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Abstract:

In 2020, China’s total fertility rate fell below the international demographic threshold. In 2021, China’s average annual
population growth rate fell to 0.53%. To cope with this situation, the three-child policy and its supporting policies were
introduced in July 2021 in China. Taking Ordos City as an example, this paper utilizes semi-structured interviews to
investigate the fertility intentions of Chinese youth and the reasons for their formation. The study finds that the overall
low fertility intentions of young people are mainly influenced by their one-child families of origin, the rising costs of
childcare due to elite education, the spread of feminist views on childbearing, and the suppression of childbearing by
social media. In addition, most young people are unaware of the three-child policy and its supporting policies. In order
to address this problem, this paper presents multiple policy recommendations, such as improving the financial guarantee
mechanism for universal preschool education. While increasing the research on fertility intentions in western China, this
study provides a reference for improving the three-child policy and its supporting policies aimed at unleashing China’s

fertility potential and improve the low fertility level.
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1. Introduction

Population problem is always a global, long-term and stra-
tegic problem facing China. The related issue of fertility
has also become a public issue of great concern to China
[1].

In 2020, there was 12 million births in China, the total
fertility rate was 1.3, and the total fertility rate will fell
below the international demographic warning line of 1.5.
In 2021, according to the data of China’s seventh popu-
lation census, the average annual growth rate of China’s
population has decreased by 0.04 percentage points com-
pared with the average growth rate from 2000 to 2010,
and in the face of such a serious demographic problem, it
is urgent to adjust the fertility policy. The three-child pol-
icy was officially incorporated into the law on August 20,
2021.

Previously, there has been a great deal of academic stud-
ies on the impact of gender perspectives, the role of social
media, and the full life-cycle process of childbearing sub-
jects on fertility intentions. Cheng Yuan, Aggie J. Huang
Ma, Yang Xiechuan, in a survey of married working

women aged 19-49 years old found that 80% of partici-
pants said they had no intention of becoming pregnant in
the future [2]. Liu P, Cao J, Nie W, Wang X, Tian Y, Ma
C’s study concluded that conclusion that higher frequency
of Internet use is associated with lower fertility intentions
among women [3]. Petra Buhr, Johannes Huinink made
the point of utilizing a life course approach to research,
emphasizing the link between fertility intentions and other
life domains [4].

These studies provide some theoretical support and re-
search basis for this paper. However, looking at the ex-
isting studies, although the idea of the whole life course
approach to research has been put forward, and there are
scholars whose questionnaire design guidelines follow
this perspective, the number of studies that formally ar-
ticulate and follow this approach is not large. At the same
time, much of the available research on the role of social
media in fertility decision-making are rather one-sided.

In order to learn about the current fertility intentions of
young people in Ordos City and the reasons for their
formation, this paper adopts the research method of
semi-structured interviews, sampling the people who live
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in Ordos City for a long time and who are between the
ages of 18-35 years old, and selecting 7 of them to be in-
terviewed in the way of online meetings.

2. Conceptualization and Theoretical
Basis

2.1 Conceptualization
2.1.1 Three-child policy

The Political Bureau of the Central Committee of the
Communist Party of China (CPC) held a meeting on
May 31, 2021 to discuss the Decision on Optimizing Re-
productive Policy to Promote the Long-Term Balanced
Development of the Population (hereinafter referred to as
the ‘Decision’). The Decision was officially announced on
July 20 of the same year, proposing the implementation of
a three-child policy and supporting measures, advocating
marriage at the right age, well-bear and well-rear, and the
possibility for a couple to have three children [5].

2.1.2 Fertility desire

Fertility intentions indicate an individual’s subjective
attitudes and opinions about childbearing, which are not
influenced by real conditions such as time and economic
conditions. It consists of three levels: ideal number of
children, desired number of children and intended number
of children [6].

2.1.3 Desired number of children
Desired number of children refers to an individual’s pref-
erence for the number of children influenced by the social

climate and self-experience, without being constrained by
the realities of the situation [7].

2.1.4 Intended number of children
It describes the number of children an individual intends
to have given the limitations of the real factors such as

material and time costs, which is usually prioritized over
the desired number of children [8].

2.2 Theoretical Basis

Life course theory recognizes the individual’s life course

as a product of larger social forces and social structures.
The life course is influenced by a multiple dimensional
level of interactions between the intrinsic individual, the
individual, and the supra-individual, performed and expe-
rienced by the individual, and has an impact across time
and space [9].

3. Research Design

3.1 Collection of Research Information

This study mainly adopts semi-structured interview meth-
od for information collection. Semi-structured interviews
are between unstructured and fully structured, which can
avoid off-topic and increase the flexibility of the inter-
views, and help the interviewer to guide at the proper time
and the respondents to express themselves freely. At the
same time, because qualitative research methods often in-
volve personal privacy, formal interviews were conducted
using one-on-one online video methods and were recorded
with the permission of the respondents, with the promise
that the information obtained would only be used for the
study.

3.2 Selection of Research Subjects

Because of the differences in the age definition of youth
in different organizations and regions, this study takes
into account the regulations of the United Nations World
Health Organization, China’s Medium and Long-Term
Youth Development Plan (2016-2025), and other docu-
ments, combining with the optimal age of childbearing,
the age of the survey in this study is set at 18-35 years old.
In this study, “purposive sampling” in non-probability
sampling was used. After setting the requirements of
“household registration in Ordos City” and “age 18-35
years old”, the subjects were selected based on these cri-
teria. Seven young people who met the requirements of
the study were selected for semi-structured interviews,
including four females and three males, and the basic
information is shown in Table 1 Basic information of the
respondents.

Table 1. Basic information of the respondents

Number of children
Number | Age | Gender Degree Marital status | Family of origin | in the family of Remark
origin
1 20 | female Bachelors unmarried Two-parent 1
degree family
2 20 female Bachelor’s unmarried Single parent 1
degree family
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3 24 | female Bachelor’s unmarried Two-parent 3
degree family

4 33 female Bachelor’s married Single parent 1 a daughter
degree family

5 19 male Bachelor’s unmarried Single parent 5
degree family

6 20 male Bachelor’s unmarried Two-parent 2
degree family

7 34 male Associate married Two-parent 2 ason
Degree family

3.3 Analysis of Research Information

The inductive approach was used for the analysis of this
study. The interview recordings were transformed into
transcripts to summarize the fertility intentions of the
youth and the factors influencing them according to differ-
ent perspectives, and based on these, suggestions and rec-
ommendations on how to improve the three-child policy
and its supporting policies.

4. Results of the Study

4.1 Differences in Low Fertility Intentions

As the economy and society develop and the quality of the
population improves, the contemporary youth’s views on
childbearing have changed significantly, and the overall

tendency of low fertility intention has been shown. During
the interview, the author asked the respondents about the
desired number of children and the intended number of
children respectively, and according to the survey results,
it was found that the number of the two was highly simi-
lar, mainly including the following three cases: not having
any, having one and having two. None of the seven inter-
viewed persons expected or planned to have three chil-
dren. The specific percentage is shown in Table 2 Percent-
age of desired and intended number of children, and the
specific number of desired and intended children is shown
in Table 3 Desired and intended number of children, In
general, the variability among the interviewed persons is
reflected in the difference in the number of children under
low fertility intention rather than rather than differences in
high or low fertility intentions.

Table 2. Percentage of desired and intended number of children

Desired number of children Proportion Intended number of children Proportions
0 28.6% 0 28.6%
1 42.8% 1 57.1%
2 28.6% 2 14.3%
Table 3. Desired and intended number of children

Number Desired number of children Intended number of children
1 0 0
2 0 0
3 1 1
4 1 1
5 1 1
6 2 2
7 2 1
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4.2 Family of Origin Influences

Fertility intentions may be affected by family of origin
status and the number and relationship of siblings. 7 re-
spondents who preferred to have two children are from
two-parent families, while 3 respondents from single-par-
ent families intended to have at most one child. The two
respondents who had no desire to have children were
all only child, while the corresponding four respondents
who are not only child said they had the desire to have
children, but there were differences in the exact number
of children they wanted to have. When the author asked
about the reasons for their desire to have children, three
of them mentioned siblings in their families of origin. The
respondent who planned to have two children said that he
had been cared for by his sister for many years, therefore
he would like to have two children in the future as well.
The other two who planned to have one child mentioned
the difficulty of taking care of their younger siblings and
the conflict of getting along with their younger siblings.

4.3 Differences in Factors Affecting Men and
Women

According to the female respondents, the two main ele-
ments which affect their motivation to have children as
well as fear and resistance to pregnancy and childbirth,
and the challenge of balancing family and work simulta-
neously. For men, the other two main factors are the finan-
cial strain of supporting a child and more time and energy
required to do so.

4.4 Social Media Plays a Double-edged Role

According to the interviews, all respondents were exposed
to information about having children on social media, but
the content of the information varied significantly between
genders. Female respondents were exposed to information
about “birth” and male respondents were exposed to infor-
mation about “parenting”. However, However respondents
had similar comments about the role played by social me-
dia: most respondents believe that social media have had a
dampening effect on their desire to have children, and that
there is exaggerated and inaccurate information, but that
early exposure to such information has had a positive ef-
fect by enabling them to look at the issue of childbearing
in a more rational and scientific manner.

4.5 Lack of Knowledge of the Three-child
Policy and Its Supporting Policies

When the author asked the respondents whether they were
familiar with the three-child policy and its supporting pol-
icies, more than half of the respondents gave the answer
that they were not familiar with it, and said that they did
not see any obvious benefit effects at present.

5. Discussion

The minimum and maximum age of the respondents in
this study spanned 15 years, and they have different edu-
cational backgrounds, families of origin, and life experi-
ences, but the desired number of children and the intended
number of children are centered on one child, and none of
them has the desire to have three children. Young people’s
current fertility intentions are influenced by multiple fac-
tors.

5.1 Family of Origin Factor

China has been implementing the family planning policy
of “encouraging one couple to have only one child” from
1979 to 2013, and young people of childbearing age are
all born in this period, which results in most young people
of childbearing age being one-child. This policy and the
environment in which they grow up subconsciously cause
many young people to choose to have only one child or
even no children [10]. Their willingness to have children
is relatively low compared with that of non-only children.

5.2 Educational and Economic Factor

The growing phenomenon of educational involution has
made more and more young people realize from their own
experience the importance of high educational qualifi-
cations and the high cost of raising a well-educated and
well-qualified child who is able to compete in society. Re-
spondents who are willing to have children agreed during
the interviews with the concept of “well-bear and well-
rear” and that education is a very important part of raising
children. However, in order to cope with the seriousness
of the social implosion with limited income, in order to
realize well-bear and well-rear, the cost of education for
a single child will continue to increase, and the resulting
economic pressure will force families to reduce their fam-
ily planning number of children [11].

5.3 Feminist Factors

For women, increased educational levels and exposure to
Internet information have to some extent stimulated their
feminist and affirmative consciousness, resulting in a fem-
inist view of fertility. More and more women no longer
believe that life is incomplete without childbearing and no
longer wish to limit their identity to the family [12]. Fem-
inism has weakened women’s desire to have children, and
this weakening effect has increased with increased identi-
fication with feminism [13].

5.4 Social Media Factor

The role that social media plays throughout the fertility
process is complex, and while the results are all about in-
hibiting fertility intentions, there is a duality in the ways
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in which it works. The dominant role is more obvious in
the case of women. Through social media, women learn
about the physical discomforts of pregnancy, the gore and
pain of childbirth, and the irreversible damage done to
their bodies after giving birth. This increases the anxiety
and fear of women who do not experience the full range
of birth processes and reduces to some extent the desired
number of children [14]. The hidden effects are more pro-
nounced in the final fertility decision. Indeed, it is only by
knowing the negative effects in advance that people can
recognize whether they can really take on the responsibil-
ity of having a child. However, such a positive effect will
invariably reduce the number of children planned.

6. Policy Recommendations

6.1 Improving the Funding Guarantee Sys-
tem for Inclusive Preschool Education

Education funding consists mainly of fiscal and non-fiscal
funding, with fiscal funding taking the lead. First, rely-
ing on the Government’s special funds to continuously
increase the coverage rate of inclusive kindergartens and
reduce preschool tuition fees. Second, considering that
the total amount of special education funding in some less
developed regions is relatively low, it is recommended to
encourage civil society organizations, such as enterprises,
to make social donations to promote the equalization of
public services for preschool education [15,16].

6.2 Harmonization of Childcare Balance Pol-
icies and Working Women‘s Fertility Inten-
tions

First of all, as soon as possible to unify the length of na-
tional leave. At present, different regions have different
regulations on maternity leave, paternity leave and other
leave according to their own situation, and there is a lack
of unified supervision, and the length of employees’ leave
is easily compressed by enterprises, which seriously af-
fects the willingness to give birth [17]. Secondly, more
tolerance should be given to female workers. Enterprises
should avoid women who return to the workplace after
childbirth, such as, doubt about the ability to work, the
value of organizational rewards [18]. Finally, more con-
sideration needs to be given to the design ideas of child-
care balance policies. Under the premise of safeguarding
the basic benefits of all female staff members, targeted
policies should be formulated for women who return to
the workplace during pregnancy or after childbirth, rather
than providing the same support policies to all female
workers, which may easily lead to some women being
more concerned about the results of their work [19].

6.3 Strengthening the Dissemination and Im-
plementation of the Three-child Policy and
Its Supporting Policies

Although the three-child policy is now widely known,
few people are aware of the specific provisions that have
been introduced at the local level in response to the three-
child policy and its supporting policies, which has led to
a lack of understanding or even a misunderstanding of
the policy by many people. Therefore, local governments
should provide detailed information on local measures
through official public websites and microblog to facili-
tate the birth of three children for couples who wish to do
so and to mobilize the low birth-intention groups. At the
same time, the speed and quality of policy implementation
should be strengthened so that young people can see the
effectiveness of the policy and inspire confidence in child-
bearing.

7. Conclusions

This study discusses the reasons for the low fertility inten-
tions of young people nowadays, and makes suggestions
and recommendations for the three-child policy and its
supporting policies in this regard. Interview questions
about family of origin and social media were designed to
cover different perspectives vertically and horizontally,
and the reasons for the formation of respondents’ fertility
intentions were analyzed based on the life course theo-
ry. Depending on the results of the research, it has been
shown that young people in Ordos City have low fertility
intentions. There may be three reasons for this situation.
First, the only child growing up under the family planning
policy has formed the cognition that it is only one child;
second, the cost of raising a child is gradually rising due
to the reality, and it is difficult to bear more expenses and
time and energy for raising other than one child; third, the
awakening of feminism makes more and more women ad-
vocate having fewer children or even not having any chil-
dren; fourth, the complexity of the social media increases
the emotion of not daring to have a child; and fifth, Fifth,
the publicity and implementation of the three-child policy
and its supporting policies have been ineffective.

This paper provides some references for the study of the
fertility intention of the contemporary youth in Ordos city
and the reasons for its formation, and gives some sugges-
tions for the improvement of the three-child policy and
its supporting policies, so as to provide references for the
policy makers, and to help improve the status quo of the
low fertility level in China.

The interviewees selected for this study were mainly uni-
versity undergraduate degree holders, and there is a lack
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of knowledge about the fertility intentions of young peo-
ple with other academic qualifications, so the results of
the study may deviate from the real situation, and subse-
quent surveys and research can be carried out for different
groups of people with different academic qualifications.
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