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Opening Remarks for

International Conference on Low Fertility and Aging Populations in North East Asia, May 17, 2011

By Dr. Yongha Kim

President, Korea Institute for Health and Social Affairs

Good morning to you all. I am Yong-ha Kim, President of the Korea Institute for Health and 

Social Affairs.

I am enormously thankful to you for taking time out of your busy professional and personal 

lives to take part in the International Conference on Low Fertility and Aging Populations in 

Northeast Asia. I treasure in particular the time and judicious wisdom Dr. Lee-Jay Cho has 

devoted to culling and bringing together such a surpassing group of presenters and discussants. I 

am grateful to Mr. Young-gon Jin, Presidential Senior Secretary for Labor and Welfare, certainly 

one of the busiest people I know, for flying down here to deliver the keynote address. 

Professor David Coleman of Oxford University, Professor Andrew Mason of the University of 

Hawaii, Professor Hiro Ogawa of Nihon University, Professor Gavin Jones of the National 

University of Singapore, Professor Cheng-Ming Chang of Taiwan’s Asia University, Professor 

Jiehua Lu of Peking University, and Dr. Frank Swiaczny of the Federal Institute for Population 

Research of Germany, I thank you immensely for coming from afar to share with us your 

insights and expertise. My gratitude also to Professor Jin Ho Choi of Ajou University, Professor 

Ki-Soo Eun of Seoul National University, and all the others who are here to moderate, present 

and discuss. 

Respected participants and guests, 

We are here on the occasion of this conference to probe the recent demographic changes of 

the Northeast Asian region, in particular of Korea, China, and Japan, and the outlook thereof, 

and to look further into the effect of low fertility, attendant changes in demographic structure, 

and the various socioeconomic facets of population aging. 

Of late, we have committed ourselves in earnest, on many occasions in Korea and elsewhere 

in the world, to exploring the issues of low fertility and population aging. By no means, 

however, have we thought of our work on these topics as thoroughgoing. There still remain 
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many gaps that have been left unaddressed, certain of which we intend to fill in with the 

discussion we will be having over the next two days. I believe this conference will prove a 

significant contribution to both scholarship and policymaking. This belief I base upon some of 

its characteristics that set it apart from previous discussions of the same subject. This conference 

is special in that it is comparative in its approach. It is in many respects about comparing the 

population trends of Japan, China, and Korea, all Northeast Asian countries whose rapid 

demographic changes have captured the attention of those working in demographics and allied 

fields, on the one hand, with, those of such countries of varying socio-cultural backgrounds as 

the US, the UK, Germany, Singapore and Taiwan, on the other. 

Korea is known worldwide for the dramatic pace of its population aging since 2000. It is 

often observed that population aging is more rapidly progressing in Korea than in anywhere else 

in the world. Japan, after many years of low fertility, is now the most aged country in the 

world. In view of the sheer size of the Chinese population, it is not entirely a stretch to say 

that as China’s population ages, so does the world’s. Perhaps because of its distinctive 

socio-cultural background, Germany has long been kept from seeing its fertility rate rise above 

the western European average. Equally worthy of attention, although for different reasons, are the 

US and the UK whose fertility rates over the recent years have moved closer to the replacement 

level. 

This conference is marked also by its encompassing scope, within which discussion of low 

fertility and population aging will be enriched by deliberations of other issues of significant 

relevance. Population aging will be examined in a broader context, in terms of its relation with 

national economy, pension, social security provision, and health care for the elderly. Discussion 

of trends in marriage, international labor migration will feed into the theme of low fertility. 

The Korean Government embarked this year on the Second Five-year Basic Plan for an Aging 

Korea, which is loaded with a wide range of policy measures that are designed to help reverse 

the trend of low fertility and to have Korea better prepared for a further aging of its population 

in the years to come. Discussion is ongoing in Korea about how best to help Korea be prepared 

for a time when the average life expectancy will be much longer than it is now. I believe that 

much of the outcome of this conference will serve as a rich source of implications for those 

who are in search of policy solutions for an increasingly aging Korea.  

We live in our routines, in our office. From time to time, we find ourselves more focused, 

productive and creative in surroundings that are very unlike the monotony of where we live and 

work. Hence we chose Jeju for our venue, a far cry from the bustling capital. 



v

The presentations and discussions of this conference will be duly rounded out and refined to 

fit for publication by the end of the year and delivered to a large number of experts and 

policymakers who, because of their circumstances, couldn’t come. 

Again, I am profoundly grateful to each and every one of you for being here to take part in 

this conference. I wish you a very fruitful discussion. Also, please enjoy the amenities of the 

island as much as you can during your short stay here.

Thank you. 
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Keynote Speech

Demographic Changes and Sustainable Social Development

Young-Kon Chin

Senior Secretary to the President for Employment and Social Welfare

Korea’s demographic change is progressing at a pace the world has never seen before. Such a 

change is traceable in large part to its fertility rate. The country’s total fertility rate (TFR) was 

as high as 6.0 per woman in 1960. By 1983, the figure dropped on the order of the 

replacement level, and in 2005 to 1.08. It has been hovering around 1.2 since then. Notice how 

different the situation is elsewhere. The OECD-wide TFR bottomed out at 1.60 in 2002 and rose 

in 2009 to 1.73. The fertility rates of some in this group, the US, France, Sweden, and the UK, 

for example, have come close to the replacement level. Of all OECD countries, Korea is the 

only one with a TFR below the threshold of 1.2. 

Average life expectancy in Korea has increased by 20 years over the last forty years, from 

61.93 years in 1970 to 80.55 years in 2009, thanks to the advancement of healthcare, improved 

nutrition, and a variety of healthy lifestyle habits. If such a spectacular change is anything to go 

by, the average life expectancy in Korea may well reach 100 years before this century ends. 

Korea’s low fertility and rapid population aging are likely to send profound shockwaves 

through its socioeconomic future. What we will end up faced with when left in low-fertility 

situations long enough is a reduction in the economically productive population, which will place 

mounting pressure on pension schemes, health insurance, and welfare services for the elderly. 

With the child and youth population declining and the elderly population on the rise, the base of 

tax revenues will erode. 

The average potential growth rate, which stood at 5.8% for the years between 2006 and 2010, 

is projected to decline over the period between 2061 and 2075 to 1.0%, accompanied by a 

substantial fall in the national competitiveness of the country. All this bodes ill for sustainable 

social development and people’s quality of life. 

Absent sufficient policy responses to the rapid changes in demographic structure, sustainable 

social development cannot be ensured for a future Korea. Raising fertility and finding feasible 
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policy solutions to aging population are thus necessary conditions to keep Korea going along the 

path of sustainable development.

The Korean government in 2005 enacted the Basic Law on Low Fertility and Population 

Aging and by the next year implemented the First Five Year Plan for Low Fertility and Aging 

Society, which was followed earlier this year by its sequel. 

The Second Basic Plan is keyed to helping women balance work and family. The labor 

market participation rate in Korea for men is in the region of the OECD average. So the focus 

is placed on women and is twofold: to induce more of them to enter the labor market and to 

do so in a way to promote fertility. To this end, efforts are underway to improve maternity 

leave and flexible work arrangements, and to increase the ceiling of government subsidies for 

workplace child care facilities.

As part of the effort to lighten the burden accompanying childrearing, the government has 

broadened this year the coverage of its support for families with children younger than 4 years 

of age, to include, in addition to those in the bottom half of the income range, the 20% above 

them. Here, families with both parents working are subject to favorable treatment in the selection 

procedure.

The challenge of raising fertility is a case of the tragedy of the commons. It is a challenge 

that goes beyond individuals. Government’s policy effort alone is necessary but not sufficient. 

The corporate sector, public organizations, and localities all should take part. Recently, we have 

seen a number of uplifting examples of efforts from the corporate sector and local communities 

to help foster family-friendly working environments. The government will strengthen its support 

for such firms and localities. 

Having gone through a quarter-century of low fertility, it seems to be a nonstarter to expect 

Korea’s fertility rate to rise to anywhere near the replacement level in the foreseeable future. 

Instead, in light of the current demographic structure of the country, what the future holds is, of 

necessity, a further aging of the population. Even should there be a rapid increase in the fertility 

rate, as we all hope, it will nonetheless take long before it will have any tangible effect on the 

structure of the population. That said, the focus is not only on raising fertility rate, but also on 

constantly improving the socioeconomic makeup of the country so as to minimize, if not forestall 

altogether, the downsides of an aging society. 

Further improvement of Korea’s multi-pillar, post-retirement income protection system is a 

must; and more efficient ways will be sought to restore financial stability to the National Health 

Insurance. As the baby-boomer generation begins to age out of the workforce, policy efforts are 
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ongoing to create jobs of varying flexibilities and responsibilities for older workers, with a view 

to helping them remain employed longer than they otherwise would. Also, as women and foreign 

workers can serve as an offset to potential labor shortages, it is important that they are provided 

with conditions where they can actually perform that role. 

In closing, I would like to add that policy responses to changes in demographic structure 

should be made in a wide range of sectors, including education, housing, and finance, and that 

making these responses work will require not only the commitment of the government and the 

current generation, but also the cooperation of the private sector, future generations, and many 

others in the international community. 
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Demographic Transition, Population Aging, and 

Policy Implications in China

Jiehua Lu

Department of Sociology

Peking University

Beijing, 100871, P. R. China

Phone: 86-10-62757593 (Office)

E-Mail: lujiehua@pku.edu.cn

1. Introduction

China’s strict population and family planning policy has resulted in a rapid decline in Chinese 

women’s fertility as measured by the total fertility rate (TFR). If Chinese women had continued 

to have a high fertility rate over the past three decades and had not had a national family 

planning program, the population of China today would likely have grown to 1.7 billion rather 

than today’s 1.3 billion. As the most populous country in the world, the experiment of China’s 

population and family planning program has had a crucial impact on global demographic 

changes. With more than 30 years implementation, the initial goal of the population and family 

planning policy has been realized. However, while people celebrate the achievements of fertility 

decline, some new issues are emerging, including rapid population aging. These developments 

have created a dilemma for the Chinese government. How to deal with these new problems will 

be the new challenge for Chinese policymakers in the next decades. 

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 will review the demographic transition 

since the founding of the People's Republic of China in 1949. It will then examine the current 

situation and future prospects of the Chinese population aging, and will provide a description of 

its characteristics in section 3. Section 4 presents some phenomenon related to the transition to 

an aging society in China. A summary of the study is presented in section 5 along with China’s 

Response to Aging Pressures and Further Research Issues. 
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2. Demographic Transition

Population and health policies, and through them public sector health and family planning 

programs, had a major influence in shaping the region's demographic transformation. In sharp 

contrast with the earlier European fertility decline was the role played by government leadership 

through population policy, and particularly government-led population and family planning 

programs, although role and importance of policies and programs was by no means the same in 

developing countries. On the other hand, rapid economic growth and improvement of health 

status, particularly the decline in infant and child mortality helped to promote and reinforce the 

desire for smaller families.

2.1 Fertility Transition

China’s demographic transition experienced several stages since the founding of the People’s 

Republic of China in 1949. Chinese scholars and policymakers held some discussions about the 

population issues in the 1950s and 1960s, but there was no nationwide population and family 

planning policy. With the successful grass-root medical services and the improvement of living 

conditions, mortality rate reduced dramatically from 20.0‰ in 1949 to 7.6‰ in 1970, and life 

expectancy at birth for the whole population extended from approximately 40 years in 1953 to 

62.5 years in1970. Meanwhile the fertility stayed at a high level. Crude birth rates and natural 

increase rates were higher than 30‰ and 20‰ respectively, and the total fertility rates waved 

around 6.0 during his period. As a result, the population grew very quickly from 540 million in 

1949 to 830 million in 1970. See table 1.

The Chinese government realized the pressure of this huge and growing population and began 

to implement a national population and family planning policy in the early 1970s. With the 

adoption of the national population and family planning policy, the fertility of Chinese women as 

measured by total fertility rate declined dramatically from 5.81 in 1970 to 2.24 in 1980. 

Accordingly, the crude birth rate went down from 33.43 per thousand in 1970 to 18.21 per 

thousand in 1980, and the annual increase rate dropped from 25.83 per thousand in 1970 to 

11.87 per thousand in 1980. See table 1. It is acknowledged worldwide that the 1970s was a 

decade marked by successful population and family planning policy in China.
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Year
Total Population

（in 100 million）
CBR（‰） CDR（‰） NIR（‰） TFR

1949 5.42 36.00 20.00 16.00 6.14

1950 5.52 37.00 18.00 19.00 5.81

1951 5.63 37.80 17.80 20.00 5.70

1952 5.75 37.00 17.00 20.00 6.47

1953 5.88 37.00 14.00 23.00 6.05

1954 6.03 37.97 13.18 24.79 6.28

1955 6.15 32.60 12.28 20.32 6.26

1956 6.28 31.90 11.40 20.50 5.85

1957 6.47 34.03 10.80 23.23 6.41

1958 6.60 29.22 11.98 17.24 5.68

1959 6.72 24.78 14.59 10.19 4.30

1960 6.62 20.86 25.43 -4.57 4.02

1961 6.59 18.02 14.24 3.78 3.29

1962 6.72 37.01 10.02 26.99 6.02

1963 6.92 43.37 10.04 33.33 7.50

1964 7.05 39.14 11.50 27.64 6.18

1965 7.25 37.88 9.50 28.38 6.08

1966 7.45 35.05 8.83 26.22 6.26

1967 7.64 33.96 8.43 25.53 5.31

1968 7.85 35.59 8.21 27.38 6.45

1969 8.07 34.11 8.03 26.08 5.72

1970 8.30 33.43 7.60 25.83 5.81

1971 8.52 30.65 7.32 23.33 5.44

1972 8.72 29.77 7.61 22.16 4.98

1973 8.92 27.93 7.04 20.89 4.54

1974 9.09 24.82 7.34 17.48 4.17

1975 9.24 23.01 7.32 15.69 3.57

1976 9.37 19.91 7.25 12.66 3.24

1977 9.50 18.93 6.87 12.06 2.84

1978 9.62 18.25 6.25 12.00 2.72

1979 9.75 17.82 6.21 11.61 2.75

1980 9.87 18.21 6.34 11.87 2.24

Table 1 Basic Vital Statistics of China, 1949-2005
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Year
Total Population

（in 100 million）
CBR（‰） CDR（‰） NIR（‰） TFR

1981 10.01 20.91 6.36 14.55 2.63

1982 10.17 22.28 6.60 15.68 2.87

1983 10.30 20.19 6.90 13.29 2.42

1984 10.44 19.90 6.82 13.08 2.35

1985 10.59 21.04 6.78 14.26 2.20

1986 10.75 22.43 6.86 15.57 2.42

1987 10.93 23.33 6.72 16.61 2.59

1988 11.10 22.37 6.64 15.73 2.31

1989 11.27 21.58 6.54 15.04 2.25

1990 11.43 21.06 6.67 14.39 2.17

1991 11.58 19.68 6.70 12.98 2.24

1992 11.72 18.24 6.64 11.60 2.05

1993 11.85 18.09 6.64 11.45 1.94

1994 11.99 17.70 6.49 11.21 1.82

1995 12.11 17.12 6.57 10.55 1.86

1996 12.24 16.98 6.56 10.42 1.78

1997 12.36 16.57 6.51 10.06 1.82

1998 1248 15.64 6.50 9.14 1.82

1999 1259 14.64 6.46 8.18 1.80

2000 12.67 14.03 6.45 7.58 1.80

2001 12.76 13.38 6.43 6.95 1.80

2002 12.85 12.86 6.41 6.45 1.80

2003 12.92 12.41 6.40 6.01 1.80

2004 13.00 12.29 6.42 5.87 1.80

2005 13.08 12.40 6.51 5.89 1.80

2006 13.14 12.09 6.81 5.28 1.80

2007 13.21 12.1 6.93 5.15 NA

Source: CPDIC, 2007, Handbook of Basic Data of Population and Family Planning in China.
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Figure 1: CBR, CDR and NIR changes, 1949-2006

  

Figure 2: Changes in Age Specific Fertility Rates, China, 1953-2005

In early 1980s, China tried to tighten the population and family planning policy and “one 

couple, one child” policy was promoted. However, the pace of the decline slowed down, and the 

total fertility rate fluctuated around the level of 2.4. The achievements in terms of fertility 

decline in China apparently were not proportional to the efforts the government made in this 

decade. This reminds us that fertility decline can not be considered different only in a numerical 

sense，and it call for more understanding of the social, economic, and cultural implications of 

the demographic transition. 

The year of 1992 is a milestone for Chinese demographic transition marked by the TFR 

declining below the replacement level, and it has been stabilized with no rebounding up to 2.1 

since then. The unprecedented low fertility puzzled people and there is no way to find an 

official report of the TFR after 1990. This does not mean that there is no data available; the 

problem is that the TFRs that are drawn from the various available sources are all unbelievably 



68

lower than. Neither among different governmental departments nor among scholars could reach a 

consensus in terms of women’s fertility level, hence the related government institutions are 

cautious to release the official dada. Although no official data, some scholars used different 

techniques to estimate the fertility level (Zeng Yi, 1994; Yu Xuejun, 1995; Guo Zhigang, 1999; 

Guo Zhenwei, 1999) and they agree that Chinese women’s fertility has been below replacement 

levels since the early 1990s. The National Population and Family Planning Commission of China 

which is in charge of the implementation of population and family planning policy insists that 

the current TFR is around 1.8. Recent released national population development report shows that 

the TFR is 1.68 to1.77 in 2000, and 1.74 in 2005. Most scholars and officials believe these 

estimates are estimated results with high variant, and the fertility level was over estimated. 

Although the fertility data is controversial, both government officials and scholars acknowledge 

that Chinese population reached a low fertility. Because China is the most populous country in 

the world, its demographic transition has produced profound impacts on both itself and the world 

population growth. 

Figure 3: TFR, China, 1949-2005

2.2 Current Attentions to the New Challenges in Population Structure

It indeed a great experiment for China to have its total fertility rate drop from 6.0 to 

replacement levels within just two decades, and hereby China’s population and family planning 

policy have attracted the world’s attention. But the low fertility does not tell the whole story of 

population issues in China. On the contrary, Chinese population issues are becoming more 

complicated and some new issues are emerging along with the low fertility rate. Among them is 
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Year of Census Percentage of Different Age Groups

0-14 15-64 65+

1953 36.28 59.31 4.41

1964 40.69 55.75 3.56

1982 33.59 61.50 4.91

1990 27.69 66.74 5.57

2000 22.89 70.15 6.96

2005 22.31 70.05 7.64

the changing population structure.

2.2.1 An Rapid Population Aging

With the decline of the fertility rate and an increase in the life expectancy at birth, the 

population has been aging since the 1960s, with the proportion of elderly in the population 

growing. In the year 2000, the proportion of the population aged 65 and above reached 7 

percent, indicating the arrival of an aged society in China. Moreover, this trend will accelerate 

over the first half of the 21
st
 century, as the baby boomers born in the 1960s and 1970s will 

reach retirement age. See table 2. The rapid population aging invokes debates on China’s strict 

population and family planning policy among scholar for many years, particularly in recent years. 

This is a trade-off between population quantity and structure, and this is really an urgent 

question for the Chinese government to address. Given China’s economic development and its 

social security system, the issue of the aging population will be one of China’s most 

economically, politically, and culturally challenging problems.

Table 2: Changing Age Structure in the Past 50 Years

Sources: Calculated based on the census data.

2.2.2 A Rise in the Sex Ratio at Birth 

The sex ratio at birth in China was by and large in the normal range and attracted little 

attention of researchers and policy makers before 1980. Since the early 1980s, the sex ratio at 

birth has been rising to a level higher than the acceptable normal ratio around 107 in China as 

showed in table 3 and figure 1. 
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Year Sex Ratio 

at Birth

Year Sex Ratio 

at Birth

Year Sex Ratio 

at Birth

Year Sex Ratio 

at Birth

1982 107 1988 108 1994 116 2000 121

1983 108 1989 114 1995 122 2001 122

1984 109 1990 112 1996 126 2002 123

1985 111 1991 111 1997 117 2003 125

1986 112 1992 115 1998 112 2004 124

1987 111 1993 119 1999 120 2005 119

Table 3: The Sex Ration at Birth in China, 1979-2005

Data sources: 1982-1998 from China Population and Family Planning Yearbook, State Family 

Planning Commission; 1999-2005, calculated from the 1% census data, conducted 

by National Statistical Bureau of China, 2005.

The causes of the abnormal sex ratio at birth have been well studied by China Population 

Information & Research Center and Peking University (Zeng, et al., 1993; Gu, 1991; Tu,1993). 

There are three main reasons: under-reporting of female births, sex-selective abortion and 

abandonment of female babies. These causes reflect the strong son preference in people’s birth 

giving decision. In the light of a cultural setting with sex preference, sons would be very likely 

viewed as better in quality than daughters. The imbalance between males and females will 

potentially bring about a lot of consequences in a society. One of them is the so called 

“marriage market squeeze”. More serious implication of this issue is related with the status and 

well-being of females both in the family and in society. In this sense, the increase of sex ratio 

at birth occurring in China in recent years deserves serious attention.

2.2.3 A Increasing Floating from Rural to Urban 

The urban population accounts for 42% of the total population today in China (NSBC, 2007), 

which is less than the world’s average level as 48% (PRB, 2006). For many years, the Chinese 

government has been conservative in terms of the population migration from rural to urban, 

using a very strict household ID system. It is worth noting that the ID system not only made 

rural to urban migration almost impossible, but also severely restricted urban to urban, rural to 

rural and urban to rural migrations. It deprived both rural and urban residents of their freedom 

of mobility. With the rural economic reform since the early 1980s, more and more rural surplus 

laborers move to the urban areas, and it is predicted that the process of urbanization will be 

accelerated, reaching 50% in 2015 and 60% in 2030. 
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Figure 4: Increasing Floating Population, 1986-2005

2.3 Reforming in Population and Family Planning Policy

With two decades efforts, the initial goal of the population and family planning policy for 

reducing fertility was realized and Chinese government is satisfied with the current fertility level. 

Given the exogenous intervention rather than endogenous change in terms of China’s fertility 

decline, China’s demographic transition is only finished statistically, and Story of China’ 

Population and Family Panning Policy is unfinished. Recent released China’s Central 

government’s Decision calls for fully enhancing population and family planning program and 

comprehensively addressing population issues, and Population and family planning policy is one 

of the most controversial public policies in China today.

China’s so called “one child policy” is well known but misunderstood in the international 

society. As a matter of fact, the Chinese birth planning policy is to advocate "one couple, one 

child" only in urban areas. Rural couples may have two children with proper spacing in most 

provinces. Ethnic minorities may have two and more children, depending on the specific minority 

population size. Actually, the TFR should be around 1.5 if all Chinese couples give birth 

according to the policy (Yu, 1999; Guo, 1999). With the socioeconomic development in China, 

the impact of the government birth planning policy on people’s reproductive behavior will be 

diminishing, but still will be the most important determinant factor, given the special situation 

and history of the demographic transition in China. 

Realizing the negative results of the strict population and family planning policy in various 

respects, Chinese government wanted to adjust its current birth planning policies, however, 

because of the huge population size and the incredible annual birth number, and because of the 
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lessons experienced in the history, China is trying to adopt the new policies step by step with 

great cautiousness. As a matter a fact, Chinese government has already begun to move forward 

silently, and it is expected that the reform of the population and family planning policy will be 

“soft landing” strategy.

3. Population Aging and Its Characteristics

With the estimated TFR1), together with the estimation of the mortality level2) and the 

estimation of the migration from rural to urban from the national planning commission3), we get 

the selected results of the population projection, see table 4. Although our medium fertility and 

mortality assumptions are slightly deferent with other scholars and institutions, the projected 

results are very similar. Such consistency confirms that extremely rapid population aging in 

China in the first half of 21
st
 century is definite. 

Figure 5: Comparison of Population Aging Projections by Different

 Although Chinese population is aging, we can see the scenario with three stages in the first 

half of this century. See table 4. The period during 2000-2020 may be the first stage. The 

1) TFR is 1.8 from 2000 to 2050. The 2006 Report of China’s National Strategy for Population Development indicates 

China’s government will maintain the total fertility rate at around 1.8 and ensure realization of the quantitative 

population objective.

2) Western model life tables are selected according to A. Coale, P. Demeny and B. Vaughan, (1983). 

3) The proportion of the urban population is 42% in 2006, and it is expected to be 50% in 2015, and 60% in 2030 

according to the Population and Development Action Plan in the 21
st

 Century. 
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Year

Total 

Population

（in 100 

million）

0-14 15-64岁 65+

Size

（in 100 

million）

%

Size

（in 100 

million）

%

Size

（in 100 

million）

%

2000 12.62 3.20 25.36 8.54 67.67 0.88 6.97

2001 12.72 3.16 24.84 8.65 68.00 0.91 7.15

2002 12.82 3.10 24.18 8.79 68.56 0.93 7.25

2003 12.91 3.03 23.47 8.92 69.09 0.96 7.44

2004 13.00 2.97 22.85 9.05 69.62 0.98 7.54

2005 13.09 2.92 22.31 9.17 70.05 1.00 7.64

2006 13.17 2.86 21.72 9.29 70.54 1.02 7.74

2007 13.26 2.82 21.27 9.40 70.89 1.04 7.84

2008 13.34 2.78 20.84 9.50 71.21 1.06 7.95

2009 13.42 2.75 20.49 9.58 71.39 1.09 8.12

2010 13.51 2.73 20.21 9.67 71.58 1.11 8.22

2011 13.59 2.70 19.87 9.75 71.74 1.14 8.39

2012 13.67 2.68 19.60 9.82 71.84 1.17 8.56

2013 13.76 2.66 19.33 9.89 71.88 1.21 8.79

2014 13.84 2.65 19.15 9.94 71.82 1.25 9.03

2015 13.92 2.64 18.97 9.97 71.62 1.31 9.41

2016 13.99 2.64 18.87 9.99 71.41 1.36 9.72

2017 14.06 2.63 18.71 10.00 71.12 1.43 10.17

2018 14.13 2.63 18.61 10.00 70.77 1.50 10.62

2019 14.19 2.63 18.53 9.99 70.40 1.57 11.06

2020 14.25 2.62 18.39 9.97 69.96 1.66 11.65

2025 14.47 2.55 17.62 9.98 68.97 1.94 13.41

2030 14.58 2.40 16.46 9.84 67.49 2.34 16.05

2035 14.62 2.28 15.60 9.48 64.84 2.86 19.56

2040 14.61 2.23 15.26 9.14 62.56 3.24 22.18

2045 14.50 2.22 15.31 8.93 61.59 3.35 23.10

2050 14.31 2.17 15.16 8.71 60.87 3.43 23.97

proportion of population aged 65 and above will increase from 6.97% in 2000 to 11.65% in 

2020, only 4.68% increment in 20 years，with character of slow aging. The period during 

2020-2040 may be the second stage. The proportion of population aged 65 and above will 

increase rapidly from 11.65 % in 2020 to 22.18% in 2040, 10.53% increment in 20 years. And 

after the year of 2040, the aging population will be staying on a plateau in terms of both 

proportion and number.

Table 4：Trend of Population Aging in China, 2000－2050 (Medium variant) 
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Figure 6: Age Pyramids, China, 2000-2050
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Year

60-69 70-79 80+  

60+Male Female Male Female Male Female

2000 0.39 0.37 0.19 0.22 0.05 0.07 1.29

2010 0.48 0.47 0.25 0.28 0.07 0.11 1.66

2020 0.72 0.72 0.34 0.37 0.10 0.15 2.40

2030 0.98 0.99 0.52 0.59 0.15 0.22 3.45

2040 0.94 0.95 0.76 0.86 0.23 0.37 4.11

2050 0.98 0.94 0.75 0.83 0.38 0.60 4.48

In the year of 2000, the proportion of the Chinese population aged 65 and above nearly 

reached 7%, indicating the arrival of an aged society in China. By the end of 2005, China’s 

population aged over 65 reached 100 million, accounting for 7.64% of its entire population. 

Moreover, this trend will accelerate at the first half of the 21
st
 century, as the baby boomers 

born in the 1960s and 1970s will reach retirement age. Under medium fertility and medium 

mortality assumptions, the proportion of the population aged 65 and over will be around 8% in 

2010, 12% in 2020, 16% in 2030, 22% in 2040, and 24% in 2050, respectively. Accordingly, 

the number of the elderly will be 111 million in 2010, 166 million in 2020, 234 million in 

2030, 324 million in 2040, and 343 million in 2050, respectively. See table 4. 

The process of population aging in China is very fast, compared with the developed countries. 

The proportion of the elderly in China will increase much faster than in almost all other 

countries in the world. The number of years it takes for the elderly population aged and above 

65 to increase from 10% to 20% will be 20 years in China, while 23 years in Japan, 57 years 

in USA, 64 years in Germany and 64 years in Sweden, respectively (UN, 2006).

While the population is aging as a whole, the aged population itself is also aging. The “oldest 

old” persons will increase extremely rapid in the future. The average annual increase rate of the 

population aged 65 and over would be about 2.3% whereas it would be about 4.2 % for the 

population aged 80 and over. By the year of 2050, the oldest old persons will reach nearly 100 

million. 

Table 5: Aging of the aged population, 2000-2050                     (in 100 million)

Source: calculated based on our population projection.
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Figure 7：Trend of Number Changes Among Older Population by Age Groups

Figure 8: Changing % of Age Groups Among Old Population

4. Focuses on the transitional phenomenon

4.1 Population Aging and Demographic Dividend

The passage of population waves may provide a “window of opportunity”, or what is often 

termed as a demographic bonus to development, when demographic dependency swings from an 

orientation towards the youth ages to old age dependency (Carvalho, 1997). The divergence 

between production and consumption interacts with changes in population age structure to 

generate what is called a demographic dividend (Bloom and Williamson 1998; Mason 2001; 
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Bloom, Canning et al. 2002; UNFPA, 2002). If other factors remain unchanged, adding a wise 

public policy before and during the transition, a country’s economy will certainly profit from a 

growing labor force and falling expenditure on unproductive segments of the population, and a 

special window opens up for faster economic growth and human development. 

Changes in population age structure have allowed China to harvest its demographic dividend 

since 1990. The decline of dependency ratio has created a productive population age structure 

with an affluent supply of labor force. But the demographic dividend is a persistent but 

ultimately transitory phenomenon in China and elsewhere. There is a limited window of 

opportunity favorable for economic growth. In time, the age distribution changes again, as the 

large adult population moves into the older, less-productive age brackets and is followed by the 

smaller cohorts born during the fertility decline. When this occurs, the dependency ratio rises 

again, this time involving the need to care for the elderly, rather than the need to take care of 

the young. 

In addition, the dividend is not automatic. With the acceleration of population aging, 

demographic dividend will be depleted at the end of 2030. Moreover, the reduction of working 

age population will cause the rise in wages. At present, it is very important for China to take 

measures such as achieving full employment and smoothing rural-urban migration, speeding up 

the accumulation of human capital, and setting up a sound pension system consistent with 

China’s basic situation, so as to offset the shocks of population aging and maintain its 

sustainability (Cai and Wang , 2006).

Figure 9: Changing Age Structure, 2000-2050, China
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Year China Japan Korea

Dependency 

Ratio

population 

Aged 65+

Dependency 

Ratio, %

population 

Aged 65+

Dependency 

Ratio, %

population 

Aged 65+

1950 61 4.5 68 4.9 81 3.0

1960 78 4.8 56 5.7 83 3.3

1970 79 4.3 45 7.1 83 3.3

1980 67 4.7 48 9.0 61 3.8

1990 50 5.6 44 12.0 45 5.0

2000 46 6.9 47 17.2 39 7.1

2010 40 8.1 57 22.3 39 10.1

2020 44 11.5 68 27.9 43 13.5

2030 49 15.7 72 30.0 56 20.0

2040 61 21.4 87 34.1 71 25.3

2050 64 22.7 96 36.4 78 27.4

Table 6: Comparison of Dependency Ratio: China, Japan and Korea, 1950-2050     %  

Source：United Nations, 2006, World Population Prospects: The 2006 Revision, New York, 2006.

Figure 10: Comparison of Dependency Ration: China, Japan and Korea, 1950-2050

4.2 Population Aging and Floating Population

In most Asian countries, the family is the traditional social institution for the care of the 

elderly who live and work with their children. Indeed, children’s support for elderly parents is 
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legislated in the Marriage Law and also in the Constitution in China. Living arrangement is an 

important indicator for old age support, changes in living arrangement are likely to be associated 

with changes in the level of care and assistance received by the elderly. Moreover, living 

arrangement commonly affect the elderly eligibility for certain types of transfers from public or 

private. Nevertheless, with the socioeconomic developments and demographic changes, Chinese 

family size and structure changed a lot, challenging the traditional family support system. 

China is undergoing the biggest wave of migration in its history. Since the era of economic 

reforms got under way a little more than a quarter century ago, hundreds of millions of people 

have been on the march, most of them peasants looking for better economic opportunities in 

urban areas, leaving behind small children and grandparents. Official estimates put the country's 

floating population, or internal migrants, at 147 million, a number that consists overwhelmingly 

of adults in their prime. Due to large amount of adult children migrating out of rural areas for 

work in urban areas with villages emptied of their working-age populations, the care for rural 

elderly who remained behind has come to be one of people's top concerns, whereas no 

comprehensive study on the consequences of rural-urban migration on the familial old- support 

systems in rural areas has been carried out in China.

Floating population in such a huge scale can certainly influence the population age structure in 

their origin as well as in their destination without doubt. Despite many obstacles to be a 

permanent change of residence, an increasing number of migrants do not have the intention to 

return back home anymore. Many towns and cities are pleased to recruit well-qualified migrant 

workers and make it easier for them to obtain a permanent residence permit. If migrants are 

allowed to settle down in urban cities and given permanent resident status in the future, the age 

structure of local population will certainly be altered in favor of the young adult, adding even 

more vigor and energy to the already prosperous city, while the effects for the rural areas would 

be obviously disastrous, particularly for the old age support. Young migration from rural to 

urban will reduce children available, change living arrangements, and make aging problems more 

serious in rural areas than that in urban areas. 

4.3 Population Aging and Old Age Support

Unlike Japan, the United States and other Western developed countries where population aging 

occurred after economic “taking off” with comprehensive social security system for the elderly. 

China’s Population aging is emerging with the background of less developed socio-economic 

development and incomplete social security system.
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主要生活来源 Urban Rural

All Male Female All Male Female

100 100 100 100 100 100

Earned Income 6. 5 9. 2 3. 9 30. 5 40. 1 21. 1

Pensions 60. 4 73. 6 47. 9 6. 1 9. 6 2. 7

Private Transfers 28. 5 14. 3 42. 0 59. 6 46. 2 72. 7

Public Transfers 2. 4 1. 7 3. 0 1. 8 2. 2 1. 3

Others 2. 2 1. 2 3. 2 2. 0 1. 8 2. 2

Table 7: Income Composition of the Elderly, By Region and Sex, 2004

         (In Percent of Total Income)

Sources: National Statistical Bureau of China, Population in China, China Statistics Press, Beijing, 2005. 

Note 1: “Earned Income” refers to the sum of employment income and re-employment income. “Private 

Transfers” refers to the transfers from children and other relatives. “Public Transfers” refers to the transfers 

from government consumer subventions and community support. “Others” refers to the items not otherwise 

identified.

As reported in Table 7, the principal income sources of the rural elderly are earned income 

(30.5%) and private transfers (59.6%), which together account for 90.1% of total income. The 

share of the income from pension and public transfers among the rural elderly is only 7.9%. 

Alternatively, the main income sources of urban elderly are public transfers (60.4%) and private 

transfers (28.5%), which account for 88.9%. The share of the earned income among the urban 

elderly is only 6.5%.Clearly, the old-age support systems in rural and urban areas are different 

and with the rural areas being family-based while the urban areas being more public-based.

Systems of social security and fringe benefits differ between rural and urban citizens resulted 

from the dual socioeconomic system in China. As early as 1951 the National Labor Insurance 

Regulations provided most urban workers with free medical care, disability pay, and pension. 

The rural elderly, without a pension system and social security protection, have to work as long 

as they can, and then depend on their family when they are unable to work ── living with a 

child, or if they live apart from children they receive transfers from their children. As table 7 

shows that social security coverage among the rural labor force was just 6.1%, while it was 

60.4% in urban areas in 2004. 

However, it is not feasible for the Chinese elderly to entirely rely on their children and family 

for old age support in rural areas since the family size is shrinking and less children are 

available when they are get old. In addition, more and more young people are leaving from 

rural to urban which is undermining the base of support system for the elderly. Taking into 
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account the size and proportion of the aged population in rural areas, it is important and urgent 

to establish a suitable social security system for the rural population. Providing basic support for 

the rural elderly is not only concerning right and elementary life quality of the rural elderly, but 

also one of the main causes of illegal sex determination before delivery, sex-selective abortion, 

maltreatment, abandonment, and female infanticide due to the traditional idea of “Having a son 

for old age support”.

4.4 Population Aging and Old Age Poverty

Previously, people were more concerned about the socioeconomic impact of population aging. 

In fact, however, demographic change and socioeconomic development are interactive. Population 

change impacts socioeconomic development and socioeconomic development, in turn, changes the 

environment in which the elderly live. Prior to the 1980s, when China practiced a planned 

economy, senior citizens in urban areas were supported by public funding and social security, 

with those in rural areas supported by private individuals and their families. This pattern has 

persisted to date, but the content has changed significantly. In both urban and rural China, the 

traditional pattern of old-age support is under attack.

As a special group, old people are vulnerable to the rapid changes and development in 

modern society and consequently are easy to sink into poverty, even dire poverty. In an 

environment where social wealth is unfairly distributed and social security inadequate, in 

particular, these people are the most vulnerable group. Furthermore, a number of other factors in 

today’s China help aggravate the situation: coexistence of a growing demand for old-age welfare 

caused by a growing number of old people and insufficient supply due to a socioeconomic 

underdevelopment; a new old-age support system is not yet in place while the old one is falling 

apart; an unreasonable income distribution and taxation system resulting in an unfair distribution 

of social wealth and reduced income for old people, etc.

In both theory and practice, senior citizens are a group with a relatively high poverty rate. 

This is true of China and many other countries (Yu Xuejun, 1995; Yu Xuejun and Chen Gong, 

2001). In absence of proper policy interventions, that rate will continue to increase for old 

people and with accelerated population aging, the percentage of impoverished people to the total 

population will increase accordingly. Predictably, the issue of old-age poverty will loom large in 

the 21
st
 century. This issue, first and foremost, is an economic one; it is also a social and 

political issue. Therefore, it merits high attention from the government and society alike. The 

government needs to get prepared for the peaking of population aging and take effective 
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measures to prevent and reduce poverty of old people. Scholars warned that China would lose 

its opportunity to become wealthy if the sound social security system is not set up to cope with 

its rapid population aging (Jackson and Howe, 2004).

4.5 Population Aging and Health Care 

Health care is an important indicator of old age support and social security, and a crucial part 

of better life. Improved health status contributes to economic growth in various ways4). Despite 

the sharp improvements in health around the world, new health challenges will emerge over the 

next few decades. Some are certain: these involve the significant increase in noncommunicable 

diseases arising from the continuing demographic transition with population aging. As early as 

the start of the 1990s, the median age at death had risen close to age 60 in China, indicating 

the dominance of the health problems of the elderly rather than children5) . With the changes in 

population age structure, disease patterns, health needs, death causes and health stock, the current 

health care systems and health care infrastructure would be reformed to meet the growing and 

changing demand for the elderly oriented health care system. 

However previous studies show that health care systems are often inadequately prepared to 

cope with health care problems due to the advancing age, including cancer, circulatory problems 

and dementia. Moreover, formal institutions such as social security, pensions and health care 

insurance that financially support older people in times of poor health cover only a small portion 

of society (Strauss et al., 1995). The pace of demographic changes has been, and is expected to 

continue to be, faster in developing world than the case in the high-income countries, and the 

problems of adaptation are therefore greater. 

Theoretical and empirical evidences show that the medical care cost of the elderly is higher 

than that of other younger age groups because of the higher occurrence/ exposure rate of chronic 

/ noncommunicable diseases such as dementia, cancer and cerebral hemorrhage for the older 

people. This hypothesis does appear to be supported in China (Long, 1988; World Bank, 1993; 

Yu, 1995). With the increasing number and proportion of the elderly, the government spending 

on medical care for the retiree also expanded in the past decades. These developments create a 

challenge to Chinese government and families in terms of the old age support, particularly the 

4) The World Bank, 1993, World Development Report 1993: Investing in Health, Oxford University Press. Pp. 17~18.

5) In judging the importance of the health problems of the young in comparison with those of the elderly, one useful 

guide is the median age at death. For all developing countries, the median age at death was below 20 in 1950, 

indicating the dominance of the health problems of children. By 1990 the median had risen close to age 60 in China 

and in Latin America but was scarcely above 5 in Sub-Saharan Africa and was still below 25 in the Middle Eastern 

crescent (World Bank, 1993).
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health care for the elderly. Can Chinese government cope with the changing health care demand? 

What is the direction of the further reform? What is the current health status of the elderly? 

What are the socioeconomic factors, which affect the health status of the elderly? Little research 

has been done on these questions in China. 

5. China’s Response to Aging Pressures and Further Research Issues

The population in China is not only growing, but also aging and moving, problems concern 

not only the quantity of the population, but also its quality, structure, and distribution. Since the 

early 1980s, China has been paying great attention to aging, and a series of measures have 

taken to deal with the demographic pressures.

5.1 Adopting New Population and Family Planning Policy 

To balance the structure and number of the population, the government is trying to stabilize 

the fertility level to prevent serious population aging. The government now is decentralizing the 

population and family planning policy from the national level to the local provincial level. The 

trend toward a slight relaxation of birth planning is observed in these local regulations. 

Twenty-seven among thirty-one provinces allow families in which both husband and wife are 

only-children to have two children both in rural and urban areas. Because the “one couple, one 

child” policy has been implemented mainly in urban areas since the early 1980s, this adjustment 

allows for a de facto two-child policy in urban areas, although not all only-children couples 

would like to have two children. With this policy change, together with the change of the 

population structure due to the migration from rural to urban areas, it is expected that the 

fertility of Chinese women will increase slightly in the next decade. 

5.2 Reforming old age support systems

In China, State owned enterprises used to pay all pension for its workers, and are now 

overwhelmed due to the rapid increase in the number of retirees. Since 1995, each province has 

worked out the pension system reform programs. The guiding principle for the reform is that old 

age insurance must be in keeping with the requirements of the market economy, applicable to 

employees from all sectors, funded by multiple sources, and managed socially. A notable feature 

of the new social insurance system is that individuals are required to pay for part of the 

insurance premium for the old age support. The new system consists of three components: basic 
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old age insurance paid by the government; additional insurance premium paid by the employers; 

and the individual savings insurance paid by employees. 

5.3 Encouraging Community Services 

Community services for the elderly are newly developed in recent years in China. In the past, 

the government was the only sponsor responsible for providing social security for the elderly. 

Today, in addition to the government continuing to provide support, society is getting more 

involved and employers are required to raise funds for social security. Services are provided in 

line with the increasing needs of the elderly based on the local conditions. All the elderly in a 

community are beneficiaries of services and also service deliverers when they are capable. The 

young elderly are encouraged to help the old elderly. In addition, volunteers are organized to 

help elderly.

5.4 Maintaining the traditional family support for the elderly

The emotional attachment and mutual support among family members are very strong in 

China. However, population change is exerting an impact on the capability of the old age 

support by the family. The most important factor is a considerable decline in fertility, which 

leads to a reduction in the number of children providing support for the elderly. Even though, 

families remain an essential basis for old age support in China, and their functions should not 

be replaced by social security. Chinese government promotes the traditional family function for 

old age support. The relationship between families’ support and social security should be 

complementary, rather than “trade off”.

5.5 Updating the regulations

The legal system on aging has been updated for the protection of rights and interests of the 

elderly. The Law on the Protection of Rights and Interests of the Elderly, issued in 1996, is the 

first law of its kind in China. It not only recognizes the rights of the elderly and helps to 

improve their status in families and society, but also provides effective legal protection for their 

old-age life. Other relevant laws, such as the Marriage Law, the Inheritance Law and the local 

Regulation for Population and Family Planning, also protect the rights and interests of the 

elderly.

Based on the national conditions, China worked out in 1994 the “Program for Aging in 
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China” to increase people’s awareness on aging, to reform the social security, and to balance 

population aging and the social economic development. Nevertheless, there are many challenges 

and questions in the future: 

Chinese population aging occurred under the situation of less developed economy and 

incomplete social security system. On the one hand China needs more investment in economic 

growth, on the other hand rapid aging needs more financial support, which one is more 

important? How to balance them? Currently, the social security system only covers the urban 

citizens, whereas the rural elderly mainly rely on the family support. With the fertility decline 

and the shrinking family size, who will support the elderly in rural areas? The number of the 

elderly aged 80 and above will reach nearly 100 million in 2050. With the changes in 

population age structure, how to reform the current health care systems to meet the growing and 

changing demand for the elderly oriented health care system? Chinese elderly is one of the 

poorest groups in China due to the history reason. They contributed all their life to 

socioeconomic development in China. From the point of equity, it is the responsibility for the 

society to support the elderly. How to balance equity and efficiency? What is the impact of the 

economic globalization on the social security, particularly on issue of aging? Positive? Or 

negative? What the developed countries can be of help for the developing countries in dealing 

with aging issue? What forms should be taken for the international and regional cooperation?
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Later and less marriage in East Asia

: reasons and implications1) 

Gavin W. Jones

Trends in marriage in East Asia

After some decades during which mean age at marriage in the ultra-low fertility countries of 

East Asia has been rising and proportions ever married falling in all 5-year age groups below 

age 50, one might have at least entertained the possibility of a levelling off of these trends in 

the first decade of the 21st century. However, the evidence is that in the first half of the 

decade, the trends continued unabated. Indeed, in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan the trend 

toward non-marriage accelerated over this period (Jones and Gubhaju, 2009).    

Some basic evidence of trends is presented in Figures 1 and 2. Three points are worth 

emphasizing about these figures. Firstly, in choosing the age group 35-39 for presentation in 

Figure 2, the rise in singlehood in South Korea (very evident in Figure 1) is somewhat 

understated. The rise in singlehood has been much sharper in the cohorts aged below 35 in 

2005, and can be expected to be reflected more sharply in the 35-39 age group from 2010 

onwards as the later-marrying cohorts move into this age group. The figure on percentage of 

women single at ages 30-34 is presented in Figure 3 to illustrate the point – here the sharp 

increase in Korea is very clear. 

Second, Singapore, although not in Northeast Asia, shares many of the economic and cultural 

characteristics of these countries. Its trends in marriage (a levelling off of the proportions 

remaining single) were idiosyncratic over the period since 1990, and because of its relevance to 

the Northeast Asian region, the reasons for this levelling off will be briefly canvassed in this 

paper. 

Third, marriage patterns in China remain an enigma. Singlehood above the age of 30 remains 

so rare in China that it is clearly in a totally different league from the other East Asian 

countries discussed in this paper. As discussed in Jones (2004: 29-31), and Jones and Gubhaju 

(2009: 240-242) marriage in China is heavily concentrated at ages in the 20s, and despite a 

1) Paper prepared for International Conference on Low Fertility and Aging Populations in Northeast Asia, Jeju, Korea, 

17-18 May 2011.
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small rise in singulate mean age at marriage, only a very small proportion of either women or 

men remain single above the age of 30, in contrast to the 30 per cent or more in many parts 

of the region. Percentages remaining single do appear to be rising in the large cities of China 

(Jones and Gubhaju, 2009: 240-41). Despite the severe shortage of potential brides for 

marriageable-age men that will be developing in China over the coming decade2), which will 

make for lower ages of female marriage, I would nevertheless argue that age at marriage for 

women will rise as a result of the same kinds of factors that are driving it up elsewhere in East 

Asia. 

A key issue  is whether the continuing rise in non-marriage in the countries apart from China 

is compositional – simply the result of increasing proportions of the population in the 

later-marrying better educated groups – or whether it is happening within educational attainment 

groups as well. The answer – for the first five years of the new millennium at least - is that in 

Japan, Korea, and probably Taiwan it is something sweeping through the whole society (Jones 

and Gubhaju, 2009). Census data from 2010, when available, will enable us to update the trend 

over the past five years.3) The policy implications of these trends are very important: it is not 

just a matter of dealing with the issues working against the marriage of tertiary educated 

women, but there is a need to find the reasons why marriage is in decline throughout the social 

structure.  

Reasons for the trends

There may be many reasons for marriage to be delayed or not entered into at all. In a crude 

attempt to classify them systematically, I propose two main categories: non-marriage by choice, 

and non-marriage by circumstance – or expressed differently, volitional and non-volitional 

non-marriage. Non-marriage by choice can be subdivided (again rather crudely) into the choice 

not to marry because of desire to avoid childbearing, and the choice not to marry because of 

other features of married life considered undesirable by those making the decision. Non-marriage 

by circumstance can be considered to occur in cases where the person is open to the possibility 

of marriage, but events have acted against this possibility being realized. 

2) This shortage will result from distortions in age structure stemming from a number of factors, including the rising sex 

ratio at birth over the past two decades.             

3) In Singapore, though, the trend since 1990 has resulted from compositional changes and there has been little tendency 

for singlehood to rise within each educational group – indeed, at ages over 35, singlehood is tending to decline in each 

educational attainment group (Koh, 2011: Table 15).
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Volitional non-marriage

For both males and females, financial stability is seen as an important precondition of 

marrying. Yet financial stability is increasingly seen as difficult to attain, given the demise in 

Japan of traditions of lifetime employment in the one firm, the increasing prevalence of contract 

and part-time work, and the experience of economic crises such as the Asian Financial Crisis of 

1997-8 and the world economic downturn of 2009. The search for financial stability drives the 

age at marriage upwards, even where marriage is a desired state, and this is reinforced by the 

effects of military service in Korea, Taiwan and Singapore, which delays the attainment of 

economic independence by young men.    

There are a number of factors making marriage less alluring for women. With rising 

educational levels and increased labour force participation by women, leading over time to 

accrued work experience, pay increase and promotions, the potential opportunity costs of 

marriage increase. Moreover, a husband is no longer needed as a provider, or for status reasons. 

Therefore women are likely to be more selective in their choice of a spouse, and to take longer 

in the search. Then there are all the potential downsides of marriage from the wife’s perspective. 

The opportunity cost of having children is likely to increase, and with low fertility, the 

likelihood of taking on responsibility for care of husband’s ageing parents becomes greater, as he 

may have no or few siblings. These and other elements of the East Asian “marriage package” 

have been described well by Bumpass et al., 2009.

Marriage, childbearing, childrearing and frequently, care of the elderly, are linked. 

When women marry, they are expected to assume these roles, and marriage is 

expected to be a life-long commitment. Household tasks within marriage life are 

extremely gender-segregated, with the burden falling overwhelmingly on the wife. 

Further, the mother is chiefly responsible for the educational success of her children 

(p. 217) 

Ensuring the educational success of children is a pressure felt increasingly by mothers in the 

region. Enrichment classes, private tutoring and cram schools are almost de rigeur for parents 

wishing to be seen as serious-minded about their children’s success. These particular pressures of 

parenthood are well known to single young women in the region through the experience of their 

relatives and friends. On top of all this, divorce rates in the region are increasing, leading to 

greater uncertainty about the stability of marriage.  



130

What about the male perspective? Are there good reasons why volitional non-marriage might 

also be increasing for males? Certainly, some of the reasons parallel those for females: emphasis 

on building a career, lack of time for socializing given long hours of work, lack of contact with 

potential partners. Given traditional gender role models, males may feel the need for financial 

stability before marrying even more keenly than females. Freeing up of attitudes towards sexual 

relationships outside of marriage means that sexual outlets are more readily available to the 

non-married than in the past.  

Non-volitional non-marriage    

Non-volitional reasons may operate much more for some groups within the population than for 

others. For example, a “marriage squeeze” may be strongly in effect for tertiary educated women 

in many East Asian countries, but not for those with high school education. There are three 

elements in this “marriage squeeze”: (1) The traditional age gap between spouses; (2) the marked 

increase in female education, thus lowering the ratio of well-educated men to well-educated 

women in marriage-age cohorts; (3) the persistence of traditional attitudes of hypergamy – that 

women should marry up, and that men should think twice before marrying a women with more 

education or income than him. This “marriage squeeze” may not be much in evidence for 

well-educated women who are seriously considering marriage in their mid-20s, as the pool of 

potential husbands open to them remains fairly large. However, many such women are not really 

ready for marriage in their mid-20s, being focused more on building a career in the early 

post-education years, and leaving marriage on the back burner. For some women, a failed 

relationship or relationships that had been seen as probably leading to marriage may have further 

“set the clock back”, leading to a period of introspection or lack of interest in pursuing another 

relationship. Educated women who, for whatever reason, remain single in their 30s but are 

seriously open to marriage, are likely to find slim pickings in the pool of potential husbands, 

even when the criteria used are only those of an appropriate education and income. If the 

criterion of sharing similar values and expectations about gender roles and marital rights and 

obligations is added to the mix, the pool of potential husbands will be seen to have shrunk 

much more.            

How much evidence is available from attitudinal surveys about the openness to marriage, and 

the priority given to marriage, among young people in the region?  If most express a desire to 

marry, this would suggest that much of the non-marriage is involuntary. Survey evidence from 

Singapore suggests that voluntary non-marriage is fairly limited. A survey conducted by the 
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government agency responsible for such matters, the MCYS, in 20044), showed that 76 per cent 

of never married women wished to settle down to a married life, with another 20 per cent 

leaving it to fate. Another survey conducted in 2007 on 1,004 women aged 25-39, showed that 

of the unmarried women, 88 per cent intended to marry (Koh, 2011: 223). 

Evidence the author was able to track down for the East Asian countries is unfortunately 

mainly from surveys conducted at least 10 years ago, before the continued upsurge in singlehood 

since 2000. A study comparing Japan (data from 1994) with the United States finds that a lower 

proportion of never married women in Japan would like to marry than in the US (80 per cent 

as against 88 per cent), and multivariate analysis showed that “Japanese women are more 

skeptical than Japanese men about the benefits of marriage” (Tsuya, Mason and Bumpass, 2004: 

46). A study for Korea, based on 1991 data for single women aged under 26, showed that only 

69 per cent intended to marry, well below the figure of 77 per cent for single men aged under 

30. The proportion of women who thought that it is necessary, or better, for everyone to marry 

was also substantially lower than the proportion of men who thought so (Choe, 1998: Tables 3.1 

and 3.3).         

More recent information on attitudes comes from the International Social Survey Program 

(ISSP) analysed by Eun (….), which shows that around 2002-3, based on responses to the 

statement “married people are generally happier than unmarried people”, Korea, along with the 

Philippines, had the most traditional values, whereas Japan and Taiwan, while more traditional 

than many European countries, were less traditional than the United States.5) Given its high level 

of economic development, Eun comments that it is very surprising that Korea remains as 

traditional on this score as the Philippines. It would be useful to have even more recent data 

about attitudes to marriage in Korea, given that the trend toward non-marriage is accelerating.  

Some information about trends in attitudes toward marriage is available for Japan. Results 

from the three rounds (1972, 1982 and 1992) of the National Opinion Survey by the Prime 

Minister’s Office in Japan have been analysed by Atoh (2001) to show a steady decline in the 

proportion of women who considered “women should marry” between 1972 and 1982, and a 

sharper decline between 1982 and 1992. The younger the respondent, the lower the proportion 

who believed “women should marry” (Atoh, 2001: Figure 7).       

The fact remains that, whatever the expressed attitudes towards marriage or intentions to marry 

may show, the proportions remaining single are increasing rapidly. To the extent that some of 

4) Ministry of Community Development, Youth and Sports. The survey was the Marriage and Parenthood Study. 

5) A different international survey, however, the results of which are summarized in Retherford, Ogawa and Matsukura 

(2001: Table 7) shows Japanese as having more traditional attitudes than Koreans to marriage in the 1990s, based 

admittedly on a different question.  
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this non-marriage reflects a lack of desire to marry, the factors underlying this lack of desire on 

the part of some singles to enter a marriage relationship need to be carefully examined. A 

calculated approach to marriage – as exemplified by theories such as those of the economist 

Becker (1996) and social exchange theory in sociology (Strong, DeVault and Cohen, 2008) 

implies that the potential partners weigh up the costs and benefits to them from marrying – 

from marrying at all, or from marrying a particular person. In traditional arranged marriage 

systems, these costs and benefits of marrying a particular person used to be weighed up by 

parents, though the option of not marrying at all was not entertained in such systems. Now, 

however, the decision is left to the individual, and the option of not marrying at all is a very 

live one. When the decision is taken not to marry at all, to what extent is it based on a lack 

of desire for a life partner, and to what extent does it result from the “marriage package” – the 

things that go along with marriage? And indeed, how much is it a conscious decision, or rather 

a “path dependency” outcome of the life course experiences of people who remain single into 

their 30s? 

And how much does this differ for men and women? The limited evidence available appears 

to indicate that it is more the women who are revolting against the marriage package than the 

men – which is hardly surprising, given that it is women who appear to be disadvantaged by 

the current constellation of rights and responsibilities surrounding marriage. 

But even if a fairly high proportion say they favour the marriage institution, and express a 

general desire to marry, the strength of that desire has to be tested. What seems to be 

happening is that people who are generally not ill-disposed to marriage delay it, and give it a 

relatively low priority, so that the circumstances at the time they start to think more seriously 

about it are not very favourable to their finding a suitable spouse.   

The Singapore case

A study by the author and colleagues (Jones et al., forthcoming) has investigated both the 

policy context of non-marriage and the circumstances and attitudes of unmarried Singaporeans in 

their 30s and 40s. There are two policy areas in which the government clearly promotes 

marriage: housing policy and matchmaking efforts.  

In Singapore, 85% of the population lives in government-provided housing (Housing and 

Development Board (HDB) high-rise apartments), and housing policy is directed towards 

maintaining a stable society based on home-owning families as conventionally defined (Chua 

1995; Teo 2010). Singlehood is discouraged by the rules of eligibility for HDB housing; singles 
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must be over the age of 35 to be eligible to purchase this subsidized form of housing.  Various 

inducements are offered to those planning to marry to get into the waiting list. Under the 

Fiance/Fiancee Scheme, courting couples who intend to marry may apply for a flat. This helps 

to shorten waiting time for flats and if couples plan ahead the flat could be ready when they 

are ready to move in, as they only need to produce their marriage certificate within three 

months of getting the keys to their flat. They are also allowed to buy a HDB flat from the 

resale market (which involves a mark-up in price but allows for flexibility in timing). First-time 

HDB flat buyers are also allowed to rent flats while waiting for their own flats to be built, so 

that young couples will not have to delay their marriage until the completion of the building of 

their flats (Wong and Yeoh, 2003: 18). 

A mild concession is made to the possibility of Western-type patterns of shared housing by 

singles under the Joint Singles Scheme, whereby a flat can be bought jointly by two to four 

single Singaporean citizens from the open market. However, this is only available to the 

unmarried or divorcees if they are over the age of 35.        

Overall, then the Singapore government’s housing policies are definitely oriented towards 

encouragement of marriage, and of earlier rather than later marriage.   

Turning from housing policy to the direct involvement of the government in match-making, the 

Singapore government began this involvement in 1984 with the formation of the Social 

Development Unit (SDU) to assist partnering among university graduates. Subsequently, a SDS 

(Social Development Service) was formed to assist those with lower educational qualifications 

(Quah, 2003: 21-23). In 2009 the two were merged to form the Social Development Network 

(SDN) in a bid to give members “a wider pool of singles to choose from” (Straits Times, 

29/1/2009). 

The efforts of the SDU tended to be scoffed at internationally; locally, there was a certain 

stigma about being known to be seeking a partner through the government’s matchmaking 

efforts. However, it is widely accepted in Singapore that the demise of earlier traditions of 

matchmaking, combined with long working hours and limited opportunities to socialize, left a 

void in possibilities of finding a suitable partner. Similar concerns are frequently expressed in 

Japan (Retherford, Ogawa and Matsukura, 2001: 87-8). The Singapore government’s matchmaking 

efforts have become more sophisticated over time. There is now a strong emphasis on the 

internet by the SDN, whose website “Love Byte. A world of possibilities. Just a click away” 

lists four kinds of dating services provided by the government agency. In the same website, the 

Social Development Unit announces new initiatives to raise standards in the local dating industry. 
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An accreditation scheme has been introduced and seed funding provided to qualifying companies 

to upgrade and professionalize themselves.

It is very hard to assess the impact of the government’s matchmaking efforts. Official reports 

list the number of couples who have “tied the knot” after being engaged in SDU activities. In 

2003, for example, some 4,050 graduates registered with the SDU married, or 15 per cent of its 

total membership of about 26,000 (Saw, 2005: 147). These figures cannot address the 

counterfactual – how many of these people would have married anyway, in the absence of the 

government’s programs? Nevertheless, the fact remains that marriage trends in Singapore have 

diverged from those in most other countries of the region, which certainly leaves open the 

possibility that government housing programs, matchmaking programs and other elements of 

family policy may have played a role. 

  

Where does cohabitation fit in? 

With the decline in marriage in the East Asian countries, one might expect an increase both 

in pre-marital sexual activity and in cohabitation among the rising proportions who are single at 

ages well beyond traditional ages at marriage. There is ample evidence that sexual activity 

among singles is increasing in the region (for Japan, see Retherford, Ogawa and Matsukura, 

2001: 88-91). As far as cohabitation is concerned, second demographic transition proponents 

argue that increasing cohabitation could be expected in situations where secularism and 

individualism is increasing. This is indeed happening in Japan (Retherford, Ogawa and 

Matsukura, 2001; Raymo, Iwasawa and Bumpass, 2008; Tsuya, 2006; Lesthaeghe, 2010, Table 3 

and 4) and Taiwan (Lesthaeghe, 2010, Table 5) and probably in the other countries. Perhaps 

surprisingly, based on data from the ISSP, attitudes to cohabitation remain rather traditional in 

these countries, particularly Korea (Eun, ….: 7). However, in Japan and Korea a significantly 

higher proportion of young people accept cohabiting relationships than is the case for older 

people. 

Some preliminary findings from our Singapore study, though admittedly based on a small 

number of respondents (23 intensive interviews with Chinese Singaporeans), echo the second 

demographic transition as reported in many Western societies (such as increasing acceptance of 

premarital sex and cohabitation, increasing individualism in marriage, great value attached to 

freedom, independence and self-actualization, decreasing desire to have children, increasing 

acceptance of out-of-wedlock births, and increasing acceptance of casual and multiple dating 

relationships). We also find that procreation seems to be independent of marriage in two ways. 
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Firstly, a number of singles are happy to accept out-of-wedlock births. Secondly, a number of 

singles are ambivalent about procreation. They think children are not important to them and 

therefore having children after getting married is optional (Jones et al., forthcoming). But some 

other findings come through clearly. One is that these respondents still think marriage is 

desirable, even if the path towards it deviates from traditional norms, and for some the marriage 

will not necessarily produce children. Another is that the financial costs associated with marrying 

are a deterrent – the costs of the wedding celebration itself, the cost of housing and the cost of 

raising children.     

 

Implications

Effect on fertility

The effect of marriage change on fertility could be of great significance for the ultra-low 

fertility countries of Northeast Asia, searching as they are for ways to raise fertility rates. It is 

important to examine carefully the role of marriage change to avoid exaggerating it, while 

recognizing its potential importance.

One thing to bear in mind is that marriage trends could be implicated in the divergence 

between period and cohort fertility. Period fertility is lower than cohort fertility when the mean 

age of childbearing rises (Ryder, 1983), which has been the case in all northeast Asian countries 

in recent times. When successive cohorts delay childbearing, their births are spread out over a 

longer period than would be the case if the timing were constant, resulting in a reduction in 

period fertility. Thus if part of the recent fertility decline has been due to a postponement of 

births, the underlying cohort fertility will turn out to be higher than the period fertility. In other 

words, each cohort of women will eventually have more children than the TFRs seem to 

indicate, because the current TFRs are artificially supressed by postponement of the total births 

over the women’s life spans. Once the rise in mean age at childbearing ends, as it inevitably 

must, “the corresponding fertility-depressing effect stops, thus putting upward pressure on period 

fertility” (Bongaarts, 2002: 439).      

Low-fertility European countries have recorded nearly universal increases in fertility in recent 

years, and the ending of birth postponement has been implicated in these increases (Myrskyla et 

al., 2009). However, it has been shown that no such factors have (yet) been in operation in the 

ultra-low fertility countries of East Asia, and there are good reasons for arguing that such an 

increase is going to be harder to achieve in these countries (Frejka, Jones and Sardon, 2010).    
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What is clear is that in the decline in fertility rates in Northeast Asian countries to 

replacement level and then to levels far below replacement, declines in proportions married have 

played a substantial part in some countries at some times. By the same token, if fertility is to 

be increased in these countries, lowering the proportion of women who reach the end of their 

reproductive period without ever marrying (a proportion that could well rise to 20 per cent in 

Japan, South Korea and Taiwan within the next decade or two), would be an almost 

indispensable requirement. 

The isolation of the effect of changing marriage patterns on fertility is fairly straightforward in 

technical terms, although the particular method used for disaggregation can result in substantial 

differences in the proportion of the decline attributed to changing marriage patterns (Retherford 

and Cho, 1981). I will note the results of some studies disaggregating fertility declines in these 

countries into their component factors. According to studies in Taiwan, falling proportions ever 

married were responsible for about one quarter of the fertility decline between 1960 and 1970, 

almost none in the 1970-78 period, about one third in the period to 1983, when Taiwan’s 

fertility reached replacement level, and for the entire decline between 1983 and 1991, when TFR 

reached 1.7 to 1.8 (Chang, Freedman and Sun, 1981; Freedman, Chang and Sun, 1994). Over 

the entire period 1961 to 1993, Freedman, Chang and Sun (1994) calculated that the change in 

proportion of women married was responsible for about 33 per cent of the decline in fertility. I 

have not found any studies dealing with the period since 1993.   

In Japan, fertility decline started in the two decades before the Second World War. It was 

greatly facilitated by the postponement of marriage, first in the 1930s and then, accompanied by 

swift and substantial reductions in marital fertility, during the decade following the postwar jump 

in births between 1947 and 1950. Since the mid-1970s, the importance of marriage change in 

fertility decline has assumed great importance: according to Retherford and Ogawa (2005: 2), 

about half of the decline in Japanese TFR since 1973 is attributable to later marriage and less 

marriage; according to Atoh, 1995; Tsuya and Mason, 1995; and Choe et al., 2004, it is 

attributable almost entirely or entirely to marriage change. 

In South Korea, marriage change accounted for about one third of the decline in fertility at 

the beginning and end of the main period of fertility decline (i.e. in the 1960-65 and 1985-90 

periods), but only around one fifth to one quarter in the 1965-85 period (Jun, 2004, Table 3.2; 

Choe and Park, 2006). The main period of Korean fertility decline was largely the result of 

declining marital fertility. However, the sinking of South Korea’s fertility to very low levels 

since 1995 appears to be entirely the result of marriage trends. 
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In Singapore, the decline in proportions married accounted for about one third of the decline 

in fertility over the 2000-2005 period (Yap, 2009, Table 8.5).

In these ultra-low fertility countries of East Asia, then, later and less marriage has contributed 

a substantial share of the decline in fertility.6)  A clear inference is that efforts to raise fertility 

are unlikely to succeed unless they can halt, and indeed reverse, the decline in proportions 

married. Singapore illustrates the problem: it has managed to halt the decline in proportions 

married, but not to reverse it, and its fertility has continued to decline.  

In theory, of course, increases in childbearing by single women or those in cohabiting 

relationships would be another route to higher fertility without the need to raise marriage rates, 

but massive change toward acceptance of such childbearing would be required, and this appears 

unrealistic in the medium-term future. The most recent evidence on proportion of births to 

non-married women in these countries indicates that it is at most 2% in Japan, Korea, Taiwan, 

and Singapore. Cohabitation will have little effect on fertility if it remains (as it does in the 

region) overwhelmingly a child-free relationship.

If we dig a little deeper, however, into the relationship between cohabitation and fertility, the 

increasing acceptability and practice of cohabiting relationships could affect fertility in more 

subtle ways. We know that in Japan, an increasing proportion of first births are being conceived 

outside marriage (Tsuya, 2006; Raymo, Iwasawa and Bumpass, 2008). Many of these conceptions 

are probably in cohabiting relationships. In such cases, the pregnancy precipitated the marriage 

because of the social convention that one must marry before having children. It could be argued 

that for many couples, the development of a stable cohabiting relationship facilitated a more 

lackadaisical attitude towards falling pregnant, as the option of marrying when a pregnancy 

occurred was seem as being a live one. Thus, although it is hard to imagine the negative 

attitude toward childbearing in cohabiting relationships changing very rapidly in the East Asian 

region, the greater prevalence of cohabitation may indeed be facilitating childbearing in the way 

described above.   

 

6) In China, the situation was different, but encouragement of late marriage had a modest but important role in reducing 

fertility, especially in the 1970s and 1980s. One study estimated that the rise in age at marriage accounted for 8 per 

cent of the reduction in the number of births between 1950 and 1970 and 19 per cent of the reduction between 1971 

and 1980, avoiding about 100 million births (Coale et al., 1991). Using the same approach, Lin (1994: 19) estimated 

that about 3 per cent of the increase in births in the first half of the 1980s was attributable to the decline in age at 

marriage that occurred over that period. Zhang and Gu (2007: 135-6) calculated that changing age at marriage “saved” 

13.4 million births in the period from 1991 to 2000, implying a 7 per cent reduction in fertility. Clearly, marriage 

change overall was much less important in accounting for fertility declines in China than in the other East Asian 

countries.
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Singles in a family context 

The traditional pattern whereby marriage was universal and singlehood beyond about 25 was 

rare has collapsed in East Asia. What effect has this had on family cohesion in these societies 

influenced by Confucian principles of filial piety and clear gender role distinctions? It is hard to 

disentangle the effects of marriage change from the changing circumstances of women’s work, 

the rise of individualism and change in other societal values, but the combined effects are 

certainly revolutionary. What is known about the lives of the ever-increasing numbers of singles 

above the age of 30 in East Asian countries? First of all, whereas in some Asian countries (e.g. 

Indonesia) this group faces problems of being pioneers with no clearly understood role in family 

or society (Situmorang, 2007), in countries such as Japan, Taiwan and Singapore singlehood at 

these ages has become so common that it is no longer seen as an aberration. Nevertheless, 

attitudes to singles in Japan remain ambivalent, and the use of pejorative terms such as “parasite 

singles” appears to reflect an abiding suspicion of the motives of these who remain single.

In South Korea, on the other hand, the sharp rise in singlehood is only now taking place, so 

that proportions single in their 30s and 40s remain well below those in the countries just 

mentioned. Thus social acceptance of singles’ roles remains more of a problem in Korea. The 

term “gold miss” reflects an attitude that young single women are not playing the roles that 

society expects of them, namely to marry and serve the husband’s family in the ways illustrated 

above in the description of the East Asian “marriage package”.  

Implications for the situation of the elderly 

The rising proportion of singles has important implications both for the care that today’s 

elderly in the region can expect to receive, and for the likely situation of the elderly in decades 

to come. Care from family members has been central to the expectations of the elderly and the 

expectations of governments in the region, whose policies towards the financial, emotional and 

physical care needs of the elderly are predicated on the continuation of traditions of filial piety 

and the central role of the family in providing for these needs. Perhaps telling, though, is the 

fact that both Singapore and South Korea have legislated to require children to provide for their 

elderly parents, and to give elderly parents the right to sue their children if they do not meet 

their obligations. Clearly, the tradition of filial piety has come under great strain, and 

governments, which set great store on the pivotal role of the family in providing front line care 

for family members in need, are not confident that the principle will always be observed in 

practice.
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It is more to the point if we note the changing demographic circumstances, in which the 

number of potential family carers per elderly person is declining rapidly as a result of lowered 

fertility rates, and the proportion of potential carers (normally middle aged women) who are in 

the workforce is rising. Thus with the best will in the world, it will become harder for the 

needs of the elderly to be met by this shrinking pool of potential carers. 

Whether increasing singlehood among potential carers will exacerbate the problem, or 

alternatively facilitate the care of dependent elderly from within the family, is difficult to 

determine. The tradition in countries such as Burma and Thailand for younger daughters to 

remain unmarried in order to look after their parents as they grow old is not as much (or at 

all?) in evidence in East Asian countries. As the demographic situation changes, along with the 

socio-economic situation, the expectations of those who will be entering the elderly age groups 

also change, as evidenced by responses to questions in Japanese surveys directed to married 

women of reproductive age. The proportion of these who expect to depend on their children for 

old-age security has fallen steadily from about two thirds in 1950 to only 11 per cent in 2000. 

The proportion of wives who answered, in response to a question about taking care of aged 

parents, that it was a “good custom” or “natural duty as children” fell sharply after 1986, 

though it still remained above 40 per cent in 2000 (Ogawa, Kondo and Matsukura 2005: Figure 

7). Indeed, it has been suggested in Japan that the risk of having to look after the husband’s 

elderly parents is one factor discouraging women from marrying. In any case, with rising 

education and income levels among the elderly in East Asian countries, and more comprehensive 

income support programs, the need for family support is likely to decrease. The argument made 

for Thailand by Knodel and Chayovan (2008) is likely to be relevant. Of the different kinds of 

support needed by the elderly, financial and emotional support can be provided by children who 

are not co-resident or living nearby. It is only physical support for the disabled or frail elderly 

that will require close proximity of family members.              

Increasing singlehood over the recent decades is already beginning to affect the marital status 

distribution of the elderly in East Asian countries, particularly Japan. The proportion never 

married among women in Japan declines fairly steadily with each successive five-year age group 

from ages 50-54 on (from 6.1 per cent at age 50-54 to 3.8 per cent at age 65-69, in 2005). 

Given that few women are likely to marry after passing age 50, the rapidly rising proportion 

single in the younger age groups is likely to translate into higher proportions single in older age 

groups in the coming years through cohort succession. The growing proportion of the elderly 

who have never married – a proportion that could reach 20 per cent in time – means that this 
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group – as well as those who have married but remained childless – will have no descendants 

to provide the kind of family-based care that tradition endorses. 

Increase in international marriage 

International marriages have increased markedly as a share of all marriages in the East Asian 

countries since the 1990s and in the case of South Korea, since 2000 (Jones and Shen, 2008; 

Kim, 2007). These marriages are much more commonly between men from the East Asian 

countries and women from other countries than between women from East Asian countries and 

men from other countries. The countries with the highest proportion of international marriages 

are Taiwan, Singapore and South Korea, in that order. 

The factors that have contributed to the increase in such marriages can be divided 

into two main kinds. The first is the deliberate and targeted search for spouses 

outside their country by those disadvantaged in domestic labour markets. ...Some 

sort of commercial, mediating agencies, mainly run by private enterprises, but some 

officially promoted, are likely to be involved in arranging these marriages. This first 

kind .... is almost certainly responsible for the greater part of the increase in 

international marriages in the region .... The second ... arises in a less targeted way 

from the increased mobility of people in the region and beyond: through tourism, 

business travel, international study and student exchanges, short-term temporary 

skilled migration, unskilled labour migration, and other forms on international 

mobility (Jones and Shen 2008: 14-15)   

While international marriage has helped some of the men who are disadvantaged in local 

marriage markets find brides, it has not served to halt the increase in proportions of men 

remaining single. At the same time, it may have contributed to some extent to the rise in 

singlehood among women in East Asian countries, by reducing the pool of potential husbands 

for local women, relatively few of whom are choosing to marry foreign men.   

   

Conclusions

This study has focused mainly on the role of marriage trends in the decline in fertility in the 

ultra-low fertility countries of East Asia. It is highly unlikely that fertility in these countries can 

be raised substantially without one or all of the following taking place: (1) a rise in the 
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proportions of women marrying by the end of their reproductive period; (2) a downward shift in 

the average age at marriage of those who do marry; (3) a rise in cohabitation, and greater 

acceptability of childbearing in cohabiting unions.

Singapore has come close to achieving the first of these conditions; no country of the region 

appears likely to achieve the second; and while cohabitation is probably increasing widely 

throughout the region, increasing acceptability of childbearing in cohabiting unions appears 

unlikely except in the medium to longer term.

The bottom line is that it is not possible to take 10-20% of women out of a country’s 

reproducing population without significant downward pressure on fertility rates. Moreover, many 

of the conditions making for volitional non-marriage are the same ones that are making for very 

low marital fertility. Only through changes in these conditions is volitional non-marriage likely to 

be reduced and marital fertility raised. Non-volitional singlehood is a different matter, but even 

here, changes that are likely to make non-volitional singlehood less prevalent are unlikely to be 

easy or quick to bring about - for example, a relaxation of conventions of hypergamy. Thus the 

prospects for significant increases in fertility in East Asian countries do not appear to be very 

bright.    
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Figure 1: Trends in Singulate Mean Age at Marriage (SMAM) among women and men, 1970-2005 

SMAM (women)
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Figure 2:  Trends in Proportion Single among Women and Men 

          Aged 35-39, 1970-2005

Percent single (women)

Percent single (men)
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Low fertility, migration and ethnic change in 

Western Countries

David Coleman

Abstract.

This presentation approaches the central issues of this conference in an oblique fashion, by 

looking at the low fertility countries in Europe and the English-speaking world overseas to see 

what lessons, if any, may be gained from their example. Population ageing is primarily a 

consequence of fertility decline, particularly marked where, as in NE Asia, the decline has 

involved a  rapid and profound descent from high levels . In the long run, continued 

improvements in survival will become the primary driver of population ageing. But that lies 

mostly in the future and will be ignored here.

Low fertility

As is well known, fertility is highly varied in the countries of the developed world. There is 

no single ‘European’ pattern and levels and trends continue to be diverse (Figure 1), except that 

in almost all cases birth rates are rising: This arises partly from immigrant fertility but is mostly 

as a result of the recuperation of (some) births from previous, and continuing, patterns of 

postponement. While very few populations have total fertility at or above replacement level, a 

group of countries in NW Europe and overseas have always had relatively robust post-war 

fertility levels. Their current average TFR is over 1.9 (Figure 2). By contrast the average total 

fertility in the countries of Southern Europe and NE Asia has descended to lower levels and 

only shows modest signs of recovery (Figure 3). That is what drives population ageing and its 

diversity. The ‘Lowest low’ fertility that provoked such excitement in the 1990s – TFR below 

1.3 – is now almost a thing of the past in Europe (only Moldova and Portugal are close to it) 

although many still have birth rates which, if continued, would promote serious levels of 

population ageing. This is especially true in Austria, Germany, Poland, Spain, Slovakia, Romania 

where TFR in 2009 remained about 1.4. 

Explaining the differences in fertility is for other papers to attempt. But it is pertinent to note 
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that the relatively high fertility of the first group is sustained, despite late childbearing and quite 

high levels of childlessness, by a high proportion of women – over 30% - having at least three 

children. Also, in all those countries births outside marriage – mostly to cohabiting unions – 

comprise between 40% and 60% of all births (Figure 3), female workforce participation is high 

and gender equity is at a reasonable level. In NW Europe at least, state family policy is well 

developed but wider personal family obligations relatively weak. Quite the opposite is the case 

in NE Asia where the incidence of births outside marriage is negligible (Figure 5, 6), familist 

patterns of strong kin obligation have not been forgotten, female workforce participation and 

gender equity are less developed. Among the NE Asian industrial countries only Japan had a 

fertility rate in 2009 (1.37) that exceeded that of any European country and even then not by 

much.

In the developed world, no country has a TFR over 1.7 without also having at least 30% of 

births outside marriage (Figure 8). The upper right hand corner of Figure 8 , where both these 

conditions are satisfied, contains only the countries of NW Europe and of the English –Speaking 

world (with Canada just the wrong side of the border). High levels of extra-marital births are 

not a sufficient condition for a higher birth-rate in modern populations . But it is necessary as 

far as the current distribution is concerned. In the developed world no country exists where 

relatively high fertility is predominantly within marriage. Whatever the reason, that strong 

empirical message suggests that countries seeking to promote high fertility within marriage may 

have an uphill task.

The level of fertility in NW Europe and the English-speaking world puts those populations 

well inside the ‘safety zone’ of total fertility above about 1.7 which, if continued,  protects 

against the most extreme form of population ageing. Furthermore most of those countries have 

sufficient population momentum to prevent their populations falling, even without migration, for 

some decades to come  - in the UK case not until after 2050 at current rates. On top of that, 

almost all these countries have high levels of net immigration which underwrites rather strong 

levels of population growth. In all these respects the populations of NW Europe have some 

similarities with those of the English-Speaking world overseas.

Population ageing and decline

All this leads to divergent levels of population ageing: a problem for all developed counties, 

but much more difficult to manage in the more challenging demography of Southern Europe and 

especially NE Asia (Figure 8). The problems posed by that ageing to the NE Asian countries 
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will be well analysed by other contributions to the conference and need no elaboration here. 

Figure 9 probably under-estimates the contrast in age-distribution in 2050 between NW Europe, 

exemplified by France, and Korea and Japan. The fertility rate for France in 1950 assumed there 

is much lower than in the national and the UN projections. Population ageing can also be 

accompanied by population decline if fertility has been low enough for long enough and is not 

reinforced by net immigration. However one does not cause the other. Actual or imminent 

population decline already characterises several countries, with populations totalling over 500 

million, with more to follow. Some projections suggest that the population of the whole world – 

although not all its components – will be in decline after about 2070.

International migration

Large-scale immigration to Western Europe and the English-speaking world overseas  has 

developed at the same time as declining fertility and the onset of population ageing although 

not, at least to begin with, as a consequence of it. Since its onset in the 1950s, large-scale 

immigration has grown to become the main driving force of demographic change in the ‘West’. 

In Europe, many streams began with guest-worker and less organized labour migration, intended 

to be temporary, promoted to fill labour needs in the rapid economic recovery of the 1950s and 

1960s. Initially, most inflow was from the poorer fringes of Europe and then increasingly from 

non-European countries starting with Europe’s neighbours in Turkey and North Africa. Other 

streams, often related, followed from the retreat of the European empires. Long-term migration 

was not intended; indeed little thought was given to the future. In the US the 1965 Immigration 

Act, from which much of the subsequent inflow of migration can be dated, was advanced and 

passed with promises of its likely minor effect upon inflows. In fact there are few more 

permanent things than a ‘temporary’ migrant from a poor country residing in a rich one. From 

1980s dependants, family re-union and marriage migration, asylum seeking and illegal migration 

have dominated inflows to most countries. For the most part this was not expected or intended. 

But potentially perpetual chain migration, or ‘cumulative causation’ in Douglas Massey’s term, 

was made inevitable by the post-war ‘revolutions’ in transport, information and rights in 

developed liberal democracies. International conventions such as the Geneva Convention on 

Refugees and the European Convention on Human Rights have bound their signatories to events 

outside their control and to inflows never envisaged. That reflected a major mismatch between 

the preferences of electorates – with whom immigration is unpopular, with the different priorities 

of business, governing and other elites. In the last couple of decades, inflows to Europe have 
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been on a similar scale to those to the US (Figure 10) although variable (Figure 11, 12, 13). In 

most cases it has been on an altogether bigger scale than to Korea and Japan (Figure 14).

Since the early 1970s and the end of the ‘guest-worker’ period,  most European immigration 

policies have been ambivalently and not very effectively restrictive while some countries of the. 

English-speaking world, wishing to expand and diversify their populations, have been more 

proactive. Labour migration, usually under work permit, has never ceased although it became, 

relatively speaking,  a minor component in the expansion of inflows mostly for non-labour 

reasons (Figure 16, 17, 18). Since the 1990s growing concern about prospective labour shortages 

and broader demographic concerns provoked a re-think by some governments, despite 

controversies about its economic and social effects on the population as a whole. The prospect 

arose that Western countries – and Eastern – might need migration whether they wanted it or 

not.

In 2000 the UN published a provocative report on ‘replacement migration’, calculating the 

inflows required in various counties if inflows were used to maintain population size, the 

population of working age, and the ratio of persons of working age to those of pensionable age 

(the potential support ratio; PSR). Some of these results were startling. That provoked much 

discussion of immigration as demographic salvation: that immigration, which could not be 

stopped anyway, could sustain or expand population size, rejuvenate and expand workforce, 

rectify ageing population while saving the natives from the trouble of reproduction.

Consequences of large-scale immigration into low-fertility countries

The demographic effects can certainly be potent (Figure 19, 20). Net additions to population 

by immigration have increasingly exceeded increments by natural increase in Western counties 

(Figure 19) in recent years, especiallyin those where natural increase has become negative. In 

countries with positive natural increase (Scandinavia, France, UK), relatively rapid population 

growth has been renewed and in the UK at least has caused considerable concern. Not all of 

this migration-fuelled increase in population thereby increases the number of workers 

commensurately, however, even though the population of working age expands (Figure 21). 

Generally among immigrants in Europe, workforce participation rates and unemployment are not 

very favourable. And while immigration, in the usual pattern, certainly moderates population 

ageing, it cannot ‘solve’ it (nothing can) (Figure 22). As the misinterpreted UN Report was 

intended to show, the support ratio can only be maintained by immigration at progressively 

increasing rates  as time unfolds, leading to spectacular and obviously unsustainable levels of 
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population size (Figure 23). The reductio ad absurdum of the Korean example is well known 

(Figure 24).

Ethnic transition

The numerical predominance of migrant inflows over natural increase in so many countries has 

other consequences, in that a growing proportion of the population becomes  immigrant or of 

immigrant origin. In a selection of Western and Southern European countries around 2000, net 

immigration not only greatly exceeded natural increase in most cases but was substantial in 

relation to the total number of births – about half the number on average and in the case of 

Italy, Switzerland and Spain exceeding or equalling the number of births (Figure 25). That 

ignores the births to immigrants themselves, which now comprise about 25% of all births in 

France, Germany,  the UK and other countries. The cumulative consequences of immigration 

mean that in Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden, between 19% and 20% of the population is 

of immigrant origin (immigrants and their recent descendents) with other countries not far 

behind. Substantial numbers of that immigrant origin population is of ‘Western’ origin, it must 

not be forgotten (Figure 26). 

For the future, continuation of recent rates of migration will inevitably lead the population of 

native or ‘indigenous’ origin being replaced later this century by the population of recent 

immigrant origin, much of it of post – 2010 origin. In the US, official projections indicate that 

the non-Hispanic white majority will drop into minority status in just over 30 years time (Figure 

27). It is important to recall, however, that the current minorities in the US include the small 

population of Native Americans and the population of American Blacks, whose ancestry in the 

US is of very long standing. Some European populations are clearly heading in the same 

direction (Figure 27, 28, 29, 30). Al this represents the most spectacular set of unintended 

consequences of past policies, or the absence of them. Opinion polls in Europe generally – and 

to some extent in the US - reflect a strong popular desire to limit immigration, current political 

rhetoric and recent election results underline that. Few if any opinion polls have been made 

concerning the attractiveness to the majority population of becoming the minority, but the 

outcome can be in little doubt.

The future of migration

What are the future prospects for immigration? Are these ethnic outcomes inevitable? Most 

projections of future immigration by government statistical offices assume ‘business as usual’ 

(Figures 31) although not all do so (Figure 32). Many considerations suggest that continued high 
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inflows may be difficult to avoid, at least in the West. Chain migration, the ‘cumulative 

causation’ crated by pioneering groups of immigrants create transnational communities from 

which information, funds and contact flow back to the countries of origin. Entitlement to family 

reunion , dependant migration and arranged marriage are protected by human rights agreements 

which governments are reluctant to try to change or challenge, as are asylum seeking and 

refugee movements . In the EU, European legislation and the (separate) ECHR all tend to 

increase the entitlements of immigrants, although recent events in North Africa may lead to some 

backtracking over the Schengen agreement on borders. As in the US, business interests , 

perfectly rationally, urge the case for easy access to foreign labour, skilled and unskilled, in the 

context of a domestic working-age population handicapped by weak education systems and in 

some cases kept inactive by perverse welfare arrangements and protective labour legislation. This 

is all the more so where economies and labour markets have been distorted by years of easy 

access to low-wage overseas labour and become partially dependant upon it, as in the case of 

the UK since the opening of its borders to East European workers in 2004. 

Over and above that, economists and governments developed countries perceive themselves to 

be in an international competition for the most skilled professional workers and for 

entrepreneurial talent deemed essential for their economies. Especially in the low-fertility 

countries with the prospect of high levels of ageing, the desire to moderate ageing and inflate 

the workforce through immigration still has some currency. Continued third-world population 

growth and persistent very high  income differentials underwrite the continued availability of 

potential migrants, although increasingly not from origins previously thought attractive for labour 

recruitment. Continued unrest in unstable poor countries, and above all the prospect of global 

warming add a more remote though potentially huge future source of  migration pressure. 

Some factors argue the opposite case. While the recent economic crisis is widely thought to 

be unlikely to have large-scale long-term effects, the relative economic decline of Europe may in 

the medium term reduce its attractiveness to immigrants. The corresponding economic maturation 

in some sending countries (e.g. Central Europe, India, Brazil) may likewise reduce or even 

reverse flows, and their higher education systems may become more self-sufficient. Demographic 

change in sending countries may also have an effect: population decline in Eastern Europe; 

decline, population ageing and potential workforce shortages in China. Domestic demand for 

immigrants may decline with the demographic recovery in West, and the prospect of workforce 

reforms made necessary by the economic consequences of population ageing. An increase in 

voter hostility in receiving countries is very apparent in Europe. While elites are typically less 
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responsive to these concerns, those elites may be voted out of office (UK) or forced to share 

office with parties for which immigration is a top priority (Denmark, Netherlands, Finland). 

Policy changes towards restriction have been underway in those countries where governments are 

prepared to be tough minded (Denmark, Netherlands) although the projected consequences are not 

radical (Figure 33, 34).

One final point is that in the nature of things, ethnic differences are unlikely to remain sharp 

in the long term, in educated open societies which lack formal ethnic or social or caste lines of 

division. In such societies inter-ethnic unions tend to become common, producing offspring of 

mixed heritage with the opportunity, if they chose, of identifying with either of their parental 

origins, or both, or of a new one that becomes part of the national identity (Figure 35, 36). In 

the US and elsewhere, more people chose to give themselves multiple identities in census 

questions. Populations identifying themselves as of mixed origin have increased substantially in 

those countries where such questions are asked in surveys, and are visible anyway. 

Choices for NE Asia

What will NE Asia do, at the beginning of this process? It can see what the likely 

consequences – favourable and unfavourable - will be of encouraging, or permitting, large-scale 

migration. Its political and cultural heritage is different from that of the West, maybe different 

decisions may be made. So far, Japan has set its face against large-scale migration, despite 

pressures from business, in a much more explicit way than Western countries have done. And 

the countries of NE Asia are free of the colonial inheritances and the international entanglements 

that complicate management of migration in Western countries. But as we have seen in the rest 

of this conference, the pressures of population ageing and fear of decline are also more powerful 

than in the West, and the prospects of domestic demographic recovery seem more remote at 

least at the moment. Which of these pressures and preferences will prevail will determine the 

future of the populations of NE Asia.
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