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   Foreword   

 Over the past few decades, countries around the world have experienced rapid eco-
nomic growth along with far-reaching changes in social and political conditions. In 
many countries, these developments have been accompanied by fertility declines to 
very low levels. Today, the total fertility rates (TFR) for most economically devel-
oped countries range from less than 1.0 to 2.1 children per woman. As recently as 
20–30 years ago, women in some of these countries were having, on average, four 
or more children. 

 Within the general trend toward lower fertility, current fertility levels and the 
pace of fertility decline have been widely diverse. This diversity is important 
because total fertility rates of 1.2 or 2.1 children per woman have very different 
effects on population age structure and population growth, as well as important 
implications for institutions and policies. As a result, fertility levels and trends have 
captured the attention of demographers and policymakers alike. Research, however, 
has yet to produce a comprehensive understanding of fertility behavior across low- 
fertility countries. 

 Early in 2013, the Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs (KIHASA) and 
the East-West Center agreed to collaborate on a project to improve understanding of 
the patterns and causes of fertility decline in various social, economic, cultural, and 
political settings and to consider the associated policy implications. The project 
identifi ed low-fertility countries with varying fertility levels and trends, cultural 
backgrounds, social patterns, and economic conditions. For each country selected, 
an expert scholar was invited to write a country paper and participate in a series of 
workshops for discussions with experts from other countries. 

 The essays in this volume are revised versions of the papers presented at the fi rst 
workshop of the project, held at the East-West Center in December 2013. The papers 
in this fi rst volume address the fertility situation in Australia, China, Hong Kong, 
Japan, South Korea, the Netherlands, Singapore, and the United States. The second 
volume, based on papers presented at a second workshop that was held at the East- 
West Center in August 2014, will discuss the factors that are infl uencing fertility in 
Austria, Canada, the Czech Republic, France, Hungary, Italy, Norway, Spain, 
Taiwan, and the United Kingdom. It is hoped that the collection of papers presented 
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in these two volumes will serve as an important reference point for all those 
interested in fertility variation across economically advanced countries. 

 The Ministry of Health and Social Affairs of the Government of the Republic of 
Korea provided generous funding for the project. Thanks are due to East-west 
Center’s Research Program for project coordination and institutional support. On 
behalf of KIHASA, I am grateful to East-west Center Senior Fellows Minja Kim 
Choe, Sang-Hyop Lee, and Ronald R. Rindfuss for coordinating project activities, 
to Sidney B. Westley for expert editorial management, and to Ki-Tae Park for 
research assistance.  

   Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs     Byong-ho     Tchoe    
  Seoul ,  South Korea      

Foreword
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    Chapter 1   
 Diversity across Low-Fertility Countries: 
An Overview       

       Ronald     R.     Rindfuss      and     Minja     Kim     Choe   

         The low fertility “problem” in economically advanced countries has captured the 
attention of fertility researchers in a way that high fertility did in an earlier generation. 
Painting with a broad brush, what has emerged are two low-fertility regimes. In some 
countries, fertility is at or just a little below the replacement level of 2.1 children per 
woman. In these countries, either there is limited discussion of fertility or self-con-
gratulations that policies put in place to stabilize fertility near the replacement level 
have worked. In other countries, fertility is well below replacement level. In these 
countries, there is active discussion among policymakers and the general public about 
the consequences of low fertility and what can be done about it. In Japan, for exam-
ple, where fertility has been well below replacement level since 1974, each spring, 
when the national statistical offi ce releases the fertility rate for the previous year, it is 
a front-page story in the newspapers and widely discussed in social media. 

 That countries with advanced economies and highly educated populations can 
differ so widely on something as basic as the number of children women have sug-
gests that country-level factors are operating—including institutions, history, cul-
ture, and policies—factors that tend to be stable within a country but vary across 
countries. The chapters in this volume discuss trends in fertility levels and the fac-
tors that have likely shaped fertility in eight diverse settings around the world: 
Australia, China, Hong Kong, 1  Japan, South Korea, the Netherlands, Singapore, and 
the United States. This is the fi rst of two volumes with country-specifi c reviews of 

1   Hong Kong is technically not a country, but rather a territory of China with considerable autonomy. 
For linguistic ease, we refer to it as a country. 

        R.R.   Rindfuss      (*) 
     Department of Sociology and Carolina Population Center ,  University of North Carolina , 
  Chapel Hill ,  NC ,  USA    

  East-West Center ,   Honolulu ,  HI ,  USA   
 e-mail: ron_rindfuss@unc.edu   

    M.  K.   Choe    
  East-West Center ,   Honolulu ,  HI ,  USA    

mailto:ron_rindfuss@unc.edu
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the institutional, cultural, historic, and policy factors affecting fertility. The second 
volume will discuss the factors infl uencing fertility in Austria, Canada, Czech 
Republic, France, Hungary, Italy, Norway, Spain, Taiwan, and the United Kingdom. 
Together these volumes describe a broadly diverse set of countries – spanning dif-
ferent geographies, histories, political systems, institutional arrangements, and fer-
tility regimes. 

 The trend in total fertility rates (TFRs) for the countries in this volume is shown 
in Fig.  1.1  for 1980–2010. 2  Australia, the Netherlands, and the United States have 
experienced moderately high fertility, especially since 2000, while the rest—all in 
Asia—have had TFRs below 1.5 children per woman since at least 2001.

   The papers in this volume were initially presented at a conference with all the 
authors present. The authors were asked to describe the institutions, history, culture, 
and policies of their countries that might be affecting fertility, negatively or posi-
tively, intentionally or inadvertently. Discussions of each country paper as well as 
cross-country comparisons revealed that what is seen every day may not be noticed. 
And if noticed, the implications and ramifi cations may not be evident, especially if 
the effects are inadvertent or “it is the way it always has been.” The chance for “out-
siders” to probe country “insiders” about why fertility might be as high or low as it 
is resulted in insights that would not have been possible without such exchanges. 
The revised papers in this volume and this introductory chapter refl ect the rich dis-
cussion that occurred, fi lling a gap in the literature by contextualizing the childbear-
ing choices that women, and couples, make within the environment of a particular 
country. There are many illustrations in these chapters of one general hypothesis: 
Any factor that makes it easier to combine parenting, and particularly mothering, 
with other roles leads to higher fertility, and conversely, any factor that makes such 
role combinations more diffi cult results in lower fertility. 

 In this introductory chapter, we explain a few technical terms that run throughout 
the papers and then highlight some of the factors that support or constrain fertility 
across countries. Throughout this introduction, we use country names to refer to the 
chapters that follow. 

    First, Some Defi nitions 

 We begin by noting a few issues of defi nition that permeate the chapters. We address 
these issues in non-technical language. Readers interested in technical details are 
urged to consult standard demographic texts (such as Preston et al.  2001  or Wachter 
 2014 ) or journal articles on specialized topics (such as Bongaarts and Feeney  1998  
on tempo distortion in period total fertility rates). 

2   As Wang Feng (this volume) notes, the actual TFR levels for China have been a matter of dispute 
among Chinese government agencies and demographers. The rates shown in Fig.  1.1 , beginning in 
1994, are from the National Bureau of Statistics and are widely accepted among demographers. 

R.R. Rindfuss and M.K. Choe
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 The  total fertility rate  (TFR) is a measure of fertility for a particular time period, 
usually a year. It has the useful property of not being distorted by the age structure 
of a population in a particular year. The TFR is the number of children a woman 
would have in her lifetime if she experienced the age-specifi c fertility rates that 
existed in the year for which the TFR was calculated. As such, it is expressed in an 
easily understood metric: number of children per woman. 

  Replacement-level fertility  is the TFR that would produce a population growth 
rate of 0.0 if it were experienced for a long time and there were no change in mortal-
ity and no in- or out-migration. For most purposes, 2.1 is a reasonable approxima-
tion of replacement-level fertility. It is larger than 2.0 because some female births do 
not survive to childbearing age. 

  Tempo distortion  occurs whenever women are having children at either earlier or 
later ages than they had previously. If births are occurring earlier, tempo distortion 
will result in a higher TFR even if women are not having more births throughout 
their lives. And conversely, if women are postponing births, the TFR will be lower 
even if women are having the same number of births as previously. To intuitively see 
this, imagine a population where all women had twins at age 25 year after year—the 
TFR in that population would be 2.0. If for some reason these women postponed 
having their twins until age 26, during the postponing year the TFR would drop to 
0.0 even though the actual number of children women in this population were hav-
ing over their lifetimes would not change. 
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   Fig. 1.1    Trends in total fertility rates in selected countries, 1980–2010 (For China, National 
Bureau of Statistics data in China chapter, this volume; for other countries, World Bank  2013 )       
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 Although the language of  causality  is frequently used in these chapters, the 
papers do not represent empirical tests of causal hypotheses. Rather, the authors 
were asked to describe the institutions, history, culture, and policies of a country 
that might be affecting fertility. As such, it is important to recognize that what is 
being presented is a series of hypotheses rather than causal analyses.  

    Why the Concern about Low Fertility? 

 Why should we be concerned about very low fertility, that is, total fertility rates of 
1.5 or below? The main reasons are that sustained very low fertility leads to popula-
tion aging and eventually to population decline. To see this intuitively, 3  imagine a 
population where couples are having fewer than two children; that is, they are not 
replacing themselves. As this continues, and in the absence of extremely large-scale 
immigration, the number of children in the population becomes smaller and smaller. 
The shrinking is occurring at the youngest ages, and hence the average age of the 
population becomes older. As these smaller numbers of children grow up, the num-
ber of working-age adults also decreases. To put the population decline in perspec-
tive, a “stable” population (a population with no in- or out-migration as well as 
unchanging fertility and mortality rates for several generations) with a total fertility 
rate of 1.5 will be reduced by half in 64 years. If the total fertility rate is 1.9, it takes 
230 years for the population to shrink by half (Toulemon  2011 ). To put the aging 
issue in perspective, in South Korea (Chap   .   6    , this volume) the proportion of the 
population age 65 and above is expected to climb from 10 % in 2009 to 30 % in 
2037. 

 Why care about population aging? The principal concern here involves the 
mechanisms countries use to fund their social security and social welfare systems, 
and especially the provision of support to the elderly. With rare exceptions, 4  benefi ts 
for the elderly are funded by taxing the working-age population. As the elderly 
become a larger share of the population and the working-age population that pays 
taxes shrinks, governments are faced with reducing benefi ts for the elderly, increas-
ing taxes on the working-age population, or some combination of the two. All these 
options are unpopular with the electorate. If a country has not yet put in place an 
income and benefi ts plan for its elderly, as is the case with China (Chap.   2    , this 
volume), adult children who need to support their aging parents might be unwilling 
to take on the extra burden of raising children, creating a positive feedback loop that 
leads to further fertility decline. Another concern, sometimes mentioned, is that 

3   For an excellent formal discussion of how different fertility and mortality rates affect the age 
structure of a population see Coale ( 1972 ). 
4   Norway is an interesting exception with its large and growing Sovereign Wealth Fund, based upon 
its oil revenue. Some of the proceeds will be used for Norway’s elderly pension system. Currently, 
the fund has assets of more than US$ 900 billion or more than US$ 175,000 per Norwegian. 

R.R. Rindfuss and M.K. Choe
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young adults bring creativity, inventiveness, and vigor to a society, and that aging 
societies will experience a loss of vitality. 

 Why be concerned about a shrinking population? One reason, and perhaps the 
worst reason, is nationalism. There is a nationalistic pride in having a growing 
 population, although this sentiment is typically left unspoken. Additionally, there 
are economic concerns. Typically, the domestic market is responsible for the largest 
share of a country’s economy, and as the number of consumers declines the econ-
omy is also likely to decline. There are also military concerns related to having a 
suffi cient number of able-bodied young people to staff an army. Stephen ( 2011 ) 
estimates that by 2020 South Korea may not have enough 20 year olds to maintain 
the size of its armed forces. On the other hand, many environmentalists would be 
pleased to see the population of their country shrink. This is mentioned in the 
Netherlands chapter in connection with concerns about the very high Dutch popula-
tion density.  

    Work 

 Numerous aspects of work and work settings infl uence childbearing decisions. The 
long work hours for employed women and men in Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore, 
and South Korea make it diffi cult to be in the mother and father roles. Both employ-
ers and co-workers commonly expect a worker to be on the job for long hours, often 
with little regard for the family responsibilities a worker might have. And a long 
commute can increase the hours devoted to a job. In many cases, mothers of young 
children are forced to leave the labor force. In Japan especially, but also to some 
extent in the other three countries, married women fi nd it diffi cult to obtain a regular 
job, with benefi ts and opportunities for career advancement, when they return to the 
labor force after their children reach school age. Instead, they are likely to fi nd jobs 
with little security, few (if any) benefi ts, and relativity low pay. 

 In these East Asian societies, cultural expectations are that women are fully 
responsible for housework and childcare regardless of whether or not they are 
employed outside the home. Long hours at work plus commuting time also make it 
diffi cult for men to help with domestic tasks, even if they wished to. There are signs 
that some of these problems related to work and family life are starting to occur in 
China as well. The double burden of work and domestic responsibilities makes the 
“marriage package” particularly unattractive for women. 

 The Netherlands provides a contrasting example. Women and men have a 
government- protected right to work part time, with no wage discrimination and 
with the same benefi ts as full-time workers, including healthcare, pensions, and 
related benefi ts. In a situation characterized as “unequal pay for unequal work,” 
61 % of women and 15 % of men were working part time in 2005, clearly indicating 
the popularity of part-time jobs. The Netherlands still has a male-breadwinner 
model, maternity leave is short, and childcare is generally only used on a part-time 
basis. Yet fertility levels in the Netherlands are fairly close to replacement. 

1 Diversity across Low-Fertility Countries: An Overview
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 In Australia and the United States, which also have fertility near replacement 
level, labor markets tend to be more fl exible than in East Asia. Part-time positions 
are available, although not with the guarantees and benefi ts found in the Netherlands, 
and re-entry into the labor force is easier than in Japan or South Korea. 

 Job insecurity and precarious work is a growing issue in all the countries covered 
in this book, mostly due to the forces of globalization. The current situation is more 
of a shock in countries such as Japan and South Korea—which had a system of 
lifetime employment, seniority-based pay raises, and company-provided on-the-job 
training—than in countries such as the United States and Australia, which never had 
such a high level of job security. There is evidence from the Netherlands (Chap.   9    , 
this volume) and Japan (Chap.   5    , this volume and Piotrowski et al.  2014 ) that uncer-
tainties regarding employment lead to a substantial postponement of marriage and 
childbearing.  

    The Marriage-Childbearing Link 

 The contrast in the levels of non-marital fertility among the countries described in 
this volume is sharp. In Singapore, South Korea, and Japan, about 2 % of births 
occur outside marriage, while in Hong Kong it is about 5 %. In these Asian settings, 
the marriage-fertility link is strong, and a principal purpose of marriage is to have 
children. Indeed, marriage is frequently postponed because young women and men 
are not ready to have children. Marriage and fertility are linked together as a “pack-
age,” and social norms and legal systems tend to disadvantage children not born 
within a marital union, 5  keeping non-marital fertility low. 

 In the Netherlands (Chap.   9    , this volume), by contrast, about 20 % of births occur 
outside of marriage. In the United States and Australia, the percentage is closer to 
40 (Carmichael  2014 ; Monte and Ellis  2014 ). To the extent that the fl exibility of 
having births within or outside marriage results in higher fertility, then the strong 
norms against non-marital fertility in the Asian countries are likely one factor con-
tributing to their low fertility levels.  

    Gender Equity 

 Gender equity, both in the domestic realm and in the labor force, is hypothesized as 
an important factor differentiating economically advanced countries that have fertil-
ity levels close to replacement from those whose fertility is much lower (Esping- 
Anderson  2009 ; McDonald  2006 ). China, Hong Kong, Japan, and South Korea all 
have a patriarchal culture, with considerable gender inequality within families. 

5   We note that recent political and judicial decisions in Japan and South Korea are changing the 
legal status of children born outside a marital union. 

R.R. Rindfuss and M.K. Choe
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Wives have primary, almost exclusive, responsibility for household tasks and child-
rearing duties, while husbands tend to spend relatively little time on either. In these 
Asian countries, there is also overt and inadvertent discrimination against women in 
the work force. Although patterns vary, employers tend to hire men for key jobs in 
their companies because it is expected that women will leave the workplace when 
they become mothers. And given the very long work hours in Asian companies, the 
lengthy work day tends to discriminate inadvertently against mothers of young chil-
dren. Fertility in Asia’s developed economies is much lower than in Australia or the 
United States, where the women’s movement has been stronger, there is more equi-
table sharing of domestic tasks, and there is less discrimination against women in 
the work place—all consistent with theoretical arguments about gender equity. 

 The Netherlands, where promoting gender equity has not been a particularly 
salient issue, is an interesting case from the gender-equity perspective. It still has a 
male-breadwinner model, or perhaps a “one-and-one-half-earner” model, as Mills 
(Chap.   9    , this volume) notes. There are strong norms for the mother to stay at home 
and care for her young children. Feminist voices have been comparatively mild. 
Women with the highest education levels and most successful careers are likely to 
remain childless. Yet fertility in the Netherlands approaches replacement level. This 
seeming anomaly has been described as the “Dutch fertility paradox.”  

    Childcare and Time Off for Working Parents 

 Given that virtually all work places in today’s economically advanced countries are 
not appropriate for infants or young children, an incompatibility arises between 
being a worker and a mother. Organized childcare centers are a common strategy to 
reduce this incompatibility, yet it is noteworthy that this collection of moderate- and 
low-fertility countries does not contain a single example of high enrollment rates in 
government-subsidized childcare centers. Singapore has a limited number of facili-
ties, which are private and expensive. Japan has been trying to increase the avail-
ability of government-supported childcare centers, but the supply is still quite low, 
and certainly not close to the demand. China, South Korea, and Hong Kong all have 
more demand for childcare than the number of available slots. 

 The childcare situation in Singapore has an unusual feature in that approximately 
20 % of households have one or more domestic workers. These domestic workers 
are on fi xed-term contracts and come primarily from Indonesia or the Philippines. If 
there are young children in the household, the domestic workers are likely providing 
childcare assistance. 

 Australia is now moving to help parents pay for childcare with means-tested 
fi nancial support, but the conservative government of the late 1990s inadvertently 
reduced availability by stopping the grants made to community-based childcare 
centers and putting many of them out of business. In the United States, only about 
one-quarter of children less than age fi ve are enrolled in a childcare center, and less 
than one-quarter of these are in a government-supported facility (Laughlin  2013 ). 

1 Diversity across Low-Fertility Countries: An Overview
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Mothers in the Netherlands use childcare centers, but children tend to spend a lim-
ited number of hours in them. The short duration is related to the strong value posi-
tion that mothers should care for their own children and the fact that many women 
are working part time. 

 Government-mandated paid maternity leave is not very generous in any of the 
countries covered in the present volume. The United States does not have a man-
dated paid maternity leave policy at all, although some employers do provide paid 
leave. In the Netherlands, maternity leave is only 16 weeks, but at 100 % pay. In 
Australia, universal paid maternity leave was introduced in 2012, but it is of short 
duration (18 weeks) and paid only at the minimum wage level. Singapore has only 
16 weeks of paid maternity leave capped at S$20,000 (US$16,000) total for the fi rst 
and second child, and S$40,000 (US$32,000) total for the third child. South Korea 
provides 90 days of maternity leave at 100 % of salary plus 1 year of childcare leave 
at 40 % of salary capped at KRW 1,000,000 (US$964) per month. Japan has the 
most generous policy with a 1-year paid leave at 50 % of salary. Neither Hong Kong 
nor China has universal paid maternity leave. 

 A number of the countries described here have mandated that employers take 
certain actions to ease the incompatibility between work and family responsibilities. 
For example, the South Korean government has attempted to expand employers’ 
provision of childcare centers and has encouraged employers to allow more work 
fl exibility. In the Netherlands, employers are supposed to pay one-third of childcare 
costs. Singapore has a “Work-Life Works” program where employers can apply for 
funding to support programs that would help their employees balance work and 
family responsibilities. In Japan, employers are required to offer parental leave, but 
compliance is not universal. Across these different countries, it appears that if 
employers are not forced to take steps to ease the incompatibility between work and 
family responsibilities, many do not.  

    Education Systems 

 Educational institutions and policies can have inadvertent, but strong, effects on 
fertility. Among the countries discussed in this volume, those with more fl exible 
(and affordable) systems of education also have the highest fertility, and we suspect 
that these two observations are related. The effects of education on fertility can 
involve both the education of potential parents and the educational systems that 
their children will eventually face. Consider the education of potential parents fi rst. 
In the Netherlands, with a few exceptions such as medicine, all students who gradu-
ate from an academically oriented secondary school can enroll in whatever univer-
sity or fi eld of study they choose, and, until recently, tertiary education was free. In 
the United States, the university system is open, in the sense that it is relatively easy 
to change fi elds of study, and students can drop out and reapply for re-entry later. In 
short, in these countries, women and men have the fl exibility to have children and 
then fi nish their education and/or to change fi elds of study. It may not be easy to do 
so, but it is possible. Similarly in Sweden, Tesching ( 2012 ) shows that not only do 

R.R. Rindfuss and M.K. Choe
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some women go back to school after becoming mothers, but also that many who do 
return to school switch fi elds of study to train for occupations that are more compat-
ible with motherhood. 

 In contrast, in Japan and South Korea, it is close to impossible to drop out of 
university and later return. Changing fi elds of study is also extremely diffi cult 
because entrance exams tend to be aimed at a specifi c fi eld of study at a specifi c 
university rather than simply for university entrance. Also, in Japan and South 
Korea, the universities are ranked from top to bottom (with society-wide agreement 
on the rankings), and graduates of better universities have access to better entry- 
level jobs. As a result, competition is fi erce to get into the best universities, which, 
in turn, affects competition to get into the best secondary schools and so forth. 
Expansion of the proportion of young men and women attending tertiary educa-
tional institutions 6  has not diminished the fi erce competition to gain entry into the 
best possible schools. Hence in Japan and South Korea, decisions and efforts at a 
relatively young age set an individual on an educational (and career) trajectory that 
is all but impossible to change later in life. We suspect that the tertiary education 
systems in these Asian countries have led to lower fertility levels relative to the 
more fl exible systems in the Netherlands and the United States. 

 Educational expectations for children also likely play a role in fertility decisions. 
In Hong Kong, Japan, Singapore, and South Korea, the primary and secondary edu-
cation experience is extremely competitive, described by Jones and Hamid (Chap. 
  3    , this volume) as an “educational arms race.” There are exams, sometimes at quite 
young ages, which form the basis for tracking students into various educational 
programs or allowing entrance into the best schools. Parents enroll children in tutor-
ing or after-school programs, often at considerable expense, to help them prepare 
for these important exams. Mothers frequently report that they go back to work 
specifi cally to pay for their children’s after-school programs. When primary and 
secondary schools have catchment areas for students, there are anecdotal reports of 
parents renting a home within the catchment area of the best school in order to 
enroll their child there, although they do not actually live in the rental unit. In addi-
tion, mothers spend a great deal of time helping with homework and otherwise sup-
porting their children’s quest for educational success. Given Asian parents’ onerous 
investment in their children’s education, it is likely that the “educational arms race” 
tends to reduce fertility, albeit inadvertently. 

 At the workshop where the papers in this volume were originally presented and 
discussed, some from Western countries were taken aback upon learning the details 
of the contested nature of Asian educational systems, especially the competition at 
very young ages. While there is also obvious competition in the education systems 
of Australia, the Netherlands, and the United States, it is nowhere near the level 
found in these Asian countries. Indeed, given the very low levels of competition in 
the Netherlands, Mills (Chap.   9    , this volume) comments that Dutch children are 
ranked as the world’s happiest.  

6   In South Korea, approximately 80 % of secondary-school graduates now enroll in a post-second-
ary educational institution. 
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    Availability of Housing for Young Families 

 An important component in the transition to adulthood as well as a consideration in 
forming a union is access to an appropriate dwelling unit. Where it is diffi cult to fi nd 
or afford housing for a young family, people may delay or even avoid marriage and 
childbearing. Countries typically have various policies that affect the availability of 
housing, but such policies are generally set without regard to their effect on fertility. 
Singapore is an exception. Singapore’s Housing and Development Board controls 
85 % of the city-state’s dwelling units and gives preference to married couples over 
single individuals. Given the tight Singapore housing market and the close marriage- 
fertility link, this could be a powerful policy lever. Yet Singapore still has a TFR in 
the range of 1.1–1.2 children per woman. 

 For the other countries, the effects of housing policies are inadvertent. The 
United States has a number of policies that serve to make home ownership more 
affordable than it would be otherwise, including government-backed mortgages, tax 
credits, and means-tested subsidized housing. The Netherlands has a large rental 
market of small apartments for students and young adults, but housing to accom-
modate a family is not so readily available and can be expensive. The system for 
rental housing in South Korea is unusual and may serve to postpone marriage and 
childbearing. Renters pay the landlord a down payment, the interest on the down 
payment serves as rent, and the tenants receive the down payment back when they 
leave. These down payments tend to be large, making them diffi cult for young peo-
ple to afford, and this constraint likely leads some to postpone marriage and child-
bearing. Housing prices have increased substantially in China’s cities, partly in 
response to massive migration from rural areas. Again, these costs could delay mar-
riage, especially since housing prices in rural areas have plummeted, making it all 
but impossible to trade a rural dwelling unit for an urban one. 

 Besides expense, the size of a dwelling unit likely matters in the childbearing 
decision. It is clearly more diffi cult in myriad ways to raise children in cramped 
quarters than in more spacious ones. In Singapore, the average size of an apartment 
is 80 m 2  (861 ft 2 ), and in Hong Kong it is 45 m 2  (484 ft 2 ) (Basten, Chap.   4    , this vol-
ume). By comparison, in the United States, the median size of a dwelling unit is 
167 m 2  (1,800 ft 2 ) (United States Department of Housing and Urban Development 
 2014 ).  

    Government Subsidies for Raising Children 

 It can be dauntingly expensive to raise children to adulthood in economically 
advanced countries, although much of the expense tends to be back-loaded into the 
teen years, providing time for parents to accumulate the necessary resources. We 
have already noted how country-level variation in education systems can have a 
major impact on the cost of raising children. For the countries examined in this 
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volume, there is also a wide range of government subsidies to help with childrearing 
costs. Subsidies include: government-provided schooling; baby bonuses; tax cred-
its; school-provided meals; support for childcare, prenatal care, and birth expenses; 
and direct cash benefi ts. Singapore has the most generous subsidies, up to one-third 
of the cost of raising a child to age 18—yet Singapore’s TFR is very low. While it is 
impossible to know the counterfactual, Singapore’s generous government child-cost 
subsidies have not produced replacement-level fertility.  

    Limited Effects of Immigration 

 Both the Netherlands and the United States have had relatively high levels of immi-
gration, and a common belief is that immigrants contribute signifi cantly to the mod-
erately high TFRs in both countries. Yet careful examination suggests that the new 
arrivals have a minor impact on total fertility levels and that their children have 
fertility levels comparable to the children of native-born parents. Part of the reason 
migrant fertility can appear high is that immigrants tend to be young (in their 20s or 
early 30s) and they tend to delay childbearing until they migrate. Their lifetime 
fertility, however, might not be particularly high. For one thing, fertility has been 
declining in many of the migrant-sending countries. Mexico, for example, is one of 
the main migrant-sending countries to the United States, and its TFR has declined 
to 2.2 (Population Reference Bureau  2014 ).  

    Frequent Policy Changes 

 One might presume that prospective parents would feel most comfortable if policies 
that affect having or rearing children remain constant so they can plan on those poli-
cies being in place when they need them. There are many examples in the following 
chapters, however, of policies being repeatedly changed. The Australia case is a 
good example of changes in policies as different political groups move in and out of 
offi ce. Yet as can be seen in Fig.  1.1 , the Australian TFR has been almost constant 
for 30 years. Perhaps the various policies do not matter, or perhaps the changes have 
not been drastic enough to have an effect.  

    China: Exceptional for Two Reasons 

 China, accounting for approximately one-fi fth of the world’s population, is dis-
tinctly different from the other countries covered in this volume in two ways. First, 
for three decades China has had a one-child policy that undoubtedly led to lower 
fertility levels, especially in its early years. More recently, there has been debate on 
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whether this policy continues to have an effect because there are indications that 
fertility would remain low even in the absence of the one-child policy. For this and 
other reasons, demographers within and outside China have argued that the one- 
child policy should be relaxed or eliminated. 

 On 15 November 2013, China announced a step toward easing the restrictive 
policy. Now couples in which either spouse is an only child can apply for a permit 
to have a second child. It was estimated that approximately 11 million couples 
would be eligible to apply to have a second child under the new rule. During the fi rst 
6 months of 2014, however, only about 270,000 couples applied for a second-child 
permit—2.5 % of those estimated to be eligible. While much remains to be seen, 
this weak response suggests that completely eliminating the one-child policy would 
have a minor effect on China’s total fertility rate. 

 The second unusual aspect of China’s fertility situation has been the widespread 
uncertainty about the country’s actual fertility level. Indeed, it is a compelling story 
of statistical mystery and intrigue. At about the time when the one-child policy was 
being rolled out in earnest, the statistical system, especially the system for birth 
registration, was deteriorating. There was debate among demographers, again both 
within and outside China, about the actual level of fertility, drawing on a wide vari-
ety of data sets. Then, even after there was agreement within the academic commu-
nity about China’s fertility level, Chinese government agencies consistently reported 
higher levels. Now there appears to be widespread, but not total, agreement that 
China’s TFR is 1.5 or lower.  

    Discussion 

 An important lesson emerging from discussion of the fertility situation in these 
eight countries is that low or very low fertility levels can be reached by distinctively 
different pathways. Among the countries with fertility close to replacement level, 
the “Dutch fertility paradox” provides an excellent example. The Netherlands is a 
rich country with a highly educated population. Yet many Dutch people subscribe 
to the male-breadwinner model, and women are expected to stay at home with small 
children. Typically, childcare centers are only used on a part-time basis, housing can 
be expensive, and the duration of paid maternity leave is very short. The push for 
gender equality has been quite gentle. Yet the TFR is close to replacement level. 
Why? Of course we cannot say with certainty, but having the right to a part-time job 
without wage discrimination plus access to an educational system that is extremely 
fl exible and, until very recently, entirely free likely plays a prominent role because 
these rights and access make it easier for parents to combine work with raising a 
family. 

 Mid-point in the second decade of the twenty-fi rst century, it seems evident that 
employers want better-educated workers, women want to obtain as much education 
as their talents permit, most women want to be in the labor force either full or part 
time, parents want to be able to balance work and family obligations, young adults 
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want suitable housing they can afford, and men and women want to have children 
and to be able to raise them in conformance with their preferences. If the institu-
tions, history, culture, and policies of a country permit its citizens to achieve these 
goals, then the confl ict between having children and achieving other goals is mini-
mized and fertility is likely to be near replacement level. The greater the confl ict 
among these competing goals, the lower fertility is likely to be. The countries rep-
resented in this volume illustrate diverse scenarios.     
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    Chapter 2   
 China’s Long Road toward Recognition 
of Below-Replacement Fertility       

       Wang     Feng    

         On 15th November 2013, following the close of the Third Plenum of the Communist 
Party’s Eighteenth Party Congress, the Chinese government announced to the world 
that it would start to relax its three-decades-old one-child policy. The announcement 
itself came as a surprise, not so much the long-awaited policy change. Pressure for 
the policy change had been building up for a decade, and the promised relaxation is 
modest and partial. By allowing couples in which one spouse is an only child to 
have two children, the announced change is a cautious start at phasing out a uniquely 
strict and coercive birth-control policy. 

 The real surprise came from how the Chinese and international public reacted to 
this announcement. Among all the sweeping measures and grand promises for 
China’s future announced at the time, this modest gesture grabbed headlines world-
wide and overshadowed all others. For a casual observer, it seemed that all the Party 
Plenum was able to accomplish was to make this small change, along with abolish-
ing the much-despised labor camp system. 

 Despite the enthusiastic popular response in the initial months of the policy relax-
ation, the behavioral response, as measured by the number of couples wanting to 
have a second child, has turned out to be extremely weak. As of June 2014, 6 months 
after the new policy was initiated, only about 270,000 couples nationwide had 
applied for approval to have a second birth. This represents about 2.5 % of the esti-
mated 11 million eligible couples, far below all the projections made before the 
policy change (Xinhuanet News Service  2014 ). This low number is especially sur-
prising because policymakers in Beijing had anticipated a rush to a second birth 
among couples who are nearing the end of their reproductive career. After decades of 
the one-child policy, the number of women waiting to have a second child has been 
accumulating, forming a large reservoir, so some kind of fl ooding was expected. 
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 In April 2011, there was another surprise in Beijing. At the press conference 
announcing results from China’s 2010 census, the top offi cial at the National Bureau 
of Statistics (NBS) admitted that they were caught by surprise by the decline in the 
population age 0–14 between 2000 and 2010, itself a direct result of declining birth 
numbers. And Chinese offi cials were surprised by the rapid speed of population 
aging, which is also in part an outcome of declining fertility in the preceding 
decades. 

 These should not be surprises. Since the early 1980s, when China emerged from 
the aftermath of the Cultural Revolution and 18 years after the 1964 census, the 
government has been collecting demographic data regularly and extensively. There 
were population censuses in 1990, 2000, and 2010 and large-scale inter-census sur-
veys covering 1/100 of the population in 1995 and 2005. On top of these nationwide 
censuses and surveys, there have also been large-scale population surveys, such as 
the annual population surveys conducted by the National Bureau of Statistics and 
large-scale surveys conducted by the National Population and Family Planning 
Commission (NPFPC), which was in charge of population control until its merger 
with the Ministry of Health in March 2013. With these abundant data sources and 
the uniquely political importance that the Chinese government has placed on birth 
control, broad trends and patterns of population, such as growth rate and age struc-
ture, should be fairly well, if not perfectly, known. Yet it was not until well into the 
twenty-fi rst century that a clear picture of China’s fertility level began to emerge 
and the severity of China’s population aging started to be appreciated. 

 How could this have happened? In this paper, I trace the process of China’s route 
to below-replacement fertility and examine the underlying forces and likely future 
fertility trends. I also examine briefl y the future trend of population aging and its 
economic and social implications. This examination is aimed at helping shed light 
on the surprising population trends in China, as well as the surprising reaction to 
China’s recent modest relaxation of the one-child policy. 

    The Road to Below-Replacement Fertility: Three Decades, 
Three Stories 

 China’s fertility decline to below-replacement level took three decades to accom-
plish, from the 1970s to the 1990s, and each decade had a very different story. Most 
of China’s modern fertility decline was completed in one decade in the 1970s, more 
than 30 years ago (Wang  2011 ). In the 1970s, with a “later (marriage), longer (birth 
interval), and fewer (births)” policy nationwide, China’s fertility level was reduced 
by more than one-half in 10 years, from a total fertility rate (TFR) of 5.8 births per 
woman in 1970 to 2.7 in 1979. Intensifi cation of the birth-control campaign at the 
end of the 1970s, with the introduction of the draconian one-child policy in 1980, 
brought fertility further down to 2.3 in 1980, not much above the replacement level 
of 2.1. 
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 It took a full decade of fertility fl uctuation, during the 1980s, before fertility 
dropped to below replacement level. During that decade, fertility hovered slightly 
above replacement level, affected in part by several government policy shifts. There 
was fi rst a change in the late-marriage policy at the start of the decade, implemented 
simultaneously as the one-child policy was rolled out. The new marriage law, passed 
in 1980, raised legal marriage ages from 18 to 20 for women and from 20 to 22 for 
men. The implementation of the new law effectively replaced the late-marriage 
policy of the 1970s, which set the age at marriage for women at 23 in rural areas and 
25 in urban areas and for men at 25 and 27. The shift to earlier marriage that resulted 
from the new law pushed up fertility temporarily, from 2.3 in 1980 to 2.9 in 1982 
(Coale and Chen  1987 ; Coale  1989 ; Feeney et al.  1989 ; Coale et al.  1991 ; Feeney 
and Wang  1993 ). 

 A forceful abortion and sterilization campaign quickly followed in 1982 and 
1983, aimed at curtailing the increase in the number of births, which was caused 
largely by the shift toward early marriage. Abortion numbers shot up from 8.69 mil-
lion in 1981 to 12.42 million in 1982 and 14.37 million in 1983. Female sterilization 
operations doubled in 1 year, from 1.59 million in 1981 to 3.9 million in 1982, then 
skyrocketed to 16.39 million in 1983 (Ministry of Health  2012 , Table 7-6-1). The 
fertility level dipped temporarily, to 2.4 in 1983 and 2.2 in 1985. 

 The excesses and physical violence associated with the sterilization and abortion 
campaigns resulted in another cyclical change. Between 1984 and 1986, in response 
to the backlash caused by enforcing the one-child policy and the excesses of the 
sterilization and abortion campaigns, the Chinese government implemented a series 
of birth-control policy adjustments. The most important was to allow rural couples 
with a female fi rst birth to have a second child (Greenhalgh  1986 ; Hardee-Cleveland 
and Banister  1988 ). That policy change apparently led to a “bunching” of births as 
couples rushed to take advantage of the new opportunity to have a second child. The 
fertility level went up to 2.6 in 1987. That year, 1987, was China’s last fertility peak 
at above the replacement level. 

 In the early 1990s, fertility in China fi rst dropped to below replacement level. 
Whereas this is now widely accepted, it took scholars almost a decade to realize and 
to confi rm this fact, and it took the Chinese government another decade. Two impor-
tant events during the 1990s marked the long process of fact-fi nding for scholars. 
The fi rst event came when a national survey in 1992 reported that China’s fertility 
level had dropped for the fi rst time in history to below-replacement level (Fig.  2.1 , 
1992 Survey). That survey, conducted by the then State Family Planning 
Commission, had a national sample size of 380,000 and was modeled after success-
ful 1982 and 1987 surveys. Both the 1982 one-per-thousand survey and the 1987 
two-per-thousand survey had been well received, and they provided an important 
basis for demographic research in China (Coale  1984 ; Coale and Chen  1987 ; Coale 
et al.  1991 ). The 1992 survey, however, did not meet the same fate. With the lone 
exception of one published article by two distinguished demographic experts 
(Feeney and Yuan  1994 ), results from the 1992 survey were quickly dismissed and 
ignored by scholars. This fi nding, that fertility in China was below the replacement 
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level, was deemed so incredible that after 1992 Chinese offi cial statistical agencies 
stopped publishing total fertility rates for several years.

   At least three reasons can be identifi ed for the dismissal of the 1992 survey 
results: (1) the sudden and surprisingly low fertility level reported by the survey 
following a decade of fertility fl uctuations; (2) the deterioration of data quality in 
general over the course of the 1980s as China’s centrally planned economic system 
started to fall apart; and (3) perhaps most importantly, the beginning of the “one 
vote veto” birth-control-responsibility system for government offi cials at all levels 
down from the central government. Under this system, offi cials could be dismissed 
or denied promotion simply by failing to meet birth-control quotas. As a result, 
scholars reported widespread underreporting of birth numbers and questioned 
whether the fertility decline reported in the survey was real (Zeng  1996 ; Merli  1998 ; 
Merli and Raftery  2000 ). 

 A full decade passed before another event spurred Chinese scholars to revisit the 
question of fertility change. That event was a research conference on Chinese popu-
lation change, organized in 2003 by Zhongwei Zhao at the Australian National 
University (Zhao and Guo  2007 ). Two papers, in particular, provided the basis for 
scholarly exchange and sparked renewed interest in examining fertility change in 
China. One, by Thomas Scharping (Scharping  2003a ,  b ,  2007 ), convincingly laid 
out the complexity and confusion of Chinese fertility numbers and reminded people 
how impossible it was to get to the bottom of numbers in China. Another, by Zhang 
Guangyu (Zhang and Zhao  2006 ), provided strong evidence and a convincing argu-
ment that, despite problems in the collection system for Chinese birth statistics, 
fertility had really begun to decline again, starting in the early 1990s. 
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 Galvanized by this scholarly exchange, and with the release of China’s 2000 
census data, researchers interested in population change in China took a renewed 
look at fertility and were able to see a new demographic trend. With multiple data 
sources available by then and with methods ranging from birth-history reconstruc-
tion to indirect estimation, a clear picture of China’s new fertility regime quickly 
emerged (Guo  2004a ,  b ; Retherford et al.  2005 ; Zhang and Zhao  2006 ; Guo and 
Chen  2007 ; Cai  2008 ; Gu  2009 ; Morgan et al.  2009 ). These studies all confi rmed 
the onset of China’s below-replacement fertility (Fig.  2.1 , NBS/EWC 2000 Census). 
Even those who were skeptical of China’s population data, after extensive and care-
ful review of evidence, agreed that China indeed had entered the era of below- 
replacement fertility in the early 1990s (Goodkind  2004 ,  2011 ). 

 Chinese government agencies, however, especially the National Population and 
Family Planning Commission (NPFPC), preferred not to believe the results pub-
lished by scholars and tried to prove a case otherwise. For two decades, including a 
full decade after scholars had confi rmed China’s below-replacement fertility, the 
Commission denied that fertility in China was well below replacement level. Offi cial 
statements fi rst insisted that China’s fertility was “around the replacement level.” 
This was the offi cial position until the mid-2000s, when the Commission began 
insisting on a total fertility level, unchanged for years, of around 1.8. 1  Both esti-
mates were well above the level reported by scholars. These offi cial numbers were 
drawn from fertility estimates prepared by the Commission’s handpicked experts 
for their National Strategic Study of Population and Development (Fig.  2.1 , 
NPFPC). 

 The NPFPC favored studies showing higher fertility levels and even engineered 
a story of fertility rebound in the mid-2000s based on a fl awed survey. Studies, 
sometimes co-authored by offi cials associated with the Commission, used school- 
enrollment data to adjust for alleged birth underreporting (Yu and Wang  2004 ; Zhai 
and Chen  2007 ). This source, as shown by others (e.g., Cai  2009 ), has its own limi-
tations. In 2006, the NPFPC conducted another national fertility survey and con-
cluded that China had experienced a fertility rebound in the mid-2000s. The total 
fertility level calculated from the 2006 survey increased from 1.59 in 2004 to 1.74 in 
2005 and 1.87 in the 12 months leading up to the survey (Fig.  2.1 ,  2006  NPFPC 
Survey). A careful analysis by Guo Zhigang, whose results were fi rst censored by 
the Commission, revealed that the survey design was seriously fl awed. Discrepancies 
between the sex and age structure of this survey and that of the National Bureau of 
Statistics’ 2005 1/100 population survey indicated that the NPFPC survey missed 
women of reproductive age who had changed residence, mostly rural-to-urban 
migrants. This serious defi ciency in the survey design led to an infl ated fertility level 
(Guo  2009 ). 

1   The offi cial numbers released in 2006 were: 1.77–1.78 (1996), 1.73–1.77 (1997), 1.70–1.77 
(1998), 1.69–1.77 (1999), 1.68–1.77 (2000), and “around 1.8” (2001–2004) (NPFPC  2006 , 86). In 
subsequent years, 1.74 was given for the year 2005, presumably based on a fl awed 2006 survey that 
showed a “rebound” in fertility (NPFPC  2009 , 94). 
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 To continue a story of high fertility and to reinforce the need to reduce fertility, 
the NPFPC tried to rein in other government organizations that collected demo-
graphic data, such as the National Bureau of Statistics. The Commission also used 
estimates from international organizations, including the United Nations Population 
Division (UNPD), to prove their case. Beginning in 2006, after the 2005 inter- 
census population survey, the National Bureau of Statistics broke ranks with the 
NPFPC and reported a fertility level of 1.6 or below (Fig.  2.1 , NBS). The UNPD, 
after years of reporting China’s fertility at 1.8, in part based on input from Chinese 
offi cial sources, drastically revised estimates downward beginning with the 2010 
world population projections (Gu and Cai  2011 ; Cai  2012 ). While UNPD’s 2008 
edition of  World Population Prospects  (United Nations  2009 ) projected that China’s 
population would reach a maximum size of 1.463 billion in 2032, the 2010 edition 
(United Nations  2011 ), published in May 2011, projected a maximum size of 1.396 
billion, to be reached in 2026. This is a difference of 6 years and 67 million people 
between projections published only 2 years apart. 

 It is by now beyond any doubt that fertility in China is well below replacement 
level and has been below replacement level for two decades, if not longer. Analyzing 
China’s 2010 census, scholars have further confi rmed these results (Guo  2011 ; Zhu 
 2012 ; Cai  2013 ). Even the NPFPC, before its merger into the Ministry of Health in 
March 2013, conceded that fertility in China was around 1.63, a level higher than 
what scholars had estimated but much lower than the level reported in its own ear-
lier statements. After a two-decade delay, China has fi nally come to terms with its 
new demographic reality, a country with fertility substantially below the replace-
ment level.  

    Causes and Implications of Low Fertility 

 Chinese offi cials and some observers in China and abroad tend to attribute China’s 
fertility decline to the one-child policy. There is little doubt that China’s birth- 
control policies—both the later-longer-fewer policy and the one-child policy—have 
played a signifi cant role in reducing fertility. But while the less extreme later-longer- 
fewer policy may have played a signifi cant role in China’s early fertility decline, the 
importance of the one-child policy is often exaggerated, and its role is becoming 
smaller due to other forces at work. 

 The drop in fertility to below-replacement level occurred as Chinese society 
entered a new phase in its history. The onset of below-replacement fertility, in the 
early 1990s, took place at a time of substantial economic reforms and a historic 
economic boom. These developments triggered a fundamental shift in the context of 
childbearing (Wang and Mason  2008 ). For one thing, the two decades beginning in 
the early 1990s saw massive migration waves of young Chinese from rural to urban 
areas. These two decades saw the fastest pace of urbanization, expansion of higher 
education, and improvement in living standards in Chinese history (Table  2.1 ). 
Income level, measured at current purchasing power parity (PPP) in international 
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 dollars, increased by nearly tenfold in 20 years. Over a 20-year period, the gross 
secondary- school enrollment ratio more than doubled, from 38 % of children at 
secondary-school age in 1990 to 80 % in 2010. Over the same period, gross tertiary- 
school enrollment increased by eightfold, from 3 % of the appropriate age group in 
1990 to 24 % in 2010. At the same time, the share of China’s population residing in 
urban areas nearly doubled, from about one-quarter to one-half of the total, making 
this the largest urbanization process in world history (Table  2.1 ).

   Two important forces linked to this rapid economic change contributed to China’s 
renewed fertility decline—a complete shift of the cost of childrearing from the col-
lective to the family and intensifi ed pressure to “get ahead” generated by the oppor-
tunities and uncertainties associated with this period of hyper economic growth. 
Beginning fi rst in the early 1980s in rural areas and in the late 1980s in urban areas, 
the socialist planned economic system that had previously supplied considerable 
support for childrearing started to disappear. The state and the collective were no 
longer responsible for food, housing, and employment. In rural areas in particular, 
public education and healthcare systems deteriorated rapidly, which shifted the cost 
of education and healthcare from the collective to individual families. 

 At the same time, the unprecedented economic opportunities attracted massive 
numbers of young people from the countryside to the cities and propelled urban 
youth to spend more time in school and to move around for better jobs and better 
pay. Urban housing reforms beginning in the late 1990s resulted in a construction 

     Table 2.1    Major demographic and socioeconomic indicators, China, 1990–2010 (mean age at 
marriage calculated from China censuses; other data from World Bank  2014 )   

 Indicator  1990  1995  2000  2005  2010 

 Population (million)  1135.19  1204.86  1262.65  1303.72  1337.71 
 Annual birth rate (per 1,000 
population) 

 1.4673  1.0865  0.7880  0.5881  0.4830 

 Life expectancy (years)  69.47  70.33  72.14  74.05  74.89 
 Total fertility rate (children 
per woman) 

 2.5  1.75  1.51  1.59  1.65 

 Female mean age at marriage 
(years) 

 22.0  22.9  23.2  23.5  23.9 

 Per capita Gross National 
Income (GNI), purchasing 
power parity (PPP) in current 
international dollars 

 800  1,480  2,340  4,090  7,510 

 Percent urban  26.4  31  35.9  42.5  49.2 
 Secondary-school enrollment 
ratio (% gross) 

 37.65  52.24  62.09  n.a.  80.05 

 Tertiary-school enrollment 
ratio (% gross) 

 3.04  3.67  6.75  17.74  24.34 

 Mobile phone subscribers (per 
1,000 population) 

 0.0016  0.2989  6.72  30.09  65.04 

 Internet subscribers (per 1,000 
population) 

 0  0.0049  1.78  8.52  34.3 

2 China’s Long Road toward Recognition of Below-Replacement Fertility



22

boom and housing bubble and sent housing prices, especially in China’s major cit-
ies, skyrocketing. The arrival of the Internet connected Chinese youth to other 
young people within China and beyond. Suddenly, young parents who grew up in 
China’s post-Mao era realized that having children is truly expensive, both in terms 
of time and money. 

 Studies of China’s low fertility in recent years confi rm the role of socioeconomic 
changes, independent of government policy, in producing a new calculus of child-
bearing. Comparing aggregate fertility data from 151 counties in Jiangsu and 
Zhejiang Provinces with measures of birth-control policy and economic and social 
development, Cai ( 2010 ) reports that variations in fertility in 2000 were predomi-
nantly an outcome of variations in development, not policy. He concludes, “A key 
fi nding from this exercise is that these development factors are so powerful that, 
combined, they explain a much larger proportion of fertility variation in Jiangsu and 
Zhejiang than do the policy factors” ( 2010 , p. 433). 

 Studies based on individual-level data report similar results. Another longitudi-
nal study in Jiangsu Province, launched in 2006, found that the one-child family has 
become a new norm, with cost the top concern. Among more than 4,000 women 
who were eligible to have two children under the current birth-control policy, 55 % 
reported one child as their ideal family size. Among all the reasons given for their 
preference, “costs too much to raise a child” and “one child is enough” topped the 
list, with more than 70 % of respondents choosing one or the other of these explana-
tions. By contrast, only 32 %, cited “following the government’s call [for birth con-
trol]” as a reason for wanting only one child. The cost of raising children, in these 
respondents’ minds, is not simply the immediate requirement to provide food and 
clothing, but the more general and long-term costs, as only 33 % reported “current 
economic status not good” as a reason for wanting only one child (Zheng et al. 
 2009 ). These concerns and constraints are very similar to those mentioned by young 
people in other low-fertility settings in Asia (Jones et al.  2009 ). 

 Shifts in other demographic behavior, not affected directly by China’s birth- 
control policy, offer further evidence of the importance of economic and social 
change. Over the past three decades, there has been a clear trend toward later mar-
riage and a related change in the age pattern of fertility. Both trends have accelerated 
in recent years and are beyond the requirement of the one-child policy. Women’s 
mean age at fi rst marriage, as shown in Table  2.1 , rose by nearly 2 years in one 
decade—from 22 in 1990 and to 23.9 in 2010. The proportion of women never mar-
ried at age 25–29 rose from 5 % in 1982 to 9 % in 2000 and 22 % in 2010, indicating 
the most pronounced change in the decade between 2000 and 2010 (Fig.  2.2 ). In 
urban China, the share of never-married women age 25–29 reached 30 % in 2010 
(not shown in the fi gure).

   Such numbers, while still low in comparison with current levels in Japan and 
South Korea, closely follow the same trajectory. In Japan, the share of never- married 
women age 25–29 reached urban China’s current level in the mid-1980s and in 
South Korea, in the mid-1990s (Lee  2013 ; Tsuya  2013 ). Urban China, in other 
words, is about two decades behind Japan and one decade behind South Korea in the 
trend toward late marriage for women. As perhaps a prediction for China, in both 
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Japan and South Korea, women continue to marry later and later, if at all. Today, 
20 % of Japanese women age 35–39 and 20 % of Korean women age 30–34 are still 
unmarried. 

 Comparisons of age-specifi c fertility rates show a similar trend. Following an 
initial shift toward earlier fertility after 1980, a direct and immediate result of the 
change in the marriage law, the peak age of childbearing has moved steadily later. 
The trend is especially striking after 1990 (Fig.  2.3 ). Delaying marriage and child-
bearing, as also shown by other studies (e.g., Morgan et al.  2009 ), have been major 
factors in China’s move toward below-replacement fertility.

   The prolonged period of below-replacement fertility during the past two decades 
is contributing to a dramatic acceleration of population aging. China’s latest census 
reported that in 2010 the share of the population age 60 and above was nearly 14 % 
and the share age 65 and above was nearly 9 %. Assuming a fertility level of 1.47, 
which is very close to the current observed level, the proportion of Chinese age 60 
and above will rise to 25 %, or 1 in 4 persons, by 2030. Over the same time frame, 
the number of Chinese age 60 and above will rise from about 180 million to more 
than 350 million (Fig.  2.4 ). Moreover, the number of the oldest old, age 80 and 
above, will rise from less than 20 million to more than 30 million. The population 
age 65 and above will increase from 9–25 % in less than 30 years. By comparison, 
the same process took and will take Western industrialized societies from 70 to 
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more than 100 years. China, along with South Korea, Taiwan, and to some extent 
Japan, is among the fastest-aging societies in the world.

   A rapid transition to low fertility and associated population aging pose signifi -
cant challenges. For China, sustained low fertility over the past two decades has 
already set in motion a drastic change in the ratio between the working-age popula-
tion and the population of elderly dependents. It is reasonable to use the age group 
20–59 as the working and tax-paying population (China’s current maximum retire-
ment age is 60) and the age group 60 and above as the benefi t-receiving population. 
The ratio between these two population groups will be more than halved in 20 years, 
from almost 5:1 in 2010 to 2:1 in 2030 (Fig.  2.4 ). Such a major change, driven by 
the continued decline in the young labor force, drastically increases the tax burden 
of the working-age population. The economic ramifi cations are many, ranging from 
labor-force supply, savings, investment, and tax burden to consumption patterns. As 
the demand to support the expanding elderly population grows, resources that could 
be devoted to childcare facilities and schools might be sacrifi ced, which will further 
depress fertility. 

 Apart from below-replacement fertility, China’s three-decades-long enforcement 
of the one-child policy has resulted in a special feature, the large share of Chinese 
families with only one child. China now has more than 150 million families with 
only one child, or one in every three households. Among couples who have recently 
completed childbearing, the share is more than 40 %. In half of China’s provinces, 
the share is more than 50 %, with the highest up to 80 %. And in China’s urban 
areas, the share is even higher, with an average of more than 90 % of families with 
only one child (Wang et al.  2012 ). Many of the only children in these families will 
face the burden of providing economic support to their elderly parents, either 
through taxes, or within the family, or both. More importantly, they will face the 
demand on their time to provide irreplaceable physical and emotional support when 
their parents need them. The pressure faced by China’s only-child generation may 
prompt them to want to have more than one child themselves, but it also presents 
them with a hard choice—between raising another child and supporting their aging 
parents.  

    The Long Road toward a Policy Response 

 China’s policy response to below-replacement fertility and to rapid population 
aging has been extraordinarily slow. Countries in East and Southeast Asia that expe-
rienced rapid fertility decline all had a time lag between the point when fertility 
dipped to below-replacement level and the point when governments began to change 
their birth-control policies (Choe  2008 ; Jones  2008 ; Jones et al.  2009 ; Frejka et al. 
 2010 ). In South Korea, the time lag was one decade. In Singapore, it was 12 years, 
and in Taiwan, it was 15 years. In China, by contrast, the time interval between the 
onset of below-replacement fertility and the introduction of a pro-natalist policy 
(which has not happened yet) could be 25 years or longer. 
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 China’s unique demographic, social, and political context helps explain the gov-
ernment’s unusually slow policy response to below-replacement fertility. In the late 
twentieth century, the country’s large population and fast population growth cast a 
long Malthusian shadow of concern about overpopulation. In this context, the 
Chinese leadership’s political mandate to increase per capita income tied birth con-
trol to its own legitimacy. The Chinese style of non-democratic, opaque, closed- 
door policymaking, backed by a statist view that treats people like numbers to be 
planned, has made policymakers indifferent to public criticism and, to some extent, 
unaccountable. These characteristics led to the launch of an extreme birth-control 
policy more than three decades ago, when much of China’s fertility decline had 
already been accomplished (Wang et al.  2012 ). 

 The same political factors have continued to contribute to the leadership’s slow 
pace of policy change against repeated advice and appeals from the public. After 
almost all academic population experts in China and many former government offi -
cials from the birth-control apparatus joined forces to call for relaxing the one-child 
policy, the Chinese government waited for almost a full decade to act (Gu and Li 
 2010 ). In fact, the government relied on its control over offi cial media and other 
channels to silence the voices of scholars. False information on China’s demo-
graphic situation promulgated by the birth-control agencies further confused the 
public and obstructed policy change. It was the confusion created by government- 
sponsored propaganda, the silencing of scholars’ independent voices, and the 
obstruction to policy change that created the surprise when the 2010 census reported 
a decline in the share of the young population and a rapid increase in the relative 
size of the elderly population. 

 The extent to which Chinese policymakers are out of touch with the public 
explains the other surprise, namely the public’s enthusiastic response to the modest 
relaxation of the one-child policy announced in mid-November 2013. The leader-
ship perhaps did not expect that such a minor policy change, affecting only a very 
small proportion of Chinese couples, would receive such broad and overwhelming 
support and praise from the public. 

 With the recent announcement to begin phasing out the one-child policy, the gov-
ernment has made an historic shift in its response to below-replacement fertility and 
population aging. In addition to allowing couples in which one partner is an only 
child to have two children, the same document announced that the government would 
study and implement a gradual extension of the retirement age, which is now 55 for 
women and 60 for men. After years of resistance and denial, the Chinese government 
seems to have fi nally come to terms with a new reality and will revise its birth-con-
trol policy and introduce policies to mitigate the effects of population aging. 

 The next 1–3 years will be crucial to see how quickly and completely China can 
leave its one-child policy behind. The recent minor adjustment of the birth-control 
policy could represent a decisive moment that paves the way for a quick abandon-
ment of the one-child policy altogether by allowing more couples to have two chil-
dren. Or it could be part of a stalling strategy that allows bureaucrats to maintain the 
status quo in the face of public criticism. Given how unwilling and protracted the 
process of policy change has been so far, the second scenario, namely a further 
delay, cannot be ruled out. 

Wang Feng



27

 Despite the policy announcement, the Chinese public has conveyed a clear mes-
sage—it is too costly to have children. Online surveys and media interviews with 
young people have all converged on one set of numbers, that only about 60 % of 
couples with one child are considering having a second. Fudan University recently 
conducted a survey of more than 2,000 respondents in Shanghai who were born in 
the 1980s, and results were similar: about 60 % of respondents consider two or more 
children as an ideal family size, but only 45 % stated that they themselves wanted to 
have two children. The 873 respondents who already had one child wanted on aver-
age 1.46 children. The 1,364 respondents who were childless, and who presumably 
were also younger, wanted on average only 1.38 children. Studies of the preferred 
number of children among Chinese couples all portray a similar picture. The mean 
number of desired children is well below the replacement level, suggesting that even 
if the government’s birth-control policy were completely dismantled, fertility would 
increase only modestly (Merli and Morgan  2011 ; Basten and Gu  2013 ; Hou and 
Huang  2014 ). If young Chinese act on their fertility preferences, then China will 
have below-replacement fertility for a long time to come. 

 These fertility preferences of young Chinese, as reported by recent studies, 
refl ect the reality of childbearing and childrearing in China. With a per capita 
income of $9,000 (PPP in current international dollars) in 2012, quadrupling from 
only $2,350 in 2000 (World Bank  2014 ), China has joined the ranks of upper-
middle- income countries. This rapid economic growth, while raising standards of 
living for most, has also greatly increased the cost of having children and the degree 
of uncertainty in people’s lives. 

 In the two decades since China’s fertility level dropped to below-replacement 
level, the share of the agricultural sector shrank from 25 % of gross domestic prod-
uct (GDP) in the early 1990s to 10 % in 2012 (World Bank  2014 ). Over the same 
period, the share of the service sector rose from about one-third of total GDP in the 
early 1990s to 45 % in 2012. Such an economic transformation, still ongoing, brings 
with it higher requirements and competition for education and skills and more fl uid-
ity and uncertainty in the workplace. Young people are spending more time in 
school and longer hours at work. They continue to move in massive numbers from 
rural to urban areas and between jobs. In the fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century 
alone, the share of China’s urban population rose from 36 to 50 %, translating into 
210 million new urban residents. And the urbanization wave is still continuing. 

 Increasingly, in addition to cost, availability of childcare has emerged as a major 
constraint for young couples thinking of having children. Massive rural-to-urban 
migration has separated young people from the older generation, so that couples 
cannot count on grandparents for childcare as they used to. With only one or two 
children, young Chinese parents also want their children to receive the best care and 
education, and from the youngest age. Competition for places in educational institu-
tions has moved down from universities to high schools, middle schools, primary 
schools, and now to kindergartens. Although the number of births has dropped by 
nearly one-quarter since the late 1990s (from close to 20 million annual births to a 
little more than 15 million), demand for pre-school-age care and education has risen 
rapidly. The number of children in nursery schools and kindergartens rose from 
20 million in 2001 to 27 million in 2009. In the 2 years between 2010 and 2012, 
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nearly 30,000 new pre-school facilities were opened, and the number of kindergar-
ten pupils increased further to 37 million (Ministry of Education  2014 ). This 
increase of 10 million kindergarten pupils between 2010 and 2012 is almost twice 
the total increase between 2001 and 2009. 

 Pre-school education increases the direct out-of-pocket cost of childrearing con-
siderably. Yet complaints about lack of pre-school facilities are widespread. The 
childrearing environment in China, in a nutshell, is similar to the situation in China’s 
neighboring East Asian societies, with one major difference—in China, everything 
is changing faster. 

 With sustained low fertility and the prospect of rapid population aging, China 
faces critical challenges in public policymaking over the next 3–5 years. Swiftly and 
completely eliminating the outdated one-child policy is only the fi rst and easiest 
step. The more daunting tasks lie in the areas of social-security and healthcare 
reform and in creating a child-friendly and family-friend social and economic 
environment. 

 China’s social-security system is currently highly inadequate and inequitable. In 
2010, only about 30 % of the elderly relied on public transfers, such as pensions, as 
their major source of income, and almost all of those receiving pensions were urban 
residents. The same is true for China’s healthcare system. While coverage has been 
extended in recent years—in principle, to the entire population—the level of cover-
age varies widely among different segments of society. With costs rising much 
faster than incomes, the current system is not only inadequate and unfair, but also 
unsustainable. In addition, the government will need to initiate policies to make 
Chinese society more “child friendly” and “family friendly,” as the lack of childcare 
and diffi culties in balancing work and family life are becoming major factors affect-
ing fertility. All these reforms and policy changes will become more diffi cult to 
initiate and to implement than in the past because China’s period of very rapid eco-
nomic growth has come to an end. The growth rate of government revenue is slow-
ing down just as the demand for old-age support is going up. 

 It did not take a long time for China to reach below-replacement fertility. It only 
took one decade to bring fertility down from more than fi ve to close to two children 
per woman and only one more decade of fl uctuation around the replacement level 
before fertility dipped even further. What took a long time was the offi cial recogni-
tion of fertility decline and the beginning of a policy response. As a result of this 
unusually slow pace, China has lost precious time to prepare for population aging, 
both in the short and long term.     
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    Chapter 3   
 Singapore’s Pro-natalist Policies: 
To What Extent Have They Worked?       

       Gavin     W.     Jones      and     Wajihah     Hamid   

         Singapore is a pioneer in the Asian region, in terms of both the timing of its fertility 
decline to ultra-low levels and the timing of introducing policies to counter the 
trend. While nobody would argue that Singapore has done all that could be done to 
counter very low fertility, it is unique in the Asian region in terms of the range and 
scope of its pro-natalist policies. 

 This chapter outlines the fertility trends in Singapore in comparison with those 
of other Asian countries currently facing ultra-low fertility, the evolution of pro- 
natalist polices over the past three decades, and the possible relationship between 
policies and fertility trends. The chapter attempts to compare the timing and scope 
of pro-natalist policies in Singapore with policies in other low-fertility Asian coun-
tries (in particular, South Korea and Taiwan) and to draw some tentative conclusions 
about the relationship of policy to fertility in Singapore. 

    Fertility Decline in Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan 

 Like other developing countries, Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan had very high 
levels of fertility in 1960, the highest of all being South Korea. Japan was in a dif-
ferent league. Its fertility had fallen to low levels far earlier, reaching replacement 
level in the mid-1950s (Frejka et al.  2010 , p. 581). Although the total fertility rate 
(TFR) in Japan remained low, it was above the replacement level of 2.1 children per 
woman for a period and then fell below replacement level in 1973. Aside from 
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Japan, Singapore reached below-replacement fertility soonest, in 1975. Singapore 
had a head start of a few years on Hong Kong and almost a decade’s head start on 
South Korea and Taiwan in this respect. (Both Taiwan and South Korea reached 
replacement-level fertility in 1983.) From the mid-1980s, however, Hong Kong has 
been the clear leader in ultra-low fertility. 

 Figure  3.1  shows the more detailed trends over the past 15 years. If we smooth 
over the “blip” in TFRs in 2000 due to the dragon-year effect, 1  Singapore, South 
Korea, and Taiwan all experienced considerable fertility decline over the 1997–
2003 period, reaching Japanese levels and even going below them. From this 2003 
low point (2005 in the case of Japan and South Korea), most of these countries have 
shown little change, with fertility remaining through and beyond the fi rst decade of 
the twenty-fi rst century at levels referred to as “ultra-low” by Jones et al. ( 2009 ). 
These are the very lowest levels in the world, although showing a tendency for TFR 
to rise very slightly. The latest (2012) fi gures are of course infl uenced by the latest 
Year of the Dragon. Too much should not be made of slight year-to-year fl uctuations 
in TFR at these levels, however. While these fl uctuations affect annual births, they 
probably have no effect on a cohort’s completed fertility.

1   The Year of the Dragon is considered to be the most auspicious sign of the Chinese twelve-animal 
zodiac cycle (Saw  1990 ). The Year of the Tiger (which comes 2 years before the dragon year) is 
considered inauspicious for births. Dragon years and tiger years are indicated by vertical lines in 
Fig.  3.1 . 
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       Trend in Singlehood 

 To understand low fertility in Asian countries we need to understand the changing 
economic and social conditions in these countries and the way they infl uence the 
perceived desirability and feasibility of building a family. The focus is typically on 
the pressures on married couples, with insuffi cient attention given to the factors 
infl uencing whether people marry in the fi rst place. It is important to understand the 
reasons behind the marriage trends because marriage is essentially the gatekeeper to 
childbirth in these societies, with fewer than 2 % of children born outside marriage 
(Frejka et al.  2010 , fn. 10). 2  And in all of these countries, singlehood has been 
sharply rising over the period of declining and low fertility. It has been estimated 
that in Singapore over the period 1990–2005, declines in proportions married were 
responsible for one-third of the decline to ultra-low levels of fertility (Koh  2011 ). 

 Figure  3.2  illustrates the rising trend of singlehood at ages 30–34. The trend in 
this age group is consistent with evidence for other age groups (e.g., 35–39) and 
with the singulate mean age at marriage (SMAM). Singapore stands out from the 
other countries in that while its proportion of singles has been increasing, the rise 
has been much more modest than in South Korea or Taiwan. In 2010, Singapore had 
the lowest proportion of singles among these countries, for both women and men—a 
notable reversal of the situation two decades earlier. At ages 30–34, the proportion 
of single women in Singapore was 25.1 % while the proportion of single men was 
37.1 %. Hong Kong and Taiwan are leading the trend in rising singlehood for both 
men and women. Both South Korea and Taiwan experienced a rapid increase within 
the 10 years from 2000 to 2010.

       What Is Driving Trends in Fertility? 

 In order to assess the likely impact of pro-natalist policies, it is necessary to under-
stand the reasons why fertility has reached such a low level. There is a considerable 
literature on this, 3  which we will not attempt to summarize in detail here, but we 
will simply note what appear to be the key reasons in the countries under discussion. 
These countries are consumerist societies, stressing achievement and upward social 
mobility above all else (see Chang  2010  on South Korea). They are vastly wealthier 
than they were four or fi ve decades ago, when parents routinely had four or fi ve 
children. Nowadays, paradoxically, many feel a sense of relative deprivation, which 

2   The 2 % fi gure is in some ways misleading, however, as a considerably higher proportion of births 
are conceived outside marriage, and the pregnancy precipitates the marriage. These should not 
necessarily be understood as “shotgun marriages” according to the traditional understanding of 
this term, as there is evidence, at least from Japan, that many unmarried couples are fairly relaxed 
about the possibility of a pregnancy and are ready to marry should a pregnancy occur. 
3   For more detailed discussions, see Tsuya et al.  2009 ; Suzuki  2008 ,  2009 ; Eun  2007 ; Jones  2007 ; 
Frejka et al.  2010 . 
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means that aspirations can only be met by both parents working. The fi nancial and 
opportunity costs of raising children are considerable, particularly as parents face 
enormous pressure for their children to succeed in education. In this competitive 
education “arms race,” in the context of limited parental time and fi nancial resources, 
the “quality/quantity trade-off” comes down heavily in favor of quality. 

 Strong familism and patriarchy characterize these societies. Economic develop-
ment and social modernization clash with traditionalism in the household. As a 
result, women face confl icting roles in balancing work and family life. Access to 
childcare services is limited, and working women face the tradition of long working 
hours and a work environment often unfriendly to the need for fl exible hours and 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

1970 1980 1990 2000 2005 2010

P
er

ce
nt

 s
in

gl
e

Year

Women age 30–34

Taiwan Japan South Korea

Singapore Hong Kong SAR

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

1970 1980 1990 2000 2005 2010

P
er

ce
nt

 s
in

gl
e

Year

Men age 30–34

Taiwan Japan South Korea

Singapore Hong Kong SAR

a

b

  Fig. 3.2    Trends in proportion single among women and men age 30–34, 1970–2010 ( Sources:  For 
Japan, Statistics Japan  2014 ; for South Korea, KOSIS  2014 ; for Taiwan, National Statistics 
 2014 ; for Singapore, Department of Statistics  2014 ; for Hong Kong, Census and Statistics 
Department  2014 )       

 

G.W. Jones and W. Hamid



37

childcare leave. These are highly urbanized societies, with long travel times to work 
coupled with limited and expensive housing to meet the needs of larger families. 

 Given the many dilemmas that are part and parcel of marrying in these societies 
(the notion of a “marriage package,” as described by Bumpass and colleagues 
( 2009 ) in Japan, is equally relevant here), it is small wonder that there is increas-
ingly later and less marriage. Aside from volitional reasons, non-volitional factors 
are also operating, including the inadequate replacement of traditional matchmak-
ing systems, and continued hypergamy and homogamy, leading to a marriage 
squeeze for certain groups. The combination of a rise in age at marriage, a situation 
where 15 % of women will be permanently removed from the reproductive popula-
tion by non-marriage (probably within 10 years), and continuing high levels of 
divorce bodes ill for any substantial rise in fertility. Furthermore, there is little indi-
cation of a trend toward more cohabitation, and even less so of acceptance of child-
bearing in cohabiting relationships—trends that have propped up fertility rates in 
many Western countries.  

    Policy Development: Singapore’s Switch from Anti-natalism 
to Pro-natalism 

 Singapore achieved self-government in 1957, entered the Federation of Malaysia in 
1963, but left the Federation to become a separate, independent state in 1965. Facing 
very high fertility levels combined with uncertainties about the political and eco-
nomic future of what was considered an over-populated island, the government 
introduced a national population-control program, passing the Singapore Family 
Planning and Population Act in 1965 and establishing the Singapore Family 
Planning and Population Board in 1966. A series of anti-natalist measures were 
introduced, including the Voluntary Sterilization Act in 1969, as well as a set of 
incentives and disincentives to encourage small families in 1972. Some of the mea-
sures introduced and implemented during the anti-natalist period included the 
reduction of income tax relief to cover only three children, lowering of priority for 
primary school admission for fourth-order and above children, elimination of the 
housing subsidy for large families, and limitation of paid maternity leave to fi rst and 
second births (Sun  2012 , p. 63). 

 The pace of fertility decline that followed was one of the most rapid in the world. 
It was widely attributed to the anti-natalist policies, although many other factors 
were clearly involved. Although Singapore’s fertility reached replacement level in 
1975, the anti-natalist policies were kept in place until 1983. Then in 1984, the state 
implemented selective pro-natalist policies, described as the “eugenic phase” of 
Singapore’s population policy. Educated women were given incentives to reproduce 
under the “Graduate Mother Scheme,” while sterilization cash incentives were 
offered to less educated women (Straughan et al.  2009 , p. 184; Saw  2005 , p. 212). 
These policies proved to be very unpopular with broad sections of the public. They 
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were abandoned in 1985, followed by the closure of the Singapore Family Planning 
and Population Board in 1986. The following year (1987), the fertility policy in 
Singapore took on a broadly pro-natalist stance, with the introduction of both slo-
gans and policies to support having three or more children based on affordability. 
This stance has shaped Singapore’s fertility policy until the present, with various 
policies to increase fertility introduced and strengthened over the years. 

 There was an interval of 15 years between the time fertility fi rst dipped below 
replacement level and the introduction of pro-natalist policies directed at the popu-
lation as a whole. As the pioneer in fertility decline in the region, with a history of 
strong and effective anti-natalist policies, it is perhaps not surprising that there was 
hesitation to reverse these policies until it was clear that no resurgence in fertility 
was likely. The subsequent history of policy reversals in other Asian countries 
shows that Singapore was no exception in delaying its policy reversal (see Table  3.1 ).

   Table 3.1    Delays in reversing anti-natalist policies, selected East Asian countries   

 Country 

 Year in which 
replacement 
fertility was 
reached 

 Year in which 
anti- natalist 
policy was 
reversed 

 Number 
of years 
elapsed 

 Percent below 
replacement 
when policy 
reversed  Comments 

 Singapore  1975  1984  9  25  Selective pro-natalist 
policies for highly 
educated 

 Singapore  1975  1987  12  25  More general 
pro-natalist measures 

 South 
Korea 

 1984  1996  12  20  Very mildly 
pro- natalist policies 

 South 
Korea 

 1984  2004  20  50  More serious 
pro- natalist measures 

 Taiwan  1984  1992  8  20  Pro-natalist statement 
but no measures 

 Taiwan  1984  2006  22  47  Specifi c pro-natalist 
measures introduced 

 Japan  1973 a   1990  17  25  Mildly pro-natalist 
measures 

 Japan  1973  1994  21  32  Angel plan introduced 
in 1994, revised in 
1999; more forceful 
pro-natalist measures 

 China  1992(?)  No reversal  21+  n.a.  25–30 % below 
replacement in 2013; 
policy modifi ed to 
allow only child to 
have two children 
after marrying 

   a Japan’s TFR was slightly below replacement level as early as the 1950s, but it hovered around that 
level for two decades and did not fall defi nitively below replacement level until 1973  
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       The Development of Singapore’s Pro-natalist Policies 

 Policies emphasizing larger families and early family formation were implemented 
during the late 1980s to the late 1990s. Some of the measures and incentives that 
were introduced included subsidized childcare, tax rebates for third children, and 
public housing schemes encouraging early family formation and larger families, 
such as the Fiancé/ Fiancée Scheme, the Parenthood Priority Scheme, and other 
schemes for fi rst-time married couples. 

 Then, in 2000, the government introduced a number of new policies and revi-
sions. Importantly, the Baby Bonus Scheme was introduced. This two-tiered system 
involved distribution of cash benefi ts on the birth of second and third children. It 
also included a co-savings arrangement set up by the government, which was pay-
able over a 6-year period, with maximum contributions capped at S$6,000 for the 
second child and S$12,000 for the third child. 4  This co-saving could be used for all 
children. Tax rebates, which were offered only to the third child in 1987 and to the 
third and fourth child in 1989, were extended to include the second child. Singapore’s 
total fertility rate (TFR) continued to decline from 2001 to 2003, however, despite 
the introduction of these and a variety of other incentives aimed at encouraging mar-
riage and childbearing. The TFR fell from 1.61 children per woman in 1997 to 
1.25 in 2003. 5  

 In 2004, the Baby Bonus Scheme was extended to include the birth of fi rst and 
fourth children, when S$3,000 and S$6,000 were given to parents. This cash gift 
was distributed in fi ve instalments over an 18-month period as opposed to over 6 
years previously. In 2008, the payout to fi rst and second children was raised from 
S$3,000 to S$4,000. 

 Since 2003, Singapore’s TFR has stayed in the 1.2 region, with minor changes 
until 2010, when it fell slightly lower to 1.16. This could be because 2010 was a 
Year of the Tiger, which is considered to be inauspicious for birth in the Chinese 
zodiac cycle. In the following year, the rate rose marginally to 1.20 and in 2012—a 
Year of the Dragon—it went up to 1.29 (see Fig.  3.1 ). 

 Policies were further boosted in January 2013 in the form of a Marriage and 
Parenthood Package, aimed at helping Singaporeans “to form families and raise 
children” (NPTD  2013a ). This enhanced package includes giving priority in the 
assignment of a fi rst-time public-housing apartment to couples who have children. 
It also includes enhancing Co-Funding for Assisted Reproduction Technology 
(ART) Treatment, waiving accouchement fees in public hospitals to all mothers 
irrespective of the birth order of the child, extending paid childcare leave, and 
 introducing paid adoption leave, 1 week paid paternity leave, and shared parental 
leave (see  Appendix  for details of policy enhancements).  

4   All dollar fi gures in this paper are in Singapore dollars. In 2013, S$1 = US$0.80. 
5   There was a blip to 1.60 in the 2000 Year of the Dragon—up from 1.47 in 1998 and 1999. 
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    Categories of Pro-natalist Policies in Singapore 

 McDonald ( 2002 ), citing Heitlinger ( 1991 ), categorized fertility policies under:

    1.    Financial incentives   
   2.    Support for parents to combine work and family   
   3.    Broad social change supportive of children and parenting    

  Policies to infl uence marriage are not specifi cally included here. Although mar-
riage is affected by fertility desires, 6  thus being affected by all the above elements 
of fertility policy, there are other factors infl uencing whether people marry. One 
way to think of factors affecting marriage is to divide reasons for not marrying into 
volitional and non-volitional categories. Singapore has had specifi c policies to infl u-
ence marriage, and the government clearly considers marriage policy important in 
its armory of policies to infl uence fertility. Marriage policies will therefore be 
included as a fourth type of pro-natalist policy. 

    Financial Incentives 

 Lump-sum payments or loans, tax rebates, subsidized or free services and goods for 
children, and housing subsidies fall under the category of fi nancial incentives. 
Singapore has implemented all four of these types of policy. With the introduction 
of the two-tiered Baby Bonus Scheme in 2000, the Singapore government began 
offering cash payments to parents. In 2013, the amount offered was increased to 
S$6,000 (up from S$4,000 previously) for the birth of a fi rst or second child and 
S$8,000 (up from S$6,000 previously) for the birth of a third or fourth child. The 
cash grant is given only through the birth of the fourth child. It is now fully dis-
bursed earlier, within 12 months of the child’s birth as compared to 18 months 
previously. 

 The scheme also involves setting up a Child Development Account (CDA), 
which is essentially a co-savings arrangement between parents and the Singapore 
government. When it started in 2000, only second and third children were eligible, 
and the duration of the CDA was 6 years. Since 2008, the government will match 
dollar-for-dollar the amount saved by parents for fi rst- and second-born children, up 
to a maximum of S$6,000 each. For third- and fourth-born children, the government 
contribution is capped at S$12,000 each, and for fi fth-born children and beyond, the 
contribution is capped at S$18,000 (Ministry of Social and Family Development 
 2013 ). In 2013, the duration of the CDA was extended for another 6 years, enabling 
parents to receive matching contributions until a child turns 12, but the maximum 
levels of government contributions remain unchanged. 

6   Indeed, Raymo ( 2003 ) has argued in the case of Japan that changes in the desire for children are 
more important in understanding marriage behavior than changes in the desirability of marriage 
itself. 
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 Singapore also offers tax rebates for working mothers and various housing- 
subsidy schemes (see  Appendix  for details). The government does not offer much 
in the way of free or subsidized services or goods for children, however. Services 
include education, dental and medical care, while goods could include textbooks or 
leisure and sporting equipment (McDonald  2002 , p. 437). 

 In early 2013, Singapore introduced a Medisave Grant for newborns. Medisave 
falls under the Central Provident Fund (CPF). Under this scheme, a CPF Medisave 
account is opened for each newborn citizen, and a Medisave grant of S$3,000 is 
deposited. The fi rst S$1,500 is deposited after birth registration, and the remaining 
S$1,500 is deposited in the subsequent year, provided that the child remains enrolled 
in MediShield or a Medisave-approved Integrated Shield Plan.  

    Support for Combining Work and Family 

 Under the category of support for combining work and family, McDonald ( 2002 , 
pp. 438–42) listed childcare, fl exible working hours, anti-discrimination legislation, 
and gender equity in employment practices. Singapore increased paid maternity 
leave from 8 to 12 weeks in 2004 and from 12 to 16 weeks in 2008. In 2013, the 
government introduced a 1-week paternity leave and allowed the father to take an 
additional week out of his wife’s 16-week maternity leave under a new “Shared 
Parental Leave” scheme. Paid adoption leave of 4 weeks was introduced in 2004 
and made mandatory in 2013. In order to facilitate alternative childcare arrange-
ments, the government offers grandparent caregiver relief, domestic worker levy 
relief, and childcare subsidies. A 5-day work week was introduced in 2004 for 
government- employed civil servants, although total working hours were held con-
stant, thus requiring extended working hours on the fi ve working days (see  Appendix  
for details of policies).  

    Broad Social Change Supportive of Children and Parenting 

 Under broad social change supportive of children and parenting, McDonald ( 2002 , 
pp. 440–42) listed employment initiatives, child-friendly environments, gender 
equity, marriage and relationship supports, followed by development of positive 
social attitudes toward children and parenting. Singapore introduced the “Work- 
Life Works” Fund in 2004, under which private-sector fi rms can apply for grants to 
defray the cost of introducing measures that would help employees achieve better 
work-life harmony. Although this was a good introductory move, the implementa-
tion is left largely to the employers’ discretion. In light of other opportunity costs 
and market considerations, it might not necessarily be in the interest of competitive 
private companies (especially small and medium enterprises—SMEs) to implement 
this new program.  
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    Marriage Policy 

 Rising singlehood has been one of the major direct causes of fertility decline in 
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and Singapore. Singlehood is particularly high in cities 
and for well-educated women. In the younger adult ages, there are now few women 
with primary-school education or less, so the key comparison is between the high- 
school and tertiary educated. In all four countries, delayed and non-marriage is 
considerably higher for tertiary-educated women. 

 As early as 1984, Singapore had identifi ed rising singlehood, especially among 
its well-educated women, as an issue to be addressed and began setting up agencies 
to provide match-making services. The services and range of activities offered 
through the Social Development Network (SDN) are now varied, sophisticated, and 
Internet-based. Services include personalized matchmaking, overseas trips, and 
engagement with the private sector through accreditation of dating agencies. 7  It is 
diffi cult to assess whether the claims for success of the SDN are well justifi ed, how-
ever. Statistics published to indicate that a substantial number of Singaporeans who 
were registered with the SDN eventually married cannot address the counterfac-
tual—how many of these people would have married anyway in the absence of the 
government’s programs (Jones  2012 , p. 324)? 

 The two other key ways in which Singapore has infl uenced the incidence of mar-
riage are through housing policy and the policy on granting Permanent Residence 
(PR) status. Singlehood is discouraged by eligibility rules for Housing and 
Development Board (HDB) apartments, in which about 85 % of Singaporeans live. 
Singles must be over 35 to be eligible to purchase this form of subsidized housing. 
Also, various housing inducements are offered to Singaporeans planning to marry, 
all of them directed toward shortening the waiting time for apartments or widening 
the scope for this group to buy or rent an apartment (for details, see Jones  2012 , 
pp. 323–4). As for PR status, permanent residents in their 30s are twice as likely to 
be married as Singapore citizens, suggesting that the government’s criteria for 
approval of permanent-residence applications may, in part, be aimed at raising the 
proportion married (Jones  2012 , p. 325). 8  

 One point should be made about policy developments in Singapore. The govern-
ment has consulted the public widely, particularly in recent years, before introduc-
ing changes in family policy. The National Population and Talent Division, which is 
now responsible for population policy, had a program of wide community consulta-
tion before introducing the new measures in 2013. Sociologist Paulin Straughan, 
who also served a term as an appointed Member of Parliament, noted that the new 
measures gave a message to the Singapore population that the government prizes a 
pro-family and gender-equal environment as much as it does a competitive, business- 

7   Details of the range of services offered can be found at  http://app.sdn.sg/DatingServices/
OnlineorPersonalisedMatching.aspx . 
8   Citizens and permanent residents together make up the resident population, which is the denomi-
nator for the calculation of Singapore’s demographic rates. 

G.W. Jones and W. Hamid

http://app.sdn.sg/DatingServices/OnlineorPersonalisedMatching.aspx
http://app.sdn.sg/DatingServices/OnlineorPersonalisedMatching.aspx


43

friendly climate. One intention of the policies, she said, “was to set the ideological 
tone, to say very boldly that the government stands behind family formation” 
(Chang  2013 ).   

    Timing and Nature of Policies: Comparison between 
Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan 

 It is interesting to take a cross-sectional snapshot of fertility policies in the region as 
of 1995. Keep in mind that fertility rates in 1995 were well below replacement level 
in Singapore, South Korea, and Taiwan and at ultra-low levels (TFR below 1.5) in 
Japan. Singapore had begun promoting the formation of families in 1987, and by 
1995 Singapore had more pro-natalist policies in place than the other countries. In 
fact, it had been 8 years since the Singapore government had introduced income-tax 
relief, tax rebates, childcare subsidies, and housing subsidies for larger families. By 
the early 1990s, housing incentives to encourage early family formation included 
HDB’s Fiancé/Fiancée Scheme, under which couples intending to marry could reg-
ister for an apartment together and marry within 3 months of taking possession. 
This scheme aimed to enable couples to have a ready home upon marriage. In 1990, 
the Domestic Worker Levy Relief was introduced to encourage working mothers to 
continue working while having someone to take care of their child. Despite all these 
pro-family and pro-fertility measures, however, fertility continued to decline. 

 Both Taiwan and South Korea reached replacement level fertility in 1984 but by 
1995 had no pro-natalist policies in place. The Taiwanese government had made a 
pro-natalist statement but had not introduced any concrete measures. It was only in 
2006 that both Taiwan and South Korea implemented their respective pro-natalist 
policies. 

 The South Korean government was very slow to reverse its anti-natalist policies. 
In 2002, the Noh Mu-Hyeon government took a step toward initiating pro-natalist 
policies, but it took a few more years for the policies to actually be implemented. At 
this time, South Korea’s TFR was the lowest in the world, declining in 2005 to 1.08 
(Lee  2009 , p. 57). It was only in 2006, however, that the South Korean government 
announced an integrated package, the “Saeromaji Plan 2010,” which comprised a 
variety of pro-natalist measures (Suzuki  2008 , p. 37). These measures included tax 
rebates, expansion of maternity and childcare leave, and improvement of childcare 
services. South Korea was not able to offer a universal child allowance, however, 
due to budget constraints. 

 Taiwan’s TFR started declining gradually from 1995, but in the 1998 Year of the 
Tiger, it declined drastically—to 1.47 from 1.77 in 1997. Beside the Year of Tiger 
being inauspicious for birth, the fi nancial crisis of 1997 also contributed to this 
decline. In the following 2 years, the TFR rose slightly, then declined sharply again 
in 2001, to 1.40 from 1.68 in 2000. Following this decline, Taiwan’s TFR has 
declined consistently, with the exception of the years 2005–2007 when it remained 
at 1.12. In the 2010 Year of the Tiger, Taiwan’s TFR plunged to 0.89, probably 
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the lowest level of fertility ever reached in any country with a population in excess 
of ten million. As in South Korea, Taiwan had no pro-natalist policies until 2006, 
when measures such as maternity and parental leave and a childcare subsidy system 
were introduced under the “Mega Warmth Social Welfare Program” (Freijka et al. 
 2010 , p. 599). This was followed by the 2008 White Book of Population Policy. 
Since the introduction of these measures, the TFR has yet to increase signifi cantly, 
although the increase to 1.26 in the 2012 Year of the Dragon raises hope that the 
inevitable subsequent decline will still leave fertility somewhat higher than it 
was before. 

 Clearly Singapore was a little faster than Taiwan or South Korea in reacting to a 
fertility decline and beginning to reverse its anti-natalist policies. But now that both 
South Korea and Taiwan have had pro-natalist measures in place for some years, it 
is worth comparing the similarities and differences between their policies, those of 
Japan, and those of Singapore. Singapore’s policy of fi nancial incentives has been 
expanded over time and now is clearly the most comprehensive among the four 
countries. On the birth of a child, Japan offers a cash payment of 10,000 yen 
(roughly US$100) monthly until the child turns three. The Japanese government 
does not offer large tax deductions for children, however (Frejka et al.  2010 , p. 598). 
Neither Taiwan nor South Korea offers cash payments, the former due to feminist 
protests and the latter due to budgetary constraints, although South Korea has lower 
taxes for large families or families with young children. 

 In terms of support for combining work and family, Taiwan provides paid mater-
nity leave up to 8 weeks, with 70 % of the cost payable by the employer (Frejka 
et al.  2010 , p. 600), and 3 days of paternity leave. South Korea offers 12 weeks of 
paid maternity leave and 3 days of paternity leave. Paternity leave is not paid by the 
government, however, but is left to the discretion of employers. Again, Singapore’s 
policy is more comprehensive, with longer paid maternity leave and (since early 
2013) more paternity leave. 

 Both Taiwan and South Korea have enhanced their support for childrearing with 
improved childcare subsidies and provision of high-quality childcare. Singapore 
also subsidizes center-based infant care and childcare, differentially for working 
and non-working mothers. Its policy is complicated by the fact that “childcare” and 
“pre-school education” are related but have somewhat different goals. Singapore 
also offers grandparent caregiver relief and reduced maid levy to help working 
mothers who rely on grandparents or maids for infant and childcare. 

 Singaporean families with two or three children can now expect to receive sig-
nifi cant fi nancial incentives as a result of the overall package offered by the 
 government. Indeed, the National Population and Talent Division gave an estimate 
in early 2013 that a family with two children can enjoy benefi ts of about S$100,000 in 
baby bonus payments, Medisave grants for newborns, infant care and childcare sub-
sidies, and tax savings by the time both children turn 13. If the value of paid mater-
nity and paternity leave and paid childcare leave is added in, the total benefi ts sum 
to about S$166,000. This estimate excludes housing subsidies and the equivalent of 
S$12,000 in additional tax savings beyond the children’s fi rst 13 years. While sub-
stantial, these fi gures need to be compared with rough estimates that the total fi nan-
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cial cost of having a baby and raising it to age 18 is somewhere between S$250,000 
and S$350,000, depending on choices on schooling and life style (Cheam  2013 ), or 
between S$500,000 and S$700,000 for two children. Beyond age 18, university fees 
add considerably to that cost (Tan  2010 ). Thus the common comment of young 
Singaporeans—that the government support is much appreciated but that it will 
probably not be a major factor in their decision on whether to have children—makes 
sense, although it may refl ect a lack of appreciation of just how substantial govern-
ment contributions are, in fact offsetting as much as one-third of the cost of raising 
a child to age 18. 

 When considering policies under broad social change supportive of children and 
parenting, Singapore, Taiwan, and South Korea could all go further by introducing 
more fl exible working hours, anti-discrimination legislation, and gender equity in 
employment practices. Singapore has taken steps toward these goals with the intro-
duction of paid paternity leave in 2013. Singapore also seems to be the only Asian 
country actively promoting marriage and early family formation through its subsi-
dized match-making services and housing subsidies. 

 All the countries discussed here seem to be promoting the development of posi-
tive social attitudes toward children and parenting in various ways. The big question 
is how these societies will be able to overcome deeply entrenched societal pressures 
and expectations that work against family formation. One of these is the strong 
pressure on parents to raise quality children through intensive parenting, supple-
menting what the school can do by providing coaching, extra-curricular activities, 
and parental assistance with homework. Awareness of these pressures is leading 
some people to avoid having children or to have only one or two (e.g., see Anderson 
and Kohler  2013 ).  

    Singapore Realities: Childrearing Issues Facing Working 
Mothers 

 Government policy to infl uence fertility must deal with the reality that most married 
couples in Singapore expect both wife and husband to work. Many wives feel the 
need to return to work as soon as possible after the birth of a child. This is facilitated 
in many cases by foreign domestic workers (who are employed in about one in six 
Singapore households) 9  or grandparents assuming responsibility for childcare. 
Where these two possibilities are not available, however, paid childcare is the only 
option. Although subsidized for Singapore citizens, paid childcare still represents a 
fi nancial burden, especially for low-income households. It also forces mothers to 
choose between not working and leaving their young children in childcare for long 
hours because there are very few workplace-based childcare facilities. 

9   These workers are on fi xed-term contracts and are mainly drawn from the Philippines and 
Indonesia, with smaller numbers from Myanmar and Sri Lanka. Lower-income families cannot 
afford the cost of employing a domestic worker. 
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 Working hours are typically long, and there are relatively few part-time work 
opportunities. In June 2012, among the resident population, fewer than 10 % of 
those employed worked less than 34 h a week. The average number of hours worked 
per week was 45.6 among all employees and 48.2 h among full-time employees 
(Ministry of Manpower  2012 , Table 5). The average cost for a full-day infant-care 
program (up to age 18 months) has increased from S$1,206 a month in 2008 to 
S$1,376 in late 2013. The average cost for a childcare program has increased from 
about S$699 a month in 2008 to S$1,000 a month in early 2014. Working mothers 
with a monthly family income of less than S$7,500 can receive subsidies of S$600 
per month toward the cost of infant care and S$300 per month towards the cost of 
childcare. This still leaves a substantial gap to be paid by the parents, which would 
be felt particularly by low-income families earning less than S$3,000 a month. 

 Working mothers face many issues even after their children enter primary school. 
The mismatch between working hours and school hours is obvious. Normal primary- 
school hours in Singapore are from 7.30 a.m. to 12.30 p.m. (although in some of the 
older schools there is a separate afternoon shift). Extra-curricular activities may 
keep the child at school for some additional time. After that, if there is nobody at 
home, the parents will have to make separate arrangements for their children’s care, 
sometimes available in school-based student care centers (which cater for students 
age 7–14 and charge about S$260 per month) and sometimes in community cen-
ters. 10  Students can stay at these centres until 6:00 or 7:00 p.m. 

 A litany of stresses on a working mother can be cited: arranging infant care; wak-
ing before daylight to get children off to school; making arrangements for after- 
school care, coaching, and other after-school activities; helping with homework; 
arranging leave to care for sick children or to take them to the doctor; and dealing 
with expectations from other parents for intensive childrearing that leads to aca-
demic success.  

    Has Singapore Shown Any Signs of Doing Better in Fertility 
Recovery Than Other Countries? 

 Singapore’s population reached replacement fertility in the mid-1970s, whereas fer-
tility in Hong Kong, South Korea, and Taiwan declined to this level in the 1980s. 
Among these countries, Singapore led in the implementation of pro-natalist policies 
and has gone further than other countries in many policy areas. We might expect, 
then, to see more impact on fertility. There have been no more signs of fertility 
recovery in Singapore, however, that in the other countries. Indeed, Singapore has 
not matched Japan, Hong Kong, or South Korea in showing slight increases in TFR 
in recent years. This is partly because the fertility of the Malay population, who 

10   Low-income families can apply for fi nancial support for this. 
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account for about 14 % of the total, fell quite sharply from relatively high levels 
over this period (see Fig.  3.3 ).

   Given Singapore’s physical size and bearing in mind that it is a city-state, com-
parisons with other cities in the region may be more appropriate than comparisons 
with other countries. When compared with other cities, Singapore does not fare 
badly. Singapore’s TFR is roughly 10–25 % higher than that of Tokyo, Seoul, Busan, 
Taipei, Kaohsiung, or Hong Kong (Table  3.2 ; see also Jones  2012 ). The contrast 
with Beijing and Shanghai, where TFR is well below 1, is even greater. However, 
these city-to-city comparisons are also problematic in some ways. As a city-state, 
Singapore can control immigration in a way that the other cities cannot. Fertility in 
the other cities might be held down by selective in-migration of those who are less 
interested in having children or who intend to postpone childbearing until they have 
returned home.

   It is diffi cult, if not impossible, to test the effects of various pro-natalist measures 
on Singapore’s fertility, but two alternative assumptions might be used to set some 
kind of extreme limits on their likely impact. The fi rst would be that, because there 
has been no clear increase in TFR since policy measures were strengthened in 2004 
and 2008, the policies have had no impact. The second would be that in the absence 
of the policies, fertility would have declined even lower than it did. One hypothesis 
would be that without the policies, fertility would have been at much the same level 
as that of other major cities in East Asia—Tokyo, Seoul, Busan, Taipei, and Hong 
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Kong (but not Beijing or Shanghai, since their fertility is strongly infl uenced by 
China’s one-child policy). According to this hypothesis, Singapore’s fertility may 
be 10–25 % higher than it would have been without the policies that have been 
introduced. 

 Both these assumptions are extremely crude, but at least they provide hypotheses 
that can guide thinking about demographic impacts. While there are clearly differ-
ences in the socio-cultural and economic situation of the different Asian countries, 
there are enough similarities to make the comparison at least plausible. As we have 
seen, however, the specifi cities in the Singapore case—for example, its multi-ethnic 
population and its policies toward accepting people for permanent residence—must 
be kept in mind in any attempt to assess the role that policy has played. For example, 
if only the ethnic Chinese population of Singapore is used (to control for the effect 
of other ethnicities, particularly the Malay, in propping up Singapore’s overall fertil-
ity), the fertility differential between Singapore and other Asian cities narrows—to 
less than a 10 % difference, and indeed to no difference at all in the cases of Tokyo, 
Taipei, or Hong Kong (see Table  3.2 ). Clarity of interpretation is further muddied by 
the fact that differences in TFR between Hong Kong and the Chinese population of 
Singapore have shifted over the past decade. In 2001, fertility was 30 % higher 
among Chinese Singaporeans, around 2009 fertility was similar in both populations, 
and since then fertility has been higher in Hong Kong.  

    Table 3.2    Singapore total fertility rates (TFRs) compared with those of other large cities in 
East Asia   

 City 
 Average TFR 
2008–2012 

 Ratio of 
Singapore TFR to 
TFR in this city 

 Ratio of Chinese 
Singaporeans’ TFR 
to TFR in this city 

 Singapore  1.23  –  – 
 Singapore (Chinese only)  1.10  1.12  – 
 Beijing a   0.71  1.73  1.55 
 Shanghai a   0.74  1.66  1.49 
 Tokyo b   1.10  1.12  1.00 
 Seoul  1.01  1.22  1.09 
 Busan  1.04  1.18  1.06 
 Taipei  1.08  1.14  1.02 
 Kaohsiung  0.93  1.32  1.18 
 Hong Kong  1.13  1.09  0.97 

   Sources : For Singapore, Department of Statistics  2014 ; for Beijing and Shanghai, National Bureau 
of Statistics of China  2014 ; for Tokyo, Statistics Japan  2014 ; for Seoul and Busan (2008–2012), 
KOSIS  2014 ; for Taipei and Kaohsiung, Ministry of the Interior, Republic of China (Taiwan)  2014 ; 
For Hong Kong, Census and Statistics Department  2014  
  a 2010 estimate, from 1 % sample of the 2010 Population Census 
  b Tokyo Prefecture; for Central Tokyo (ku-bu), the TFR is 1.08  
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    What Can Other Countries Learn from the Singapore 
Experience? 

 In attempting to deal with ultra-low fertility, Singapore faces the same key problems 
as do Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan. In the face of remarkable improvements in 
women’s education, changing labor markets, and the economic pressures of a neo- 
liberal, consumerist economy, cultural and social norms have not been adapting 
rapidly enough, especially as they bear on the situation of increasingly educated 
women. In general, the problems Singapore faces are as intractable as elsewhere. 
Despite ongoing attention to population policy issues and considerable modifi cation 
and tinkering with policies over time, there is no clear evidence that Singapore’s 
policies have had much impact on fertility rates. 

 Perhaps one message to emerge is that policies bearing on fertility need to be 
seen as part of family policy, as they are in most European countries. Whether or not 
they have much impact on fertility, they can be considered successful if they make 
life better for families. In this context, some of the proposals that the Association of 
Women for Action and Research (AWARE) prepared in advance of the 2013 policy 
changes deserve mention (AWARE  2012 ). One recommendation was to convert 
paid childcare leave into leave for the care of dependents, who may include older 
children or elderly parents. Another was to widen access to childcare subsidies, 
motherhood benefi ts, and housing benefi ts to cover all parents, whether married or 
single, working or stay-at-home (eliminating the current discrimination against 
unwed mothers). AWARE noted that “the current exclusion of unmarried parents 
from certain housing benefi ts, parental leave, subsidies and bonuses are [sic] not 
only unfair but they hurt the families who most need the support.” 

 Extended (and increasingly, permanent) singlehood is a key contributing factor 
to “ultra-low fertility” in East Asian societies, given that very few children are born 
outside marriage. For this reason, Singapore’s experience with pro-marriage poli-
cies might usefully be examined by other countries. 

 Feedback from research in Singapore (Sun  2012 ) has shown that there has been 
a lack of communication and discussion of policies among the citizenry. Over time, 
however, consultation has increased, particularly in preparation for the 2013 policy 
changes. 11  Broadening current channels of communication and initiating new 
approaches to outreach will enhance policy formulation and implementation. 

 South Korea could explore policies beyond tax-rebates to offer some form of 
cash payment that would benefi t children more directly. Singapore implemented the 
Baby Bonus in 2000, but South Korea has apparently been unable to implement a 
similar direct cash reward system due to budget constraints (Suzuki  2008 , p. 38). 
Measures to ease re-entry into the labor force following periods of leave related to 

11   During a four-month consultation period prior to the announcement of the Enhanced Marriage 
and Parenthood Package in January 2013, the National Population and Talent Division received 
more than 800 items of feedback from community organizations, employers, and members of the 
public. 
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childcare (McDonald  2002 , p. 440) should be considered by all the countries under 
discussion, and more research is needed on the provision of child-friendly 
environments. 

 In all these countries, insuffi cient attention has been paid to housing issues as a 
factor infl uencing marriage and family formation. While only in Singapore does 
housing policy actively and deliberately foster marriage by discriminating against 
singles ,  the housing situation in other large East Asian cities may  de facto  be encour-
aging marriage. In fact, singles are discriminated against in the housing market in 
other cities such as Tokyo. “Within the Japanese housing system, choices for the 
unmarried are both limited and limiting” (Ronald and Nakano  2012 , p. 462), with 
many young singles living in capsule-like rental dwellings. But the poor housing 
choices facing singles has not prevented the continued rise of singlehood. Of course, 
in East Asia, singles are expected to live in the family home until marriage, but in 
the past marriage was universal and occurred at much younger ages than today. The 
notion that young adults will avoid marriage and continue to live with their parents 
was the basis for the term “parasite singles” in Japan (Masahiro  1999 ). The issue is 
complex. In a city such as Hong Kong, where the average size of apartments is very 
small for everyone, it is hard to say who is disadvantaged most by the housing situ-
ation—singles or families. Certainly, the shortage and high cost of housing that can 
adequately accommodate a family of, say, three children are evident in all East 
Asian cities.  

    Summary and Conclusions 

 Singapore was slow to move from anti-natalist to pro-natalist policies, but not as 
slow as Taiwan or South Korea. In fact, Singapore began adopting pro-natalist poli-
cies two decades before the other two countries (Singapore in 1987; South Korea 
and Taiwan in 2006). Despite this, Singapore experienced a sharp fertility decline 
from 1997 to 2003, and fertility has shown no clear sign of recovery since then. 
Growing government concern led to the revision and enhancement of various pro- 
natalist policies in 2004, 2008, and 2013. The fertility rate in Singapore has not 
risen appreciably, however, following these policy modifi cations and remains 
amongst the lowest in the world. The 2013 policies have not had time to have an 
effect, but most academic experts do not expect much. The Singapore government 
appears to have settled on a TFR of about 1.6 as its most optimistic target for fertil-
ity in the next few years. 

 Given that Singapore has adopted more comprehensive pro-natalist measures 
than other low-fertility countries in Asia, its experience provides little basis for 
expecting that pro-natalist measures will succeed elsewhere. Appropriate compari-
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son in some ways is with large cities, however, rather than with countries as a whole. 
Compared with Hong Kong, Shanghai, Beijing, Tokyo, Seoul, Busan, and Taipei, 
Singapore defi nitely has higher fertility, although when only the Chinese Singaporean 
population is considered, Singapore’s fertility has no edge at all over Tokyo, Taipei, 
or Hong Kong. Singapore does seem to have had a degree of success in limiting the 
trend toward ever-increasing levels of singlehood. The ways it has done this may not 
be relevant to other countries, however, and anyway, a levelling off of singlehood 
rates has not led to an increase in fertility. 

 Data from the Marriage and Parenthood Survey conducted in 2012 by the 
National Population and Talent Division (NPTD  2013a ,  b ) suggest that fi nancial 
costs of raising children and problems in combining work and family life are the key 
“crunch points” for fertility decisions. This suggests that two things may be essen-
tial if fertility levels in Singapore are to be substantially raised. The fi rst is for the 
government to provide considerably higher fi nancial incentives by raising baby- 
bonus payments and providing universal childcare along the French model. This 
would come at a substantial cost. The second requirement may be even harder to 
achieve, however. This would be to change the economic and social institutions, 
regulations affecting working conditions, and popular norms in directions that will 
enable work and childrearing to be more readily combined.  
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    Chapter 4   
 Understanding Ultra-Low Fertility 
in Hong Kong       

       Stuart     Basten    

         In 2013, the Special Administrative Region of Hong Kong (hereafter Hong Kong) 
had a total population of more than 7.2 million and a gross domestic product of 
US$263 billion (UNPD  2013 ; World Bank  2014 )—both roughly the same size as 
Singapore. Yet, while low fertility and population policy in Singapore have been the 
subject of a large number of books, chapters, and journal articles, the situation in 
Hong Kong is relatively under-studied. 1  In terms of conventional boundaries of age 
distribution, Hong Kong is “aging rapidly.” In 1980, just one in 15 of the population 
was above age 65. In 2006, this ratio increased to one in eight. By 2040, over a 
quarter of the population—26 %—will be age 65 and above; more than double the 
current level of 12 %. 

 Conventional thinking would therefore suggest that the working population of 
the future will have a much larger number of retirees to support—as measured by 
the Old Age Dependency Ratio (OADR) (see Fig.  4.1 ). These dramatic increases in 
the OADR have caused great alarm among local policymakers (see Basten  2013b ). 
Despite the fact that some studies have presented a rather more optimistic view of 
aging in Hong Kong by recalculating the OADR to take into account improved life 
expectancy and the general absence of large-scale state-defi ned pension obligations 
(Basten et al.  2013 ), 2  there is no doubt that Hong Kong will see a rapid increase in 

1   See Basten and Verropoulou  2013 ; Yip et al.  2001 ,  2002 ,  2006 ; Yip and Lee  2002 . 
2   As Basten ( 2013b ) observes, the social-policy system prevalent in East Asia means that the 
“watershed age” of 65 is of less primary importance than in Europe, where many state pension 
systems begin to pay out at 65. Sanderson and Scherbov (e.g.,  2007 ,  2010 ) propose an alternative 
set of measurements that take account of projected improvements in life expectancy and health. 
Rather than being based on the number of years that a “dependent” person has lived, these mea-
surements are instead based upon the likely additional number of years that such a person will 
live—a more dynamic measurement. Basten and colleagues ( 2013 ) have calculated these 
Prospective Old Age Dependency Ratios (POADR) for Hong Kong based upon the assumption 
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the size of its older population over the coming decades. This will, in turn, bring 
with it a wide array of policy challenges.

   Of course, this degree of aging has been driven from both “above” and “below.” 
Life expectancy at birth increased by more than 10 years between 1971 and 2006, 
reaching 79.5 years for men and 85.6 for women—values that are among the high-
est in the world (HKCSD  2013 ). But, the primary factor shaping the rapid pace of 
aging is low fertility. In this chapter, we examine recent fertility trends in Hong 
Kong and try to identify some of the reasons why the territory has one of the lowest 
total fertility rates (TFR) in Asia. Using this information on the “causes” of ultra-

that the majority of chronic ill health—when an individual is truly dependent on others and unable 
to work at all—is concentrated in the last 15 years of life. This assumption has been expressed by 
Sanderson and Scherbov ( 2007 ,  2010 ) as well as other scholars (e.g., Fuchs  1984 ). The new 
“dependent” population is defi ned as one with a remaining life expectancy (RLE) of 15 years. 
Improvements in mortality in Hong Kong have been dramatic, such that the age at which the popu-
lation has a remaining life expectancy of 15 years (RLE 15 ) for men was 60.6 in 1971, rose to 
70.4 in 2011, and is projected to rise to 73.2 by 2041. For women, the age at RLE 15  has risen from 
67.2 in 1971 to 75.6 in 2011 and is projected to rise to 78.6 by 2041 (HKCSD  2012a ). Under these 
conditions of “prospective measurement,” the POADR remains almost constant at around 10.0–
12.0 up to 2030 (compared to the OADR, which more than doubles to more than 45.0). Of course, 
this should really only be interpreted as a highly optimistic outside boundary. In other words, Hong 
Kong’s population will age rapidly in the sense that the age structure will become increasingly “top 
heavy,” but there is a degree of fl exibility in the extent to which this can be mitigated. 
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low fertility 3  in Hong Kong, we will then consider possible future trajectories of 
fertility and how, in relation to other factors such as immigration, this might shape 
the future population age structure. Finally, we conclude with a discussion of recent 
trends in policy relating to fertility and Hong Kong’s aging society. While the 
boundaries between the two are quite porous, we consider both explicitly macro-
level population policies and the role of family-friendly policies. 

 Since 1997, Hong Kong has been a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the 
People’s Republic of China (PRC). 4  Under the “One Country, Two Systems” rule, 
Hong Kong has had—and continues to have—a high degree of autonomy from the 
Beijing government as enshrined in the so-called “Basic Law.” But examining Hong 
Kong as an independent unit apart from China would be a fundamental error. 
Demographically, the border with Guangdong Province has shaped marriage pat-
terns and the number of births in recent years and is hugely important for both long- 
term migration and commuting. Furthermore, in terms of aging, large numbers of 
elderly Hong Kong residents are choosing to retire in the cheaper mainland, thus 
potentially “outsourcing” an element of elder care. In addition, the territory is 
becoming ever more closely linked to the Chinese mainland economically, institu-
tionally, and in terms of infrastructure. Finally, while the Hong Kong government 
does have a high degree of autonomy, it would be a mistake to ignore the mainland 
is political and economic infl uence in policy formation. 

 Despite this caveat, Hong Kong SAR (hereafter ‘‘Hong Kong’’) is clearly an 
important unit to consider in understanding policy responses to rapidly aging popu-
lations. This is because Hong Kong is a Special Administrative Region of the 
People’s Republic of China, and also because Hong Kong has a particular historical 
legacy that places an unusually strong emphasis on a capitalist ethos characterized 
by a limited acceptance of social welfare and the role of social policy. 

    Fertility Change in Hong Kong 

    Trends in Period and Quantum Fertility 

 As with most settings in Asia, mid-twentieth-century Hong Kong was characterized 
by high fertility rates, with TFRs of above 4.0 births per woman and crude birth 
rates of around 35–39 per 1,000 until the late-1950s (Tu et al.  2007 ). As Fig.  4.2  
shows, Hong Kong has seen a dramatic decline in its total fertility rate (TFR) since 

3   The term “ultra-low fertility” has been applied to Asian settings such as Hong Kong in a wide 
variety of papers, not least in Jones and colleagues’ book on childbearing in the region (Jones et al. 
 2009 ). “Ultra low” or “lowest low” fertility usually refers to a TFR of less than 1.3. 
4   In this chapter, we refer to the People’s Republic of China (PRC) as a separate governmental body 
under the “One Country, Two Systems” mode of government in Hong Kong. “The mainland” is 
used interchangeably with the PRC; it is the term usually used in Hong Kong to refer to the “rest 
of China.” 
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the 1960s, reaching a low point of 0.9 children per woman in 2003. Hong Kong cur-
rently vies with the Republic of Korea and Taiwan for having the lowest TFR in East 
Asia (UNPD  2013 ).

   As can be seen in the inset in Fig.  4.2 , there has been a notable increase in TFR 
since 2003, most likely related to an increase in fertility among older women. Like 
many settings across East Asia and Europe, there has been a signifi cant rise in the 
postponement of childbearing in Hong Kong. The mean age of women at fi rst birth 
increased from 25.5 in 1976 to 28.7 in 2001, and at second birth from 27.8 to 31.4 
over the same period (Tu et al.  2007 ). Crucially, the marital fertility rates for women 
aged 30–49 increased from 28.3 per 1,000 in 2001 to 43.8 in 2011 (HKCSD  2012d ). 
This has clearly played an important role in shaping the recent upturn in period total 
fertility rates. 

 At the same time, there has been a clear shift away from the absolute primacy of 
the two-child family in Hong Kong. From the cohorts born in the mid-1950s through 
to those born in the mid- to late-1960s, the share of two-child families has declined 
from 45 to 35 % (Frejka et al.  2010 ). As Fig.  4.3  demonstrates, a concomitant result 
of this has been the rise of childlessness and of the one-child family. High-parity 
births have all but disappeared; of the 865,224 births registered in Hong Kong 
between 1995 and 2009, 7.7 % were parity 3, 1.4 % were parity 4, and 0.4 % were 
parity 5 or above.
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   A direct consequence of the decline in the fi rst-parity fertility rate is a signifi cant 
increase in the number of people age 50 or above without any children at all. For 
women born in 1946, the childless rate was just 2.6 %. This rose to 9.3 % and 
16.6 % for the 1951 and 1956 cohort respectively. Tu and colleagues ( 2007 )  estimate 
that the childless rate for the 1961 birth cohort may reach 20 %, while Frejka et al. 
( 2010 ) estimate childlessness among the cohorts born in the mid- to late-1960s to be 
as high as 35 %. As Fig.  4.4  demonstrates, these numbers are substantially higher 
than elsewhere in East Asia (Frejka et al.  2010 ). Within a familial reductionist 
social-policy context, where fi lial obligation still underpins notions of care for the 
elderly, unless these childless cohorts are able to set aside considerable personal 
savings, they could run into diffi culties in securing support in later life. Furthermore, 
a number of recent studies have identifi ed a series of negative outcomes for childless 
Hong Kong populations, such as an increased tendency to depression and loneliness 
(Cheng et al.  2014 ; Chou and Chi  2004 ).

   We should, however, pause to consider the implications of a shift toward a grow-
ing number of (voluntarily chosen) one-child families. Firstly, it is possible to learn 
from the Chinese so-called “4-2-1 issue,” where a couple made up of only children 
have to bear the responsibility for both of their sets of parents (in the absence of any 
kin support) as well as their child. Of course, the burden of care would likely fall 
disproportionately on the woman. This has been cited as a reason for possible long- 
term low levels of fertility in mainland China (Basten and Gu  2013 ). Given the rise 
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in the number of only children in the current marriage market, as well as an 
 increasing preference for only having one child among current young people in 
Hong Kong (Basten  2013c ), this burden of care has the potential to be a drag on 
future  fertility—especially in the absence of signifi cant improvements in the avail-
ability of (affordable) public private assistance for the elderly.  

    Recent Rise in Number of Live Births 

 The relationship between Hong Kong and mainland China is instrumental in shap-
ing the population dynamics of the territory. During the period 1981–2001—an era 
of very low fertility rates in Hong Kong—the territory’s population increased from 
5.18 million to 6.27 million, primarily driven by the high number of entrants from 
mainland China rather than by natural increase (HKCSD  2001 ). Indeed, it is this 
dynamic which has largely shaped the recent trend in live births in the territory (see 
Figs.  4.5  and  4.6 ). As Basten and Verropoulou ( 2012 ,  2013 ) have observed, this 
increase in live births has been largely caused by an increase in what they term 
“maternity migration.” In July 2001, the Court of Final Appeal ruled that babies 
born in Hong Kong to Chinese nationals had the right of abode in Hong Kong. 
In 2001, just 620 babies were born to mainland women whose spouses were not 
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Hong Kong permanent residents. By 2011, this fi gure had mushroomed to 35,736 
(HKCSD  2012d ).

    Figure  4.6 , which depicts the proportion of births by mother’s residency, shows 
the increasing proportion of births ascribed to what the registers term “transient” 
mothers from the mainland. Basten and Verropoulou ( 2012 ,  2013 ) observe that 
there are a number of “push and pull” factors associated with this increase. For one 
thing, the right of abode brings certain key privileges, such as enhanced access to 
the territory’s educational system and visa-free travel to many more countries than 
granted for mainland PRC citizens. Basten and Verropoulou ( 2013 ) have also dem-
onstrated that Hong Kong has served as an outlet allowing mainland couples to 
evade the PRC’s family-planning restrictions. Upon close inspection of the Hong 
Kong microdata, the vast majority of “transient” mothers, were giving birth to their 
 second  child in the territory. Furthermore, these second (and third) children were 
disproportionately male. This resulted in a highly skewed sex ratio at birth—some-
thing which, historically, was generally absent in Hong Kong. Finally, the average 
educational attainment level of such “transient” mothers was generally high, indi-
cating a higher level of income. 

 Only births to mainland women whose partners are Hong Kong permanent resi-
dents (so-called “Type I” babies) are included in the calculation of the TFR by the 
Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department (HKCSD). Compared to “Type II” 
babies (born to mainland women whose partners are not Hong Kong permanent resi-
dents), such births increased only from 7,190 in 2001 to 9,879 in 2005 before falling 
back to 6,110 in 2011 (HKCSD  2012d ). While the growth of maternity migration 
has been critical in shaping the  number of births  in Hong Kong, it has had relatively 
little effect on the recent increase in the offi cially reported  total fertility rate  because 
“Type II” babies are not included in the calculation of TFR. As noted above, changes 
in the TFR have predominantly been driven by the tempo effect of postponement of 
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births. That is not to say that maternity migration is irrelevant to a policy discussion 
of population in Hong Kong: As Basten and Verropoulou ( 2013 ) observe, while 
almost all “Type II” babies return to the mainland with their mothers immediately 
after birth, it is almost impossible to identify the point at which they may return to 
Hong Kong—if at all. This means that planning for future provision of public ser-
vices and housing and, indeed, forecasts of the size of the labor force, must take into 
account the temporal uncertainty of “return” migration. This situation forms part of 
the broader diffi culty in forecasting population dynamics for Hong Kong due to its 
border with the mainland.  

    Causes for Fertility Decline 

 In order to understand the reasons for fertility decline in Hong Kong, it is perhaps 
useful to differentiate between what might be termed the  proximate , or demographic 
reasons, and the  cultural-social  reasons. 
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  Later and Less Marriage     Much of what might be termed a “retreat from mother-
hood” might better be linked to a notion of a “retreat from marriage”—not least 
because of the tight link between marriage and fertility. Although Basten ( 2012 ) has 
identifi ed a growing trend towards pre-nuptial pregnancy in Hong Kong as well as 
relative increases in births outside of marriage, the proportion of extra-marital births 
is still low, at around 5 %—similar to the situation in other settings across East Asia. 
Demographically, later marriages combined with higher divorce rates generally 
serve to shorten the childbearing exposure period for women. Both are evident in 
Hong Kong. The median age of women’s fi rst marriage rose from 23.9 in 1981 to 
28.9 in 2011, and the corresponding proportion ever-married among women aged 
25–29 declined from 69 to 27 % (HKCSD  2012d ). Finally, a growing number of 
women have eschewed marriage altogether. The percentage of never-married 
women in the age group 40–44 increased from 3 % in 1981 to 17 % in 2011. Clearly, 
in the context of low birth rates outside of marriage, there is a strong link between 
the increased prevalence of spinsterhood and childlessness.  

 According to various studies, the underlying reasons for this “retreat from mar-
riage and motherhood” are two-fold: incompatibility between women’s economic 
and domestic roles, and a squeeze in the marriage market (see, among many exam-
ples, Basten  2013c ; Chang  2003 ; Frejka et al.  2010 ; Song et al.  2013 ; Jones et al. 
 2009 ; Sun  2012 ). The  public  roles of women have been revolutionized in advanced 
Asian economies to the extent that in many areas younger women are better edu-
cated than men, thus increasing—and enhancing the quality of—female labor-force 
participation (Esping-Andersen  2009 ; MacDonald  2000 ). Developments in the  pri-
vate  sphere, meanwhile, have been much slower and more resistant to change. 
Entry into a married relationship where the onus is still frequently fi rmly placed 
upon the woman to care for children, parents, and parents-in-law, as well as look 
after the household, is often unappetizing given the extraordinarily high opportu-
nity costs. 5  This so-called “Incomplete Gender Revolution” is held to be a key ele-
ment in the avoidance of the “marriage package” of home and children 
(Esping-Andersen  2009 ). 

 Related to this is a squeeze in the marriage market. Although female public roles 
have changed dramatically, systems characterized by women marrying older and/or 
better-educated men (possibly of a higher social status) are arguably breaking down 
much more slowly (Jones and Gubhaju  2009 ). As such, increasingly educated 
women fi nd themselves squeezed out of a marriage market privileged males “mar-
rying downwards.” The corollary of this, of course, is that many less-educated 
males also struggle to fi nd partners. This pattern has been cited as a major cause of 
the increase in cross-border marriages elsewhere in East Asia (Jones and Shen 
 2008 ; So  2003 ). 

  Weak Provision of Services     As in other East Asian settings, the social welfare 
system in Hong Kong is characterized by a “developmentalist” approach, with 

5   Wong and colleagues ( 2011 ) usefully frame these extremely high opportunity costs of marriage 
and childbearing in Hong Kong within Ulrich Beck’s “Risk Society” framework. 
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social support seen as a supplement to economic growth and a reliance upon the 
family as the core element of support (Shik and Wong  2012 ; Song et al.  2013 ; Hong 
 2008 ). 6  Both in colonial times and after reunifi cation with the PRC, the Hong Kong 
government has sought to minimize taxation and, as such, can be described as hav-
ing a minimal state-driven social-security system. This means that current family 
policy provision is negligible, and fi lial obligation regarding care for the elderly has 
become,  de facto , institutionalized (Wong et al.  2011 ). In other words, the space for 
policies that may have a direct or indirect impact upon fertility is relatively narrow. 
A further element that potentially limits this policy space is the overwhelming dom-
inance of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in the economy of the territory. 
This has the double effect of generally increasing resistance to business taxes (which 
often double as personal taxes in single-person or family-run SMEs) and preventing 
wide-scale, private sector-driven social policy initiatives, such as the corporate 
childcare provisions seen in Japan (Magoshi and Chang  2009 ). Even among many 
large employers, corporate family-friendly policies are still relatively limited 
(HKEOC  2010 ).  

  High Direct Costs of Raising a Child     Raising a child is “expensive” in almost all 
societies. In East Asia, the high cost of childcare relative to income, combined with 
the high cost of housing, means the costs are often deemed prohibitive—especially 
if offset against a growing world of other consumption opportunities and where the 
burden of care for aged relatives is often placed on the shoulders of an increasingly 
small set of adult children. For one thing, the educational expectations in advanced 
Asian economies are exceptionally high and could be a key force in pushing down 
the number of children that people realistically assume they can raise (Lee  2005 ; 
Chang  2011 ; Choe and Retherford  2009 ; Ogawa et al.  2009 ). Private tutoring and 
“cram schools” are a very familiar phenomenon in Hong Kong. These appear to 
operate primarily as a result of a mismatch between the extremely high parental 
expectations placed upon children to achieve educationally and the prevailing view 
of an underperforming public-education sector. In Hong Kong in 2004, 47 % of 
children of school age received private tutoring at home or at educational institu-
tions outside school hours, each for an average time of around 4.8 h per week. In 
2007, it was estimated that households with students taking private tuition spent on 
average HK$1,150 (US$148) 7  per month on tuition fees (Chan  2010 ). It is common 
for Hong Kong parents applying for a place for their child in kindergarten to prepare 
a “portfolio” of their toddler’s “skills.”  

 Housing in Hong Kong is extremely expensive and has, in a recent economic 
analysis, been suggested to have a causal effect on Hong Kong’s low fertility (Yi 
and Zhang  2010 ). A recent survey of 360 cities found that, with average home 
prices at 14.9 times the gross annual median household income, Hong Kong was 
the most unaffordable city in the world to buy property (Holliday  2014 ). The same 

6   The social-welfare system in Hong Kong has been covered in depth by Chan ( 2011 ). 
7   Throughout this paper we employ the Hong Kong dollar (HK$) as the unit of currency. As of 
November 2013, US$1 = HK$7.75, €1 = HK$10.54, and GB£1 = HK$12.65. 
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survey found that Singapore’s house prices were 5.1 times the gross annual median 
household income. A commercial survey of 30- to 40-year-old middle-class indi-
viduals found that the high cost of property had an effect on personal decisions, 
with 53 % of the single respondents saying they would delay their marriage to 
have more time for saving. Nearly half of those who were married also chose to 
delay having children, or to have no children, so they could boost their savings. 
Tellingly, the survey found that “property purchase remained the top reason for 
savings, followed by travel, having children, and further education” (reported in 
Chen  2013 a). This is despite the fact that almost one-half of all housing in the SAR 
is either “Public Rental Housing” or “Subsidized Home Ownership Housing” 
(HKHA  2013 ). 

  Other Structural Issues     As well as some of the most expensive housing in the 
world, Hong Kong also has some of the smallest. According to a recent comparative 
analysis, average new home sizes in Hong Kong are just 45 m 2 . Compared to higher- 
fertility (though still densely populated) settings such as the United Kingdom, at 
76 m 2 , this is certainly small. The average home size in Hong Kong is even consid-
erably smaller than in urban China (60 m 2 ) or Japan (95 m 2 ). This roughly equates 
to around 15 m 2  of average residential space per capita in new housing in Hong 
Kong, compared with 20 m 2  in China, 33 m 2  in the UK, 22 m 2  in Russia, and 77 m 2  
in the United States (Wilson  2013 ).  

 Finally, on a macro-level, it is worth remembering that Hong Kong has one of the 
highest population densities in the world, at more than 6,500 people/km 2 . After tak-
ing into account that more than one-half of the SAR is extremely sparsely inhabited 
because of its mountainous terrain, the fi gures for population density in the other 
districts are even more striking. For example, in the Kowloon area, with more than 
two million people, the population density is 44,917 people/km 2 , while for Hong 
Kong Island as a whole the total is 15,924 people/km 2  (even though, again, much of 
the southern part is very sparsely populated due to its topography) (HKCSD  2012c ). 
For comparison, the population density of Manhattan is 10,194 people/km 2 , while 
in Tokyo Prefecture it is 6,029 people/km 2  (Tokyo Metropolitan Government  2014 ). 

 Long working hours and the negative impact upon work-life balance have been 
widely cited as a drag on fertility in East Asia (McDonald  2006 ). The average  con-
tracted  working hours in Hong Kong are 45.2 h per week, ranging from 40.6 h for 
the lower quartile (LQ) to 49.7 h for the upper quartile (UQ). Clearly, however, 
overtime forms a critical part of the structural labor system in Hong Kong. On top 
of contracted working hours, lower-skilled workers tend to work an average of 7.0 h 
(LQ: 2.0; UQ: 9.7) paid overtime, while in more professional sectors between one- 
fi fth and one-third of workers work an average of 8.0 h (LQ: 5.0, UQ: 10.0) unpaid 
overtime. Overall, a survey conducted in 2011 by the Hong Kong Labour Department 
found that the average number of hours worked by full-time employees was 49.0 
(HKLD  2012 , p. 129)—compared to a range of 39.1–43.7 h among member coun-
tries in the European Union. Around 10.3 % of people work 60–70 h per week, 
while around 3.0 %—mostly double-shift security guards—work more than 70 h 
per week (HKLD  2012 , p. 130). It should not, however, be assumed that this only 
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relates to employees working in corporate offi ces until late in the evening, as the 
East Asian stereotype might suggest (see Fig.  4.7 ). Closely related is the notion of a 
“24-hour city” with very long opening hours for shops, restaurants, and services. In 
this context, the rapid growth since 2001 in consumption-related employment 
among highly skilled workers (+28 %) and service and shop sales workers (+24 %) 
is also important (HKLD  2012 , p. 110). The average contracted hours for those 
employed in hotels and restaurants is above 50 h per week, while in elderly homes 
it is 54.8 h (LQ: 45.0; UQ: 66.0), and in estate management and security it is 57.5 
(LQ: 48.0; UQ: 69.2).

   Finally, at just 7 %, Hong Kong has a very small proportion of the population in 
part-time employment (compared to an average of 14 % for developed countries that 
are members of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development—
OECD) because of the demand for full-time workers in a liberal labor market without 
working time regulations. While part-time employment has very different meanings 
in different parts of the world, even within low-fertility settings in East Asia such 
employment is more prevalent in Taiwan (8 %), Singapore (10 %), Korea (11 %), and 
Japan (20 %) than in Hong Kong (HKLD  2012 , pp. 113–14). Such an emphasis on 
full-time employment and long working hours can create tremendous pressure, par-
ticularly on women, and works strongly against combining work and childrearing. 
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  Fig. 4.7    Average estimated total working hours of full-time employees by monthly wage, Hong 
Kong SAR, 2011 (Adapted from HKLD  2012 , 133).  Note:  Data are from 2011 Hong Kong Annual 
Earnings and Hours Survey and August–October 2011 General Household Survey. Extra hours 
worked to gain “time off in lieu of payment” (TOIL) are excluded       
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 Even the Hong Kong government is pessimistic about a medium-term increase in 
period total fertility rates in the territory. 8  In their latest round of population projec-
tions, the HKCSD assumes that TFR will decrease from 1.204 in 2011 to 1.177 by 
2016, then fl uctuate at around 1.190 until 2031, before falling to 1.164 by 2036 and 
1.151 by 2041 (HKCSD  2012b ). Such tiny changes in fertility are, fundamentally, 
irrelevant, but the key message is one of assumed stagnation. 9  Unlike many other 
local statistical offi ces, the process of formulating the Hong Kong Census and 
Statistics Department’s fertility assumptions “is not strictly a mechanical one that 
follows the extrapolated trends” (HKCSD  2012b ). The overall pattern of marital 
fertility is projected to stay relatively constant to the end of the projection period 
(2041). 10  Most signifi cantly, however, the department assumes a continuing pattern 
of later and fewer marriages. The Hong Kong government projects that by 2041 
around one-third of all women will remain never married at the end of their child-
bearing period, compared with around one-eighth in 2012. If the link between mar-
riage and childbearing stays strong, this will have a negative impact upon both the 
tempo and quantum of childbearing. 

 A second way to consider short- to medium- term prospects for fertility in Hong 
Kong is to examine reported fertility preferences—both as a micro-indicator of fam-
ily formation and as a macro-indicator, or “barometer,” of general attitudes towards 
childbearing at the societal level. Using evidence from a number of rounds of the 
Hong Kong Knowledge, Attitude, and Practice (KAP) Surveys, we can examine 
lifetime fertility ideals through the question “If you could start all over again, how 
many children would you like to have in your lifetime?” As Table  4.1  demonstrates, 
a majority of women questioned in 2007 desired two or fewer children (88.4 %), 
with around one-half (49.7 %) stating a preference for two children (HKFPA  2007 ). 
Regression analysis performed by the Hong Kong Family Planning Association on 
data from six rounds of the survey over 25 years demonstrates that an ever- increasing 
number of women state a preference for zero or only one child, while the proportion 
desiring three or four children is signifi cantly decreasing. This evidence of  aggregate 
fertility  ideals  well below two represents a paradigm shift compared with the results 
of similar surveys in Europe.

   Of course, these stated ideals are themselves highly likely to be an over- estimate 
for two reasons. Firstly, they include the preferences of women who already have 
(or have already had) two or more children, and who are unlikely to state a prefer-
ence below the total number of children they have borne. Secondly, fertility ideals 
are precisely that—the number of children that an individual would like to have. 
Under the given economic, social, and cultural constraints of a particular setting, 

8   Critically, this is in stark contrast to the medium fertility assumptions generated by the model 
employed in the UN’s 2010 and 2012  World Population Prospects  (Basten  2013a ; UNPD  2011 , 
 2013 ). 
9   See Basten ( 2013a ) for a further discussion of locally defi ned future fertility assumptions in low-
fertility Asian settings. 
10   An exception to this is a short-term rise in the marital fertility of women in their late twenties as 
a consequence of postponement. 
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there may be a notable difference between the number of children that a woman 
would like to have and the number that she realistically intends to have. Among 
women of reproductive age in 2007 who already had one child, only a tiny fraction 
(2.4 %) stated an intention to have an additional child. The vast majority of these 
women stated an intention to have no further children. 

 This evidence can be validated by turning to a different survey showing that 
reported ideal family sizes among young people in Hong Kong are, indeed, well 
below replacement levels. Basten ( 2013c ), using the Hong Kong Youth Sexuality 
Survey, found that “ideal parity for women age 18–27 has declined from 1.8 in 1991 
to just 1.5 in 2011.” Such fertility preferences are important indicators of overall 
trends in how many more children we can expect current incomplete cohorts to bear. 
The increasing preference for small families among young women no doubt refl ects 
the disparity in gender roles within the family mentioned earlier as well as other, 
structural constraints on childbearing such as the cost of living, high levels of invest-
ment in education, lack of adequate state support, long working hours, and so on. 

 A third aspect of fertility projections for Hong Kong relates to the number of 
births. These numbers have been signifi cantly affected in recent years by “maternity 
migration” from mainland China and the prevalence of babies born in Hong Kong 
to mainland women whose spouses are not Hong Kong permanent residents (so- 
called “Type II” babies) (Basten and Verropoulou  2013 ). Recently, a series of 

   Table 4.1    Women’s ideal number of children, Hong Kong, 1982–2007 (HKFPA  2007 )   

 Percent responding 

 Ideal number of children  1982  1987  1992  1997  2002  2007 
 Linear 
trend 

 0  2.1  4.8  5.1  10.9  15.2  12.5  ↑↑ 
 1  7.5  10.1  10.8  13.7  16.6  26.2  ↑↑ 
 2  53.7  58.4  59.0  52.9  51.2  49.7  NS 
 3  18.9  16.1  11.4  8.1  5.0  6.1  ↓↓ 
 4  11.2  7.3  4.5  3.4  2.1  1.3  ↓↓ 
 5 or more  1.9  0.8  0.3  0.2  0.3  0.9  NS 
 Number immaterial, 
depends on God’s will 

 1.5  1.3  0.9  2.4  2.4  —  NS 

 Don’t know/Never thought 
about it 

 2.9  0.9  3.7  5.0  3.9  3.3  NS 

 No response  0.4  0.1  2.3  1.4  0.0  —  NS 
 Not applicable  0.0  0.3  2.0  1.9  0.2  —  NS 
 Mean ideal parity  2.4  2.1  2.0  1.8  1.6  1.6  ↓↓ 
 Total percent  100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0  100.0 
 Total respondents  1,403  1,511  1,681  1,511  1,607  1,437 

   Note:  1982–2002, all female respondents; 2007, those female respondents who were fertile 
(including pregnant women) 
 ↑↑: Signifi cant increasing trend for the period 1982–2007; p < .01 
 ↓↓: Signifi cant decreasing trend for the period 1982–2007; p < .01 
 NS: Insignifi cant increasing or decreasing trend for the period 1982–2007  

S. Basten



77

“administrative and operational measures” has been implemented in order to enforce 
a new “zero quota” for such babies. 11  This implies that the number of births in Hong 
Kong could decline dramatically as a consequence of the government’s stated desire 
to see the number of “Type II” babies drop to zero. The potential success of these 
measures will depend on achieving a consensus between the private and public sec-
tors, as well as implicit support from mainland authorities. 

 The fi nal point concerning possible future trajectories of fertility in Hong Kong 
relates to a rather more holistic understanding of “positive feedback effects,” per-
haps best formulated in the “Low Fertility Trap” hypothesis (Lutz et al.  2006 ). The 
theory suggests that feedback effects that tend to lower fertility could operate 
through three mechanisms. The fi rst, a demographic one, is related to negative pop-
ulation growth leading to fewer women of reproductive age and, hence, fewer births. 
The second mechanism concerns economic reasoning and, in particular, the impact 
of aging societies on pessimism among the young regarding their own economic 
opportunities and chances to receive limited state funds. This, combined with over-
all improvements in the standard of living and widening consumption opportunities, 
can lead to an ever greater gap between aspirations and income—a gap that child-
bearing would only exacerbate, apart from emotional gains. In the context of 
extremely high inputs to the development of personal human capital, it is possible 
that such aspirations could be diffi cult to meet in an increasingly crowded labor 
market. The third mechanism concerns social norms relating to ideal family size and 
fertility intentions. This assumes that, through socialization and social learning, 
family size ideals are infl uenced by people’s experiences. Hence in an environment 
of small families (e.g., few or no siblings), children will fi gure less prominently in 
a young person’s image of a desirable life. 

 Given all of the evidence presented above—of below-replacement fertility pref-
erences, projected population decline, rapid aging, cramped housing, and little pol-
icy to support the young—it is tempting to suggest that Hong Kong may, indeed, 
have fallen into the “Low Fertility Trap.”   

11   These include banning public hospitals from accepting bookings for delivery by non-local preg-
nant women and preventing the Department of Health from issuing “Confi rmation of Delivery 
Booking” documents to mainland women. In addition to this, the Hospital Authority has raised the 
fees for emergency delivery to HK$90,000 (US$11,613) in order to deter “Type II” mothers from 
circumventing the booking system and arriving to deliver at a hospital’s accident and emergency 
department. The Hong Kong Private Hospital Association has also indicated that a consensus has 
been reached not to accept any further deliveries of “Type II” babies. Furthermore, specifi c immi-
gration measures have been introduced to prevent such pregnant women from arriving into Hong 
Kong. These include increased surveillance and removal actions and stepping up prosecution 
against individuals and “corporate intermediaries” who are found guilty of violating the regula-
tions. Finally, “the Home Affairs Department has stepped up inspection and enforcement efforts 
against unlicensed guesthouses” in order to catch women who arrive early to avoid surveillance at 
the border (HKCSD  2012b , pp. 27–28). 
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    Recent Developments in Population and Family Policy 

    Population Policy? Family Policy? 

 In many settings—not least in East Asia—distinguishing the boundaries between 
population policy and family policy can be a challenge. We might consider that the 
former is a macro-policy that typically addresses population growth (or decline)—
including through tools such as migration—while the latter would concern micro- 
oriented policies that help individual couples and families to balance work and 
family life. This could be by providing direct assistance, such as childcare services, 
parental leave schemes, or child allowances, or by indirect assistance, such as by 
making the workplace more family friendly. It is clear, however, that addressing 
these latter issues is a core element of the “population policy” macro-response to 
population decline and low fertility in many parts of East Asia (see Chen  2012 ; 
Song et al.  2013 ; Sun  2012 ; Thévenon  2011 ; Gauthier  2007 ). 

 Part of this debate has often revolved around a diffi cult distinction between 
explicitly pro-natalist policies that directly “reward” childbearing and broader 
“family-friendly” policies that seek to help parents have the number of children they 
would like to have or cope more easily with the children they have already. In real-
ity, these two suites of policies often form two sides of the same coin. In this section 
we examine the development of population policy in Hong Kong, with a special 
focus on policies that can be defi ned as “family friendly/pro-natalist” and policies 
that focus on social investment and have an impact upon family expenditure.  

    A Recent History of Fertility-Related Policy in Hong Kong 

 In September 2002, the Hong Kong government set up a Taskforce on Population 
Policy, which reported back in February 2003. The taskforce’s report set out some 
basic principles to develop Hong Kong as a “knowledge-based economy” and, as 
such, was primarily based around “education, manpower development, training for 
new arrivals, and attracting talents and quality immigrants to Hong Kong” (Hong 
Kong Legislative Council  2013 ). In 2007, the Chief Executive (Hong Kong’s  de 
facto  executive leader) set up a Steering Committee on Population Policy. This was 
comprised of offi cials from relevant government departments including the Financial 
Secretary, Secretary for Education, and Secretary for Home Affairs (Hong Kong 
Legislative Council  2013 ). A number of policies were introduced or extended in 
2007–2008 that could be described as family friendly or having an impact on 
family expenditure. 

 In terms of an explicitly pro-natalist policy, the “child allowance under salaries 
tax”—in effect an annual tax deduction—was increased from HK$40,000 to 
HK$50,000 (US$5,161 to US$6,451) per child per year. This allowance was only 
applicable for the third to the ninth child, however, and, as such, was primarily 
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designed to increase higher-order births. Given that the number of women of repro-
ductive age with three or more children is extremely low, the impact of this policy 
would presumably be limited. More recently, this allowance has been extended to 
fi rst- and second-born children and, from the 2013/14 tax year, was increased to 
HK$70,000 (US$9,032) per child per year. This is a tax allowance or deduction, 
however, in a system already characterized by very low rates of personal income 
tax, and not a baby bonus. Calculating the precise monetary saving for different 
income groups is not straightforward because of the various other allowances and 
progressive tax rate system. We estimate that around 31 % of all married couples 
would not be eligible for the benefi t because their combined taxable income is 
below the ceiling to qualify for the married couple’s tax allowance. A very rough 
estimate for those eligible would translate into a real cash saving of around HK$349 
(US$45) per child per month—roughly the cost of 1.5 kg of baby formula or around 
2 days of cram-school fees. 

 During this period, a number of small, piecemeal family policy initiatives were 
implemented (see  Appendix ). The government began providing direct school-fee 
subsidies for pre-primary education in eligible kindergartens from 2007 to 2008 
and, from the following year, senior secondary education was made free of charge 
for all students in public-sector schools (Hong Kong Government  2009 ). In 
November 2012, 11 non-offi cial members from the academic, human-resources 
management, business, social services, healthcare, and education sectors were 
appointed to the Steering Committee on Population Policy (SCPP) for 2-year terms 
(Hong Kong Legislative Council  2013 ). In addition to examining perennial issues 
such as manpower, skills, training, and how to attract high-talent migrants, the so-
called “revamped” SCPP concentrated on two core issues—namely, the ramifi ca-
tions of the large number of children born to mainland women travelling to Hong 
Kong (see Basten and Verropoulou  2013 ) and the consequences of rapid aging (see 
Cheng et al.  2013 ; Chan  2003 ,  2011 ; Siu  2002 ). Relatively little attention was 
focussed on fertility and family issues beyond the issue of cross-border births. 

 When the 2012 SCPP Progress Report was issued, some members claimed that 
it was “not comprehensive enough and lack[ed] initiatives to boost up the fertility 
rate,” and some stated that many of the population policy initiatives to date had been 
“piecemeal and lacked long-term vision.” The government was strongly urged to 
“adopt a holistic approach, set clear directions and goals for the population policy 
and map out appropriate measures in the Policy Address and the Budget to achieve 
the goals” (Hong Kong Legislative Council  2013 , p. 7). 

 In partial response to this, on 24 October 2013, the government launched its larg-
est ever public consultation exercise on defi ning a future, holistic population policy 
(Hong Kong Government  2013 ). The consultation period ran until 23 February 
2014 and was based around eliciting responses to an extensive consultation docu-
ment (SCPP  2013b ). As part of this process, citizens could attend public forums to 
discuss population issues, as well as send in suggestions and responses via a dedi-
cated website replete with many resources (SCPP  2013a ). 

 As well as previous emphases on skills development, migration, and support for 
the elderly, the consultation document covered some topics that had been relatively 
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unexplored in the previous discourse. These included developing an environment 
that fosters active aging (Cheng et al.  2013 ; Basten et al.  2013 ), increasing labor- 
force participation by focusing on “female homemakers, early retirees, and the dis-
abled,” and enhancing and improving education, training, vocational skills, and 
continued learning. Crucially though, an entire section of the consultation document 
was devoted to “fostering a supportive environment for our people to form and raise 
families” (SCPP  2013b ). Apart from statements regarding family values, this sec-
tion gave a useful overview of the challenges of childbearing in Hong Kong and, in 
particular, the issues relating to cost of living and other burdens. The consultation 
paper poses and then responds to the question, “Should Governments do more to 
raise birth rates? If so, what?” The response is worth quoting at length, because it is 
as close as one can get to a statement on the issue by the Steering Committee on 
Population Policy:

  …To some people, the question of childbirth is a family matter that should not involve 
government intervention. Some also consider that child caring is a family responsibility and 
the burden should not be shifted to taxpayers or employers. Others doubt the effectiveness 
of pro-birth policies or family support measures in raising fertility, in view of the mixed 
results achieved elsewhere. There are also questions on the relevance of overseas measures 
in Hong Kong’s context. Public views are bound to be diverse as to whether we should 
spend substantial resources on measures to raise fertility in light of other competing policy 
and livelihood issues. 

 …The SCPP agrees that the Government should not interfere with the childbearing 
decisions of individuals. Noting from the KAP Survey 2012 that signifi cantly more respon-
dents than before considered that fi nancial incentives and family-friendly measures would 
increase their desire to have children, the SCPP considers that a more supportive environ-
ment for forming and raising families should be explored. But this should be balanced 
against the additional fi nancial burden on taxpayers and employers, the Government’s other 
more pressing spending priorities due to aging population, and the need to maintain a low 
tax regime (SCPP  2013b ). 

   This statement clearly emphasizes the long-term nature of problems associated 
with very low fertility, which are considered secondary to “other more pressing 
spending priorities…and the need to maintain a low tax regime.” While we must 
wait for the outcome of the consultation process, it is hard to conclude that radical 
family-friendly policies will be likely in the light of this statement.  

    What Is the Potential for Policy? 

 Family-friendly policies, particularly where they have been evoked as a way to 
increase fertility, have been seen as a means—particularly in Europe—of “bridging 
the gap” between intentions and reality (Philipov et al.  2009 ). In Europe, there has 
generally been a tendency for couples to state an overall preference for two or more 
children (see Goldstein et al.  2003 )—even in the face of the recent economic crisis 
(Testa and Basten  2012 )—although actual fertility levels fall well below this num-
ber. This sizeable gap between fertility intentions (higher) and reality (lower) has 
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been interpreted as presenting a policy space for initiatives to help couples realize 
their stated preferences (Testa  2007 ; Philipov  2009 ). In contrast, fertility prefer-
ences in Hong Kong, measured through ideal family sizes and intended future fertil-
ity at low parities, fall well below those generally reported for Europe (Basten 
 2013c ). This provides evidence for a narrow gap between fertility preferences and 
reality, implying quite a limited scope for policy initiatives—especially small-scale, 
piecemeal policies as have been introduced recently in the SAR. 

 It is necessary to consider the parameters of any possible pro-natalist, family- 
friendly policy initiatives in Hong Kong in order to gauge their possible chances of 
success. Firstly, as already described, the territory has long been committed to low 
rates of both individual and corporate taxation. The lack of tax receipts necessarily 
limits the scope for the government to implement generous pro-natalist or family- 
friendly policies—for example, of the type seen in Singapore (Sun  2012 ; Chuan 
 2010 ; Jones  2012 ). Secondly, and related to the fi rst, in the absence of wide- reaching, 
state-driven pro-natalist or family-friendly policies, it might be thought that the pri-
vate sector could “step in” and act as provider in lieu of the public sector. However, 
as noted earlier, despite the visual spectacle of skyscrapers in the central district, 
business in the territory is more generally characterized by small- and medium- 
sized enterprises (SMEs) that are, by their very nature, limited in their ability to 
offer generous packages to support their workers’ familial needs. This combination 
of a (deliberately) weak social policy capability and an economy dominated by 
SMEs suggests that the policy space for successful “top-down” pro-natalist or 
family- friendly policy initiatives is relatively small. 

 Finally, it is important to return to the relationship between Hong Kong and the 
rest of the PRC. To a certain degree, labor shortages can be met simply by further 
relaxing the migration policy that allows workers to cross over from the mainland. 
Similarly, under recent programs such as the “Guangdong Scheme,” the Hong Kong 
government is making it easier for its elderly population to live on the mainland and 
still draw their state benefi ts. 12  Given the diffi culties seen in implementing policies 
to directly, or indirectly, increase fertility across East Asia, and in conjunction with 
a highly liberal labor market and a low-tax commitment, it is surely tempting for the 
Hong Kong government to take advantage of its status as a Special Administrative 
Region within the PRC and implement these rather easier “solutions” to population 
aging—namely through immigration and outsourcing elder care.   

12   The “Guangdong Scheme” represents an innovative means of dealing with the territory’s aging 
population—namely to effectively “outsource” the problem to the neighbouring area. This means 
that elderly Hong Kong residents are able to take their Old Age Allowance (OAA) and reside in 
Guangdong. In essence, this policy was an extension of the 1997 Portable Comprehensive Social 
Security Assistance (PCSSA) scheme that allows Hong Kong citizens age 60 and above to con-
tinue to receive their CSSA if they take up permanent residence in Guangdong Province (Hong 
Kong Social Welfare Department  2013 ). In 2005 this was extended to cover citizens who take up 
residence in Fujian Province. Reforms in 2011–12 allow citizens entitled to the OAA—i.e., aged 
70 or above—to draw this allowance while resident in Guangdong (with a further eligibility crite-
rion of residency in either Hong Kong or Guangdong for at least 60 days per year). 
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    Conclusion 

 In order to reverse the very low fertility seen in Hong Kong, it would appear that 
there should to be “broad social change supportive of children and parenting” 
(Frejka et al.  2010 ). This would need to be mediated through explicit family-friendly 
policy as well as a comprehensive change in the cultural approach to gender roles, 
working hours, and educational performance, plus new strategies to tackle pressures 
caused by the cost of living. The extent to which these policies can be driven by the 
state or the corporate sector is, in the context of Hong Kong, highly questionable. 
The Steering Committee on Population Policy’s 2013 statement on prioritizing 
more “pressing needs” and a “low tax regime” hardly gives much hope (SCPP 
 2013b ). Rather, for these changes to occur, it may be necessary to have a “bottom-
up” revolution in the way that citizens of Hong Kong see the relationship between 
family and work. While there is certainly evidence that some views are changing—
for example, views of gender roles among the younger generation—it would be 
diffi cult to imagine that such a seismic change in fertility will happen any time soon. 
It is even possible to conclude that it may never happen at all.      

     Appendix: Piecemeal Family Policy Initiatives 
of the Late 2000s  

•     The Labour Department began to organize promotional activities (such as “rov-
ing exhibitions” and through its network of Human Resources Managers’ Clubs) 
designed to “disseminate information on good family-friendly employment 
practices”  

•   The Civil Service Training and Development Institute continued the promotion 
of better work-life balance among civil servants through seminars, workshops, 
and online resources  

•   The Women’s Commission co-organized a seminar in 2007 on family-friendly 
employment practices and issued a promotional leafl et that was widely distrib-
uted to business  

•   The Social Welfare Department stepped up efforts to promote more responsive 
neighborhood mutual-help childcare services and, from October 2007, to subsi-
dize foster homes to provide non-residential daycare services  

•   The Community Investment and Inclusion Fund (CIIF) encouraged neighbor-
hood support projects that have a childcare element  

•   “Family Council” was set up to advise the government on “the formulation of 
policies and strategies for supporting and strengthening the family and develop-
ment of related programmes/activities”  

•   A number of initiatives designed to enhance active aging (for example, through 
enhanced civic participation and the foundation of 32 “Elder Academies”) and 
improve elder health education and home visits began, and the commission of 
three studies on the adequacy of present arrangements for fi nances in retirement 
( Source : Hong Kong Government  2009 )      
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    Chapter 5   
 Below-Replacement Fertility in Japan: 
Patterns, Factors, and Policy Implications       

       Noriko     O.     Tsuya    

         This chapter examines the patterns and factors behind Japan’s fertility decline to 
below the replacement level of about 2.1 children per woman, reaching levels so 
low that its population started to shrink in the late 2000s. Like many other post- 
industrial societies, Japan has experienced two fertility transitions, the fi rst a decline 
from historically high to replacement level, which occurred shortly after World War 
II, and the second a decline since the mid-1970s from replacement to a very low 
level of childbearing. While the fi rst transition was due primarily to declining rates 
of childbearing among married couples, the second transition has been related 
almost entirely to decreasing rates of marriage among young Japanese. In recent 
years marital fertility has also started to show signs of decline. Combined with 
decreasing marriages, this reduction of marital fertility has brought Japan’s fertility 
down to very low levels indeed. 

 The implications of ongoing very low fertility for Japan’s labor needs and the 
challenges associated with rapid population aging and population shrinkage are for-
midable. But why are young Japanese women and men not marrying? And why are 
Japanese couples having so few children? This chapter fi rst examines the trends and 
patterns of changes in fertility and nuptiality in postwar Japan. We next look at the 
social and economic factors associated with these changes in marriage and child-
bearing behaviors. To explore possible reasons behind the decline in the rates of 
marriage and childbearing, we then look at trends and patterns in the gender divi-
sion of household labor among Japanese couples at reproductive age. The chapter 
concludes with a discussion of policy responses to these demographic changes and 
their implications. 

        N.  O.   Tsuya      (*) 
  Department of Economics ,  Keio University ,   Minato-ku ,  Tokyo ,  Japan   
 e-mail: tsuya@econ.keio.ac.jp  

mailto:tsuya@econ.keio.ac.jp


88

    Trends and Patterns of Marriage and Childbearing 

 From shortly after World War II to the late 1950s, Japan experienced a sharp down-
turn in fertility. In a little more than one decade, the birth rate went down by more 
than one-half, from a total fertility rate (TFR) of 4.5 children per woman in 1947 to 
2.0 in 1957 (see Fig.  5.1 ). After this dramatic decline, Japan’s fertility stabilized at 
2.0–2.2 children per woman until 1974, when it began to decline again. 1  Since the 
mid-1970s, fertility has declined to well below the replacement level of 2.1 children 
per woman, dipping to about 1.5 children per woman in the early 1990s. Since then, 
the TFR has gone down further, to 1.3–1.4 children per woman since 1995—the 
“lowest-low” level according to Kohler and colleagues ( 2002 ). Although this more 
recent decline to below-replacement fertility was less dramatic and slower than the 
earlier postwar decline, its demographic and socioeconomic consequences are 
much more serious because it has resulted in extreme population aging and 
population decline.

   The two fertility transitions in postwar Japan are different in character and are 
associated with different demographic factors. The earlier fertility decline occurred 
not only among women in their prime reproductive years (age 20–34), but also 
among those age 35 and above (National Institute of Population and Social Security 
Research  2014 , pp. 57–58), thereby suggesting a shift from a pattern of prolonged 
childbearing to one of deliberately stopping childbearing well before the onset of 

1   An exception was 1966, a year of  hinoe-uma  (fi re horse) when TFR declined temporarily to 1.6 
per woman. A year of  hinoe-uma  occurs every 60 years according to the Chinese zodiacal calendar. 
Fire-horse years were traditionally regarded as an unlucky years to give birth to a girl because girls 
born in such a year were believed to be stubborn and thus would fi nd it diffi cult to attract a 
husband. 
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natural sterility. In contrast, the fertility decline to below-replacement levels 
involved a marked decrease in fertility among women in their 20s, but among 
women in their 30s fertility actually increased, refl ecting delays of marriage and 
childbearing. 

 An examination of changes in the age pattern of women’s marriage suggests that 
decreasing marriage has played a major role in Japan’s fertility decline to below- 
replacement levels. After modest decreases during the earlier postwar fertility tran-
sition, the proportions never-married among women in their 20s and 30s were 
relatively stable until the mid-1970s when they started to rise precipitously. Among 
women age 25–29, the proportion never-married jumped from 18 % in 1975 to 60 % 
in 2010. Over the same 35-year period, the proportion never-married among women 
age 30–34 rose from 8 to 35 %, while among women age 35–39, the proportion 
never-married rose from 5 to 23 %. Among Japanese women, the celibacy rate, or 
proportion never-married at age 50, rose from 5 % in 1995 to 11 % in 2010. 

 The tendency toward delayed marriage or non-marriage is even more evident 
among Japanese men. Among men age 25–29, the proportion never-married rose 
from 48 % in 1975 to 72 % in 2010. Over the same period, the proportion never- 
married among men age 30–34 rose from 14 to 47 %, and among men age 35–39, 
the proportion never-married rose from 6 to 36 %. The celibacy rate for men 
increased from 2 % in 1975 to 20 % in 2010. This extremely rapid expansion of the 
population of single, middle-aged men (and, to a lesser extent, women) has pro-
found implications not only for Japan’s population, but also for its economy and 
society as a whole. Given a very low level of out-of-wedlock childbearing—around 
1–2 % of all live births since 1960 (National Institute of Population and Social 
Security Research  2014 , p. 67)—these unmarried men and women are likely to have 
no children to depend on in their old age. As Japan’s social security and welfare 
schemes have been designed with family as the primary safety net, a proliferation of 
single, childless elderly people will certainly pose serious challenges for the coun-
try’s social systems. 

 The declining marriage rate is confi rmed by sharp increases in the singulate 
mean age at marriage (SMAM) for both sexes. 2  According to Japanese census data, 
the SMAM was relatively stable until 1975, when it started to increase, rising for 
women from 24.5 years in 1975 to 29.7 years in 2010 and for men from 28.7 years 
to 31.2 years over the same period. 3  Although several European countries, such as 
Sweden, Germany, and Spain, had comparable or even higher SMAMs in 2010 
(UNECE  2013 ), the mean ages at fi rst marriage for Japanese women and men are 
among the highest in the world today. 

2   The SMAM is an estimate of the average number of years lived by a cohort of persons before their 
fi rst marriage. For specifi cs on this indicator of the timing of fi rst marriage, see Hajnal ( 1953 ). 
3   Mean ages at fi rst marriage can also be calculated directly from the registration of marriages, 
available for Japan since 1899. Based on this data source, the average age at fi rst marriage rose 
between 1975 and 2010 from 24.7 to 28.8 for women and from 27.0 to 30.5 for men (National 
Institute of Population and Social Security Research  2014 , p. 103). 
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 Altogether, these numbers clearly indicate the rise of late marriage and non- 
marriage among Japanese women and men at reproductive ages since the  mid- 1970s. 
In the Asian context, where marriage has traditionally been universal and most 
women have typically married by their mid- to late twenties (Smith  1980 ), the 
increasing postponement or avoidance of marriage among young Japanese is indeed 
remarkable and has profound demographic and socioeconomic impacts. 4  With little 
childbearing outside marriage, delayed marriage and increasing non-marriage lead 
to delayed and less childbearing. As shown above, dramatic fertility declines to very 
low levels among women at prime childbearing years occurred at the same time as 
the sharp increase in proportions never-married among women in their 20s and 30s. 
This implies that decisions regarding marriage and childbearing are likely to be 
interdependent for young Japanese women and men. Put differently, they may be 
delaying or forgoing marriage because they do not (yet) want to have a child. 

 Turning to marital fertility, the mean completed family size of Japanese wives at 
reproductive ages has shown signs of decline in recent years. Based on time-series 
data drawn from Japan’s national fertility surveys conducted from 1977 to 2010 
(National Institute of Population and Social Security Research  2012b , pp. 28–37), 
the average number of children ever-born declined moderately but steadily from the 
early 1990s to 2010. Nevertheless, among wives married for 15 or more years (i.e., 
couples considered to have fi nished their family building), the average family size 
generally corresponds to the average  intended  number of children (around 2.0–2.3 
children per couple). This suggests that although the completed family size of 
Japanese couples has been decreasing, couples in general are having as many chil-
dren as they plan to have. 

 By contrast, the average  ideal  number of children (that wives report as ideal for 
themselves and their husbands) is considerably larger than the average number of 
children that couples actually have, although the number tends to be somewhat 
smaller among recently married couples. Among all married couples, the ideal 
number of children averaged 2.7 in 1987 and 2.4 in 2010. The corresponding num-
ber decreased from 2.5 to 2.3 among those who have been married for less than 5 
years (National Institute of Population and Social Security Research  2012b , 
pp. 28–30). Altogether, it appears that a considerable proportion of Japanese cou-
ples do not have as many children as they want (see Tsuya et al.  2013b ). 

 In summary, the fi ndings presented in this section suggest that we have to exam-
ine the social and economic correlates of declining marriage to explain Japan’s 
below-replacement fertility since the mid-1970s. In the following sections we will 
look at changes in educational attainment and employment—socioeconomic factors 
thought responsible for changing marriage behaviors of young Japanese women and 
men. To explore a possible factor associated with declining marital fertility, we will 
also compare men’s and women’s contributions to housework with hours employed 
outside the home in order to show the changing relationship, or lack thereof, between 
work and family life among Japanese couples.  

4   Delayed marriage has also occurred widely in other East and Southeast Asian countries in recent 
years. See Jones ( 1997 ,  2004 ). 

N.O. Tsuya



91

    Trends in Women’s and Men’s Economic Opportunities 

 To explore the socioeconomic factors underlying decreasing marriages, we fi rst 
look at changes in educational attainment of young Japanese women as compared 
to their male counterparts. According to existing studies (Raymo  1998 ,  2003 ; Tsuya 
 2009 ,  2012 ; Tsuya and Mason  1995 ), young women’s increasing educational attain-
ment is a major factor that has caused delayed and fewer marriages in Japan since 
the mid-1970s. Table  5.1  shows changes, by sex, in the percentage of graduates 
advancing from junior high school to high school and on to junior college or 4-year 
college or university. Because Japan’s formal education system is highly competi-
tive, with strong age barriers, people rarely have the luxury of alternating their com-
mitments between education and other activities, such as employment. Economic 
and social disadvantages accrue for those who do not succeed in a series of struc-
tured “contests” at specifi c time points in their educational careers or at their 
entrance into the labor market (Brinton  1988 ; Tsuya and Choe  2004 ; Turner  1960 ). 
As a result, in Japan advancement to higher education and entry into the labor 
 market tend to occur mostly within a narrow time frame, from the late teens to the 
early twenties.

   We can see from Table  5.1  that the rate of educational advancement beyond high 
school increased sharply for women between 1970 and 1975, which is just before 
the onset of fertility decline to below-replacement levels. In the same period, high- 
school education became virtually universal. 5  While a similar leap in the advance-
ment rate from high school to university is seen for men in the same period, the male 
advancement rate shows moderate declines and stagnation from 1975 to the mid- 
1990s. Furthermore, whereas the female advancement rate to junior college peaked 
at around 25 % in the mid-1990s, the rate of females advancing on to university has 
continued to increase rapidly and steadily, reaching 45 % in 2010. 

 Given the rising advancement rates to higher education, the proportion of young 
women who are enrolled in or have completed junior college or 4-year college or 
university has increased sharply, with especially dramatic gains in the 1970s and 
1980s. The proportion of women age 20–24 with higher education rose from 6 % in 
1960, to 17 % in 1970, 40 % in 1980, and 60 % in 2010 (Sorifu Tokeikyoku  1964 , 
 1973 ,  1984 ; National Institute of Population and Social Security Research  2014 , 
p. 175). The proportion of women age 25–29 with higher education increased from 
4 % in 1960 to 26 % in 1980, and 52 % in 2010. 

 These fi ndings suggest that educational opportunities for women have expanded 
dramatically since 1970. Although the proportion of young men with higher educa-
tion also increased after 1990 (and is still somewhat higher than that of young 
women), the increases among women have been steeper and more consistent. 

 How are these gains in educational attainment among young Japanese women 
related to their employment patterns? Table  5.2  shows the percentages of female 

5   Education through junior high school (9 years of schooling) is compulsory in Japan. Junior-high-
school enrollment has been almost universal since World War II (Monbu-kagaku-sho  2012 ). 
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and male graduates obtaining regular employment (full-time employment with job 
security and fringe benefi ts) within 1 year of graduation by educational level. The 
changing percentages from 1950 to 2010 reveal strikingly different trends for the 
two lower and two higher levels of education. For junior-high-school and high- 
school graduates, the rate of obtaining regular employment upon graduation 
declined precipitously in the 1970s and reached low levels in the 1980s and 1990s, 
presumably due to the rapid spread of higher education. In contrast, the rate of 
obtaining regular employment among female junior college and university gradu-
ates increased steadily from 1970 to 1990, with the gender gap among university 
graduates disappearing completely by 1990.

   During the 1990s, the rate of obtaining regular employment upon graduation 
decreased dramatically for both sexes and at all educational levels. This was pre-
sumably triggered by the burst of Japan’s “bubble economy” at the end of the 1980s, 
which set the stage for fundamental changes in the nature of the Japanese economy 
and the types of jobs available to young people. In the early 1990s, in an attempt to 
increase their competitiveness and profi tability in the face of economic globaliza-
tion, employers began to move away from offering lifetime employment, a 
 long- prevalent feature of the postwar Japanese labor market (Cargill et al.  1997 , 
pp. 91–116). This resulted in rapid increases of temporary employment such as 

    Table 5.1    Percentages of graduates advancing from junior high school to high school and from 
high school on to junior college or four-year college/university, by sex: Japan 1950–2010   

 Year 

 Percent advancing from junior high school to high school and from high school on to 
higher-level education 

 Females  Males 

 High 
school a  

 Junior 
college b  

 Four-year college/
university b  

 High 
school a  

 Junior 
college b  

 Four-year college/
university b  

 1950  37  –  –  48  –  – 
 1955  47   3   2  56  2  13 
 1960  56   3   3  60  1  14 
 1965  70   7   5  72  2  21 
 1970  83  11   7  82  2  27 
 1975  93  20  13  91  3  40 
 1980  95  21  12  93  2  39 
 1985  95  21  14  93  2  39 
 1990  96  22  15  93  2  33 
 1995  97  25  23  95  2  41 
 2000  97  17  32  96  2  48 
 2005  98  13  37  97  2  51 
 2010  98  11  45  98  1  56 

  Monbu-kagaku-sho ( 2012 ) 
  a Junior high school graduates who advanced to high school within 1 year after graduation. Figures 
include those who were working while enrolled in high school but exclude those who were  ronin  
(literally, masterless  samurai ; this term refers to graduates who have failed to matriculate and are 
waiting for another chance to enter a higher-level school) 
  b Percentages are computed by dividing the number of persons who entered junior college or four- 
year college/university in a given year by the number of junior high school graduates 3 years before  
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 keiyaku  (employment under a fi xed-term contract with limited provision of social 
insurance) or  haken  (contract work whereby an agency sends workers to an organi-
zation for a specifi ed period) (Igarashi  2009 ). 

 Workers with these temporary jobs tend to be young: 61 % of those employed as 
 keiyaku  or  haken  in 2005 were age 15–34 (Somusho Tokeikyoku  2005 ). Another 
notable phenomenon in the Japanese labor market is an increase of so-called 
“ freeta,”  young people who do not hold a stable job but rather hop from one tempo-
rary job to another (Somusho Tokeikyoku  2005 ). This deterioration of employment 
prospects for young people has also occurred in newly industrializing economies in 

   Table 5.2    Percentages of graduates obtaining regular employment upon graduation at different 
educational levels, by sex: Japan, 1950–2010   

 Sex and year 

 Percent obtaining regular employment by level of education completed 

 Junior 
high school 

 High 
school 

 Junior 
college 

 Four-year 
college/university 

 Females 
 1950  44  36  –  45 
 1955  41  39  43  68 
 1960  38  59  50  64 
 1965  26  63  57  67 
 1970  16  61  69  60 
 1975  6  48  73  63 
 1980  3  46  76  66 
 1985  3  43  81  72 
 1990  2  36  88  81 
 1995  1  23  66  64 
 2000  1  16  57  57 
 2005  0  15  67  64 
 2010  0  13  67  67 
 Males 
 1950  46  48  –  64 
 1955  43  54  67  75 
 1960  40  64  80  86 
 1965  27  58  84  87 
 1970  17  55  81  83 
 1975  6  41  76  78 
 1980  5  40  72  79 
 1985  5  39  73  79 
 1990  4  34  73  81 
 1995  2  28  57  69 
 2000  2  21  41  55 
 2005  1  20  51  57 
 2010  1  18  48  56 

  Monbu-kagaku-sho ( 2012 ) 
  Note : Figures are percentages of graduates who obtained regular employment (full-time employ-
ment with job security and fringe benefi ts) within 1 year of graduation  
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Asia and in many industrialized countries in the West (Imai  1999 ; ILO  2011 ; Lee 
 2010 ; OECD  2002 , pp. 129–69). As in other industrialized societies (Oppenheimer 
 1994 ; Oppenheimer et al.  1997 ), the proliferation of temporary employment has 
likely had a negative impact on marriage and the family in Japan (Igarashi  2009 ; 
Kohara  2010 ), particularly affecting the marriage prospects of young men with tem-
porary jobs (Tsuya  2012 ). 

 To assess how young women and men fare once they enter the labor force, not 
just immediately after graduating from school, we next look at changes in age- 
specifi c labor-force participation rates by sex from 1960 to 2010. As shown in the 
upper panel of Table  5.3 , the labor-force participation rate for women age 25–34 
increased rapidly after the mid-1970s. Labor-force participation for women in their 
30s still dips somewhat, compared with younger and older women, confi rming the 
well-known M-shaped age pattern of Japanese women’s employment (Brinton 
 1988 ), but the drop in labor-force participation among women at peak childrearing 
ages has become much less notable in recent years. Although there is still a ten-
dency for Japanese women to exit the labor force upon the birth of their fi rst child 

    Table 5.3    Labor-force participation rates (percent) by age and sex: Japan, 1960–2010   

 Sex and 
year 

 Percent participating in labor force by age and sex 

 15–19  20–24  25–29  30–34  35–39  40–44  45–49 

 Females 
 1960  50  69  50  51  55  57  57 
 1965  38  70  47  48  58  62  63 
 1970  36  71  45  47  56  64  65 
 1975  23  67  44  43  53  60  62 
 1980  19  71  49  47  56  62  62 
 1985  17  73  54  49  58  66  66 
 1990  17  76  61  51  59  67  68 
 1995  16  74  66  53  59  67  69 
 2000  15  71  70  57  60  68  70 
 2005  16  69  73  62  62  69  73 
 2010  14  66  72  65  64  68  72 
 Males 
 1960  52  88  97  98  98  98  97 
 1965  39  87  98  99  98  98  98 
 1970  37  84  98  99  99  98  98 
 1975  23  79  98  99  99  98  98 
 1980  20  75  98  99  99  98  98 
 1985  19  75  97  98  98  98  98 
 1990  20  75  97  98  98  98  98 
 1995  19  76  96  98  98  98  98 
 2000  17  70  92  95  96  96  96 
 2005  17  69  90  93  94  94  95 
 2010  15  66  86  89  91  91  92 

  National Institute of Population and Social Security Research ( 2014 , p. 137)  
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and re-enter it once their last child enters school, it appears that this pattern now has 
less infl uence on labor-force participation rates, largely because of declining mar-
riage rates among this age group. The labor-force participation rates for women in 
their late 30s and in their 40s has also risen substantially, implying that women at 
these higher reproductive ages are less likely to be married than in the past and, even 
if they are married, are more likely to be employed.

   Men’s labor-force participation rates have been declining slowly but steadily at 
all ages since the late 1990s, with an especially notable decrease among men age 
20–34 (see the lower panel of Table  5.3 ). Given that almost all (98 % or above) mar-
ried men age 20–49 are employed and a large proportion of them employed full- 
time (Tsuya et al.  2013a ), this suggests that labor-force participation has gone down 
particularly steeply among unmarried men. Viewed from the other direction, this 
fi nding implies that men without a job (especially a regular job) are more likely to 
be unmarried than men who are employed full-time. 

 These fi ndings show that women’s employment has been rising since the mid- 
1970s, including among women of peak childbearing age. Because there is an obvi-
ous interdependence between women’s employment and family formation, it is 
diffi cult to estimate the effects on marriage and childbearing of these changes in 
women’s labor-force participation. Nonetheless, improved education and labor- 
market opportunities for young women—in the face of deteriorating employment 
prospects for men—may well lie behind the increasing postponement or avoidance 
of marriage (Tsuya  2009 ,  2012 ).  

    Gender Relations at Home 

 As shown in the previous section, women’s educational attainment has reached lev-
els comparable to men’s, making possible an array of previously unavailable life 
options and, at the same time, providing exposure to values that compete with wom-
en’s domestic roles. Views supporting traditional gender roles have been eroding in 
Japan, especially among young women (Bumpass and Choe  2004 ; Choe et al.  2014 ; 
Lee et al.  2010 ; Retherford et al.  1996 ), resulting in a widening gap between young 
women and men in their expectations about marriage. 

 A central factor in the context of these socioeconomic and attitudinal changes is 
the persistence of the traditional gender division of labor in Japanese marriages, 
which places heavy obligations on women for household maintenance and childcare 
and leaves men largely free of such domestic responsibilities. According to data 
drawn from a series of Japan’s national time-use surveys, men’s average share in 
total time devoted to housework and childcare in 1986 was only 5 % (Tsuya  2010 ). 
By 2006, Japanese men’s share in time devoted to domestic tasks had increased to 
15 %. 6  In contrast, signifi cant increases in men’s contributions to domestic chores 

6   South Korea also has a low level of men’s domestic contribution, similar to Japan’s. The average 
contribution of Korean men to time spent on housework and childcare rose modestly from 11 % in 
1990 to 17 % in 2004. For details, see Tsuya ( 2010 ). 
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have been widely documented in many Western countries and, as a consequence, 
the gender gap in household task allocation has narrowed substantially (Bianchi 
et al.  2000 ; Fuwa  2004 ; Gershuny  2000 ). For example, men’s average share in 
housework and childcare time increased in Norway from 16 % in 1972 to 40 % in 
2000–2001. Likewise, it rose in the United Kingdom from 12 % in 1961 to 35 % in 
2000–2001. In the United States, it increased from 21 % in 1965 to 38 % in 2006 
(Tsuya  2010 ; United Nations  1991 , pp. 101–102;  1995 , pp. 132–33,  2010 , pp. 211–
12). Overall, compared with their Western counterparts, Japanese women shoulder 
a much larger share of domestic tasks, while Japanese men’s contribution has 
remained notably low. 

 Furthermore, parenting tends to be much more intensive in Japan than in the 
West, and it is overwhelmingly the mother who is responsible for looking after chil-
dren’s daily needs and making sure they succeed in their education (Brinton  1990 ; 
Hirao  2001 ; Tsuya and Choe  2004 ). Under Japan’s competitive education system, 
there are strong pressures for parents to enroll their children in academic after- 
school programs such as cram schools (called “ juku ”) or private tutoring (called 
“ katei-kyoshi ”), and these programs can be costly both fi nancially and in terms of 
the mother’s time. Paying for children’s education, especially after-school pro-
grams, has been the most frequently cited reason for mothers’ employment in recent 
decades (Tsuya and Choe  2004 ). Using data drawn from the 1994, 2000, and 2009 
national family surveys in Japan, we examine more closely recent changes in the 
household division of labor among currently married women and men age 20–49. 7  
Looking at the average time that these couples spend each week on core housework 
tasks (the upper panel of Table  5.4 ), we can see, as expected, very large gender dif-
ferences in all three survey years. While wives spent roughly 30 h per week on 
household tasks, husbands spent only 2–3 h per week. Women in other countries 
also spend more time on housework than men (Fuwa  2004 ; Gershuny  2000 ), but the 
differences in Japan are extreme.

   Yet we also see some signs of change in the gender allocation of housework. 
Wives’ average time spent on housework declined from about 33 h per week in 1994 
to 27 h in 2009, while the corresponding hours for husbands increased modestly, 
from 2.3 to 3.4 h. Consequently, husbands’ share in couples’ time spent on house-
work rose from 7 to 12 %. These changes are all in the direction of more gender 
balance at home, although husbands’ time devoted to housework is still very small. 
Another notable change is a sizable decline in the proportion of husbands who do 
not do any housework at all. This has gone down from approximately 42 % in 1994 
to 22 % in 2009. Japanese husbands seem to be increasingly drawn into the  domestic 
arena traditionally considered as female, crossing the symbolic gender barrier asso-
ciated with doing any housework at all. 

 Turning to couples’ employment time, we can see from the lower panel of 
Table  5.4  that in all 3 years almost all husbands were employed and their average 

7   For specifi cs of the 1994, 2000, and 2009 surveys, see Tsuya and Bumpass ( 2004 ), Rindfuss et al. 
( 2004 ), and Tsuya et al. ( 2013a ), respectively. 
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work hours, excluding commuting time, remained stable at around 50–51 h per 
week. Wives’ employment patterns changed somewhat during the late 1990s, but 
there was little further change after 2000. Wives’ employment rates rose from 58 % 
in 1994 to 62 % in 2000 and remained at that level thereafter. The average work 
hours of employed wives declined from 36 h per week in 1994 to 33 h in 2000 and 
32 h in 2009. This decrease in employed wives’ average work hours was due to 
decreases in the proportion of wives employed full time (working 35 or more hours 
per week) and increases in the proportion of those employed part time (working less 
than 35 h per week). 

 In summary, while the rate of employment among young, unmarried Japanese 
men has declined, virtually all married men at peak working ages are employed. 
Many of these husbands work for long hours—about 50 h per week excluding com-
muting time, i.e., 10 h per day assuming a 5-day work week. If commuting time is 
added to time spent at the workplace, husbands’ time away from home becomes 
even longer, and this likely has a negative impact on their involvement in family life 
and their contribution to domestic tasks. On the other hand, roughly 60 % of 
Japanese wives at reproductive ages are employed, and about one-half of those who 
are employed work 35 h or more per week. Given that many of these employed 
wives are also mothers of preschool- or school-age children, they likely face diffi -
culties in balancing their work and family responsibilities. 

    Table 5.4    Mean housework hours per week, percent employed, and mean employment hours 
per week: Currently married women and men age 20–49 and their spouses: Japan, 1994, 2000, 
and 2009   

 Hours worked per week 

 1994  2000  2009 

 Mean  (N)  Mean  (N)  Mean  (N) 

 Housework a  
   Wives’ hours  33.4  (1,210)  28.8  (2,417)  27.4  (1,648) 
   Husbands’ hours   2.3  (1,224)   2.7  (2,384)   3.4  (1,643) 
   Husbands’ share (percent)   7.0  (1,202)   9.4  (2,366)  11.8     (1,634) 
   Percent of husbands who do no 

housework 
 41.9  (1,210)  30.4  (2,384)  22.0  (1,643) 

 Employment b  
   Percent of husbands employed  99.5  (1,236)  98.6  (2,417)  98.5  (1,652) 
   Work hours of employed husbands  51.0  (1,230)  49.9  (2,383)  50.2  (1,627) 
   Percent of wives employed  58.3  (1,236)  62.1  (2,376)  61.5  (1,641) 
   Work hours of employed wives  35.8  (721)  33.1  (1,475)  32.0  (1,652) 

  Upper panel is from Tsuya et al. ( 2013a ) 
  Note:  Mean hours and percentages are weighted for 2000 and 2009, but unweighted for 1994; the 
number of cases is unweighted for all 3 years 
  a Computed by summing the time devoted to cleaning house, doing laundry, cooking, cleaning after 
meals, and grocery shopping. Housework hours do not include time spent on childcare 
  b Usual hours spent on employment per week, excluding commuting time  
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 How does time spent on housework relate to time spent on the job? As shown in 
Fig.  5.2 , wives’ housework time declines as their own employment time increases, 
especially when they work full time (35 h or more per week), but husbands’ house-
work time remains very low regardless of their wives’ employment time. Husbands’ 
housework hours do increase a bit when their wives work full time, and the increase 
is statistically signifi cant. Nevertheless, the overall picture that we see from the 
fi gure is that Japanese wives are juggling their domestic and labor-market roles 
without much help from their husbands.

   Finally, we explore how men’s persistently low contribution to housework and 
the resulting unequal gender relations at home may be affecting marriage rates. We 
do this by comparing housework time of never-married Japanese men and women 
age 20–49 with that of their currently married counterparts. Based on data drawn 
from the same national family surveys in 1994, 2000, and 2009 used above, a large 
majority (roughly two-thirds) of never-married women spent fewer than 10 h per 
week on household tasks. In contrast, a sizable proportion (roughly 40–60 %) of 
their currently married counterparts spent 30 h or more per week on housework. 8  
The small number of hours that unmarried women spend on housework is as 
expected, given that more than 80 % of them live with their parents, and their moth-
ers are likely to be responsible for most of the housework. In contrast, whether they 
are married or not, men contribute, on average, only 2–4 h per week of housework. 
Although the percentage of men who do not perform any housework is declining, a 
large majority (roughly 70–80 %) continue to spend less than 5 h per week on 
household tasks. 

 These numbers clearly illustrate a dramatic change in women’s lives after mar-
riage—large increases in the time they spend on housework and caring for the fam-
ily. By marrying, Japanese women change their position from a receiver to a primary 
provider of care. By contrast, Japanese men remain largely at the receiving end, 
with the main provider of domestic services switching from their mothers to 
their wives. 

 What does the future hold? Since many Japanese husbands currently spend little 
time on domestic tasks, if there is a change in their domestic contributions, the 
direction is likely to be upward. For this to occur, however, we need to see a move-
ment toward husbands spending a great deal more time at home. Such a change 
seems unlikely, however, given the persistence of Japan’s traditional workplace cul-
ture that places a high value on long work hours. Since their husbands are not help-
ing much at home, wives often have no choice but to combine heavy domestic 
responsibilities with long hours of paid employment outside the home. 

 The unequal gender division of household labor is central to the traditional mar-
riage “package” in Japan (Rindfuss  2004 ), and it has been slow to change. The 
persistence of an unequal gender division of labor at home, combined with increas-
ing economic opportunities and rapidly changing gender roles in the workplace, 
make the traditional marriage package particularly unattractive to many young 
Japanese women. This situation likely discourages young women from marrying 

8   For more detailed information, see Tsuya et al. ( 2013a ). 
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and discourages wives from having more children. Men, too, may fi nd the discrep-
ancy between their expectations and those of potential spouses a cause for 
 apprehension about marrying. Hence, making gender relations at home more equal 
may well be critical, not only to Japanese marriage and family life, but also to fertil-
ity and population in the future.  

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

H
ou

rs
 p

er
 w

ee
k 

of
 h

ou
se

w
or

k
Wives

2000 20091994

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

H
ou

rs
 p

er
 w

ee
k 

of
 h

ou
se

w
or

k

Husbands

1994 2000 2009

Year and hours per week of employment

Year and hours per week of wife’s employment

  Fig. 5.2    Wives’ and husbands’ average housework hours per week by wives’ weekly employment 
hours, Japan, 1994, 2000, and 2009 (Tsuya et al.  2013a )       
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    Policy Responses and Implications 

 Later marriage and non-marriage in Japan have most likely arisen, at least in part, 
from growing educational and economic opportunities for young women, coupled 
with persistently unequal gender relations in the home. If these factors are indeed 
militating against marriage, and if childbearing outside of marriage remains very 
low, then Japan’s fertility is likely to remain at very low levels for some time to 
come. This, in turn, will accelerate the pace of Japan’s already rapid population 
aging and population decline. 9  Given the trend in recent decades, educational attain-
ment of young Japanese women is likely to continue to rise. Entry of young women 
into career-oriented employment is also expected to increase (Retherford et al. 
 2001 ), as in the long run the demand for qualifi ed young workers will increase with 
population aging and decline. Along with these expanding economic opportunities, 
attitudes are changing about the importance of marriage for women (Bumpass and 
Choe  2004 ; Choe et al.  2014 ; Retherford et al.  1996 ). 

 Apart from making gender relations at home more equal, the most promising 
option for reversing the downward trend of marriage and childbearing in Japan 
seems to be through policies and programs that help Japanese couples balance their 
work and domestic roles. Concerned about very low fertility and rapid population 
aging, the Japanese government has formulated various family policies and pro-
grams and promoted them actively since the early 1990s (Tsuya  2005 ). As in other 
industrialized countries, these family policies and programs consist of three major 
components: (1) childcare services; (2) parental leave schemes; and (3) monetary 
assistance in the form of child allowances. 

 To bolster fertility, the Japanese government has implemented a succession of 
childcare-related legislation and programs—the Angel Plan of 1994, the New Angel 
Plan of 1999, the Plus-One Plan of 2002, the Basic Law to Address Low Fertility 
( Shoshika Shakai Kihon Ho ) of 2003, the Strategy to Assist Children and Families 
( Kodomo to Kazoku wo Ouensuru Nihon Juten Senryaku ) of 2007, the Vision for 
Children and Childcare ( Kodomo Kosodate Bijyon ) of 2008, and the 2013 Plan to 
Accelerate the Reduction of Preschool Children on Waiting Lists ( Taiki Jido Kaisho 
Kasokuka Puran ). These were all designed to help parents of preschool children 
balance their work and domestic responsibilities by providing more childcare 
 services and encouraging the workplace to become more family friendly 
(Naikakufu  2012 ). 

 According to the government’s annual report on childcare services (Kosei-rodo- 
sho  2013a ; Miura  2001 ), 10  the number of slots available in daycare centers and the 
number of children enrolled have both increased since 2000, but the number of 

9   According to the medium fertility and mortality variants in Japan’s latest offi cial population pro-
jection, the country’s population is projected to decrease from 128 million in 2010 to around 87 
million by 2060. In that year, roughly 40 % of Japan’s population will be age 65 and above 
(National Institute of Population and Social Security Research  2012a ). 
10   The Japan Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare has conducted a survey on the availability of 
childcare services ( Hoikusho Nyusho Taiki-jido-su Chosa ) annually since 1994. The survey is 
based on reports from municipal governments on childcare centers (both public and private) in 
their jurisdictions. 
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children on waiting lists has also gone up. This suggests that the demand for 
childcare services is growing faster than the supply, presumably because of rapidly 
increasing employment rates among mothers of preschool-age children (Tsuya 
et al.  2013a ). It is also likely that the very increase in availability of childcare 
services has led to further increases in demand. 

 There also persist large regional differences in the demand and supply of child-
care services. While there tends to be an excess supply (more slots available at 
daycare centers than applicants) in rural areas, there is an acute shortage of child-
care services in large metropolitan areas (Kosei-rodo-sho  2013a ; Naikakufu  2003 ). 
The increase in employment among mothers with small children has occurred 
despite the shortage of affordable childcare services of good quality in large metro-
politan areas and has, in fact, contributed to the shortage. This has become a major 
policy concern in Japan in recent years (Kosei-rodo-sho  2010a ). 

 Turning to Japan’s parental leave scheme, the government enacted the Maternity 
and Childcare Leave Law ( Ikuji Kyugyo Ho ) in 1992 and revised it in 1995, 2005, 
2007, and 2009 (Kosei-rodo-sho  2010b ,  2013b ). Since the scheme’s beginning in 
1992, the duration of leave has been, in principle, 12 months (until the child’s fi rst 
birthday). 11  The leave is applicable to working parents who: (1) are covered by 
national employment insurance; (2) have been employed for at least 12 months; and 
(3) have worked at least 11 days in every month during the 2 years prior to the 
beginning of the leave. To be covered by national employment insurance, employ-
ees normally have to work at least 20 h per week and are expected to be employed 
for at least 31 days prior to taking leave (Kosei-rodo-sho  2013c ). In short, parental 
leave is not applicable to mothers (or fathers) who work less than 20 h per week, or 
work less than 11 days per month, or have been employed for a short time. 

 Parental leave was fi rst offered without pay, but in 1995 income compensation 
was introduced at 25 % of monthly pay prior to the beginning of leave. 12  Of this 
25 % compensation, 20 % was payable during the leave and the remaining 5 % 
 payable upon returning to employment. The level of income compensation was 
raised to 40 % in 2000, with 30 % payable during the leave and the remaining 10 % 
upon resumption of employment. The level of compensation was raised further to 
50 % in 2007, with 30 % payable during the leave and the remaining 20 % payable 
upon returning to work. Then, as of April 2010, the division of compensation into 
two parts—one during the leave and the other upon resumption of employment—
was abolished. The full 50 % compensation is now paid during the leave (Kosei-
rodo- sho  2013b ). 

11   Under the 2009 revision of the law, the duration of leave can be extended to 14 months when both 
parents take parental leave together (rather than one parent taking leave alone). The duration of 
leave can be further extended up to 18 months under certain circumstances such as the lack of 
available slots at childcare centers or when a parent who is the primary caregiver becomes unable 
to care for the child due to illness, injury, or marital dissolution. For more specifi cs, see Kosei-
rodo-sho ( 2010b ,  2013b ). 
12   While the parental leave scheme is national, municipal governments are responsible for the han-
dling/management of monetary provisions. 
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 The major shortcomings of Japan’s parental leave scheme seem to be its limited 
coverage, a relatively low level of income compensation, and, most importantly, the 
lack of legally binding authority. The leave has not been applicable to mothers (or 
fathers) who work, in terms of days or hours, less than one-half the time of full-time 
employees or who have worked only for a short period. With regard to income com-
pensation, the current level (50 % of pay prior to the beginning of leave) is low 
compared with the level offered in many Western European countries where the 
compensation level has generally been 70 % or higher (Tsuya  2005 ). Further, 
although it has been required since 1995 for all employers to offer parental leave to 
all eligible employees, there is no legal sanction against non-compliance. 
Consequently, the proportion of employers that do not have (or have not yet formu-
lated) specifi c rules regarding parental leave remains substantial, especially among 
small organizations. According to the Basic Survey on Equal Employment ( Koyo 
Kinto Kihon Chosa ) conducted by the government, the proportion of organizations 
that have formulated specifi c rules regarding parental leave has been increasing 
gradually but is not yet universal, particularly among organizations with less than 
30 employees. As of 2010, about 70 % of small-sized organizations had rules on 
parental leave (Kosei-rodo-sho  2013e ). 13  To the extent that the formulation of rules 
pertaining to parental leave indicates compliance with the law, this suggests that a 
considerable proportion of small-sized organizations are not in compliance. As a 
result, although use of the parental leave scheme has increased over time, it has not 
yet become universal: around 84 % of eligible mothers (eligible female employees 
who gave birth within the past 12 months) took parental leave in 2010 (Kosei-rodo- 
sho  2013c ). 14  

 Launched in 1972, the child allowance scheme ( jidou teate seido ) initially cov-
ered third and higher-order children in households with incomes below a certain 
level. The duration of payment was from a child’s birth to graduation from junior 
high school (Tsuya  2005 ). Since then, although still income tested, the scheme has 
been expanded to cover lower-order births, and the amount of allowance has 
increased, especially since 2000. Nonetheless, the amount offered is still relatively 
small, compared with levels offered in Western European countries (Tsuya  2005 ). 
As of 2012, it was 15,000 yen (US$150 at an exchange rate of 100 Japanese yen to 
1 US dollar) per month per child for all children under age three. For children from 
age three until graduation from elementary school, it was 10,000 yen (US$100) per 
month for fi rst and second children and 15,000 yen (US$150) per month for third 
and higher-order children. It was 10,000 yen (US$100) per month per child for all 
children enrolled in junior high school (Kosei-rodo-sho  2013d ). 

13   The survey draws its sample from organizations with at least fi ve employees. Since organizations 
with less than fi ve workers are excluded from the survey, the proportion of organizations that have 
specifi c rules on parental leave, as reported by the survey, likely overestimates the degree of com-
pliance with the law. 
14   Since the Basic Survey on Equal Employment, from which this information is drawn, excludes 
organizations with less than fi ve employees (a high proportion of which are most likely not com-
plying with the legal requirement to offer parental leave to all eligible workers), survey results very 
likely overestimate the proportion of eligible mothers who actually take parental leave. 
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 Despite these efforts, Japan’s family policy so far appears to have been largely 
ineffective, in the sense that strains on parents (especially working mothers) to bal-
ance family and work responsibilities have not been signifi cantly alleviated and 
Japan’s fertility has remained very low. Comparing 18 member countries, the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) ( 2001 , chapter 
4) ranked Japan second from the bottom in terms of coverage and strength of poli-
cies for work-family reconciliation and family-friendly work arrangements. 15  Using 
indexes measuring the effectiveness of governmental policies for childcare services, 
childcare leave, and fl exible work arrangements, the OECD report points out that 
Japan’s childcare coverage for children under age three and parental leave offered 
by employers are both especially weak. This suggests that it is vital for the Japanese 
government to strengthen efforts to help working parents of small children by 
expanding affordable childcare services. It is also important for both employers and 
employees to make the workplace more fl exible and family friendly and to make 
efforts to change Japan’s traditional corporate culture that places emphasis on long 
work hours. Given the serious, long-term demographic and socioeconomic conse-
quences of the persistence of very low fertility, Japan has no choice but to strengthen 
policy and society-wide efforts to help women and couples make work and family 
life more compatible.     
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    Chapter 6   
 Lowest-Low Fertility and Policy 
Responses in South Korea       

       Samsik     Lee      and     Hyojin     Choi   

         Over the past half century, South Korea has experienced rapid economic growth 
accompanied by dramatic fertility decline. In the early 1960s, South Korea’s eco-
nomic development began to speed up, standards of living improved, infant and 
child mortality declined, levels of education rose dramatically, and women’s partici-
pation in the labor force increased. As a result, the traditional value placed on hav-
ing many children began to wane. In the early 1960s, explosive population growth 
was expected to become a major obstacle to economic development, leading to a 
vicious cycle of poverty. In response, the government initiated a strong family plan-
ning program, and fertility began to decline sharply. To the surprise of many observ-
ers, the total fertility rate (TFR) plummeted from 6.0 children per woman in 1960 to 
1.3 children per woman in 2001, making South Korea one of the countries with the 
lowest fertility in the world. 

 Statistics Korea predicts that this extreme level of low fertility, together with a 
continued rise in life expectancy, will result in a very old population. The proportion 
of elderly people (age 65 and above) is predicted to increase from 10 % in 2009 to 
20 % in 2026, 30 % in 2037, and 40 % in 2060 (Statistics Korea  2011a ). In fact, 
South Korea’s population is aging more quickly than the population of any other 
country in the world. 

 This chapter will examine the pace and magnitude of South Korea’s fertility 
decline, along with the accompanying rate of population aging. We then examine 
the effects of low fertility and demographic change on Korea’s future economy and 
society and the factors that have contributed—and continue to contribute—to 
Korea’s fertility decline. Finally, we will discuss the government’s policy response 
to these issues. 
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    Trends in the Fertility Rate 

 The total fertility rate (TFR) in South Korea was as high as 6.0 children per woman 
in 1960 but decreased to the population-replacement level of 2.1 by 1983. Between 
1984 and 1997, the TFR fl uctuated within a narrow range between 1.5 and 1.8 chil-
dren per woman. Then in 1998, immediately after the 1997 fi nancial crisis, fertility 
declined to less than 1.5. South Korea’s TFR declined further to 1.3 in 2001 and 
1.08 in 2005. Since then, the TFR has fl uctuated at around 1.2 (Statistics Korea  2014 ). 

 The fertility decline in South Korea differs from the pattern in many other coun-
tries in three important ways—the speed of the decline, the magnitude of the decline, 
and the duration in which fertility has remained at a very low level. A comparison 
with the pattern in other Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development 
(OECD) member countries illustrates these points (Fig.  6.1 ).

   At 6.0 children per woman, South Korea’s TFR was particularly high in 1960, 
well above fertility levels in all other OECD countries except Mexico and Turkey. 
From that point, fertility in South Korea dropped extremely quickly, dipping to 
below 1.3 in 50 years. By 2012, South Korea had gone from the third highest fertil-
ity level in the OECD to one of the very lowest. Fertility also dropped rapidly in 
Mexico and Turkey, but has not dipped below 2.0 children per woman in either 
country. Between 1960 and 2012, the TFR in South Korea dropped by 4.77 children 
per woman. Among OECD member countries, only Mexico experienced a fertility 
decline of greater magnitude. Some other Asian countries, such as Taiwan and 
Singapore, experienced a similar pattern of very high fertility in 1960 dropping to 
very low levels by 2012 (Fig.  6.2 ). The difference in TFR over the 52-year period 
was 4.48 for Taiwan and 4.47 for Singapore. Nevertheless, the magnitude of South 
Korea’s fertility decline was the greatest in the region.

   The third special feature of fertility in South Korea is that the TFR has remained 
at a very low level—less than 1.3 children per woman—for many years. As of 2012, 
only nine of the 34 OECD member countries, plus Singapore and Taiwan, had ever 
experienced fertility less than 1.3 (Table  6.1 ). Fertility remained at this low level for 
12 years (2001–2012) in South Korea, compared with 11 years in Italy (1993–2003) 
and Slovenia (1995–2005), 10 years in Singapore (2003–2012), 9 years in Taiwan 
(2004–2012), 4 years in Germany (1992–1995), and 3 years in Japan (2003–2005).

       Demographic and Socio-Economic Implications of Very 
Low Fertility 

    Demographic Implications 

 Statistics Korea ( 2011a ,  b ) has projected the size of South Korea’s population under 
various fertility and mortality scenarios. Under the medium scenario, Statistics 
Korea assumes that TFR will increase from 1.23 in 2010 to 1.42 in 2045 and then 
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remain at that level. Between 2010 and 2060, life expectancy at birth is assumed to 
increase from 77.2 to 86.6 years for men and from 84.1 to 90.3 years for women. 
Over the same period, the net annual immigration rate is assumed to decrease from 
1.67 to 0.53 per thousand. Given these assumptions, South Korea’s population is 
projected to reach a peak of 52 million in 2030 and then start to decline, falling to 
44 million in 2060. 

 We extended this population projection from 2060 to 2100, assuming that fertility 
and net immigration rates will remain constant at 2060 levels and that life expectancy 
at birth will increase by 2100 to 89.3 years for men and 93.2 years for women. Given 
these assumptions, South Korea’s population will shrink to 28 million by 2100. 
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  Fig. 6.1    Trends in the total fertility rate (TFR) for Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD) member countries, 1960–2012 (OECD  2014a )       
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 A breakdown of these forecasts by age group reveals a pattern of extreme popu-
lation aging (Fig.  6.3 ). The population of young people, age 0–14, will decrease 
from about 8.0 million in 2010 to 4.5 million in 2060 and 2.8 million in 2100. The 
working-age population, age 15–64, will peak at about 37 million in 2016 and then 
fall to 22 million in 2060 and 13 million in 2100. Beginning in 2020, the elderly 
population will increase rapidly, as the baby-boomer generation, born in the 5-year 
period around 1960, reaches age 60 and above. South Korea’s population age 65 and 
above will increase from 5.5 million in 2010 to about 12.7 million in 2030 and 18.0 
million in 2049. At that point, the size of the elderly population will start to fall 
along with the decline of South Korea’s population overall. The population age 65 
and above is projected to drop to 11.9 million by 2100. By contrast, the proportion 
of elderly people in the total population is projected to increase steadily throughout 
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   Table 6.1    Number of years, as of 2012, with TFR at less than 1.3 children per women, selected 
OECD and Asian countries   

 Country  Years with TFR less than 1.3  Time period 

 South Korea  12  2001–2012 
 Italy  11  1993–2003 
 Slovenia  11  1995–2005 
 Spain  10  1993–2002 
 Singapore  10  2003–2012 
 Taiwan   9  2004–2012 
 Greece   8  1996–2003 
 Slovak Republic   8  2000–2007 
 Germany   4  1992–1995 
 Poland   4  2003–2006 
 Japan   3  2003–2005 

  OECD ( 2014a ), Department of Statistics, Singapore ( 2013 ), and Ministry of the Interior, Republic 
of China ( 2014 )  
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  Fig. 6.3    Age structure of South Korea’s population in 2010 ( a ) and projections for 2060 ( b ) and 
2100 ( c ) (Statistics Korea  2011a )       
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the twenty-fi rst century, rising from 10 % in 2009 to 20 % in 2026, 30 % in 2037, 
40 % in 2060, and approaching 50 % in 2100. This pace of population aging is one 
of the fastest in the world.

       Economic Implications 

 As the working-age population is predicted to increase until 2017 and then start to 
decline, the size of the labor force in South Korea will rise from 23.5 million in 2008 
to 24.8 million in 2019 and then drop to 17.0 million in 2050. Between 2000 and 
2010, South Korea’s labor force increased at an annual rate of 0.97 %, making a 
strong contribution to economic growth. By contrast, the labor force is projected to 
decrease by an annual rate of −0.60 % between 2020 and 2030, by −1.31 % between 
2030 and 2040, and by −1.65 % between 2040 and 2050 (Moon et al.  2004 ). The 
impact on the labor force of very low fertility in the 2000s will appear in earnest 
from 2020 onward. The fi rst baby boomers number 7.1 million, including 5.3 mil-
lion in the labor force, and they started retiring in 2010. Between 2010 and 2018, 3.1 
million workers will retire, but only 0.6 million will enter the working-age popula-
tion. The resulting labor shortage is estimated at 0.6 million in 2015 and 1.5 million 
in 2020 (Bang et al.  2004 ). 

 The age structure of the working-age population will also be affected by the 
rapid pace of fertility decline. The proportion of the working-age population at age 
50–64 will increase from 24.7 % in 2010 to 37.0 % in 2030 and 39.1 % in 2050 
(Fig.  6.4 ). Accordingly, the average age of South Korean workers will increase from 
39.1 years in 2010 to 42.0 in 2030 and 43.0 in 2050.

   The aging of South Korea’s labor force is expected to decrease labor productiv-
ity. Some studies have shown that labor productivity peaks between age 30 and 50 
and then goes down due to physical decay, human-capital depreciation, and obsoles-
cence (Vandenberghe and Waltenberg  2010 ). Moon and colleagues ( 2004 ) found 
that after controlling for human and physical capital, an increase of 1 % in the pro-
portion of workers age 55 and above decreases labor productivity by an estimated 
0.09–0.17 %. 

 Declining fertility is also expected to reduce domestic demand for a variety of 
goods and services. The Korean Medical Association ( 2008 ), quoting from the 
Health Insurance Review and Assessment Service, notes that the number of obstet-
rics and gynecology hospitals and clinics decreased by 8.5 % between 2003 and 
2007, and the number of pediatric hospitals decreased by 7.8 %. In addition, retire-
ment of the baby-boom generation will decrease the demand for housing and other 
goods and services. In South Korea, only a small proportion of workers receive a 
pension. Rather, the elderly tend to hold a large proportion of their assets as home 
equity, and they are likely to sell their homes to fund their retirement. As these 
houses come on the market, Bae and colleagues ( 2007 ) predict that the number of 
new houses to be constructed annually will decrease from 471,000 units in 2008 to 
451,000 in 2020 due to rising supply and falling demand. 
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 The predicted drop in domestic demand may lead to a decrease in jobs, imbal-
ance across industries, and an economic recession. Hwang ( 2009 ) estimates that 
changing consumption due to low fertility and population aging could lead to a loss 
of about 90,000 jobs in 10 years. The average annual growth of South Korea’s gross 
domestic product (GDP) may well slow down—from 4.0 % in 1995–2011 to a pre-
dicted 1.0 % in 2030–2060 (Johansson et al.  2012 ). The pace of the economic 
 slowdown will accelerate from about 2020 onward, when South Korea’s baby 
boomers start retiring in large numbers. 

 South Korea’s national pension program has recently expanded, but the number 
of contributors is expected to shrink in the long term, given the prolonged period of 
low fertility. Contributors are projected to increase from 20.4 million in 2013 to a 
peak of 20.6 million in 2015 and then start to decrease, down to 11.0 million in 
2078. Over the same period, the number of pensioners will increase from 1.8 mil-
lion in 2013 to a peak of 14.0 million in 2065 and then decrease to 11.8 million in 
2083. Thus the proportion of pensioners compared with contributors will rise dra-
matically, from 13.0 % in 2013 to peak at 112.9 % in 2068 and then decline slightly 
to 111.9 % in 2083. 

 The pension fund is forecast to peak at South Korean won (KRW) 2,561 trillion 
(US$2.35 trillion at 5 Feb 2015 exchange rate) in 2043 and then start to shrink, with 
annual earnings less than expenditures, beginning in 2044 (Fig.  6.5 ). At current 
rates, the fund will be exhausted in 2060. To keep the fund solvent, contributions 
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  Fig. 6.4    Projected age structure of South Korea’s working-age population, 2010–2060 (Statistics 
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will need to increase from the current rate of 9 % of reported income to 12–16 % 
(National Pension Finance Estimate Committee  2013 ).

   Similarly, the number of contributors to South Korea’s national medical insur-
ance program will go down, and the number of benefi ciaries will go up, so that the 
ratio of expenditure to revenue will increase from 1.00 in 2012 to 1.53 in 2030. Total 
expenditure already exceeds total revenue, and the defi cit is predicted to rise from 
KRW 2.8 billion (US$2.58 million) in 2012 to KRW 47.7 billion (US$43.90 mil-
lion) in 2030. It is estimated that the premium rate for medical insurance will need 
to increase from 5 % in 2012 to 12 % in 2030 (Park and Kim  2010 ). 

 As expenditures increase for pensions, medical insurance, long-term care of the 
elderly, and other areas of social welfare, the ratio of South Korea’s total social 
expenditure to GDP will increase (Fig.  6.6 ). In 2013, public social expenditure 
accounted for 9.8 % of GDP; in 2060 this proportion is expected to rise to 29.0 % 
(Social Security Committee  2014 ).

        Factors Contributing to South Korea’s Fertility Decline 

 Rapid social and economic development in South Korea has ushered in major 
improvements in the standard of living, but development has also brought changes 
that make it more expensive for Koreans to raise and educate children. Other factors 
contributing to low fertility include rising uncertainty about employment and 
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income that has accompanied global economic change, the diffi culty of balancing 
work and family obligations, and changing values within Korean society. 

    The High Cost of Housing and Education 

 One impediment that young people face if they wish to marry and have children is 
the high cost of housing. Since the property bubble in the early 2000s, the price of 
either purchasing or renting a house has increased sharply. South Korea has a unique 
system for house rentals, called  jeonse , which is based on a long-term lease with a 
large down payment and no monthly rent. Under the  jeonse  system, interest pay-
ments from the down payment go to the landlord as a type of “rent,” and the down 
payment is returned to the renters when they vacate the dwelling unit. Because of 
high prices, it is diffi cult for young people to purchase a house when they marry. 
If they wish to rent a house, however, the initial cost under the  jeonse  system is 
nearly as high as the purchase price. As a result, most young people have to obtain 
a mortgage, even to rent a house. 

 Another impediment is the rise in expectations related to education. In particu-
lar, there has been a dramatic increase in enrollment in colleges and universities. 
Today, about 80 % of South Koreans enroll in tertiary education after completing 
high school. Gains in enrollment have been particularly large for young women—
beginning in 2009, enrollment ratios have been higher for women than for men. In 
a period of economic uncertainty and job insecurity, a degree, particularly from a 
prestigious university, is viewed as an important prerequisite for success in the 
labor market. 
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 The increase in college and university enrollment has affected fertility in two 
ways. For one thing, the cost of tertiary education raises the long-run costs that 
parents anticipate when deciding whether to have a child. In addition, as young 
women become more educated, they obtain higher-paying jobs, so the opportunity 
cost of dropping out of the labor market to raise a child increases. This dilemma is 
exacerbated by the diffi culty of achieving a balance between work and family obli-
gations, which has long been a characteristic of the South Korean labor market. 

 The 2012 National Survey on Fertility, Family Health, and Welfare reported that 
the average cost of raising a child from birth to college graduation is about KRW 
260 million (US$239,287). In 2010, private expenditure on education was highest 
in South Korea among all OECD countries (Table  6.2 ). Note that private funding for 
education in the United States includes scholarships provided by academic institu-
tions, whereas in Korea all private funding is provided by the students’ families. 
Young Koreans are well aware of these high education costs. The 2012 survey asked 
married women why they might not want (more) children. Slightly more than one- 
half gave economic reasons, including unstable employment, low income, and the 
cost of a child’s education (Kim et al.  2012 ).

       Economic Uncertainty 

 Young people tend to postpone or even give up the prospect of marriage in times of 
economic crisis. South Korea experienced such a crisis in 1997–1998. The unem-
ployment rate soared from 2.0 % in 1997 to 7.0 % in 1998. Another global fi nancial 
crisis hit the South Korean economy in the late 2000s. 

 As young people faced these periods of high economic uncertainty, they delayed 
leaving their parents’ home and marrying. In 1990, 9.5 % of men age 30–39 were 
unmarried. By 2010, the proportion of unmarried men in this age group had risen to 
37.9 % (Fig.  6.7 ). Among women age 30–39, the proportion unmarried increased 
from 4.1 % in 1990 to 20.4 % in 2010 (Statistics Korea  2011b ). According to the 
2009 National Survey on Marriage and Fertility Dynamics (Lee et al.  2009 ), about 
50 % of unmarried men reported fi nancial reasons for not marrying, such as uncer-
tainty related to income or employment and the cost of housing. Unmarried women 
reported concerns about the cost of marriage and the diffi culty in balancing work 
and family obligations.

   Table 6.2    Expenditure on education as a percentage of GDP, by source of funds, 2010   

 OECD 
average 

 South 
Korea 

 United 
States  Canada  Sweden 

 United 
Kingdom  France  Japan 

 Public  5.4  4.8  5.1  5.0  6.3  5.9  5.8  3.6 
 Private  0.9  2.8  2.2  1.6  0.2  0.6  0.5  1.5 
 Total  6.3  7.6  7.3  6.6  6.5  6.5  6.3  5.1 

  OECD ( 2013 )  
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   The marriage rate has a strong effect on the fertility rate in South Korea because 
only about 2 % of all births occur outside of marriage (Statistics Korea  2014 ). Such 
births are rare because Korean children born outside of marriage suffer considerable 
discrimination, both institutionalized and social. 

 It is notable that fertility trends in South Korea seem to be   inelastic     — the TFR 
goes down sharply in times of economic hardship but does not increase to the same 
degree when the economy improves. This is in contrast to the pattern in several 
other countries, for example, in Sweden. Fertility behavior in South Korea is prob-
ably so sensitive to economic shocks because of the lack of a social safety net for 
raising children.  

    Diffi culty in Balancing Career and Family 

 In recent years, most young women have sought full-time employment when they 
completed their education. About 50 % of working women, however, quit their jobs 
when they have their fi rst child (Lee et al.  2009 ). There are several reasons for this: 
(1) traditional gender roles still prevail in South Korea, with women fully respon-
sible for household work and childcare; (2) most South Korean workplaces are not 
family-friendly and do not provide fl exible work conditions; (3) support from fam-
ily members such as grandparents or other relatives has been weakened as more 
couples live on their own in nuclear households; and (4) there is a shortage of 
institution- based childcare and other child-related infrastructure. 
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 Men work long hours and spend very little time on childcare or house work. In 
2011, South Korean men spent an average of 46.7 h per week at their main job 
(OECD  2014b ). No doubt related to these long work hours, South Korean men con-
tribute very little to household chores or childcare. The Time Use Survey of South 
Korea (Statistics Korea  2009 ) reported that men spent on average about 42 min a 
day on household chores and childcare, while women spent on average 3 h and 
35 min. 

 There are many ways in which the workplace in South Korea is unfriendly to 
families. Women tend to be discriminated against in terms of employment, wages, 
and promotion when they marry or have a child. The biggest problem in maintain-
ing a family-work balance is the shortage of daycare, but Korean fi rms are reluctant 
to provide infrastructure or services to help working mothers. Although Korea’s 
Infant Care Act stipulates that fi rms with more than 500 employees or more than 
300 female employees are obligated to provide workplace childcare facilities, only 
about 50 % of such fi rms had childcare facilities in 2013 (Ministry of Health and 
Welfare  2014 ). For this reason, many married women drop out of employment when 
they have children. This pattern drives down both fertility and female participation 
in the labor market. The result is an “M-shaped curve” for women’s labor-market 
participation by age—they tend to work during their young-adult years, leave 
employment to stay home and raise children, and then return to the work force later 
in life. A similar, but less pronounced, pattern is found in Japan, but it is no longer 
the case in Western countries (Fig.  6.8 ).

   Given the diffi culty of balancing careers and motherhood, it is not surprising that 
women in South Korea tend to have few children and tend to have them relatively 
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late in life. Women who quit their jobs to raise children are severely disadvantaged 
when they seek to reenter the work force, which contributes to the high opportunity 
cost of raising a family. Women with higher educational attainment are more likely 
to have more prestigious and higher-paying jobs— increasing the opportunity costs 
of having children.  

    Changes in Family Values 

 The social environment in South Korea has changed dramatically along with rapid 
economic growth. As more and more young women receive university degrees, they 
are increasingly motivated to join the work force. This has created a confl ict between 
women’s aspirations and traditional Korean patriarchal culture, which specifi es that 
men should work outside the home for money and women should stay at home to 
take care of housework and children. Such gender-specifi c cultural expectations 
have persisted even as more women have started working outside the home, result-
ing in a heavy dual burden on women. 

 Family values are changing, however, including views on marriage and parent-
hood. According to the 2009 National Survey on Marriage and Fertility Dynamics 
(Lee et al.  2009 ), only 23.4 % of single men and 16.9 % of single women age 20–44 
consider that it is necessary to marry. Among currently married women, the propor-
tion who agrees that “having a child is a must” dropped from 73.7 % in 1997 to 
46.3 % in 2012 (Kim et al.  2012 ). 

 Although family incomes have increased with economic growth, the diffi culties 
in balancing work and family life have also increased, along with the high opportu-
nity cost of having a child, particularly for women with higher-level education and 
socio-economic status. Increasingly, the emphasis has shifted toward maximizing 
the “quality” of each child, entailing large investments in childcare and education, 
rather than the “quantity” of children produced in a family.   

    Policy Response 

 Individuals and couples decide whether to have children based on their circum-
stances and a calculation of the costs and benefi ts of parenthood. Taken together, 
however, individual-level fertility decisions affect the size and age structure of a 
population and thus have an impact on society as a whole. For this reason, govern-
ments are sometimes willing to implement policies aimed at infl uencing marriage, 
fertility, mortality, and migration, either directly or indirectly. 

 Concerned about rapid population growth, the South Korean government initi-
ated a national family planning program in 1962. By 1996, the fertility rate had 
plummeted and appeared to be stationary at well below the replacement level, so the 
government abolished its family planning program and adopted a new policy 
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emphasizing population quality. The focus was on problems such as the unbalanced 
sex ratio at birth, the high prevalence of sex-selective abortions, the deterioration of 
reproductive health, and the rapid pace of population aging. As fertility remained at 
extremely low levels, the government passed a series of plans aimed at tackling the 
problems of an aging population. The Basic Plan for Low Fertility and Aging 
Society, which is to be renewed every 5 years, aims to increase South Korea’s 
 fertility rate and respond to the challenges of population aging (Lee et al.  2013 ). 
The Framework Act on Low Birth Rates in an Aging Society stipulates that both 
the central government and local governments establish an action plan every year. 
The results of these action plans have to be evaluated and submitted to the National 
Assembly Budget Settlement Committee and the Ministry of Security and Public 
Administration, to be taken into account in formulating the action plan for the fol-
lowing year. 

 In an attempt to raise the fertility rate, the government has adopted three strate-
gies. These are: improving support for childbirth and child rearing; fostering a 
family- friendly and gender-equal culture and society; and raising a healthy future 
generation. 

 To improve support for childbirth and child rearing, the South Korean govern-
ment provides either fees for center-based daycare and kindergarten or an allowance 
for childcare at home. The government also provides a free after-school education 
program. Families with children receive tax exemptions and means-tested loans for 
purchasing or renting a house. The government also provides health and medical 
services before and after childbirth and supports the costs of in-vitro fertilization for 
couples who have diffi culty conceiving. 

 The South Korean government has also made an effort to help parents balance 
work and family obligations. The government provides 90 days of maternity leave 
at 100 % of salary plus 1 year of childcare leave at 40 % of salary, although both of 
these benefi ts are capped at KRW 1,000,000 (US$919) per month. In addition, 
employers must give male employees whose wives give birth 5 days of parental 
leave, including 3 days at 100 % of salary and 2 days unpaid. Employers must also 
keep jobs open for their female employees who take maternity or childcare leave. 
Employers who break these rules will be fi ned up to KRW 5,000,000 (US$4,598). 

 The government has also attempted to expand workplace daycare centers, shorten 
work hours, and increase the fl exibility of working conditions. Finally, the govern-
ment has initiated education and publicity campaigns to expand gender equality 
within families and the broader society and to encourage family-friendly compa-
nies, which are to be given a certifi cate with a special logo. 

 The South Korean government’s response to low fertility and population aging 
has also included an emphasis on child health. In order to ensure safe environments 
for children and adolescents, the government has initiated programs to prevent acci-
dents, strengthen the protection of children from abuse and neglect, and prevent 
violence in schools. Programs to support the healthy development of children and 
adolescents include setting up community centers for children, after-school pro-
grams, and small community libraries as well as establishing a system to protect 
children’s rights, protect children from harmful infl uences, and improve child 
healthcare by linking public health centers with schools. 
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 To address the needs of an aging population, the government has made efforts to 
promote income security, healthcare, and an active lifestyle for the elderly. Policy 
measures designed to improve the income security of older citizens include provid-
ing diverse employment opportunities such as reemployment after retirement, assis-
tance to start a new career, and support to start a business, as well as enhancing 
public and private pension systems. Expanding employment opportunities for the 
elderly is intended to help them play a role as productive members of society, rather 
than merely as recipients of social security. Policy measures to enhance the health 
of Korea’s elderly population also include establishing a preventive care system, 
stabilizing medical costs, and improving medical insurance coverage. Other policy 
measures include providing the elderly with opportunities for volunteer work and 
leisure activities, improving social infrastructure for the elderly such as housing and 
transportation, and putting in place a social-protection system for vulnerable elderly 
people who live alone or are at risk of being abused.  

    Conclusion 

 Although South Korea only reached its current level of extreme low fertility in the 
2000s, fertility has been declining steeply for about 30 years. To ensure South 
Korea’s future social and economic development, policies and programs must be 
put in place to raise fertility and to support the country’s aging population. The 
experience of several European countries, however, suggests that low fertility rates 
can persist for years in spite of government policy efforts. 

 Experience in many countries has shown that reversing the trend toward low 
marriage rates and very low fertility is extremely diffi cult. Fertility behavior is 
closely intertwined with overall socio-economic conditions, which means that 
efforts to raise fertility need to address aspects of the economy and society that 
either encourage or discourage marriage and parenthood. Government efforts 
should include programs to help men and women balance work and family life, 
improvements in maternity and childcare leave, expansion of fl exible working con-
ditions, and programs that foster family-friendly work environments, alleviate the 
economic burden of child rearing, support safe and healthy pregnancy and child-
birth, establish a system of diverse and high-quality childcare, and provide safe 
environments for children—all in an integrated manner. Nothing, however, is more 
important than recognizing that the current low level of fertility is not a transitory 
phenomenon, but rather is a long-term feature of South Korean society that must be 
addressed with a broad response. 

 After experiencing a quarter century of low fertility, it seems unreasonable to 
expect South Korea’s fertility rate to rise to anywhere near the replacement level in 
the foreseeable future. Instead, given its current demographic structure, it is inevi-
table that South Korea will experience further population aging. Even if fertility 
were to start rising today, it would take a long time to have a tangible effect on the 
country’s population age structure. For this reason, the focus of policy should be 
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not only on raising fertility levels, but also on improving social and economic 
 conditions to minimize the problems associated with an aging society. 

 Policy responses to changes in population age structure will need to include a 
wide range of sectors, such as education, housing, and fi nance. Making such policy 
responses effective will require not only the commitment of the South Korean gov-
ernment, but also the cooperation of the private sector and current and future gen-
erations of the Korean people.     
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Chapter 7
Variation in U.S. Fertility: Low and Not 
so Low, but Not Lowest-Low

S. Philip Morgan

In a discussion of low fertility and population aging, the United States stands out 
with a level of fertility hovering around the replacement level (substantially higher 
than that of most economically advanced countries) and a corresponding, modest 
pace of aging. As a result, government policy is not directed toward increasing or 
decreasing overall levels of fertility (United Nations 2011). Thus to contribute to a 
discussion of below-replacement fertility, the most relevant questions are: What 
accounts for the relatively robust U.S. fertility rate? And how does the U.S. experi-
ence contribute to our understanding of the determinants of low and very low fertil-
ity in other contexts?

We address these questions by describing fertility levels and variation in the 
United States. For some groups, fertility is quite low, well below replacement. Other 
groups have fertility well above the replacement level. In order to understand this 
variation, we begin by introducing two compatible theoretical frameworks. The first 
posits a set of intermediate variables: the level of desired/intended fertility and fac-
tors that constrain (e.g., sub- or infecundity) or augment (e.g., unwanted fertility) 
fertility relative to these intentions. These “intermediate” variables (that character-
ize a “fertility regime”) are anchored in culture and social structure, and we also 
offer a conceptualization of these more distal causes. Both frameworks aid discus-
sions of low fertility in the United States and, I argue, are useful for thinking about 
low fertility and policy options in all contexts.
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 Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks

The usefulness of intermediate-variable frameworks for the study of fertility is 
unquestioned. Bongaarts and Potter’s (1983) and Bongaarts’ (1978) proximate- 
determinant frameworks proved valuable for conceptualizing and empirically 
decomposing the causes of high fertility and the fertility transition.1 Once fertility 
falls to moderate or low levels, however, the Bongaarts/Potter model is much less 
useful. The reason is that in low-fertility contexts the fundamentally important 
proximate determinants are always contraception and abortion. This makes other 
aspects of the Bongaarts/Potter model (such as the biological maximum fertility 
level and length of breastfeeding) largely irrelevant. Thus, in economically devel-
oped contexts, low fertility is the result of persons’ desires to have small families 
and the use of contraception and abortion.

Bongaarts (2001) proposed an alternative model that we have found very useful 
for studying low fertility and its variations. This model has two broad components: 
(1) the desired family size characterizing a population; and (2) the factors that either 
enhance or reduce aggregate fertility relative to these fertility preferences. As 
described by Bongaarts (2001, see Figure 4 and discussion), this model could be 
useful at early stages of the fertility transition. He points out that early in the fertility 
transition, fertility often exceeds desired family size. On the other hand, once fertil-
ity falls to low levels, the opposite is often the case—desired levels of childbearing 
exceed the levels observed. We explore this later case. Once the fertility transition 
is well underway, individuals are explicitly strategizing about appropriate family 
size, and birth control is widespread. Specifically, this model has proven useful as a 
conceptual model (for instance, many articles have focused on single components 
of this model—the effects of tempo, desired family size, or unwanted fertility) and 
occasionally as a general framework for studying low fertility (see Morgan et al. 
2009; Morgan and Rackin 2010; Dharmalingam et al. 2014).

As noted above, the low-fertility model has at its core the incongruence between 
population-level stated preferences and actual observed fertility (Bongaarts 2001; 
Morgan and Taylor 2006). The framework can be represented as in Eq. (7.1):

 
TFR DFS F F F F F FU R SP T I C= ( ) ( )* * * * * *

 
(7.1)

Aggregate period fertility, the total fertility rate (TFR), equals women’s desired 
family size (DFS) increased or decreased by factors and circumstances that are not 
or cannot be incorporated when women report their childbearing desires. If all 
women realized their DFS (and if tempo distortions were eliminated; see Bongaarts 
and Feeney 1998), then period fertility would equal DFS. The factors that increase 
fertility relative to desires are: unwanted fertility (FU), replacement of child deaths 
(FR), and gender preference (FSP), which in the case of the United States is a prefer-
ence for a son and a daughter. The effects of these factors in Eq. (7.1) would be 

1 Bongaarts and Potter (1983) build on the classic Davis and Blake (1956) framework.
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greater than 1.0, and thus they increase fertility relative to desires (Hagewen and 
Morgan 2005; Dharmalingam et al. 2014). The factors that decrease fertility relative 
to desires are the tempo effect of fertility postponement to later years/ages (FT), sub- 
or infecundity (FI), and desires/intentions that compete with the desire for children 
(FC) (Bongaarts 2001). These factors would be expected to have values of less than 
1.0 in Eq. (7.1), and thus they decrease fertility compared with intentions. In the 
United States, aggregate intentions approximate the TFR, and both are near replace-
ment. This is because factors that increase and decrease fertility relative to inten-
tions are largely offsetting, not because most women individually realize their 
desired family size (Morgan and Rackin 2010). In most developed countries, inten-
tions approximate replacement, but actual fertility falls far short of the replacement 
level (Bongaarts 2001; Hagewen and Morgan 2005). This is true because factors 
reducing fertility relative to intentions are stronger than factors that raise fertility.

Equation (7.1) can be used to capture the “fertility regime” in a particular popu-
lation (see Morgan 2003; Morgan and Hagewen 2005; Dharmalingam et al. 2014). 
On the left, the TFR captures the level of actual fertility and, on the right are inter-
mediate variables that produce this level. The fertility regime for the United States 
as a whole is estimated in Morgan and Hagewen (2005): Replacement-level fertility 
is produced by preferences for small family sizes with a general reluctance to be 
childless or to have only one child. These preferences, modestly above the replace-
ment level, are augmented by: (1) high levels of unplanned pregnancies and 
unwanted births (i.e., they increase the TFR by 10–15 %); and (2) very modest 
effects of additional births to balance the gender composition of offspring (having 
an additional child to have a daughter or son increases fertility by about 2 %).

Opposing forces reduce fertility relative to intentions. To explain, the timing of 
childbearing is relatively young (compared with the situation in many European 
countries), but it has been increasing steadily for more than three decades. This 
fertility postponement has lowered the TFR by about 10 % over the period that age 
at childbearing was increasing. Later ages at childbearing lead to “fertility fore-
gone” because of sub- and infecundity (reduces the TFR by 2–4 %) and because of 
competition between fertility and other valued activities that becomes more intense 
or more visible as persons age. This second factor (competition) is difficult to  
estimate, but the “residual” produced by assuming that this factor equals 1.0  
(no effect) implies an effect on the order of a 10–15 % reduction in the TFR over the 
past few decades. The fertility regime based on this pattern of intermediate factors 
has been in place for more than four decades.2 There is no reason to believe that it is 
not sustainable in the future.3 Of course, this is not to say that it will be sustained.

2 If one combines the estimated effects of the factors FU, FR, FSP and FT, FI, FC, then their cumulative 
effect is approximately 10 %—TFR/DFS = .90. This is what one observes in the NLSY-79 data. 
Young women intend an average of approximately 2.2 children but have only 2.0.
3 An exception is FT. Logically, the postponement of fertility cannot be maintained forever. Over 
the past few decades, however, ages at first and second birth have increased by only about 0.1 year, 
and this increase could easily be maintained for several more decades. Other parameters are often 
expected to change. FU, the level of unwanted births, is often assumed to be anachronistic in a 
context of wide availability of effective contraceptives. This parameter is largely unchanged over 

7 Variation in U.S. Fertility: Low and Not so Low, but Not Lowest-Low



128

The weakness of intermediate-variable explanations is that they beg questions 
about the more fundamental causes of fertility: Why are fertility intentions clustered 
at two children per woman? Why have they remained stable? Why is unwanted 
fertility so high in the United States, and why has it not declined? What causes fer-
tility postponement? Answers to these questions require consideration of more dis-
tal/fundamental causes. Asking these questions takes us to the aggregate level and 
focuses attention on social structure: Are there regularities at this level? Can we 
identify the mechanisms that produce them? In looking for explanations of aggre-
gate differences, we are not denying micro-level variation or decision making. 
Rather, we view macro-level dynamics as a product of the interaction of micro- and 
macro-level processes (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2011). We assert, however, that major 
influences on aggregate fertility levels/differences should be conceptualized and 
operationalized at the aggregate level. Thus, emphasis moves away from individual 
decisions to the structures in the world that motivate and constrain behavior 
(Bachrach and Morgan 2013).

Relying on a Theory of Constructural Action (TCA, see Johnson-Hanks et al. 
2011), we define social structures as durable forms of organization, patterns of 
behavior, or systems of social relations (Greenhalgh 1990; see also, e.g., McNicoll 
1980). The fertility regime, its fertility level, and a set of intermediate variables 
make up one such social structure. Social structures are dual in nature (Sewell 1992, 
2005; Johnson-Hanks et al. 2011). They emerge from the interplay of observable 
material structures (e.g., objects, speech, observable behaviors, and built environ-
ments) and the schematic meanings that material forms instantiate (e.g., values, 
beliefs, norms, scripts, and ways of categorizing). Thus, low-fertility regimes are 
produced by schemas that legitimate small families as “good” and fertility control 
as “appropriate for responsible parents,” as well as material aspects of the environ-
ment that make small families advantageous, such as the expense of childcare for 
working mothers and the “second shift” of housework and childcare that women 
often disproportionally assume (see Johnson-Hanks et al. 2011, Chapter 4). While 
the aggregate measurement of DFS operationalized above is the mean of individual 
responses, the concept we seek to measure is the DFS that is “in the world.” What 
family size is judged as most desirable and appropriate in a particular population?

Aggregate family-size desires are strongly correlated with observed fertility in 
many contexts (Bongaarts 1992; Morgan 2001). I am interested in identifying fac-
tors that can account for observed differences between the mean desired family size 
and observed fertility and in locating the more distal causes of these differences. For 
instance, in the United States there is a well-documented preference for couples to 
have both a son and a daughter. Couples without this balance are more likely to have 
an additional child (Pollard and Morgan 2002). These regularities reflect the impor-
tance of the institution of gender and the different roles expected of sons/daughters 
(or boys/girls). In situations where the sex of children cannot be controlled, this 

the past three decades, however, indicating that it is not driven by the availability of contraception 
but rather by effective contraception use and the acceptability of abortion should it fail. See discus-
sion in Technical Panel on Assumptions and Methods (2011).
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preference leads some persons to revise their fertility desires upward based on their 
fertility history and to have more children than previously intended.4 More gener-
ally, all of the intermediate variables, such as the gender composition of current 
children, are anchored in aspects of the social structure (in its virtual/schematic and/
or material components).

Social structure influences behaviors “one at a time” as persons live their lives. 
Situations (or conjunctures) require action, and this action may include active deci-
sion making. Variation in behavior among individuals and across groups reflects not 
only variation in structure (schemas and materials) but also variation in the social 
ecology (both experienced and observed). Different social niches (e.g., those with 
more or less poverty and insecurity) make some conjunctures much more likely 
than others. Social policy should be designed to influence actions in particular situ-
ations (or conjunctures).

 U.S. Fertility Variation

How useful are these layered frameworks for understanding variation across and 
within populations? The more useful they are for understanding observed variation, 
the more confident we can be in using them to pose counterfactuals linked to policy 
interventions or to make predictions about the fertility regimes of the future. In 
other papers, we have examined cross-country variation (Morgan 2003; Morgan 
et al. 2009) and within-country variation elsewhere (Dharmalingam et al. 2014 on 
fertility variation in India). Here we examine the substantial fertility variation within 
the United States using the intermediate variables and TCA frameworks. Fertility 
regimes vary considerably across subsets of the U.S. population, and we trace this 
variation to their more distal determinants.

 Regional Fertility Variation

U.S. regional fertility variation is substantial. Vital registration data for 2011 show 
TFRs for U.S. states as low as 1.6 (Massachusetts, Maine, Rhode Island, Vermont) 
and as high as 2.3 (Alaska, South Dakota) and 2.4 (Utah). Given an aggregate TFR 
of 2.0, variation on the order of 0.5–0.7 is substantial (0.7/2.0 = 35 %).

Lesthaeghe and Neidert (2006, 2009) examine this contemporary U.S. regional 
(state) variation and link it to voting/political partisanship. Specifically, they use 
state-level data (N = 50) and show a correlation of 0.78 between the percent voting 

4 Pollard and Morgan (2002) argue that this preference for a balanced gender composition has 
declined in recent decades. A recent paper by Tian and Morgan (2014) extends the time series of 
estimates and provides further support for the declining significance of gender-balance preference 
in the United States.
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for George Bush (versus Kerry) in the 2004 presidential election and the TFR for 
white non-Hispanics (Lesthaeghe and Neidert 2006, Figure 8). This is one of the 
most interesting findings about U.S. fertility in the past few decades, although we 
will take issue with aspects of the authors’ interpretation. Specifically, Lesthaeghe 
and Neidert (2006, pp. 695, 696) argue that the United States provides a “textbook 
example” of the second demographic transition. They say it is “abundantly clear 
that the United States is a heterogeneous country, with even more variation within 
its borders than within the EU-25” (p. 671). Further, they document a clear “family/
fertility regime” referred to as “the second demographic transition” (including low 
fertility, fertility and marriage postponement, and substantial nonmarital childbear-
ing) that characterizes some states (and counties) and not others.

Lesthaeghe and van de Kaa, who coined and developed the concept of the second 
demographic transition (van de Kaa 2001), see the driving force of the transition as 
“postmodernist” values of self-expression, self-fulfilment, and self-actualization. 
The term “transition” implies that there is a secular change in the direction of these 
values and that demographic change reflects/responds to this change. In short, post-
modernist values and a package of family/fertility behaviors are the future. In both 
Europe and the United States, they predict that there will be populations that are 
leaders and laggards. But the end result (with an undefined time line) will be 
the same. In terms of the structural theory we propose, these postmodernist values 
are incorporated into schemas (frames) that are certainly visible in contemporary 
society. We think that Lesthaeghe and Neidert have fallen victim to “reading history 
sideways” (see Thornton 2001, 2005), however, and the oft-made mistake of 
thinking that the most socioeconomically advanced populations reveal the future of 
less- developed ones.

We do not deny the visibility of postmodern values in the United States—as 
noted above they are components of many contemporary schemas. But a key part of 
our TCA theory is that schemas are “multiple” and can be used selectively in differ-
ent situations. Of course, schemas are not selected randomly. A person’s identity 
provides consistency to the schemas that he or she employs. Regional and political 
identities are intertwined in the United States, captured by the terminology of “Red 
States” and “Blue States” (signalling, respectively, a conservative versus liberal 
social and political orientation). Note Lesthaeghe and Neidert’s attempt to project 
the second demographic transition onto the United States:

Yes, there is an “American exceptionalism” among a non-negligible section of the popula-
tion. That section is mainly located in the Midwest, the Great Plains, and the South. It is on 
average much more rural than metropolitan, less well educated, adheres more to Evangelical 
Christianity or Mormonism…. No, there is little or no “American exceptionalism” in the 
remainder of the United States (Lesthaeghe and Neidert 2006, p. 694).

The characterization of the Midwest, the Great Plains, and the South in terms of 
lower development and less secularization makes them sound as if they are simply 
laggards in the long slog toward postmodernism and lowest-low fertility. But in 
their article’s concluding paragraphs, Lesthaeghe and Neidert (2006, p. 694) give 
some ground and propose an “American bipolarity” (as opposed to an American 
exceptionalism), saying:
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What makes the United States particularly interesting in the overall Western context is that 
the conservative and religious right is openly and vocally trying to fight back (e.g., with 
amendments seeking to ban same-sex marriage, closure of abortion clinics). This has not 
happened in Europe, Canada, or Australia.

Lesthaeghe believes that this “fighting back” is a rear-guard, last gasp. We are 
much less convinced of the invincibility of postmodern ideology. In our TCA frame, 
this fighting back reflects different schemas and identities and the structures that 
support them. These elements of structure have shown substantial vitality on a 
decadal time scale. The link that Lesthaeghe and Neidert make between U.S. poli-
tics and fertility is very interesting. But note that few persons in the U.S. see the 
Red/Blue divide as a thing of the past. If the partisan ideology has staying power 
and is linked to fertility differentials, why would one expect the fertility differentials 
to wane?

The Lesthaeghe and Neidert (2006, 2009) work does not provide full details of 
the regional regime/intermediate variables. We expect that the higher fertility in the 
Red (versus Blue) States is a combination of factors: higher intended fertility, higher 
unwanted fertility, less fertility postponement, and less “competition” (in terms of 
revising fertility intentions downward in the face of nonfamilial opportunities). 
Lesthaeghe and Neidert provide evidence of less postponement in Red (versus Blue) 
States but are silent on the remaining intervening variables.

 Religious Fertility Variation

Hayford and Morgan (2008, Table 2) show that contemporary U.S. fertility varia-
tion is primarily traced to religiosity, not to a particular religion or denomination. A 
simple question asked in the 2002 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) cap-
tures substantial fertility variation: How important is religion in your life? Responses 
are very important, somewhat important, or not important. The TFRs estimated for 
those giving these responses (in the 5 years prior to the 2002 survey) were 2.3, 2.1, 
and 1.8, respectively. A similar religiosity gradient in fertility is observed in a num-
ber of European countries (see Frejka and Westoff 2008). Hayford and Morgan use 
the low-fertility intermediate-variable framework proposed above to examine the 
religiosity gradient in U.S. fertility. They find clear evidence that fertility intentions 
are higher for the more religious but find little difference in the other intermediate 
variables (including unwanted fertility and fertility postponement).5 To explore 
more distal causes, Hayford and Morgan turn to NSFG items that measure respon-
dent’s attitudes toward various aspects of family formation and sexuality. NSFG 
attitude variables are included in their analyses by constructing an additive index 
representing traditional family ideology. They show that the higher fertility inten-
tions of the more religious disappear if one controls for traditional family ideology. 

5 Frejka and Westoff (2008) do not explore the proximate causes of the European religious 
gradient.
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Thus the authors identify both the key intermediate variable (higher intentions) 
and its origin in more distal social structure (the schemas and materials of religious 
and family life). As Hayford and Morgan (2008, p. 1180) say, religion, family values, 
and politics have been conjoined by the “culture wars” of the past few decades. This 
association can be seen in aggregate voting and demographic behavior and in the 
identity of individuals.

In sum, religiosity (measured at the individual level) shows a differential fertility 
pattern similar to the aggregate, state-level variation that was discussed above. To a 
large extent, being conservative in the contemporary United States means being 
religious. And being conservative and religious means supporting family values that 
place importance on children and parenthood. Thus individuals are “Red” or “Blue” 
and tend to reside in communities (and states) that include similar-minded persons. 
This partisan “color” is amplified and reified by material symbols in places more 
deeply “Red” or “Blue.”

 Educational Fertility Differences

Morgan and Rackin (2010) use data from the 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth (NLSY-79) that follows women (and men) throughout the childbearing years. 
Results discussed here compare intended parity6 at age 22–24 with completed parity 
at age 40–44 (in 2006, see Morgan and Rackin 2010, Table 4). Those with less than 
a high-school education at age 22–24 have a mean completed fertility (by age 40) of 
2.55, compared with only 1.67 for those with a college education. Thus, there is a 
clear negative fertility gradient with more education at age 22–24 (i.e., more school-
ing associated with lower completed fertility). But this difference is not due primar-
ily to different levels of fertility intentions at ages 22–24. Rather, the more educated 
“miss their fertility target” on the low side—by an average of more than one-half  
a birth (−.54). In contrast, the least educated exceed their fertility target slightly  
(by .09 births). Taking another contrast, the intended parity of high school and  
college graduates (at ages 22–24) is estimated to be exactly the same (2.2 children 
per woman). But the former have completed fertility of 2.05 compared with 1.67 for 
the latter.

Educational attainment can be thought of as a proxy for the types of jobs avail-
able to young women and men and the corresponding workplace environments that 
they will occupy during their childbearing years. These workplace demands and 
norms shape both fertility intentions and fertility decisions over time and thus influ-
ence whether an individual will achieve her/his fertility intentions. Postponement of 
fertility is a common strategy used by highly educated women to deal with long and 
demanding work schedules and a normative environment that does not tend to be 
supportive of childbearing. Once Morgan and Rackin include variables that measure 
postponement—childlessness and marital status, both at age 24—the effects of 

6 Intended parity is the sum of children one has and the number of additional children intended.
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 education are sharply attenuated. Thus much of the educational effect on under-
achieving fertility intentions is explained by the continued postponement of mar-
riage and fertility; many of these postponed births become fertility forgone.

In sharp contrast, more-educated men and men currently enrolled in school at 
age 24 are not more likely to under-achieve their fertility intentions compared with 
less-educated men. Once postponement is taken into account, highly educated men 
(compared with the least educated) are actually less likely to under-achieve their 
fertility intentions. To be specific, college-educated men are only one-half (a factor 
of .50) as likely to underachieve their fertility intentions compared with men with 
the least education. Morgan and Rackin attribute these different effects to the 
gender- based division of labor with respect to children. Men can combine enrol-
ment in higher education or demanding careers with having children because they 
bear less of the responsibilities and time demands of childcare. Of course, the gen-
der structures producing these differences are not immutable, and more recent 
cohorts may confront a situation with less different constraints for men and 
women.7

The Morgan and Rackin paper shows the importance of postponement as a strat-
egy for dealing with the competition (FC) that arises between valued roles and 
opportunities. Again a “demographic regime” anchored in distal structural determi-
nants (conceptualized as in the TCA) provides a useful framework for explaining 
the educational gradient in fertility.

 Race-Ethnic Fertility Differences

A common claim is that the higher fertility of U.S. racial/ethnic minorities explains 
the robust fertility rate of the nation as a whole. The historically higher fertility of 
African Americans is now a modest difference. For cohorts recently completing 
childbearing (using estimates from Morgan and Rackin 2010, as discussed above), 
white women had 1.93 children on average and African Americans had 2.18. African 
Americans have a much earlier pattern of childbearing and are both more likely to 
have fewer and more children than intended (versus the exact number) compared 
with whites. Using 2011 vital registration period estimates (see Martin et al. 2013b), 
the rates for all whites and African Americans are 1.91 and 1.92, respectively. If we 
focus on non-Hispanic whites and African Americans, the TFRs are 1.77 and 1.92. 
This difference of 8 % (1.77/1.92 = 1.08) could be largely accounted for by differing 
levels of unwanted fertility (FU).8

7 Alternatively, the experience of the cohorts in the NLSY 1979 (the birth cohorts born in the 
1955–1964 decade) may have become calcified, a stalled gender revolution (England 2010).
8 Mosher et al. (2012, Table 1) show the percentage of unwanted births among non-Hispanic whites 
and African Americans as 6.4 % and 11.7 %, respectively, a difference of 5.3 %. African American 
fertility is 8 % higher than that of whites. Thus, unwanted fertility can account for 66 % of the 
higher African American TFR.
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The Hispanic TFR was estimated at 2.24 in 2011, but was as high as 2.86 in 
2006.9 The Mexican-origin population’s TFR was 2.14 in 2011, but was as high as 
3.00 in 2006. Both these higher rates and their dramatic decline can be explained by 
immigration and the timing of fertility vis-à-vis migration (see Parrado 2011; 
Parrado and Morgan 2008). Immigrants tend to be young adults; they partner and 
have children soon after arrival in the United States. This makes their fertility appear 
to be quite high when measured on a period basis. The lifetime fertility of most 
immigrant groups is unlikely to be much above replacement, however. The recent 
dramatic decline in Hispanic (and especially Mexican) fertility is due to the sharp 
decline in immigration resulting from the Great Recession. This decline in immi-
gration dramatically and swiftly changed the proportion of recent migrants in the 
United States (i.e., those in the United States 0–5 years who have much higher fer-
tility than longer-term residents).

Vital registration data (see Martin et al. 2013a) show that the Asian and Pacific 
Islander population had a 2012 TFR of 1.8 (little different from the 2012 estimate 
for whites and African Americans at 1.9). Some Asian American groups (Japanese 
and Chinese, for instance) have fertility that is substantially below replacement lev-
els. Using data from the American Community Survey, Yong Cai estimates that 
ethnic Chinese and Japanese TFRs in the 2008–12 period were 1.5 and 1.6, respec-
tively.10 There is little work on ethnic Asian fertility in the United States, but these 
low levels resemble patterns in China and Japan. Preference for sons may place 
some upward pressure on Chinese fertility (FSP), but the counterforces are obviously 
strong. We suspect that levels of fertility postponement (FT) are dramatic and that 
some postponed births are foregone to invest in existing children (FC). Levels of 
unwanted fertility (FU) are very low. These proximate variables, in turn, are anchored 
in a greater “rationality,” or degree of planning (compared with U.S. whites), 
characterizing a highly rational cultural logic that determines family size in these 
populations (for Chinese diaspora populations see Greenhalgh 1988). This cultural 
logic includes less stigma toward abortion.

 Discussion

When we introduced the (low-fertility) intermediate-variable framework above, 
we identified the parameters (the fertility regime) that lead to replacement-level 
fertility in the United States. In our discussion of fertility differentials, we identi-
fied the most likely intermediate variables responsible for variation. Table 7.1 
summarizes our claims about variation. For instance, variation by state is caused 
by different levels of desired fertility (DFS) that are altered by differential levels of 
unwanted fertility (FU) and postponement/competition (FT and FC). In contrast, 

9 To illustrate the diversity within the Hispanic population, Cuban Hispanics’ 2011 TFR was only 
1.43, while that for “other Hispanics” was 2.87.
10 Personal correspondence, 13 Jan 2014.
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education differentials can be accounted for by variation in postponement/competition 
(FT and FC) alone.

Identifying the demographic regime and its variations is only the first step. 
Documenting the difference in, for instance, unwanted fertility begs the question  
of why these levels of unwanted fertility vary. Answering this question requires 
attention to fundamental/distal causes embedded in social structure. In our (TCA) 
conceptualization of social structure, we look to key conjunctures, the situations 
where actions occur. What are the materials available to realize action or to suggest 
it? What is the nature of the available schemas? We will provide two examples of 
the kind of analysis we propose.

 Unplanned Pregnancies

The first conjuncture is an unplanned pregnancy. Unplanned pregnancy is common 
in the United States. Roughly 50 % of pregnancies are unintended, as are 37 % of 
all births (Mosher et al. 2012). Ten to fifteen percent of all births are unwanted 
births (FU), with little evidence of secular change in the past few decades (Mosher 
et al. 2012).

Unintended pregnancy is a classic conjuncture: It is a situation that must be 
resolved. The schemas for construing the situation are well known by all in the 
United States and are highly politicized—they are “in the world.” There is a pro- 
choice schema that stresses the importance of planned pregnancies. One should be 
ready, economically and emotionally, to have children. This schema accepts post-
ponement of childbearing as a way to meet these goals. This pro-choice schema 
legitimates the option of ending an unplanned pregnancy. An opposing anti- abortion 
schema views life as beginning at conception and views abortion as morally prob-
lematic. Further, this schema valorizes the choices of those who “do the right thing” 

Table 7.1 Intermediate variables responsible for fertility variation in the United States

Variation by:

Desired 
family 
size 
(DFS)

Level of 
unwanted 
fertility 
(FU)

Effect of 
sex 
preference 
(FSP)

Effect of 
fertility 
postponement 
(FT)

Effect of 
competition with 
other desires/
intentions (FC)a

State X X X X
Religiosity X
Education X X
Race/ethnicity
  Black/white X
  Hispanic/

non-hispanic
X

  Asian/white X X X X
aEffect of competition with other desires/intentions that reduces fertility intentions over the life 
course
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and have the child. This schema holds that such choices produce maturity and that 
being a parent provides stability and order to otherwise chaotic lives.

How one construes a woman’s situation (the schema she uses to motivate/justify 
her decision) may be contested. It is influenced by significant others (including 
parents, friends, and romantic partners) and by the availability of materials (including 
abortion services and information) that make enacting one decision easier/more 
difficult than another. Edin and Kefalas (2005) describe U.S. women living in pov-
erty for whom many of the role models embody the anti-abortion schema. Many of 
the stories told in these environments suggest that having children early (even if 
unintended) does not ruin lives; rather, these children bring order, meaning, and 
stability. Mothers, even the economically disadvantaged, can provide children what 
they most need—love and support. Such mothers say that they make “promises I 
can keep” to “be there” for their children. This pro-life schema is not embraced only 
by the poor. The Republican Vice-Presidential candidate in 2008, Sarah Palin’s 
daughter’s much-discussed pregnancy and her decision to have the child received 
widespread media attention in 2007. Conservative political views and many religious 
leaders valorized her and her family’s choice (see Morgan 2011, pp. 61–63).

Of course, there are many abortions in the United States as well. Edin and 
Kefalas’s sample consists of young mothers living in poverty. Abortion is common 
even within these communities, and presumably those choosing not to have children 
at young ages would justify their decision using the opposing schema. In other com-
munities—among the wealthier and better-educated segments of the population—
early and unintended childbearing is less common. In these settings, abortions are 
justified in terms of allowing persons to fulfill their goals and dreams and/or to 
advantage existing children or potential future ones.

The contrasting responses to unwanted pregnancy in the United States explain 
the high level of unplanned/unwanted births. Variation in the construal of this con-
juncture across physical and social space explains variation in this intermediate 
variable across these same dimensions. Contrasts with East Asia seem noteworthy. 
The anti-abortion schemas are not legitimated there, and the dominant concern is 
with not diluting the resources that would allow existing children to thrive. This 
conjuncture would be consistently construed in favor of abortion in East Asia. 
Unwanted fertility is rare in East Asia compared with the United States – so rare  
that measurement of the phenomena is frequently not even attempted.

 Second Births

Since births are inherently sequential, persons can make decisions to have or not 
have an additional birth.11 A second key conjuncture is the decision/intent to have a 
second birth. The schemas that are “in the world” and thus accessible to women are 
many. Having a second child is often justified/rationalized as providing a sibling for 

11 The obvious exception is the relatively rare case of multiple births.
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the first born. Having a sibling is argued to be advantageous in terms of the first 
child’s development and providing an important relative throughout life. Some par-
ents are also concerned that having a single child puts them at risk of having no 
children given the small chance that something happens to the first born. Finally, 
with one child already born, the “marginal cost” of a second is reduced in several 
ways: Some toys/clothes are already purchased; the parents already have experience 
with children, etc. Alternative schemas in the United States (reasons to stop at one 
child) are less visible than in East Asia. Having a difficult or disabled child is a pos-
sible reason and implies that the investment in the first child (because of the unusual 
circumstances) limits the couples’ ability to invest in a second. Other reasons 
include union dissolution, again a factor that limits resources (such that a second 
child would threaten the ability to care for the first).

The progression to second birth is high in the United States across time and 
social space; one-child families are relatively rare. Again the contrast with East Asia 
is informative. There, concerns about the cost of education and the competitive 
nature of admission to the best schools legitimate rationales that postpone or forego 
the second child in order to advantage the first born. In the East Asian context, good 
parents are expected to provide “intensive parenting,” including cram courses after 
school in English and math. These courses matter for admission to the best schools 
and colleges. In turn, graduation from the best colleges provides the greatest access 
to the most secure and best-paying jobs. Tan et al. (2014) describe this intense com-
petition as a dysfunctional “arms race” that encourages ever greater investments in 
existing children.

 U.S. Policies

As noted at the outset, U.S. fertility has approximated the replacement level for four 
decades. The U.S. government sees the current fertility rate as adequate and has no 
policies aimed at changing the aggregate rate (United Nations 2011). Policymakers 
are concerned about the high level of adolescent childbearing, however, and about 
the large proportion of births that are unintended or unwanted (compared with the 
situation in many other highly developed countries). Healthy People 202012 set a 
goal of increasing the use of highly effective contraceptives, and the United States 
has policies aimed at reducing unintended and unwanted childbearing, especially 
among the young and the unmarried where unintended childbearing is greatest. 
Federally supported abstinence-only education programs have grown rapidly since 
2008. The recent decline in U.S. adolescent pregnancy rates follows the patterns 
observed in other developed countries, however—improved contraceptive use, not 
increasing abstinence, has been the primary determinant of declining rates (Santelli 
et al. 2007). Much evidence indicates that government funding for family planning 

12 See http://www.healthypeople.gov/2020/topicsobjectives2020/overview.aspx?topicid=13
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services reduces unintended pregnancies among the poor and near poor (Cleland 
et al. 2011).

There is also a large set of policies that likely have inadvertent effects on fertility. 
Some of these policies are aimed at poor children and families. Moffitt (2014) 
argues that changes in these policies in the past two decades have favored the work-
ing poor and near poor,13 as opposed to those most disadvantaged. These families, 
as the result of having some earned income, likely get the full benefit of programs 
such as the annual child tax credit (at $1,000 per child) and a substantial credit 
through the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC, a maximum annual tax credit of 
$3,305 or $5,460 for one or two qualifying children, respectively). Married couples 
(with two children) making over $50,000 do not qualify for any payments from the 
large EITC program,14 and the $1,000 child tax credit is phased out as income for a 
married couple moves above $100,000.15 These policies are aimed at poverty reduc-
tion and assisting the middle class, but there is evidence that they have some pro- 
natalist impact (Whittington 1992).

Other policies are no doubt relevant, although their connection to fertility is less 
direct. For instance, monetary policies aimed at making homes more affordable 
through government-backed mortgages may contribute to family formation at ear-
lier ages. On the other hand, macro-economic policies that lead to a globalized work 
force and globalized production reduce job and income security for much of the 
U.S. working and middle class. This insecurity likely postpones family formation.

In short, the tapestry of public policy likely has pervasive inadvertent effects on 
U.S. family formation. Unraveling these effects is a very difficult task. The more 
valuable lessons from policy interventions are more likely to come from intentional 
interventions in low-fertility countries (see McDonald 2006).

 Conclusion

According to Lesthaeghe and Neidert (2006), the United States has more internal 
fertility variation than the EU-25. We have examined this variation and identified 
important intermediate variables that are responsible. These intermediate variables 
are anchored in a social structure that makes them sustainable. Thus, very low fertil-
ity is a possibility in the United States, but the more likely scenario is fertility 
slightly to modestly below replacement level. The U.S. case does not provide strong 
or clear lessons for those with much lower fertility. The fertility regime in the United 

13 The U.S. poverty line in 2014 is an annual income of $24,000 for a family of four. The working 
poor and near poor would consist of families that earn approximately $10,000 to $45,000 a year 
for a family of four.
14 For limits to the EITC in 2014, see: http://www.irs.gov/Individuals/Preview-of-2012-EITC- 
Income-Limits,-Maximum-CreditDOUBLEHYPHENAmounts-and-Tax-Law-Updates
15 For limits to the child tax credit in 2014 see: http://www.irs.gov/uac/Ten-Facts-about- 
the-Child-Tax-Credit
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States does produce replacement-level fertility, but the intermediate variables 
involved are not sustained by explicit policy. Rather they are sustained by historical 
and cultural continuity. We do argue, however, that the approach to explaining fertil-
ity levels and variation in the United States is transportable. That is, a first step is to 
identify the “fertility regime”: What is it that needs to be explained? Which interme-
diate variables account for low fertility? The second step is to locate the origins of 
these intermediate variables in social structure and examine the conjunctures in 
which this structure is reproduced. The conjunctures described above, focusing on 
abortion and having a second child, provide examples.

Understanding the social structures that determine the intermediate variables 
(that, in turn, determine the level of fertility) requires imagining the conjunctures 
that individuals face. This includes consideration of the materials that suggest or 
enable courses of action and the “local logics” (the schemas available to actors). 
Effective policy must be designed to alter the way conjunctures are construed. 
Social scientists often see policy as altering the materials present in a conjuncture. 
But altering the ways people think about their options is also a plausible strategy. 
Considering policies that provide innovative ways of thinking about a situation 
(conjuncture) and providing resources that enable new choices can lead to new 
social structures, including those that produce replacement-level fertility.
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    Chapter 8   
 The Evolution of Population and Family 
Policy in Australia       

       Peter     McDonald    

            Population Growth, 1788–1945 

 Population growth was a prominent focus for policy debate from the beginning of 
the settlements in the new-world countries—the United States, Canada, and 
Australia. All saw themselves as creating a new society that would be superior to the 
fi rst world (Europe) from which they had come. Healthy population growth often 
was used as evidence of the success of the new societies. In the United States, these 
views were expressed by prominent people in the independence movement, such as 
Benjamin Franklin and John Adams, and the rapid growth of America’s population 
is said to have contributed to the onset of the revolution (Hoff  2012 , Ch. 1). In the 
nineteenth century, Malthusian theory was often debated in the United States with 
advocates on both sides of the debate. According to Hoff ( 2012 , Ch. 2), population 
again played a role in the Civil War. Throughout the nineteenth century, the United 
States population grew rapidly through largely unrestricted migration but also 
through high rates of fertility associated with early marriage. 

 As early as the 1830s, Britain and the colonies of Australia and Canada came to 
an agreement that the excess poor populations of Britain would be provided with 
assisted passages so as to boost labor supply in the colonies, while at the same time 
relieving poverty in Britain (Robinson  2002 ). 1  Since the 1830s, migration to 
Australia has always been policy driven, with the single exception of the spontane-
ous wave of migration in the 1850s, stimulated by the discovery of gold in Victoria. 2  

1   Many of the author’s ancestors arrived in Australia as poverty-stricken assisted-passage 
 immigrants between 1839 and 1854. 
2   Australia’s population trebled in the single decade, 1850–1860, as a result of the Victorian 
gold rush. 
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Labor demand has always been the most important determinant of migration to 
Australia, and successive governments have ramped up or curtailed immigration 
according to the perceived level of labor demand at the time. When the Australian 
federation was created in 1901, one of the fi rst acts of the new Parliament was to 
close the border to free movement as was done in the United States at the same time. 
This was not designed to limit population growth which, at the time, was seen to be 
unacceptably low. Instead, border closure was essentially a move to prevent Asian 
migration, in what became known as the White Australia Policy. In general, migra-
tion to Australia was low in the fi rst half of the twentieth century except for surges 
immediately before and after the First World War (Fig.  8.1 ).

   As in the United States, fertility in mid-nineteenth century Australia was very 
high, at around eight births per married woman who completed the childbearing 
years. Australia also participated fully in the decline in fertility that swept across the 
English-speaking countries in the latter part of the nineteenth century (Ruzicka and 
Caldwell  1977 ). This decline was expertly documented in an important early study 
by Timothy Coghlan ( 1903 ), who had been appointed in the mid-1880s as the 
Government Statistician of New South Wales. Coghlan was not a Malthusian and 
was a strong advocate of the theory that population growth was a refl ection of 
prosperity (Hicks  1981 ). Coghlan’s observations on the decline of fertility led to the 
establishment of the Royal Commission on the Decline of the Birth-Rate and on the 
Mortality of Infants in New South Wales, the fi rst major enquiry into falling birth 
rates held anywhere in the world. The Commissioners concluded that the decline 

-0.5

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

4.0

19
00

19
10

19
20

19
30

19
40

19
50

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
10

P
er

ce
nt

Natural increase Net migration

  Fig. 8.1    Percentage annual rate of population growth showing components due to natural increase 
and net international migration, Australia, 1900–2013 (For 1900–2008, Australian Bureau of 
Statistics  2008 ; for 2009–2013, Australian Bureau of Statistics  2013 )       

 

P. McDonald



145

was due to an outbreak of materialism (couples preferring to accumulate the good 
things of life rather than providing more children for the nation) and to the selfi sh-
ness of women wanting to avoid the “discomforts” of frequent pregnancies. There 
were also references to the recourse to immoral and illegal means of preventing 
births (viz. contraception). 

 Despite the call of the all-male commissioners for citizens to end these deviant 
behaviors and contribute to nation building, the birth rate continued to fall. By the 
early 1930s, with the country in deep depression, the Australian fertility rate had 
fallen to replacement level (Fig.  8.2 ). Throughout the 1930s and the years of the 
Second World War, net migration was close to zero. In the period 1930–1945, 
annual population growth averaged 0.85 %, the only sustained period in Australian 
history when the growth rate has been lower than 1 % per annum.

       Family Support Policy, 1907–1945 

 The genesis of family policy in Australia was the Basic Wage Case (the Harvester 
Judgment) in 1907, in which Justice Higgins established a basic wage that was suf-
fi cient for a man to support a wife and three dependent children at a modest but 
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adequate level. 3  Higgins had drawn his inspiration from the study of adequate wages 
conducted by Seebohm Rowntree in York, England in the late nineteenth century. 
Thereafter, wage negotiations and the various awards for different adult male work-
ers took the basic wage as their starting point. The basic wage applied to all adult 
males irrespective of their family circumstances on the assumption that all males 
were potentially husbands with a dependent wife and three children. Wages for 
women and for minors were set at much lower levels on the basis that they were not 
husbands supporting families—even if they were women with an unemployed hus-
band and three children. Thus, the origins of family policy were in the legal system 
and the industrial courts, not in the government. The basic wage continued as the 
foundation of wages policy in Australia until it was abolished in the early 1970s, 
when it was replaced by a system of equal pay for equal work. 

 With some memory of the 1903 Royal Commission in mind, but also with an 
emphasis on the costs of maternity, the Commonwealth Labour government intro-
duced a maternity allowance in 1912. The allowance was a lump-sum cash grant of 
fi ve pounds, payable to a mother on the birth of a child. This was equivalent to 
2 weeks’ wages for an unskilled worker at the time. It was payable to single mothers 
but not to indigenous mothers. 

 With a much greater emphasis on the wellbeing of families, the Labour 
Government of New South Wales introduced a range of policies in the late 1920s 
that were supportive of families with children. These included a cash payment made 
to the mother for each child, known as child endowment, abolition of fees for stu-
dents in government secondary schools, workers’ compensation for injury sustained 
at work, reduction of the standard working week from 48 to 40 h, and a pension for 
widows with children under the age of 15 years. A Commonwealth Royal 
Commission on Child Endowment was set up in 1927 but, at its conclusion in 1929, 
three out of the fi ve commissioners recommended that child endowment should not 
be introduced at the national level. 4  

 In 1935, the Commonwealth Minister for Health, William Morris Hughes, con-
cerned about the low level of fertility in Australia, made a speech in which he used 
a phrase that has reverberated in Australian population policy debate ever since. In 
the speech, he drew linkages between population and defense, saying that Australia 
must “populate or perish.” In campaigning against the falling birth rate, Hughes 
became known informally as “the minister for motherhood.” Partly in response, in 
1941, the Commonwealth Government, led by Prime Minister Robert Menzies, 
extended child endowment to all children in a family beyond the fi rst child and, as 
in New South Wales, the payment was made to the mother of the child. While under 
the Australian constitution children are the responsibility of the state governments, 
the transfer of the income-tax power to the federal government during World War 

3   Australia’s social-welfare system is based on a system of guaranteed “safety-net” payments made 
by the government from consolidated revenue rather than upon a social-insurance system. Its 
development is described in Castles and Mitchell ( 1993 ). 
4   In the minority, John Curtin, later war-time Prime Minister of Australia, supported the introduc-
tion of child endowment along with the only female commissioner, Mildred Muncio. 
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Two meant that control of the funding for cash transfers or tax allowances related to 
children shifted to the federal government, and it has remained with the federal 
government ever since.  

    Population Growth, 1946–2013 

 By the end of the Second World War, the “populate-or-perish” imperative had taken 
on increased force. A population projection made in 1947 indicated that, with zero 
net migration, Australia’s population would rise from 7.7 million in 1950 to only 
8 million by the year 2000 (Kippen and McDonald  2000 ). This was a frightening 
prospect for those concerned with post-war reconstruction. From that point, 
Australia embarked upon a post-war migration program that aimed to sustain the 
rate of net migration at 1 % of population per annum. When to the surprise of most 
contemporary demographers, the fertility rate began to rise on its way to creating 
the post-war baby boom (Fig.  8.2 ), an informal target population growth rate of 2 % 
per annum, 1 % from natural increase and 1 % from net migration, became the basis 
of the population policy underpinning reconstruction of Australia. While the 2 % 
target disappeared from policy rhetoric long ago, the reality in the 68 years from 
1946 to 2013 has not been far away from the early post-war target level. The average 
annual rate of population growth in Australia in that 68-year period has been 1.62 %, 
0.97 % from natural increase and 0.65 % from net migration. 

 Despite the high average rate of population growth across this time period, all 
three demographic parameters underwent signifi cant changes in trend or approach. 
The fi rst and most obvious was the movement from comparatively high fertility dur-
ing the baby-boom years to below replacement fertility (Fig.  8.2 ). 5  This change hap-
pened in the 1970s. The baby boom was driven to a large extent by a tempo effect 
resulting from increasingly early marriage and early childbearing (McDonald and 
Kippen  2011 ). Under the infl uence of higher education levels for women, higher 
female labor-force participation, and better access to reliable contraception, the pat-
tern of early childbearing reversed rapidly in the 1970s, with marriages and child-
bearing being substantially delayed. This trend produced a tempo effect on fertility 
in the opposite direction, with cross-sectional fertility being lower than the underly-
ing cohort fertility until about 2006. 

 By the early 2000s, the slow but persistent decline of fertility in the 1990s had 
created a concern that Australian fertility might continue to fall to the very low 
levels that were then evident in several European countries. Certain policy initia-
tives were undertaken, in part, to halt this decline, while at the same time supporting 
mothers to combine work and childbearing. Indeed, the total fertility rate rose after 
these policy initiatives were introduced in 2004, but McDonald and Kippen ( 2011 ) 
have demonstrated that this rise was due to the cessation of the tempo effect on 
fertility, that is, to the end of further delay of childbearing and the occurrence of 

5   Fertility reached a peak of 3.55 births per woman in 1961 and a trough of 1.73 in 2001. 
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births at older ages that had been previously delayed. Today, the cross-sectional rate 
is in accord with the underlying completed cohort fertility at around 1.9 births per 
woman. In the past 35 years, Australian fertility has fl uctuated in a relatively narrow 
band between a low of 1.73 births per woman in 2001 and a high of 1.96 in 2008. 
Policy interest in measures to support fertility has almost disappeared as a result of 
the recent relatively high fertility levels. 

 The second change of trend relates to mortality. As in other developed countries, 
the rate of improvement in Australian mortality levelled off during the 1960s, and 
there was a sense that further improvements in mortality would be small. However, 
since 1970, improvements in mortality rates, especially at older ages, have been 
substantial and continuous. Today, Australia has one of the highest expectations of 
life of any country. 

 The third major change was in the approaches to overseas migration. The many 
changes are described in detail in Markus et al. ( 2009 ). Following the Second World 
War, Australia accepted a very large number of displaced persons, especially from 
East and Central European countries. Then, from the 1950s, international migration 
to Australia was founded upon an assisted-passage scheme where migrants, particu-
larly migrants from the United Kingdom but also from many European countries 
and especially from Southern Europe, received highly subsidized passages to settle 
in Australia. This approach was brought to an end in 1982, and from that time 
onwards, travel to Australia for migration has been funded by the immigrants them-
selves. In the earlier period, it was necessary to provide incentives for people to 
move to Australia from other countries. However, from 1982 onwards, refl ecting 
Australia’s steadily increasing attractiveness as a destination country for migrants, 
it has not been necessary to provide subsidies. Also, in 1982, the Trans-Tasman 
Travel Agreement was signed with New Zealand, an agreement that enables free 
and open movement between the two countries. Today, some 15 % of all New 
Zealand citizens live in Australia. 

 The attractiveness of Australia as a migrant destination enabled Australia from 
the mid-1990s to select its new settlers on the basis of their ages and skills. Family 
migration has been restricted, so that its ratio to skilled migration is one to two. 
Today, most new settlers are skilled persons under the age of 40. Furthermore, most 
family migrants are the spouses/partners of Australian citizens and permanent 
residents, and this group also tends to be highly skilled (McDonald et al.  2013 ). 
The mid-1990s also ushered in a new approach that transformed the nature of settler 
migration to Australia in the 2000s. Migrants were permitted to enter Australia on a 
temporary basis and later to convert to permanent residence on-shore. Today, almost 
two-thirds of all new skilled permanent residents are already working in Australia 
when their permanent residence is granted. They are recruited from among tempo-
rary residents who entered Australia on long-stay business visas, international stu-
dent visas, or working holiday-maker visas. The system is designed to be responsive 
to labor demand. From 2006 onwards, net migration to Australia has been running 
at an average of 230,000 persons per annum, a numerical level that far exceeds any 
other period in Australian history.  
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    Family Policy, 1947–2003 

    Child Endowment, Tax Deductions, and Family Allowance 

 Robert Menzies, Prime Minister of Australia from 1949 to 1963, saw himself as a 
champion of government support for families with children. In the early 1950s, the 
Menzies Government extended the child-endowment payment to all children includ-
ing the fi rst child. Motivated by a strong belief in tax equity for families with chil-
dren, Menzies introduced generous tax deductions later in the 1950s for children 
and for certain child-related expenses such as education and health. As tax deduc-
tions, the benefi ts were largely in the hands of fathers. This was in harmony with the 
reassertion of the male-breadwinner ideology of the family in the 1950s, and 
Menzies was a great believer in this ideology. The Menzies tax deductions also 
included a deduction for a dependent spouse, again in accord with the male- 
breadwinner ideology. Because the benefi ts took the form of tax deductions in a 
progressive income-tax system, these measures valued children and wives in 
wealthier families at a higher absolute level than children and wives in poorer fami-
lies. As such, they violated the principle of vertical equity, which stipulates that the 
tax-transfer system should be used as an instrument to narrow differences in dispos-
able incomes across the community. Indeed, it was quite inconsistent to combine tax 
schedules that supported the principle of vertical equity with child- and spouse- 
related deductions that violated this principle. This anomalous situation continued 
until 1975 when, for 1 year, the tax deductions were converted to tax rebates. 

 Throughout this era, child endowment payments continued to be paid, but its 
value was allowed to languish. It had been “grandfathered,” rather than abolished, 
and was popularly regarded as “pin money” for mothers. In 1975, the year before 
they were abolished, child endowment payments had fallen to the grand amounts of 
50 cents per week for the fi rst child, $1 for the second, and $2 for the third and 
subsequent children. 6  The $3.50 per week for a three-child family contrasted poorly 
with the tax deductions provided for a dependent spouse and three children, which 
totaled $20 per week, leaving aside the deductions that were available for the educa-
tion and health costs of children (McDonald et al.  1989 ). 

 By the end of the 1960s, Australian family policy consisted of the basic wage, 
child endowment, and the Menzies tax deductions. These measures had been intro-
duced on top of each other with little consideration for their consistency, a “bolt-on” 
approach to policy that has characterized Australian family policy ever since. From 
the 1980s onwards, the bolt-ons continued but became progressively smaller and 
more complex, but this was after major reforms in the 1970s. By the end of the 
1960s, it was evident that the basic wage had lost its family-support origins and had 
become simply a wages policy for men. This made the injustice of the unequal 

6   All dollar amounts in this chapter are Australian dollars. From the time the Australian dollar was 
introduced in 1966, its value has fl uctuated widely against the United States (US) dollar, but in 
recent years, the Australian and US dollars have been close to parity. 
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wages of women for equal work with men particularly evident. In a case beginning 
in 1969 and ending in 1972, the Industrial Court declared the basic wage to be 
anachronistic and introduced equal pay for equal work. The Industrial Court was 
thus fi nally freed from its responsibility to consider the adequacy of family income, 
leaving it more open to shift its attention in subsequent years to the working condi-
tions of workers with family responsibilities. Around the same time, all restrictions 
upon the employment of married women (the hallmark of male-breadwinner policy) 
were removed. 

 A radical change to the family-support system was made by the conservative 
Coalition parties in 1976, when the tax deductions for children and child- endowment 
payments were abolished simultaneously and replaced with a universal per-child 
cash payment to the mother (or principal caregiver), called family allowance. The 
introduction of the family allowance was a strong endorsement of the principal of 
horizontal equity. The payment was made in equal measure to families irrespective 
of the level of family income. This meant that the family allowance was worth more 
to lower-income families than to higher-income families, and so it had a moderately 
positive effect upon vertical equity, unlike the tax deductions that it replaced. This 
was one of the few moments of clear-headed rationalization of family policy in 
Australian history. The inconsistencies and ineffi ciencies of the basic wage, child 
endowment, and tax deductions for children were swept away in one bold move. 

 To this point, the central theme for the formulation of family-support policy had 
been equity, both horizontal and vertical. The ending of bans on the employment of 
women, the introduction of equal pay, the demands of the feminist movement, the 
control over fertility provided by modern contraception, the increased emphasis on 
the education of women, and labor shortages—all these contributed to the emer-
gence of a new policy direction, the balancing of work and family responsibilities. 
There were small but promising beginnings in the 1970s with the introduction of 
operating subsidies for community-based childcare centers (1975), paid maternity 
leave in the public sector (1973), and 1 year of unpaid maternity leave for perma-
nent workers who had worked for an enterprise for at least 12 months (1979). The 
dependent-spouse rebate continued throughout this period of change in the 1970s 
but, in the 1980s, its role as a work disincentive for women in couple families was 
increasingly recognized. This gave rise to a new political battleground that has con-
tinued through the 1980s to the early 2000s, the battle between those who argued for 
family policies that enabled mothers to stay at home and those who argued for poli-
cies that supported the combination of women’s paid work with family responsibili-
ties. Before detailing the elements of this battle, we will discuss another debate that 
has continued from the 1980s onwards, that between vertical and horizontal equity.  

    Vertical and Horizontal Equity in Family Payments 

 After the introduction of the family allowance in 1976, there was a two-tiered child- 
payments system in Australia: the high child-related payments made to government-
income- support recipients and the lower family-allowance payments made to all 
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other parents. The payments made to government-income-support recipients were 
income tested when a person moved off income support. It was argued that the loss 
of this child supplement operated as a work disincentive for government-income 
recipients and, in 1982, a new, income-tested supplement for low-income working 
families with children was introduced, the Family Income Supplement (FIS). In 
1987, FIS was replaced by a more generous payment, the Family Allowance 
Supplement (FAS) that was also income tested but had the same rationale as FIS, to 
function as a work incentive for low-income people. 

 At the same time, the payment of the original (base rate) family allowance to 
high-income parents was questioned by the then Labour Government, and the pol-
icy decision was taken that the base level of family allowance should be removed 
from families above a specifi ed income level. At the time, this led to about 10 % of 
high-income families losing the base rate of family allowance. These changes trans-
formed the family allowance from a payment that was largely invariable as parental 
income changed to one that varied over a considerable range of incomes. In other 
words, what had been consolidated as a horizontal equity program in 1976 had 
become largely a vertical equity program by 1990. This trend was reinforced by the 
failure over most of the 1980s to index family-allowance payments to changes in 
prices or incomes. By 1989, family allowances had lost 43 % of their 1976 value in 
real terms. In contrast, between 1983 and 1989, the payments to low-income fami-
lies increased in real terms by 45 % for children less than 13 years of age and by 
86 % for children age 13–15 years (McDonald et al.  1989 ). The large relative shifts 
in the value of the payments to low-income families and the payments to middle- 
income families meant that the FAS, originally introduced as a work-incentive pay-
ment for low-income families, was converted into a strong work disincentive. 
Subsequently, FAS and family allowance (and their successor, Family Tax Benefi t 
Part A) and their thresholds have been indexed to changes in the Consumer Price 
Index but, because family incomes have risen faster than prices, the proportion of 
families who receive no child payments has increased from 10 % in 1989 to 25 % 
today, and this percentage continues to increase. Almost as a formalization of the 
demise of horizontal equity, FAS and family allowance are now combined into a 
single payment called Family Tax Benefi t Part A (FTBA) that is income tested over 
most of the range of family incomes. 

 A small but meaningful shift in the opposite direction occurred in 1995 when a 
fl at, lump-sum Maternity Allowance was introduced to cover the costs of childbirth. 
Initially, this payment was not income tested, but a few years later, with a change of 
government, it was phased out at the same income level as the FTBA. 

 The introduction of a 10 % goods and services tax (GST) in 2000 provided a 
further blow to the horizontal equity of child payments. Families with children 
were compensated for the additional costs of children through a 10 % increase in 
FTBA. For low-income families, this meant a 10 % increase in the maximum rate of 
FTBA (formerly FAS). This was a fairly sizeable amount of money compared to the 
additional expenditure that parents incurred as a result of the GST. For families 
receiving the base rate of FTBA, however, it meant an increase of just 90 cents per 
child per week. Effectively, the policymakers had assumed that the base rate of 
FTBA was the total money that parents spent on their children. Of course, the 25 % 
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of families who received no FTBA received no compensation at all for the increased 
costs of their children related to the introduction of the GST. As all other sections of 
the community received much larger compensation through the reduction of the 
taxes they paid or the increases in government pensions or benefi ts they received, 
the totally inadequate compensation for middle- and high-income families for the 
increased costs of their children with the imposition of the GST was yet another 
blow to the principle of horizontal equity. In effect, the GST returned most of the 
child payments made to middle-income families to the government in the form of 
increased consumption tax. While middle-income families with children were sub-
stantial losers from the introduction of the GST, the “no-losers” principle did not 
apply because the losses were hidden by the complexity of the GST and its compen-
sation package.  

    Family Support Policy and Women’s Roles 

 In the 1980s, the Labour Government made several reforms to support the labor- 
force participation of women with children. The central policy area for this support 
was childcare. In 1983, an income-tested Child Care Assistance was introduced to 
help working families pay for the costs of childcare in recognized community-based 
centers (essentially those that had been receiving federal government operational 
subsidies) or by registered family daycare workers. The Industrial Court made a 
return to family policy by including the addition of new approved childcare places 
as part of the wage/tax trade-off agreements made through the centralized wage- 
fi xing process. Later, the income thresholds for the withdrawal of Child Care 
Assistance were raised so that this form of support was available to more middle- 
income families. Because community-based childcare centers were few and far 
between, many parents used private, for-profi t childcare centers and consequently 
were ineligible for Child Care Assistance. This anomalous situation was ended in 
1990, when eligibility for receipt of Child Care Assistance was extended to parents 
using private centers. This was accompanied by a new system of quality accredita-
tion for centers. Community-based centers continued to receive the operational sub-
sidies that had been introduced in the 1970s, but these subsidies were not extended 
to private centers. 

 There were also some notable changes in industrial conditions for families with 
children. The year of unpaid leave for mothers following the birth of a child was 
extended to fathers, and parents became eligible for up to 5 days of paid 
 family- caregiver leave each year. Firms were also encouraged to implement their 
own “family-friendly” policies, and a system of national awards was introduced for 
the family-friendliest fi rms. 

 These changes were accompanied by considerable increases in the labor-force 
participation rates of mothers during the 1980s. The participation rate of mothers 
with a child less than 5 year old rose from about 30 % in 1981 to about 50 % in 
1991, but the increased participation was almost exclusively in part-time work. 
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 The centralized wage-fi xing system was brought to an end in 1993, effectively 
introducing labor-market deregulation. This meant that it was no longer possible to 
tie advances in family-support arrangements for workers to changes in wages, as 
had been the case in the 1980s. As a consequence, most work-family arrangements 
became negotiable only at the enterprise or individual level, rather than at the 
national level. Nevertheless, the Industrial Court still retained powers to implement 
broad-based work-family benefi ts through test cases. For example, the right to 
12 months of unpaid parental leave was extended by the Court to casual workers, 
with the support of the employer organizations. 

 In 1995, the then Labour Government introduced a new payment for low-income, 
single-income families with children, called the Parenting Allowance. This payment 
was introduced as part of a package to encourage unemployed families back into the 
workforce, but it had the effect of providing an incentive for women with low-
income husbands to reduce their labor-force participation, and they did. 

 With the election of the Howard Coalition Government in 1996, conservative 
forces had a ready ear for the view that the changes during the previous 13 years of 
government by Labour had favored mothers who worked at the expense of mothers 
who stayed home. In opposition, Howard had espoused the virtues of a family taxa-
tion system that involved the splitting of income for tax purposes between husbands 
and wives. The central argument used by the reformers was that two-income cou-
ples received two tax-free thresholds, 7  while single-income couples received only 
one. In fact, the tax-free threshold had been introduced in recognition of the stan-
dard minimum costs of working and because it made the administration of the tax 
system considerably simpler since most workers would not have to claim the costs 
of working as tax deductions. In any case, the Dependent Spouse Rebate, the last 
remnant of the Menzies family tax deductions, remained in place effectively, pro-
viding a second tax-free threshold for single-income families. Nevertheless, the 
argument that “stay-at-home” mothers had been disadvantaged carried the day, and 
in 1999, all previous single-income family payments were rationalized into a single, 
larger payment that was heavily income tested, based on the income of the lower- 
earning partner (usually the mother), but not income tested on the income of the 
higher-earning partner (usually the father). This payment is known as the Family 
Tax Benefi t Part B (FTBB). 

 Tipping the balance even further away from mothers who worked, the Howard 
Government abolished the operating grants made to community-based childcare 
centers on the grounds that these grants were not made to private centers and there 
should be a competitive, level playing fi eld in the industry. The government also 
introduced a more stringent income test for Child Care Assistance and froze the 
amount available to working families to subsidize childcare. Because it was not 
recognized that childcare demand was very price sensitive, these changes had the 
effect of reducing demand and sending many centers into liquidation, creating a 

7   The tax-free threshold is the income level below which no income tax is payable by an individual. 
The threshold had remained at about $5,000 to $6,000 for decades before it was increased to 
$18,200 on 1 July 2012. 
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crisis in the availability of center-based childcare. Many workers left the industry. 
The government was eventually forced to respond through the creation of a new and 
better Child Care Benefi t (CCB) that remains in place today. 

 As another gesture to “stay-at-home” mothers, the Howard Government intro-
duced a new payment during the 2001 election campaign, known as the Baby 
Bonus, which was tested away as a mother increased her work-force participation. 
This payment was not gender-neutral as was the case with FTBA and FTBB. The 
entitlement was determined by the amount of tax paid by the  mother  in the year 
prior to having the baby. The payment fell into disrepute because of its complexity 
and its high administrative costs. Recent information suggested that only about 
60 % of people who were eligible for this payment had actually taken it up. As part 
of the 2004 reforms (see below), this form of Baby Bonus was abolished.   

    Family Policy 2004–2013 

 Late in 2002, the conservative Prime Minister, John Howard, by then a convert to 
the work-family perspective, created an Inter-Departmental Task Force on Work 
and Family Policy to report on “all of the options that might better facilitate choice 
for parents in balancing their work and family lives” (Heard  2006 ). 

 As part of its May 2004 budget, the Howard Government announced major 
changes to the family-payments system. Most signifi cant was the abolition of the 
means-tested Baby Bonus and its replacement with a large and universal payment at 
each birth. This was initially called the Maternity Payment, but in time it also 
became known as the Baby Bonus. The new Baby Bonus was introduced at a value 
of $3,000 per annum, with a rise over a few years to $5,000. It was not taxable. 
Subsequently, it was to be indexed by the Consumer Price Index, as is the case with 
all family payments but, later indexation of the payment was ended, and its value 
was pegged at $5,000. In 2010, an income test was applied by the Labour Government 
to the Baby Bonus, 8  meaning that it was no longer a universal payment. Then in July 
2013, the Labour Government reduced its value from $5,000 to $3,000 for all but 
the fi rst child. Initially, the Baby Bonus was paid as a lump-sum payment. This was 
later changed to 13 installments paid at intervals of 2 weeks. Payment of the Baby 
Bonus was also affected by the introduction of universal paid parental leave in 2012 
(see below). From 1 April 2014, the Baby Bonus has been replaced by a Newborn 
Upfront Payment and Newborn Supplement. This is paid as an addition to the 
Family Tax Benefi t Part A at a maximum rate of $2,056 for the fi rst birth and $1,028 
for second and higher-order births. Effectively, this is a substantial reduction in 
comparison with the previous Baby Bonus. 

 The Baby Bonus was introduced in 2004 with overtones of pro-natalism. 
The initiative for the payment came from the Prime Minister but was announced by 

8   Those with a family taxable income of $75,000 or more in the six months following the birth of 
the child do not receive the payment. 
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the Treasurer who had opposed the payment. 9  He did so jocularly, saying that parents 
should have three children: one for the father, one for the mother, and one for the 
country. He was then famously photographed surrounded by babies. Later, when 
the birth rate rose, the Treasurer was inclined to take the credit. All of this made 
the payment an object of ridicule and, besides its cost, helped to explain its 
later trimming. 

 In addition, as part of the 2004 Howard Government reforms, the Family Tax 
Benefi t Part A, the per-child payment, was increased by more than 50 %. This 
increase essentially restored the value of this payment to what it had been when it 
was fi rst introduced in 1976 as the Family Allowance, and belatedly, it partly com-
pensated middle-income families for the increased costs of children that they had 
incurred with the introduction of the Goods and Services Tax. Also, the income 
thresholds for the FTBA and FTBB were raised so that the benefi ts extended over a 
wider range of middle-income families. Although reduced somewhat, the work- 
disincentive effects of Family Tax Benefi t Part B remained. 

 Until 2012, there had been no universal, paid parental-leave scheme in Australia. 
Many employers provided paid parental leave for various periods of time, however, 
as a benefi t to their employees. Public employers and most large fi rms provided this 
benefi t because it was seen as a way for fi rms to attract and retain the best workers. 
In 2012, however, the then Labour Government introduced a new, universal, paid 
parental-leave scheme consisting of 18 weeks of leave paid at the rate of the mini-
mum wage ($622.10 per week from 1 July 2013 or $11,197.80 for 18 weeks). Those 
already receiving paid parental leave from their employers were permitted to con-
tinue to receive the employer entitlement without penalty except for the fact that the 
benefi t from the new scheme was taxable. Those giving birth were provided with the 
option of taking either the new paid parental leave or the pre-existing Baby Bonus. 
Obviously those not eligible for paid parental leave (because of their employment 
history) would opt to take the Baby Bonus. The availability of government-funded 
paid parental leave and the replacement of the Baby Bonus by the Newborn Upfront 
Payment have shifted the balance in family payments a long way in favor of 
employed mothers compared with those who are not employed, especially for those 
receiving a parental leave payment from their employers as well. From 1 January 
2013, a new payment, entitled Dad and Partner Pay, has been introduced for the 
fathers or partners of women giving birth. The payment is 2 weeks at the minimum 
wage, but it is only paid to those who are on unpaid leave or are not working when 
they take the payment. 

 The parental leave story is not over yet, as the recently elected, conservative 
Abbott Government has promised to abolish the former Labour Government’s paid 
parental-leave scheme and replace it with a new scheme that provides 6 months 
leave with full pay capped at a payment of $50,000. The details of this scheme are 
yet to be determined. 

 Returning to the 2004 Howard Government reforms, a new Child Care Tax 
Rebate was introduced that operates in association with the pre-existing Child Care 

9   A few weeks previously, the payment had been announced as an Opposition policy initiative. 
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Benefi t. The Child Care Benefi t is a payment scaled according to family income that 
meets as much as 90 % of the costs of childcare for those on a low income but only 
a small fraction of the costs of those on high incomes. The Child Care Tax Rebate 
initially provided a tax rebate of 30 % of the costs of childcare that had not been 
covered already by the Child Care Benefi t. The 30 % rebate was later increased to 
50 % by the Rudd Labour Government. A maximum value is attached to the rebate 
(currently $7,500 per child per annum). In combination, the two payments mean 
that all families using approved forms of childcare get a return from government of 
55–90 % of their childcare costs if the costs are at a standard level. In addition, 
childcare provided by employers to their employees was deemed to be exempt from 
fringe-benefi t tax. 

 As childcare workers are poorly paid and there is a high staff turnover, there are 
problems in the viability of the childcare industry from the perspectives of both 
quality and cost. The largest private childcare provider in Australia (ABC Learning) 
was forced to cease operations due to bankruptcy. Today, community (not-for-profi t) 
childcare centers are generally of better quality and more expensive than private 
childcare centers, although the quality of all centers is vetted by the government. 
Private childcare centers cover about 75 % of the full-day childcare market. Some 
large employers provide childcare at the workplace, but this is relatively rare. 
Reportedly, there are supply problems in the industry, with excesses of supply in 
some areas and defi cits in others. The low wages paid to childcare workers have led 
to labor-supply problems that can only be overcome through large increases in the 
fees payable. Such increases would, in turn, create access problems if the costs are 
to be met by parents. The present government has initiated an Inquiry into Child 
Care and Early Childhood Learning conducted by the Productivity Commission. 

 The details of all Commonwealth (national) Government family-support schemes 
can be found at   www.familyassist.gov.au    . The site includes a calculator that enables 
families to estimate the benefi ts to which they are entitled. The system is very com-
plicated and tends to change frequently, however, particularly when the government 
changes. 

 At the 2007 election, the winning Rudd Labour Party promised a program of free 
and universal early-childhood education for all 4-year-olds. Labour had made a 
similar promise during the 2004 election, which it lost. As early-childhood educa-
tion involves negotiation between the Commonwealth (national) and the State and 
Territory governments, its implementation has been problematic. At the 2013 
 election, the winning Abbott-led opposition made a commitment to provide 15 h per 
week of preschool for all 4-year-olds at no extra cost to parents. This would be pro-
vided for a minimum of 40 weeks per year and delivered by early-childhood teach-
ers qualifi ed with 4-year degrees. Supported by both sides of the Parliament, this is 
an extremely important area of reform, but it has been on the policy agenda for 
10 years with little progress. 

 There are other policy approaches that are supportive of workers with family 
responsibilities. For example, all workers are eligible for 10 days of family care-
giver’s leave per annum, for use when children or other relatives are sick or to attend 
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school functions. So-called “fl extime” is also widely available in Australia. By 
working longer hours (without pay), workers can build up future leave credits. 
Women often use fl extime credits to cover the longer leave required during school 
holidays. More broadly, it has been common in Australia for decades for workers, 
especially parents, to negotiate with their employers about specifi c work hours on 
an individual basis (Gray and McDonald  2002 ). Finally, Australia has relatively low 
tax rates that have the effect of placing money in the hands of parents to apply to the 
costs of their children (see McDonald and Moyle  2010 ). 10   

    Contemporary Population Debate and Policy in Australia 

 The Department of the Treasury’s publication, in February 2010, of the periodic 
Intergenerational Report (Department of the Treasury  2010 ) gave rise to an intense 
debate about Australian population growth and the need for an Australian popula-
tion policy. This was in large part generated by a statement by the then Prime 
Minister, Kevin Rudd, that he supported a “big Australia.” His view was criticized 
by lobby groups who were opposed to further population growth for environmental 
reasons. The debate heated up during 2010 and was very hot by the time of the 2010 
federal election. The new Prime Minister, Julia Gillard, having deposed Kevin Rudd 
prior to the 2010 election, 11  argued that population growth needed to be slowed 
down and that she did not agree with Rudd’s “big Australia.” The then opposition, 
wishing to avoid making population an issue that differentiated the two sides of 
politics, also made statements that were in opposition to population growth. In the 
details of their immigration policy, both the government and the opposition pro-
posed levels of migration that were consistent with the status quo. 

 Wishing to take the heat out of this debate, the Gillard Government set up an 
enquiry into sustainable population growth in Australia. The report was published 
in the fi rst part of 2012 as  Sustainable Australia—Sustainable Communities: A 
Sustainable Population Strategy for Australia  (Department of Sustainability, 
Environment, Water, Population, and Communities  2011 ). Rejecting any notion of 
an “optimum” population level, the key conclusion of the report was the 
following:

  It is more useful for governments, businesses and communities to focus on ways of improv-
ing our wellbeing, protecting our environment and making better use of the resources we 
have, rather than trying to determine an absolute limit to our population and focusing efforts 
on restricting growth in order to not exceed this “limit” (Department of Sustainability, 
Environment, Water, Population and Communities  2011 , p. 25). 

10   Among 34 OECD countries, Australian has the fi fth lowest tax-to-gross-domestic-product (GDP) 
ratio, only higher than Mexico, Chile, the United States, and South Korea. 
11   The Prime Minister can be replaced at any time if a majority of members of the two houses of 
Parliament from the Prime Minister’s party vote for another Member of the House of Representatives 
to become Prime Minister. 
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   With the prior stabilization of Australian fertility at a moderately high level 
(1.8–1.9 births per woman), the level of fertility was hardly mentioned in the enquiry 
report, and certainly there was no evidence of pro-natalism. In fact, the level of 
fertility has largely remained off the political agenda. The one exception was the 
creation of the Stable Population Party that ran candidates in the 2013 federal elec-
tion. Along with zero net migration, this party advocated limiting government birth 
payments to each woman’s fi rst two children. The party was almost totally ignored 
by the electorate, receiving just 3,954 primary votes (0.0 %) in the House of 
Representatives election. In the Senate election, where it fi elded a candidate in 
every state and territory, it only received 12,687 primary votes, with an average 
ranking of 24th out of 28 parties. Compared with the 2010 election, there was little 
public interest in population policy in 2013. 

 Today, as in most past years in Australia’s history, population policy effectively 
is policy about the size and nature of the migration program. This makes Australia 
somewhat unusual among low-fertility countries.     

   References 

    Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2008).  Australian historical population statistics, 2008.    http://
www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ProductsbyCatalogue/632CDC28637CF57ECA256F1
F0080EBCC?OpenDocument    . Accessed 25 July 2014 .   

    Australian Bureau of Statistics. (2013).  Australian demographic statistics, Dec 2013.    http://www.
abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ProductsbyCatalogue/BCDDE4F49C8A3D1ECA257B8F0
0126F77?OpenDocument    . Accessed 25 July 2014 .   

    Castles, F., & Mitchell, D. (1993). Three worlds of welfare capitalism or four? In F. Castles (Ed.), 
 Families of nations . Brookfi eld: Dartmouth.  

    Coghlan, T. (1903).  The decline of the birth rate in New South Wales and other phenomena of 
childbirth: An essay in statistics . Sydney: NSW Government Printer.  

     Department of Sustainability, Environment, Water, Population, and Communities, Australian 
Government. (2011).  Sustainable Australia—sustainable communities: A sustainable popula-
tion strategy for Australia . Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.  

    Department of the Treasury, Australian Government. (2010).  Australia to 2050: Future challenges . 
Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.  

   Gray, E., & McDonald, P. (2002).  The relationship between personal, family, resource and work 
factors and maternal employment in Australia  (Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD), Labour Market and Social Policy, Occasional Paper No. 62). Paris: 
OECD.  

    Heard, G. (2006). Pronatalism under Howard.  People and Place, 14 (3), 12–25.  
    Hicks, N. (1981). Australian dictionary of biography. In  Coghlan, Sir Timothy Augustine (1855–

1926)  (Vol. 8). Melbourne: Melbourne University Press.  
     Hoff, D. (2012).  The state and the stork: The population debate and policy making in US history . 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  
    Kippen, R., & McDonald, P. (2000). Australia’s population in 2000: The way we are and the ways 

we might have been.  People and Place, 8 (3), 10–17.  
    Marcus, A., Jupp, J., & McDonald, P. (2009).  Australia’s immigration revolution . Melbourne: 

Allen and Unwin.  
    McDonald, P., & Kippen, R. (2011).  Forecasting births  (Feature Article, ABS Catalogue 2051.0). 

Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics.  

P. McDonald

http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ProductsbyCatalogue/632CDC28637CF57ECA256F1F0080EBCC?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ProductsbyCatalogue/632CDC28637CF57ECA256F1F0080EBCC?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ProductsbyCatalogue/632CDC28637CF57ECA256F1F0080EBCC?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ProductsbyCatalogue/BCDDE4F49C8A3D1ECA257B8F00126F77?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ProductsbyCatalogue/BCDDE4F49C8A3D1ECA257B8F00126F77?OpenDocument
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/ProductsbyCatalogue/BCDDE4F49C8A3D1ECA257B8F00126F77?OpenDocument


159

    McDonald, P., & Moyle, H. (2010). Why do English-speaking countries have relatively high 
fertility?  Journal of Population Research, 27 (4), 247–273.  

    McDonald, P., Brownlee, H., Burbidge, A., Gondor, G., & Maas, F. (1989).  Families and tax in 
1989  (Australian Family Income Transfer Project, Bulletin No. 5). Melbourne: Australian 
Institute of Family Studies.  

    McDonald, P., Khoo, S.-E., & Edgar, B. (2013).  The role of family migration in Australia’s perma-
nent migration program . Canberra: Department of Immigration and Citizenship.  

    Robinson, W. (2002). Population policy in early Victorian England.  European Journal of 
Population, 18 (2), 153–173.  

    Ruzicka, L., & Caldwell, J. (1977).  The end of demographic transition in Australia . Canberra: 
Department of Demography, Australian National University.    

8 The Evolution of Population and Family Policy in Australia



161© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2015 
R.R. Rindfuss, M.K. Choe (eds.), Low and Lower Fertility, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-21482-5_9

    Chapter 9   
 The Dutch Fertility Paradox: 
How the Netherlands Has Managed 
to Sustain Near-Replacement Fertility       

       Melinda C.     Mills    

         Fertility research in Europe and East Asia has often focused on the “lowest-low 
fertility” (Kohler et al.  2002 ; Jones  2007 ; Balbo et al.  2013 ). Less attention has been 
placed on the lessons we might learn from countries that have maintained fertility at 
near the replacement level of 2.1 children per woman. The exception has been 
research on Scandinavia, where the focus has been on the link between fertility and 
higher-level parity with emphasis on the role of strong family-leave policies and 
explicit gender-equality goals (e.g., Duvander et al.  2010 ). There is a country in 
Western Europe, however, that has sustained near-replacement fertility for many 
years. But in this country there has been virtually no direct family or fertility policy, 
more than 60 % of the population state no religious affi liation, and gender equity is 
not a driving factor. This country is the Netherlands. 

 This chapter will argue that an historical path dependency and unique constella-
tion of inadvertent national institutions have created what could be termed the 
“Dutch fertility paradox.” It is a paradox in the sense that many institutional factors, 
upon fi rst sight, appear to contradict one another, yet together they have operated to 
enable near-replacement fertility. For instance, it appears to be contradictory that 
there is near-replacement fertility in the absence of any active fertility policies. Or 
that one of the most non-religious, secular societies in Europe has such strong norms 
for primary mother care combined with an aversion to formal childcare. The aim of 
this chapter is to unravel this paradox and attempt to understand how various 
direct—but, even more important, inadvertent—national policy constellations have 
created the Dutch fertility regime. We then conclude by examining the lessons we 
might learn from the Netherlands. 

 The fi rst section of the chapter presents an overview of the main population 
trends in the Netherlands, with a focus on fertility. This is followed by a brief elabo-
ration of the theoretical framework—Coleman’s ( 1990 ) macro-micro-macro 
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 theory—that is used as a heuristic to link institutional policies and constellations to 
fertility decisions and behavior at the individual level and to determine how these 
lead to the macro-level fertility outcomes we observe at the national level. Family 
policies are then examined in more detail, with the recognition that due to a fear of 
overcrowding and high population density, the Dutch have been less concerned than 
policymakers in some other European countries about dropping fertility levels. 
Other related factors often considered in fertility research are then described, such 
as family planning, childcare, child allowance, and parental leave. The fi nal part of 
this section discusses the strong cultural and normative values about parental—but 
particularly maternal—care in the Netherlands and the aversion to women working 
full-time. 

 Until now, the majority of demographic fertility research has focused on fertility 
primarily in relation to family policies and institutional or macro-level factors such 
as economic trends and welfare regimes (for reviews see Balbo et al.  2013 ; Mills 
et al.  2011 ). Not only direct family policies, however, shape fertility intentions and 
behavior. For this reason, the second half of the chapter is devoted to the impact of 
inadvertent national constellations and historical path dependency. The section 
starts with a description of the paternalistic welfare state and political history to 
understand how Dutch gender roles have emerged with the prominent male- 
breadwinner and one-and-a-half-earner model. Labor-market fl exibility and the 
right to part-time work are also addressed, since these are core features of the Dutch 
labor market that strongly affect women and their ability to combine work and 
family. This is followed by an overview of not only how higher levels of education 
affect family formation, but also the role of educational fi eld of study, education 
systems, and the cost of higher education. The Netherlands is one of the most 
non- religious, secular societies in Europe, and this fairly recent phenomenon has 
infl uenced fertility, particularly at higher-level parities. The section ends with a 
refl ection on how housing systems and immigration affect fertility. It concludes 
with a summary of the most prominent aspects of the Dutch fertility regime, a 
refl ection on whether the Dutch system is sustainable, and the lessons that we might 
learn from the Dutch case. 

    A Brief Demographic Overview of the Netherlands 

 The demographic landscape of the Netherlands has several striking and interrelated 
characteristics: an extremely high population density, an aging population coupled 
with increasing life expectancy, a rapid decline and postponement of fertility, and a 
shift to unmarried consensual unions. Located to the west of Germany and with 
Denmark and Norway to the north, the Netherlands has a small population—around 
16.8 million people in 2013—but with 484 persons per square kilometer, it has one 
of the highest population densities in Europe. Since 2000, the Netherlands has expe-
rienced continued and rapid population decline, which has been linked to falling 
birth rates. Due to persistent in-migration, however, population numbers are now 
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expected to remain stable until 2035. At that time, the population is projected to 
begin declining again (Garssen and Van Duin  2006 ; Fokkema et al.  2008 ). As in 
many Western European countries, the Dutch population is also aging. The number 
of persons age 65 and above has increased by 1.2 percentage points per decade, 
and the proportion of the population age 65 and above is projected to increase 
until 2040, when it will reach 24 % and remain stable at this level (Garssen and Van 
Duin  2006 ). 

 A remarkable change since the 1950s has been the rapid decline in fertility. The 
tempo-adjusted total fertility rate (TFR) from 1951 to 2009/2010 is shown in 
Fig.  9.1  for selected countries. Until the early 1960s, the Netherlands stood out for 
its relatively high fertility rate, comparable with high-fertility countries such as 
Ireland, Portugal, and Poland. The fi gure shows that the Netherlands experienced a 
“baby boom” from around 1953 to 1964, followed by rapid fertility decline, with 
the TFR dropping from 3.1 in 1964 to 1.7 in 1977. In 1974, the TFR fell below the 
replacement level of 2.1, and it has remained below replacement ever since. Just 
below the levels of the United States and Sweden, the Netherlands is considered a 
“middle-range” fertility regime, with higher levels than in Eastern European coun-
tries such as the Russian Federation and Asian countries such as Japan. One reason 
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for the decrease in fertility was the drop in third and higher-order births. By  contrast, 
until about 1938, about 40 % of Dutch women had three or more children.

   The Netherlands is also characterized by very late fertility, ranking among the 
societies with the oldest fi rst-time mothers in the world. Figure  9.2  shows that the 
average age at fi rst birth for women in the Netherlands is now above 29, having 
increased steadily since the 1970s. This is similar to increases in the age at fi rst birth 
for women in countries such as Sweden, Japan, and Italy. Another characteristic is 
that Dutch women have compressed fertility and generally have their second child 
soon after the fi rst. Women who are now in their late 40s have an average of almost 
two children (about 1.87 for women born in 1957 and 1.85 for women born in 1960) 
(Fokkema et al.  2008 ).

   Partnership formation has likewise undergone signifi cant changes over the past 
decades (Dykstra and Komter  2006 ). This includes the postponement of entry into 
fi rst partnership, postponing and forgoing marriage, and differences in the level of 
symbolic and legal commitment by relationship type (Liefbroer and Dykstra  2000 ; 
Poortman and Mills  2012 ). Between the late 1980s and the late 1990s, the share of 
people aged 25 and above who entered consensual unions without being married 
more than doubled (CBS  2011 ), a trend that has continued in the past decade. 
Another striking development is that not only are more and more people living 
together without being married, but they also do so for longer periods of time 
(Fokkema and Liefbroer  2008 ; Poortman and Mills  2012 ). The Netherlands has 
experienced not only an increasing number of couples who postpone marriage, but 
a smaller proportion who eventually marry. This is attributed to changes in Dutch 
partnership laws, such as registered partnerships and cohabitation contracts that 

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

W
om

en
’s

 m
ea

n 
ag

e 
at

 fi
rs

t b
irt

h

USA Russia Sweden

Italy Netherlands Japan

  Fig. 9.2    Women’s mean age at fi rst birth, 1980–2010, selected countries (UNECE  2014  for Italy; 
Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research/Vienna Institute of Demography  2014  for remain-
ing countries, which shows the period mean ages at fi rst birth by age 40)       

 

M.C. Mills



165

were introduced in the late 1990s, which mean that individuals no longer need to get 
married for legal reasons or to clarify the rights of children. This has also meant a 
surge in the number of children born in “out-of-wedlock” consensual unions, which 
is now more than one in fi ve, with almost 90 % legally acknowledged ( erkend ) by 
the father (CBS  2012 ).  

    Toward a Multilevel Theory of Fertility Change 

 In order to understand how different national policy constellations and cultural 
schemas might affect population and fertility levels, the theoretical model shown in 
Fig.  9.3  serves as a useful guiding heuristic. It is implausible to assume that macro- 
level (or institutional, national) policies lead directly to the macro-level fertility 
rates that we observe (the dotted line). It is therefore useful to adopt Coleman’s 
( 1990 ) macro-micro-macro model to understand the link between macro-level sys-
tems, micro-level intentions, decision-making processes, and behavior, and in turn, 
macro-level national fertility levels.

   Following Coleman ( 1990 ), the macro-level consists of the social system, which 
is made up of various institutional policies and also more general cultural schemas 
and values that often underlie policies. What is central in this model is that the dif-
ferent levels of the analyses are causally linked, which is useful for understanding 
how macro-level systems, institutions, or cultural norms and values at the national 
level serve as an antecedent to micro- and macro-level consequences. It also clari-
fi es that macro-level fertility outcomes can only be described by linking them to a 
micro-level analysis—albeit an often daunting empirical task. Macro-level policies 
and schemas operate in the form of a contextual mechanism or national fi lter that 
enables or constrains decision-making and fertility behavior. In other words, the 
institutional and normative context discussed in the pages that follow is envisaged 
to shape the way that Dutch people think about families and children and their 
“action formation,” or how they are able to realize their fertility desires. This, in 
turn, either sustains or transforms the macro-level fertility trends that we observe. 
The remaining discussion goes into more detail about how these direct and inadver-
tent policies, institutional changes, and cultural norms have developed in the 
Netherlands.  

    Family Policies 

 Although the Dutch government has never promulgated direct fertility policies, 
there are a myriad of institutional features that affect fertility in either an intended 
or unintended manner. These include family-related policies, often aimed at work- 
family reconciliation and aiding women to enter the labor market, but there are also 
indirect national-level policies such as employment-protection legislation and the 
cost of higher education that either enhance or hamper fertility. 
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    “The Netherlands Is Full”: Fear of Overcrowding and Fertility 

 Although several European countries have been concerned about low fertility levels 
for some time, the Dutch government has never perceived the fertility level as too 
low, nor has it ever initiated any pro-natalist policies. Rather, due to high population 
density and disturbing population forecasts that were made in the 1970s, the gov-
ernment became concerned about overpopulation. As Fokkema et al. ( 2008 ) chron-
icle, a Royal Commission on Population in 1977 concluded that natural population 
growth should be halted and argued for the advantages of a stable population size. 
This view was repeatedly supported in Parliament, and offi cial government state-
ments argued that “in the longer run a stationary population is viewed as desirable” 
(Government of the Netherlands  1999 , p. 135). The last formal Royal Speech of 
Queen Juliana of the Netherlands in September 1979 showed the spirit of the times 
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with the now often-repeated words: “ Ons land is vol, ten dele overvol  (Our country 
is full, partially overcrowded).” This fear of overcrowding has remained in the 
Dutch public debate, with the slogan “The Netherlands is full” adopted by various 
anti-immigration parties. The focus on overpopulation has been fuelled by large- 
scale non-Western immigration (Bail  2008 ) and a surge in ethnically and culturally 
diverse minorities, in particular Muslim groups. Survey data show that the 
Netherlands is the only European country in which the majority would like to have 
a smaller population (e.g., Kontula and Miettinen  2005 ; Dorbritz et al.  2005 ), with 
only one-fi fth perceiving a drop in birth rates as negative.  

    Family Planning: Contraceptive Use and Abortion 

 As in most Western countries, contraceptive use was forbidden and largely taboo in 
the Netherlands until the 1960s. The prohibition on contraceptives was removed in 
1969, and they began to be covered by national health insurance in 1971, which 
ensured the widespread usage that still persists today (Fokkema et al.  2008 ). It 
should be noted, however, that in 2004, national health insurance rules changed, and 
contraceptives are no longer provided free to women above the age of 22. 
Nevertheless, the use of reliable birth control became common practice in the 
Netherlands and still persists today. The pill is the most common method used, fol-
lowed by voluntary sterilization, IUDs (intrauterine devices), and, to a much lesser 
extent, condoms (Fokkema et al.  2008 ). The peak ages of pill use are from 16 to 28, 
clearly intended for effective birth control. 

 The Netherlands has one of the lowest rates of legal induced abortion in Western 
Europe, and this has been true for some time. In 2003, for example, the annual rate 
of legal abortion was 8.6 per 1,000 women of reproductive age, compared with 
18.7 in Sweden, 16.5 in France, and 68.4 in the Russian Federation (Frejka  2008 , 
Table 3). The Netherlands also has the lowest rate of teenage pregnancies in the 
world (CBS  2010 ), which has been attributed to various factors such as open sexual-
ity and sex education and high and early use of effective oral contraceptives (Ivanova 
et al.  2014 ). Abortion and teenage pregnancy rates range from 3 to 10 times higher 
among the four main ethnic minority groups, originating from Surinam, Netherlands 
Antilles, Turkey, and Morocco, compared with the non-minority population 
(Beerthuizen  2003 ; Fokkema et al.  2008 ; CBS  2010 ).  

    Childcare: Use It, But Not Too Much 

 The Netherlands has a complicated relationship with formal childcare. Due to the 
political climate, historical development of the welfare state, and religious legacy, 
there is a strong cultural norm for at least one of the biological parents to care for 
children, preferably the mother (Portegijs et al.  2006 ; Mills and Täht  2010 ). In fact, 
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it was not until the early 1990s that formalized public childcare became accessible. 
In the past decades, the government has made multiple changes in childcare 
policies, and since 2007, and particularly since 2011, there have been substantial 
reductions in state support. 

 The Central Childcare Act, introduced in 2005, recommended that the govern-
ment, employers, and parents share the costs of childcare (Den Dulk  2001 ). Since 
employers were only urged to participate voluntarily and were not formally required 
to contribute to childcare costs, many did not. The rules were changed in 2007 
because it had become apparent that many employers were not helping to pay for 
childcare, and serious administrative problems had arisen. In 2007, the Dutch gov-
ernment began paying one-third of childcare costs, but payments were income 
adjusted. Employers continued to resist paying their share, but in 2012, after dem-
onstrations and lobbying by large labor unions (FNV Bondgenoten  2014 ) and oppo-
sition parties, employers were formally required to pay one-third of childcare costs. 
The childcare sector received four substantial fi nancial cuts in 2011 and three addi-
tional cuts from 2012 to 2015. These cuts included lowering the amount provided 
for second children in 2012 and ending childcare subsidies to parents who together 
earn more than US$160,660 (€118,000) in 2013. 

 Compared with the rest of Europe, children in the Netherlands spend a very lim-
ited number of hours in formal childcare, which is related to the large number of 
Dutch women who work part time. Childcare centers are generally open during 
standard business hours only, and women often adapt their work hours around the 
school times of their children (Mills and Täht  2010 ). Children start school at age 
four, but many come home for lunch and are out of school on Wednesday and Friday 
afternoons. Although in-school lunches and after-school care have been increasing 
since the early 2000s, particularly in urban areas, school schedules still appear to 
limit the hours that Dutch women work. It is important to note, however, that grand-
parents and other informal caregivers play a key role in childcare. More than 40 % 
of children under the mandatory school age are cared for, on average, for one day a 
week by grandparents or other family members (Mills et al.  2013 ). 

 Childcare became a central issue in many European countries after the introduc-
tion of the Barcelona Targets in 2002. The Barcelona Targets provide a prime exam-
ple of how the family policies of European countries might be infl uenced by 
supra-national entities such as the European Commission or the European Union. 
Specifi cally, the intention was to encourage member states to “remove disincentives 
to female labor-force participation and strive, taking into account the demand for 
childcare facilities and in line with national patterns of provision, to provide child-
care by 2010 to at least 90 % of children between 3 years old and the mandatory 
school age and at least 33 % of children under 3 years of age” (European Council 
 2002 ). Although measurement remains challenging, a recent report showed that the 
Netherlands meets the Barcelona objective of 33 % childcare coverage for children 
under three, but the use of formal childcare is predominantly part-time (Mills et al. 
 2013 ). In this respect, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, with high rates of 
female part-time employment, differ dramatically from other European countries. 

 Figure  9.4  compares full-time employment rates for mothers of 0–2 year olds 
with full-time formal childcare coverage rates for European countries in 2010. In 
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  Fig. 9.4    Full-time employment rates of mothers and full-time (30+ hours per week) formal child-
care rates for children up to 3 years old in European countries, 2010 (Data from European Union 
Labour Force Survey (EU LFS) and European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions 
(EU SILC), see Mills et al.  2013 )       
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general, we see a weak relationship between mother’s full-time employment rates 
and full-time childcare coverage. The association is strong in the Netherlands, how-
ever, with low full-time childcare coverage and very low rates of full-time mother’s 
employment.

       Child Allowance 

 A means-tested child allowance has been provided in the Netherlands since 1946, 
not as a pro-natalist policy, but to support family welfare. The minimum level for 
the fi rst child is almost US$82 (€60) per month (Fokkema and Esveldt  2006 ). 
Benefi ts are paid until age 17, increasing with the age of the child from ages 6 to 12. 
Before 1995, child allowances were paid according to the age and number of chil-
dren in order to provide higher benefi ts to large families. During this period, the 
larger the family size, the higher the benefi t level for each child. After 1995, how-
ever, this seemingly pro-natalist policy was discontinued, and the allowance was 
paid only according to the age of the child. After the recent fi nancial crisis, the 
generous spending on child benefi ts was cut by about US$1 billion (€700 million) 
in 2013, from an annual total of US$13.6 billion (€10 billion) to US$12.6 billion 
(€9.3 billion) (Rijksoverheid  2014 ). The cut in benefi ts was also designed to encour-
age poorer parents to work. The annual child allowance ( kinderbijslag ) for children 
age 12–17 is scheduled to go down from about US$1,270 (€932) in 2013 to 
US$1,045 (€768) by 2016. The annual allowance for children age 6–11, which was 
US$1,491 (€1,096) in 2013, is scheduled to be reduced in a similar manner over 
time (for a detailed summary in Dutch, see Rijksoverheid  2014 ).  

    Parental Leave: Maternity and Paternity Leave 

 Women in the Netherlands have a legal entitlement to 16 weeks of maternity leave 
at 100 % pay. The Labor Act of 1919 and the Working Hours Act of January 1996 
stipulated that women should not work for at least 8 weeks after childbirth and 
2 weeks before their due date. Today, maternity leave falls under the Sickness 
Benefi ts Act, with employees entitled to a total of 16 weeks, including 4–6 weeks to 
be taken before a birth ( zwangerschapsverlof ) and the remainder after the birth ( bev-
allingsverlof ). This provision for fully paid maternity leave is typical of many 
European countries such as Germany (14 weeks at 100 % pay), Switzerland 
(14 weeks at 80 % pay), and Austria and France (16 weeks at 100 % pay) (ILO 
 2013 ). Women in Sweden are entitled to more than 1 year (480 days) of maternity 
leave at up to 80 % of salary, with the possibility of transferring some of the leave 
to the father. Other countries have 52 weeks at either full or partial pay (e.g., United 
Kingdom at 90 % and Denmark at 100 %) (ILO  2013 ). 
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  Fig. 9.5    Approval or disapproval of a woman with a child under age three working full-time, 
selected European countries (European Social Survey (ESS) 2006/2007, author’s calculations; see 
note to Fig.  9.4  for a key linking country codes to full names)       

 In the Netherlands, mothers and fathers are also entitled to parental leave to care 
for young children. This varies by employer. Some trade-union or collective- 
bargaining agreements stipulate some pay for a specifi ed number of hours, gener-
ally up to 1 day during the fi rst year after the birth of a child. A father also had the 
right to paternity leave immediately after a child is born. This increased from 2 to 
5 days in 2014.  

    Cultural and Normative Values about Parenthood and Childcare 

 The previous fi gures suggest that other factors beyond the availability and use of 
childcare are related to women’s decisions to participate in the labor force or have 
children. Using the European Social Survey, which was collected in 2006/2007, it is 
possible to situate the Netherlands in a comparative context in relation to cultural 
and normative values about parenthood and childcare. Figure  9.5  provides a com-
parative European view of the level of approval, ambivalence (neither approval nor 
disapproval), or disapproval of whether a woman with a child under 3 years old 
should have a full-time job.
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   In more than half of the countries, only 50 % approve of a woman with a child 
under three having a full-time job. There is a striking similarity between the level of 
approval of women with young children working full-time and the actual levels of 
childcare enrollment and employment shown in the previous fi gures. The low levels 
of approval in countries such as the Netherlands, Switzerland, Austria, and Germany 
suggest why these countries have non-existent or ineffective policies on childcare 
and female employment. The negative views on full-time female employment may 
help explain the lack of momentum to create policies on women’s employment 
and childcare.   

    Inadvertent National Constellations That Affect Fertility 

    The Paternalistic Welfare State and Importance of Political 
Regimes 

 The Dutch welfare state emerged out of Keynesian economic policies, which were 
introduced in the 1950s and 1960s, focusing on the role of the state and corporate 
institutions. During this time, life-course risks (e.g., unemployment, disability) 
were transferred from citizens and families to paternalistic state institutions, often 
(co)governed by corporatist institutions such as trade unions or employer’s organi-
zations. The government sought to implement an ideal of the “the good life,” with 
signals that were a mixture of accepted practices, such as married women staying 
out of the labor market, and the realization of social and political ideals, such as 
state pensions and insurance against unemployment and disability, a healthcare 
plan, and policies to increase educational attainment (Wielers and Mills  2011 ). 
These policies were codifi ed in a number of laws that assigned citizens more rights, 
to which they, generally willingly, adapted their lives. 

 During this period, the role of the full-time housewife was promoted by the gov-
ernment and codifi ed in various regulations (e.g., taxes). Although this traditional 
division of gender roles was not enforced, the constellation of social-security arrange-
ments made certain life choices more attractive and thus prevalent, and there was 
little public resistance to these options. Although there were women with full- time 
jobs in the 1960s, they were generally unmarried without children. The political, 
cultural, and moral implications of the paternalistic state were put into question in the 
1960s by young people and the women’s movement, which organized itself around 
the issue of abortion and later the division of paid and unpaid labor (Kool- Smit 
 1967 ). The Social-Democratic 1  government changed its position toward more moral 
liberalism, which was staunchly resisted by the large political group of Christian 
Democrats, who disagreed with the idea of individual freedom on moral issues. 

1   The term “Social Democrats” refers to a political stance that emerged in the latter half of the 
twentieth century in Western and Northern Europe from democratic socialism. It is often equated 
with “social democracy” or Scandinavian welfare regimes. It is characterized by collective bar-
gaining and a broadly based welfare state, yet still within the framework of a capitalist economy. 
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 One consequence of the government’s paternalistic policies was very low fl exi-
bility in the Dutch labor market, which made it vulnerable to economic shocks. The 
economic crises in the 1970s, and particularly the 1980s, fueled a growing recogni-
tion that the welfare state could not fund long durations of unemployment or dis-
ability (Mooi-Reci and Mills  2012 ). These crises were followed by considerable job 
growth, relative stability in job quality, a clear rise in labor-market participation 
(particularly of women), and increased fl exibility in the labor market by means of 
temporary jobs, part-time employment, and the growth of temporary employment 
agencies. 

 From about 1918 to 1994, the Christian Democrats took part in all elected gov-
ernments, in which they upheld many traditional views and laws related to the fam-
ily and individual rights. In 1994, a new government was formed, consisting of 
Social Democrats and Liberals. 2  Several cultural issues that had been pending for 
decades could now be resolved, and the new government implemented multiple 
pieces of social legislation that had been held back on “moral” grounds, such as 
legalizing gay marriage, prostitution, and euthanasia. The main goal of the new 
cabinet was, like that of its predecessors, to increase labor-market participation. It 
was only in the mid-1990s that new policies related to the family were introduced 
such as fi scal equality between men and women, expansion of childcare, the exten-
sion of shop opening hours, and the right to part-time work.  

    Dutch Gender Roles: The Right to Part-Time Work and the One-
and- a-Half-Earner Model 

 In the middle of the 1990s, employment in the Netherlands started to grow rapidly, 
particularly the number of part-time jobs and the number of hours worked in part- 
time jobs. The stagnant Dutch labor market improved its fl exibility and became 
highly successful (Visser and Hemerijck  1999 ). This created a tight labor-market 
situation, with improvements for workers in fl exible jobs. The government devel-
oped legislation to drive out wage discrimination in part-time jobs and to provide a 
legal “right to part-time work,” under which every employee was granted the right 
to reduce his or her number of work hours (Visser  2002 ). This right was champi-
oned by Dutch “part-time feminists” as a way for women to remain at home and still 
participate in the labor market. Importantly, part-time workers had the same benefi ts 
as full-time workers, such as healthcare coverage and pensions. These new laws 
were enacted in 1997 and 2000 (Wielers and Mills  2011 ). In addition, legislation 
was introduced to reduce the risks of temporary jobs. An employer can extend a 
temporary contract with an employee only twice and, at maximum, for a period of 
6 years. After that, the employer has to offer the employee a longer-term contract 
(Remery et al.  2002 ). 

2   In the Dutch system, several parties often group together to form ruling and opposition coalitions. 
In 1994, the “Purple Cabinet” was formed by the VVD (equivalent to a conservative or Republican 
party), the D66 (a more center-left party), and the PvDA (Labor Party). 
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 Increased fl exibility in the labor market has had mixed effects on the life courses 
of individuals in the Netherlands, with detrimental effects on some groups such as 
new labor-market entrants and women (Remery et al.  2002 ; de Vries and Wolbers 
 2005 ). Although the growth of fi xed-term contracts and part-time work has permit-
ted young people and women to enter the labor market in large numbers, these have 
often been “stop-gap” jobs for young people or unequal or dead-end jobs for women. 
At the same time, the persistence of the “modern male breadwinner” or “one-and- a- 
half-earner” model, where the man works full time and the female partner works 
part time, has meant that men’s careers have remained relatively stable (de Vries 
and Wolbers  2005 ). The degree of employment security, the ability to enter or re- 
enter the labor market, and the possibility to balance work with family 
 responsibilities—all these are pivotal conditions for individuals to make long-term 
commitments to have children (Mills and Blossfeld  2005 ).  

    Unequal Pay for Unequal Work 

 Feminism in the Netherlands has historically focused on the right to part-time work 
or to remain out of the labor force and less on equal wages or career opportunities. 
The Netherlands is truly exceptional in international terms in its high share of part- 
time jobs, with most women employed part-time. In 2005, 61 % of women were 
working in part-time jobs, as well as 15 % of men (SCP  2006 , p. 145, based on data 
from the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development—OECD). 
Typical female jobs are in personal services, mostly labor intensive and poorly paid. 
Schippers ( 1987 ) characterized the situation as one of “unequal pay for unequal 
work,” and this segregation has continued. This is in contrast to Hakim’s ( 2000 , 
 2003 ) more positive take on Dutch women’s part-time work as offering favorable 
part-time career paths. Although she is correct that women are protected in stable 
part-time careers, several researchers (e.g., Schippers  1987 ; Kalmijn and Luijkx 
 2006 ; Luijkx et al.  2006 ) demonstrate that there is no equality in the careers of 
Dutch men and women. This inequality and the resulting economic dependence 
become particularly problematic for women in the event of a divorce or death of a 
spouse, when they become economically vulnerable (Uunk  2004 ).   

    Education Level, Field of Study, and the National 
Education System 

    Education Level, Field of Study, and Fertility 

 The relationship between level of education and fertility has been a central focus 
within demography (Rindfuss et al.  1980 ,  1984 ,  1996 ; Balbo et al.  2013 ). Higher 
education (particularly of women) operates to postpone the timing of fertility and 
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particularly the age at fi rst birth (Bulatao and Casterline  2001 ). Longer educational 
enrollment can also limit the quantum of fertility by leaving a shorter reproductive 
period to have more children. Highly-educated women in the Netherlands are more 
likely than less-educated women to remain childless (CBS  2004 ). If they do have 
children, many postpone fi rst births and compress higher-order births, or in other 
words “catch up” by having higher-order children at short intervals (Sobotka  2004 ). 

 Women in the Netherlands have made considerable gains in education, now 
exceeding men in higher education levels (Mills and Praeg  2013 ). An area that has 
received less attention is specifi c fi elds of study, which lead to particular occupa-
tional trajectories that may or may not be amenable to combining family and 
employment. A growing number of studies have linked educational and occupa-
tional fi elds to fertility (Hoem et al.  2006 ; Lappegård and Rønsen  2005 ; Martin- 
Garcia  2010 ; Van Bavel  2010 ; Begall and Mills  2013 ). This research generally 
shows a positive association between “classic” female educational fi elds—such as 
teaching and health-related studies—and higher fertility. Possible explanations may 
be either self-selection of women into jobs that offer working conditions supportive 
of work-family balance (Cook and Minnotte  2008 ; Begall and Mills  2011 ) or pref-
erences of women with high family orientation for occupations with stereotypical 
feminine qualities such as contact and caring (Van Bavel  2010 ). Another explana-
tion is that socialization and formative educational institutions infuse particular atti-
tudes and values in girls and boys. Although it is diffi cult to distinguish these 
different processes, Begall and Mills ( 2013 ), examining Dutch cohorts born between 
1940 and 1985, found that women who studied technical, economic, or cultural 
subjects had a signifi cantly lower transition to fi rst birth than women with a degree 
in educational studies (teaching). They likewise found that women in occupations 
with a higher proportion of women had a signifi cantly faster transition to fi rst birth.  

    Education System, Free Higher Education, Child Well-Being, 
and Fertility 

 Although education systems are a central topic within stratifi cation research in soci-
ology, they are often ignored in demographic fertility studies. Education prepares 
young people for the transition to the labor market, and the costs of education and 
level of competition are pivotal for the early life course. National education systems 
differ in many aspects, such as the number of school years required, how certifi cates 
and job training are valued, the costs of education, how the education offered 
matches the demands of the labor market, and how “easy” it is for young people to 
translate their skills into jobs and develop the stability often desired to start a family 
(Allmendinger  1989 ; Mills and Blossfeld  2005 ; Shavit and Müller  1997 ). In gen-
eral, vocational training that allows more immediate entry into the labor market can 
give young people stability at an earlier age than other types of higher education. 

 The price of higher education is likely one crucial factor in parents’ decision 
making about how many children they can afford. In some countries, parents or 

9 The Dutch Fertility Paradox: How the Netherlands Has Managed to Sustain…



176

students need to take out personal or student loans to fi nance their education (Lebeau 
et al.  2012 ). In the Netherlands, very few children attend private, fee-paying schools. 
Until 2012, public education was virtually free through the university level, and 
students also obtained a monthly fi nancial payment from the state. Thus, when 
weighing fertility choices, previous cohorts were not likely to view higher education 
as a prohibitive cost of having children, but rather as a right. A recently proposed 
change to move from free university education to a system of student loans, to be 
initiated in the autumn of 2014, will likely have far-reaching consequences in 
this respect. 

 Another aspect of the relationship between education and fertility is the position 
of children growing up, investments by parents, and children’s well-being. The 
Netherlands is virtually free of any notion of “cramming” or the competitive prepa-
ration for school that occurs in some East Asian countries. This may be one reason 
why UNICEF ( 2013 ) recently ranked Dutch children as the happiest in the world in 
terms of material and educational well-being, behavior, housing, and environment. 
Dutch children start school at age four, are generally not required to do any home-
work until they fi nish primary school at age 12, and are often involved in extra- 
curricular (non-academic) activities after school. At age 12, children take a 
nationwide test called the CITO, which determines their general academic level and 
streams them into higher or vocational education. The lack of competition even 
among high school students is also likely fostered by the fact that, until now, there 
has been no formal competition for admission to university. Nearly all tertiary-level 
studies (with the exception of medicine and other limited areas) are open to all stu-
dents who fi nish a higher-level, university-streamed high school (VWO in Dutch), 
with no additional selection criteria for grades. Since Dutch universities are not 
formally ranked, there is likewise little pressure to enter the “right university.”   

    Religion: Secularization of Dutch Society 

 Changes in cultural norms and ideation associated with secularization are one of the 
pillars of the second demographic transition (Lesthaeghe  1995 ). Previous research 
has shown a high correlation between religious variables and number of children 
across countries (e.g., Adsera  2006 ). One of the strongest predictors of family size 
has been shown to be church attendance (Adsera  2006 ). Others have even argued 
that religion is one of the main drivers of fertility and that “conservatives will inherit 
the Earth” (Longman  2006 ). Although the Dutch population tended to be religious 
in the past, the high level of secularization today, combined with a relatively high 
level of fertility, at least for Europe, seems to challenge the association of religiosity 
with family size, as noted by Frejka and Westoff ( 2008 ). 

 The Netherlands had one of the highest levels of fertility in Europe until around 
the early 1960s (see Fig.  9.1 ), comparable to countries such as Ireland. These high 
fertility levels were largely driven by the Catholics in the southern part of the country 
(Van Poppel  1985 ; Engelen and Hillebrand  1986 ). As Fig.  9.1  illustrates, there was 
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a relatively dramatic decrease in fertility over the next decades, but the Netherlands 
remained a country with moderately high levels of fertility, with a TFR of 1.9 in 
2009 (Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research/Vienna Institute of 
Demography  2014 ). Historically, the Dutch population consisted primarily of 
Christians who were geographically divided, with Protestants in the north and 
Catholics in the south, and with very limited intermarriage. In churches and religious 
schools, pro-natalist and pro-family Christian teaching was prevalent (Berghammer 
 2009 ). Regular social meetings and strong social networks among church members 
provided both instrumental and emotional support to parents  raising children (see 
also Buehler and Philipov  2005 ). There was also strong appreciation of motherhood 
and particularly of the primary care provided by mothers to their own children. 

 Until the mid-1960s, Dutch society was characterized by what has been called 
“pillarization,” which started at the end of the nineteenth century. This meant that 
Dutch society was divided by affi liation to Protestant, Catholic, or non-religious 
“humanist” beliefs, refl ected in highly structured social institutions, from clubs and 
sports teams to schools (Bryant  1981 ; Dekker and Ester  1996 ). As Dutch society 
became secularized, many people shed these divided institutions, and now only 
remnants exist. Beginning in the mid-1960s, the Netherlands has become a highly 
secularized, non-religious nation (Need and de Graaf  1996 ), with around 40 % of 
the population not affi liated to any religion—one of the highest proportions in 
Europe (Statistics Netherlands  2007 , p. 116). There has also been a sharp drop in 
church attendance, even among those who claim a religious affi liation (Berghammer 
 2009 ; De Graaf and Te Grotenhuis  2008 ). Religion has largely lost prominence in 
daily life and is rarely used today as a reference for behavior (see De Graaf and Te 
Grotenhuis  2008 ). Need and de Graaf ( 1996 ) argue that a central reason for secular-
ization has been rationalization, which refers to the notion that the Netherlands is a 
technologically advanced society where scientifi c-based knowledge tends to under-
mine religious faith. The process of rationalization has been spurred by higher edu-
cational attainment over time. At the same time, the social-integration role played 
by religion has become weaker and less infl uential in shaping fertility behavior. Due 
to this secularization, denominational differences in fertility have become negligi-
ble since the mid-1960s (Somers and Van Poppel  2003 ).  

    Housing Regimes 

 Although often ignored, housing regimes can have indirect effects on fertility. 
Housing regimes are characterized by differences in levels of home ownership, dif-
fi culties in accessing mortgages, housing prices, and the availability of affordable 
rental housing (Mulder  2006 ; Mulder and Billari  2010 ). Housing markets may 
affect fertility by restricting the ability of young people to leave the parental home 
and establish their own home or cohabiting household with a partner. In the 
Netherlands, students leave home relatively early, often to study and live in small 
apartments. This is in contrast to their counterparts in Italy, for example, who often 
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stay in the parental home considerably longer. The Dutch housing market has a 
fairly large and affordable rental sector for one-person or student living, which 
allows young people to leave the parental home to study at fairly young ages. In the 
past, however, there was a high unmet demand for other types of housing, and par-
ticularly an extreme shortage of affordable housing for families in the larger cities, 
such as Amsterdam. In recent years, the government has responded by building 
more single-family homes in urban areas (Mulder  2006 ). 

 The norm that access to a high-quality house is a necessary precursor for form-
ing a union and starting a family remains strong (Liefbroer  2005 ). A common 
Dutch proverb for settling down is “house, tree, pet” ( huisje, boomtje, beestje ), 
which refl ects a size and quality of housing not always possible in this very small 
and densely populated country. Several studies have demonstrated that the timing 
of childbirth is closely related to acquisition of a single-family home (Feijten and 
Mulder  2002 ; Mulder and Wagner  2001 ). Others have linked delayed childbirth in 
southern European countries to the low access to high-quality houses (Castiglioni 
and Dalla Zuanna  1994 ). Expensive housing could also affect a couple’s decision 
to have two or more children, since a larger family would entail additional expenses 
or even a move to a larger house. Another theory is that high costs of home owner-
ship might lower fertility by competing with the high costs of having and rearing 
children. In fact, studies in the United Kingdom have linked home ownership with 
low, rather than high, fertility. This is possibly because mortgages in the United 
Kingdom require a sizeable deposit, which means that individuals must accumulate 
savings before they can obtain a mortgage, whereas in the Netherlands, there is no 
need to accrue savings in order to obtain a mortgage (Hakim  2003 ; Murphy and 
Sullivan  1985 ). 

 A striking cross-national difference is the distribution of age at home ownership. 
Whereas the peak distribution of homeownership is in the mid-60s in Italy and 
Austria, it is 15 years earlier, at around age 50, in the United States, Canada, the 
United Kingdom, and Australia (Chiuri and Jappelli  2003 ). The authors attribute 
this to differences in fi nancial systems and the availability of credit. 

 Housing markets have also been shown to affect family formation and dissolu-
tion. A tight housing market, for instance, has been shown to be related to divorce 
or separation, with homeowners less likely to divorce than renters (Mulder and 
Billari  2010 ). The causality is not straightforward, however, since a joint investment 
in a house may refl ect the level of commitment in a relationship, with married indi-
viduals more likely to own a home than those in consensual cohabiting unions 
(Poortman and Mills  2012 ). Several studies have shown a positive relationship 
between union formation, particularly marriage, and home ownership (e.g., Clark 
et al. ( 1994 ) for the United States and Kendig ( 1984 ) and Mulder and Wagner ( 1998 ) 
for the Netherlands and Germany). 

 Mulder and Billari ( 2010 ) classify housing markets into various housing regimes 
according to the level of homeownership and the diffi culty in acquiring a mortgage. 
The Netherlands is characterized as a “lower-level, mortgage fi nance: career home- 
ownership regime.” Other countries in this regime include, for example, Denmark, 
Germany, the United Kingdom, and the United States. Countries such as Austria, 
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France, and Portugal are characterized as “elite homeownership regimes,” while the 
European countries with the highest fertility (Ireland, Iceland, and Norway) have an 
“easy homeownership regime.” The most “diffi cult homeownership regimes” are 
found in Italy, Spain, and Greece, where mortgages are diffi cult and intergenera-
tional transfers are the imperfect solution. Mulder and Billari ( 2010 ) show that just 
over 50 % of people in the Netherlands own a home, with the rest living in private 
rental, or more commonly state public, housing. The total amount of mortgage loans 
as a percentage of national gross domestic product (GDP) is extremely high in the 
Netherlands compared with the situation in other European countries due to state 
co-fi nancing of mortgages ( hypotheekrenteaftrek ). There have been various public 
debates on whether the government should abolish this generous mortgage policy, 
which allows large low-income families and young people to buy homes.  

    Immigration: Do Migrants Sustain High Fertility Levels? 

 One hypothesis, often raised but rarely tested, is that the relatively high level of 
fertility in the Netherlands may be attributed to an increasing number of migrants 
with high levels of fertility. In 2011, about 11.2 % of the Dutch population was 
foreign-born, compared with 14.7 % in Sweden, 12 % in Germany, 11.2 % in 
France, 8.8 % in Italy, and 1.4 % in Poland (European Union  2011 ). This includes 
only foreign-born or fi rst-generation immigrants. The Dutch population also 
includes a similar proportion of second-generation individuals who were born in 
the Netherlands to immigrant parents. The current stream of migration into the 
Netherlands began in the early 1960s, composed largely of labor immigrants or 
supposed “guest workers,” mostly from Turkey, Morocco, Surinam, the Antilles, 
and Southern Europe (Italy, Greece, and Spain) (Triandafyllidou et al.  2007 ). 
An additional infl ux came in the 1970s from the same countries, largely composed 
of the families of the former “guest workers.” In the late 1970s and early 1980s, 
Surinam gained independence from the Netherlands, which brought an additional 
infl ux of immigrants from that country. People from Morocco and Turkey still 
immigrate to the Netherlands, largely to marry Dutch-born individuals of Moroccan 
or Turkish descent. 

 Fokkema and colleagues ( 2008 ) argue that “migrant births account for a substan-
tial share of all births in the Netherlands,” with about 25 % of all births in 2004 to 
mothers with a migrant background. Whereas native Dutch people had a total period 
fertility rate (TPFR) of 1.6 births per woman in 1999, fertility was higher for immi-
grants from Iraq (3.4), Morocco (3.3), Somalia (4.4), Turkey (2.5), China (2.8), and 
Afghanistan (2.3) (De Valk et al.  2004 ). Garssen and Nicolaas ( 2006 ) show, how-
ever, that since 1980, fertility of second-generation immigrant women has come to 
resemble that of the native-born Dutch population. Although fertility among 
migrants from Turkey and Morocco still remains relatively high, even they have 
started to reduce fertility levels slightly. A central reason for higher fertility among 
these groups is related to religious norms, but younger ages at childbearing also 
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plays a role as well as the fact that people tend to immigrate when they are at their 
peak childbearing years (Garssen and Nicolaas  2006 ). 

 In a more detailed analysis of fertility levels from 1995 to 2004, Fokkema et al. 
( 2008 ) conclude that women with a non-Western or migrant background had only a 
limited impact on the TPFR of the population as a whole, increasing overall fertility 
by 0.06–0.08 children per woman, even though this was a period during which the 
migrant population was increasing. The TPFR was higher among all immigrant 
groups than among the native-born population, but the impact may have been lim-
ited because among the non-Western groups with high fertility (e.g., Somalis) there 
were fewer migrants and even fewer women of childbearing age. A second explana-
tion is that many second-generation Turkish and Moroccan women are still less than 
30 years old. Second-generation migrants tend to have children later in life, resem-
bling the Dutch native-born population. Since these second-generation migrants are 
still of childbearing age, they may go on to have children and this may affect the 
TPFR, albeit less than the fi rst generation (De Valk and Liefbroer  2007 ). One factor 
that has not yet been researched is the impact of recent Dutch emigration on fertility 
rates. Many of those who emigrate are of childbearing age. Just as with minority 
immigrants, however, emigration is likely to have a minimal impact on overall fer-
tility levels.  

    Conclusion 

    Summary 

 The Netherlands appears at fi rst glance to be a “fertility paradox” in the sense that 
it has maintained moderate levels of fertility despite concerns about a highly dense 
population, virtually no pro-natalist policies, and a largely non-religious society. 
The goal of this chapter has been to unravel this paradox by examining how various 
direct and indirect policies, institutions, and cultural norms and schemas have gen-
erated the Dutch fertility patterns we observe. Using a multilevel theoretical frame-
work as a guide, we argued that the macro-level policies and cultural schemas of 
this country (e.g., family policy, welfare regime, housing, gender norms) affect 
individual-level decision making, including how individuals process or frame infor-
mation and form fertility intentions and behavior. These micro-level processes, in 
turn, have generated the macro-level fertility trends that we observe. 

 In contemporary times, the Netherlands has always had a high population den-
sity, which produces underlying pressures to reduce fertility or maintain a stable 
population. Although fertility dropped from the late 1960s, the Netherlands has 
consistently maintained a TFR above 1.7, reaching even 1.88 in 2009 (Max Planck 
Institute for Demographic Research/Vienna Institute of Demography  2014 ). It also 
has one of the oldest ages of mothers at fi rst birth in the world, but many couples 
with one child go on to have a second child immediately. Partnership legislation in 
the 1990s opened up new possibilities beyond marriage, and now more than one in 
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fi ve children are born outside of marriage. Ninety percent of these children are for-
mally acknowledged by their fathers. The use of effective contraceptives is wide-
spread, and, as a result, the Netherlands has one of the lowest levels of teenage 
pregnancies in the world (CBS  2010 ). 

 The only direct government policy that might be linked to fertility is child allow-
ances, but these were not introduced to encourage fertility, and in recent years they 
have been reduced. In relation to family-related institutions, perhaps the most strik-
ing observation is the Dutch aversion to the use of formal childcare. The 
 institutionalized system of formal childcare was only seriously introduced in the 
Netherlands in the mid-1990s, and since then the system has undergone many 
changes. The limited number of hours that children spend in formal care is related 
to the large number of female part-time workers and a strong cultural norm stressing 
the importance of childcare by mothers or other biological family members such as 
fathers or grandparents. Compared with other Western European countries, the 
Netherlands has a short—but fully paid—maternity leave of 16 weeks. Following 
childbirth, most women reduce their working hours. Most individuals disapprove of 
women with small children working full-time, similar to attitudes in Austria, 
Switzerland, and Germany. 

 In light of these strong cultural norms favoring childcare by the mother or other 
biological kin and disapproval of full-time working women, one might argue that 
there is no need to introduce any pro-family or pro-natalist policies in the 
Netherlands. What is striking is that these strong pro-family, traditional norms exist 
in a largely secular society. To understand how this apparent paradox might have 
emerged, we examined a constellation of inadvertent or indirect national policies 
that affect fertility. 

 The paternalistic welfare state was developed primarily to protect citizens, but it 
also prescribed the ideal life course and family constellation, with men considered 
the primary breadwinners and women responsible for the household. This stance 
has fi ltered down to Dutch households even today. Dutch gender roles remain tradi-
tional (Mills et al.  2008 ), with a one-and-a-half-earner model consisting of a male 
breadwinner and a woman working part time. Women’s part-time work is often in 
marginalized positions, characterized as “unequal pay for unequal work” (Schippers 
 1987 ). Contrary to Hakim’s ( 2000 ) positive view of Dutch women with part-time 
careers, in the event of divorce or death of a spouse many of these women fall into 
poverty and remain economically vulnerable (Uunk  2004 ). 

 Although fertility research often focuses on the impact of education levels, and 
particularly on women’s gains in education, this chapter also explored education 
systems, the cost of higher education, and the impact of fi eld of study on labor- 
market outcomes. Dutch women have high levels of education, but they are often 
streamed into fi elds of study that lead to marginal positions in the labor market. It 
may be that they are socialized into these positions or select themselves into this 
track, since they know that such an education will eventually lead to a job, such as 
teaching or healthcare, in which they can combine work and family relatively easily. 
State-sponsored higher education, with fairly open admissions and little ranking of 
programs or universities, has meant that parents do not have to limit the number of 
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children they have because of worry about costs or other impediments to sending a 
child to university. 

 Dutch society has experienced extreme secularization over the past years and is 
now one of the most non-religious societies in Europe. Higher-parity births were 
previously attributed to Catholics in the south, but today religion only appears to 
play a role in fertility in very select, highly religious groups. It may be, however, 
that even after secularization, the highly engrained norms and values—as well as 
the policies enacted by a Christian-led government well into the 1990s—have 
 maintained a strong focus on classic family and gender roles. In addition, generous 
government mortgage and co-fi nancing policies have allowed young people to buy 
their own homes or qualify for affordable public housing. Finally, although some 
have argued that recent immigrants are responsible for relatively high levels of fer-
tility, evidence shows that this is not the case.  

    What Can We Learn from the Dutch Case? 

 The fi rst lesson we can take from the Netherlands is that direct family policy focused 
on fertility is not always necessary to promote moderate to high fertility levels. 
Strong norms and values are also important. Second, late fertility combined with 
rapid catching up and low levels of teenage pregnancies in the Netherlands refl ect 
the strong emphasis on an individual’s or couple’s control over fertility, including 
the timing of pregnancies and number of children. The Dutch have a very open 
attitude toward sexuality both in the education of children and in daily debate and 
the public media. Although Dutch women score lower than women in some other 
countries on gender equity in the workplace and the division of household labor, 
younger cohorts, in particular, are more educated than their male counterparts and 
have a strong voice in the household and over their own fertility. 

 The third and perhaps the most important lesson is that a fl exible labor market 
with part-time work opportunities for women has translated into relatively happy 
and healthy parents and children, in addition to higher levels of fertility. It is like-
wise important to note that Dutch men work fewer hours than many of their East 
Asian or European counterparts, and about 15 % work part-time. Some attribute 
both high fertility and children’s well-being to their parent’s high level of happiness. 
Psychologist Ellen De Bruin ( 2007 ) has argued that a focus on personal choice and 
freedom in partnerships, sexuality, and religion has played a strong role in the dis-
tinctly low levels of female depression in the Netherlands. This is likewise coupled 
with the “right to work part-time,” which contributes to a favorable work-life bal-
ance. More recently, an article in the  Huffi ngton Post  (Belkin  2013 ) entitled “What 
mothers really want: To opt in between” argued that most mothers would fi nd 
working part-time an ideal option for work-family reconciliation. Other family 
caretakers beyond mothers can also play a role. For example, Dutch men with young 
children are increasingly taking off from work for what is termed a “daddy day” 
(Papa dag) 1 day a week when children are small. The structural use of grandparents 
to care for children also increases work-life balance and family ties.  
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    Is the Dutch System Sustainable? 

 The focus on part-time work and the “good life,” free education, support for unem-
ployment and disability, co-fi nancing of mortgages, and generous child allowances 
and support for childcare have also taken a toll on the state. The part-time work 
culture of Dutch women may become economically impossible. Dutch couples con-
tinue this one-and-a-half model of the division of labor because they can afford to, 
but recent cuts in government benefi ts may push more women into the labor market 
and both parents into longer working hours. 

 The controversial female politician and Minister of Education, Culture, and 
Science, Jet Bussemaker, has continuously worked to bring the gender inequality 
issue of Dutch women into the public debate. She has repeatedly argued that Dutch 
women should feel guilty because the Dutch state invests so much in their education 
and then they pull out of the labor market. There have been policy suggestions that 
Dutch women should pay the state back for their free education if they leave the 
labor market and do not use the training they received. Minister Bussemaker also 
sparked a nation-wide debate in 2013 when she argued that “Too many women live 
off of their husbands” ( Te veel vrouwen teren op hun man ) and “Women need to get 
rid of the eternal guilt about their family” ( Vrouwen moeten af van dat eeuwige 
schuldgevoel over hun gezin ) (Abels  2013 ). 

 The recent fi nancial crisis has meant that many formally generous policies have 
had to be reduced. This includes cuts to childcare and also child allowances. A 
recently proposed change to move from free university education to a system of 
student loans, to be initiated in the autumn of 2014, also shows that there are increas-
ing cracks in the system and limits to state generosity. Only the future will tell 
whether it was these generous policies, enabling Dutch women to remain in the 
home, that have sustained the Netherlands’ relative high levels of fertility.      
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