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Background

China’s population of more than 1.3 billion is an ■■
implacable burden for the country’s political, social, 
and economic development. Keeping such a sizable 
population fed, clothed, sheltered, and generally satis-
fied consumes enormous resources in itself.

Beyond the sheer enormity of China’s populace, cer-■■
tain other population and demographic trends, such as 
internal migration, aging, and a skewed gender ratio, 
have a multiplier effect in exacerbating China’s host of 
socioeconomic challenges.

A 2007 study by China’s National Population and Fam-■■
ily Planning Commission predicted that the popula-
tion would reach 1.5 billion in three decades and that 
more than 70 percent will live in cities by 2034.
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can china shoulder the burdens of demographic change?

vast migrant worker “towns” 
are springing up on the edges of 
major cities where china’s domestic 
challenges come together in 
microcosm: weakening social safety 
nets; environmental, health, and 
sanitation troubles; poverty; and 
rising levels of disaffection.

“unlike in the west and other 
developed economies, china will grow 
‘old’ before it becomes ‘rich.’”

—richard jackson and neil howe, 
the graying of the middle kingdom: 
the demographics and economics of 
retirement policy in china

Current Situation

	The China Population Information and Research ■■
Center reported in August that the population had 
grown by more than 9.5 million people thus far 
in 2008, reaching over 1,325,350,000. China has 
approximately 20 percent of the world’s population.

According to official state media, in 2008 there were ■■
an estimated 200 million migrant workers, and that 
number is expected to continue rising, with 300 
million new migrants by 2034 at current trends. 

Migrant workers today account for more than 20 ■■
percent of China’s working-age population (15 to 
64 years old). Yet, according to the United Nation’s 
projections, China’s working-age population will peak 
around the year 2015 and then start shrinking.

The China Youth and Children Research Center ■■
reported that between the years 2000 and 2005 the 
percent of the population aged 14 to 35 declined by 6 
percentage points, about 61 million people.

Statistics released by the State Council Information ■■
Office in 2007 indicated that the sex ratio for 
newborns is 119 boys to 100 girls, whereas the global 
norm is 105 boys to 100 girls. The skewed gender 
ratio results from a combination of the one-child 
policy, the traditional preference for a male child, 
advances in sonogram technology to determine the 
sex of a fetus, and widespread availability of abortion 
in China (sex-selective abortion is illegal in China, 
but occurs nonetheless).

An official from the State Family Planning ■■
Commission stated in 2007 that crimes such as 
abduction of women and human trafficking are 
plaguing the areas with the greatest gender imbalance.
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for further information:  
see chapter 3:  “china’s domestic transformation: democratization or disorder?”  
in china: the balance sheet: what the world needs to know now about the emerging 
superpower by c. fred bergsten, bates gill, nicholas lardy, derek j. mitchell

Implications

Rural-to-urban migration is a double-edged sword  ■
for China. Migration enables surplus rural labor to 
fi nd urban jobs and accumulate savings, and areas 
that employ migrant workers benefi t from a ready 
supply of cheap labor. However, large-scale migration 
rapidly increases the rate of urbanization in China. 
Recognizing emerging challenges, the State Council in 
January 2006 passed new guidelines on the protection 
of rural migrant workers’ rights, including timely wage 
payment and provision of education to their children.

China has yet to develop a successful and well- ■
funded pension system, and hence the great 
majority of Chinese continue to rely on the 
traditional form of old-age insurance: children. Ten 
years from now, as China’s baby boomers begin to 
retire, the first single-child generation will assume 
the burden of caring for the elderly.

In terms of absolute numbers, with 153 million people  ■
over 60 years old by the end of 2007, China already 
has the world’s largest elderly population. Th at fi gure is 
predicted to reach 250 million by 2020.

A 2007 report by the Population Development Studies  ■
Center of China’s Renimn University stated that about 
10 percent of males born in the 1990s will be unable to 
marry when they reach marriageable age. Th is surplus 
male population could result in an increase in crime, 
the sex trade, and bride traffi  cking—and, potentially, 
further complicate adequate provision of elder care in 
a society where daughters-in-law are typically relied 
on to take that responsibility.

“it will become more diffi cult for low-
income males to fi nd suitable spouses 
as they get older.  a large number of 
unmarried males will cause social 
problems.”

—2007 report by the china youth and 
children research center and renmin 
university of china


