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China’s Population Development Trends and Policy Implications
Chen Lei Chen Songxi He Jing

Abstract: Population decline, low fertility, and population aging pose challenges and risks to China’s
demographic security, economic development, and social security systems. Building on the conventional
cohort-component method with deterministic parameter settings under high, medium, and low scenarios,
this paper proposes a robust estimation approach to quantify uncertainty in the total fertility rate (TFR),
guided by the “full coverage” principle. Using the cohort-component method, this paper projects China’s
population for 2026—2100 under three TFR scenarios—high, medium, and low, and constructs
corresponding confidence intervals. The results indicate that total population will continue to decline with
further declines in fertility and intensifying population aging. In the short term (2026—2050), differences
across the three scenarios are small, implying that changes in the TFR have limited influence on short-term
population trends. While in the long term (2051—2100), the projections diverge markedly: the low-TFR

scenario yielding a much more severe outcome, whereas the high-TFR scenario delivers substantial
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improvements compared to the medium-TFR scenario, indicating that TFR shifts materially shape the
medium- to long-term demographic trajectory. Sensitivity analysis shows that even small increases in the
TFR can substantially improve the long-run demographic outcome; pronatalist policies exhibit a clear
“window effect”: the later they are implemented, the greater the loss in policy effectiveness; moreover,
driven by changes in the cohort structure of women of childbearing age, postponing childbearing may
slightly mitigate population decline and aging in the medium to long term; although rising life expectancy
increases population size over the medium and long term, the gains are concentrated mainly among older
age groups. Finally, this paper recommends further improving fertility support policies, seizing the policy
window from 2026 to 2035, and strengthening dynamic population monitoring and forecasting. This study
provides a data foundation and policy reference for actively addressing the challenges of population decline,
low fertility and population aging, and for promoting long-term demographic balance and sustainable
socioeconomic development.
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