SPC), together with the 
Ministry of Civil Affairs and the All-China Women’s Federation 
(ACWF), issued four “model” cases resolving bride price dis-
putes.59 SPC guidance encouraged judges to take into account 
local folk customs regarding bride price, the length of the mar-
riage or the length of cohabitation, and whether the couple had 
children, among other considerations.60 The SPC also solicited 
opinions for draft provisions to resolve such disputes, provisions 
that went into effect in February 2024.61

 • Legislative proposals and suggestions raised at the an-
nual March 2024 meetings of the National People’s Congress 
and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 
were similar to previous proposals made since the pro-natal 
population policy was launched in 2021.62 In an address to the 
CPPCC, the ACWF’s delegate 63 spoke approvingly of the pop-
ulation policy and regulatory framework but pointed out gaps 
in implementation, such as difficulties accessing affordable 
childcare and employment discrimination against women.” 64 
Another proposal also focused on women in the workplace, sug-
gesting improvements to litigation channels for women who 
had been fired or subjected to unfair work conditions because 
of their pregnancy, childbirth, or needs related to lactation.65 
Other proposals recommended allowing single women to have 
access to assistive reproductive technology, such as egg freezing 
(which, as of June 2024, was not permitted for single women in 
China 66), and to effectively implement household registration 
(hukou) for children born to single women.67

Disenchantment with the Pro-Natal Policy

Young people’s reluctance to marry and have children 68 has been 
linked to a variety of factors, including the high cost of raising chil-
dren in China,69 concerns over the economy,70 and gender inequali-
ty.71 Online commentary and reports from media outlets continued 
to reflect skepticism of, resistance to, and occasional mockery of, the 
government’s focus on population growth as a national responsibil-
ity of the rising generation of young adults.72 China Digital Times, 
a California-based organization that monitors the internet and cen-
sorship in China, reported in July 2023 that the Guangzhou branch 
of the Communist Youth League (CYL) had conducted a survey to 
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identify the percentage of young people who consider themselves 
among the “four won’t youth.” 73 The “four won’t youth” are young 
women and men who intentionally won’t date, marry, purchase a 
home, or have children.74 A copy of the Guangzhou CYL’s report was 
later censored.75 Young Chinese women’s disinterest in the PRC’s 
new “marriage and childbearing culture” has been connected to a 
range of social, economic, and political concerns.76 Rural women 
have cited their reluctance to have more children due to economic 
burdens and concerns about higher divorce rates and abandoned 
children in their communities.77 Some feminists reportedly have ex-
plained that their decisions to not marry or have a child are a form 
of non-violent resistance to the official pro-natal policy.78

Continuing Effects of the One-Child Policy

GENDER SELECTION FAVORING BOYS LINKED TO HUMAN TRAFFICKING

The legacy of the one-child policy continues to have an impact on 
Chinese society and beyond.79 In January 2024, the National Bu-
reau of Statistics of China (NBS) reported that in 2023, there were 
30.97 million more males than females in China (720.32 million 
males to 689.35 million females),80 with a sex ratio (total popula-
tion) of 104.49 males to 100 females.81 The population control policy, 
moreover, continues to influence the use of sex selection based on 
the traditional cultural preference for sons.82 Data published this 
past year show lopsided sex ratios favoring boys following the intro-
duction of the two- and three-child policies.83 According to that data 
(from 2020), boy-preference is seen in couples having a third child, 
with 132.93 boys born for every 100 girls on average across China.84 
Observers have linked the trafficking of women within China and 
from abroad into China for purposes of forced marriage and com-
mercial sexual exploitation,85 to the lopsided sex-ratio imbalance, 
as well as to an attempt to drive “bride prices” lower as grooms and 
their families attempt to find potential spouses.86 [For more infor-
mation on the status of human trafficking in China, see Chapter 
10—Human Trafficking.]

PRESSURES ON THE ELDERLY

Chinese authorities’ enforcement of population control policies 
has contributed to increasing socio-economic precarity for China’s 
elderly population.87 The PRC pension system is underfunded,88 
and the state-affiliated Chinese Academy of Social Sciences predict-
ed that it could run out of money by 2035.89 Structural changes to 
families, propelled by the one-child policy, weakened the feasibility 
of the traditional reliance 90 on adult children to care for elderly par-
ents.91 In January 2024, the State Council released a 26-point plan 
on developing a “silver economy” to expand services and to develop 
“products” that support the elderly, the first few of which comprise 
meal assistance, at-home care services, community-based elder care, 
and improved geriatric and rehabilitative health care.92 An editorial 
by the Representative of the U.N. Population Fund (UNPF) to China 
following the release of the State Council plan highlighted the need 
to prioritize the rights of older people,93 which were not referred to 
in the 26-point plan.94 The UNPF Representative noted that, “[I]t 
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is important to not stereotype older people as simply a collection of 
problems that can be solved through their consumption of tailored 
products and services.” 95
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