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THE CHALLENGE OF NORMALIZING
SEX RATIO AT BIRTH IN CHINA:
A LONG-TERM ENDEAVOR'

Abstract

Data from the Seventh Census reveals
that the sex ratio at birth (SRB) in China
remains skewed, with predominant
contributors shifting from rural to
urban areas and from second births to
first births. Despite a general waning
of son preference, some provinces still
exhibit a robust inclination towards
male offspring among the reproductive-
age population. Qualitative studies in
these provinces unravel a persistent

son preference in the older generation.
The traditional familial and patriarchal
cultural norms, coupled with the
intergenerational influence within the

family and the application of fetal
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This policy brief is developed by Dr. Mengjun
Tang, Senior Researcher of China Population

and Development Research Center.

sex selection techniques, prepare the
ground for the sex selection behavior
in the younger generation. Against the
backdrop of relaxed fertility policies,
there exists a rivalry and conflict
between exercising son preference

and having the desired number of
children. The future trajectory of SRB
in China faces the risks of decelerating
decline and low-level fluctuations, thus
necessitating consistent and persistent
control efforts.

I. SRB Remains
Skewed in China

The sex ratio at birth (SRB) refers to the
number of live male births per 100 live

female births within a certain period,

with the normal range being 103-107.
A ratio exceeding this range signifies
a deprivation of the survival rights of
female infants before birth, constituting
a direct manifestation of gender
inequality. A persistently high SRB not
only severely violates the rights to life
and development of women, but also
imperils the harmony of families at

large and the stability of the nation.

China has experienced the longest
duration of exceptionally high SRB
globally, which began in the 1980s and
once reached a peak above 120. Over
the past decade, China has seen a steady
decline in its SRB (see Figure 1), with
the Seventh Census conducted in 2020
reporting a ratio of 111.3, followed by
fluctuations in 2021 and 2022. Of note,
there have been significant structural
differences in China's SRB.

The Challenge of Normalizing Sex Ratio at Birth in China: A Long-Term Endeavor



2 | UNFPA China Policy Brief Series

125.0

121

120.0

-
N
(o]

115.0

111.5

110.0 1085

RN
o
[}

105.0

i

HIHH e

i

Hunnnniiniiinnin

Hnanininin

100.0

77)
%
?-)
2
%

)
Q
07

Vv
\°f’\ Gl

@

2 120.6

120.2
119.0

N
N
()]

117.8

N
N
®
(o]

117.9

PR T
P i i e
s
Hitnniinnnnannnnninininininininninnnin
I i
HIniminnnnnananininniniinnnimnnin
P e
I
i

%
7
2

N7
%
)

S
P

<2
s
2
<2
%
v’)
2
<0
<0

Figure 1 Changes in China's SRB

1M7.7 1176

N
=
1
©

i

1126
M7 4113

110.1

1111

108.3

Hilininiinninin
i
Hobunununaniiinim
i
Hi i

iy

<0
s
‘3
0,
v’)
%
2)
2,

Sources: population censuses; population sampling surveys; Statistical Data on Women and Children in China 2018; Statistical Communique of the People's
Republic of China on the Development of Health Undertaking in 2018; "Decade in Numbers" report (National Bureau of Statistics, 2022). Data for 2022

comes from the 2022 Statistical Communique of National Health Commission on the Health Undertaking.

1. Convergence of SRBs in
Cities, Townships, and

Villages

In 2020, SRBs in urban areas, township
areas, and rural areas all hovered above
the normal range but with reduced
disparities. Since 2000, SRBs have
remained consistently high in urban
areas, township areas, and rural areas,
with the lowest ratio observed in cities
and tied ratios observed in townships
and villages. During the decline, SRBs
decreased more rapidly in townships

and villages than in cities, resulting in

a convergence of SRBs between urban

and rural areas. In 2020, SRBs stood at
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Figure 2 SRBs in urban , township, and rural areas (1990-2020)
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2. SRB for Second Births Has
Returned to the Normal
Range

Since 2010, the SRB for first births

has remained skewed at 113, showing
no sign of significant relief in 2020.
Nevertheless, the SRB for second births
fell within the normal range for the first
time in 2020, at 106.8. The SRBs for
third, fourth, and fifth and further births
have all plummeted significantly (see
Table 2), although they still exhibit a
severe imbalance. The distribution of
SRBs by birth order follows a U-shaped
pattern, putting an end to the preceding
trend of increasing ratios with higher

birth orders.

3. The primary factor
contributing to the decline
in the SRB for second births
is the return to normal
SRBs in township areas and

rural areas.
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Figure 3 National SRBs by Birth Order from 1990 to 2020 *

The SRBs for different birth orders in
rural areas, townships areas, and urban
areas exhibit inconsistent patterns of
increase and decrease, with the rapid
pace of urbanization leading to a
continuous reduction in the proportion
of births from rural areas. In rural areas,

the SRB for first births was the last to

become skewed. In 1990 and 2000, the
first births in rural areas accounted for
72.4% and 60.8% respectively of all
births, thus significantly postponing
the time of nationwide SRB imbalance
for first births. After 2010, as the SRB
for first births climbed to 113.6 in rural
areas, the proportion of first births

Table 1 SRB by Urban/Rural Area and Birth Order (1990-2020)

Urban Township Rural
1st 2nd ;r(i)::d ¢ 1st 2nd ?ér(:)and ‘ 1st 2nd 3;rc11)and ¢
Births Births UDSEQUENt Births Births LOSEqUEnt  giiths Births LR
Births Births Births
1990 106.0 121.5 133.0 108.5 125.7 130.9 105.1 121.1 127.2
2000 108.9 147.6 169.1 110.4 154.6 180.4 105.7 152.1 157.0
2010 113.4 132.2 175.3 114.5 132.9 169.0 113.6 129.0 154.2
2020 112.0 108.3 1443 114.4 106.7 135.7 114.1 104.9 1254

The population censuses of 2000, 2010, and 2020 only reported SRBs by birth order in the long-form data. Therefore, long-form data is used in such a

context. There exists a discernible difference in national SRB between the long-form and short-form data.
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from rural areas dropped to 48.7%,
thus leading to the overall imbalance
in the national SRB for first births. In
2020, SRBs for second births in rural
areas and township areas returned to
normal ahead of and more rapidly than
in urban areas. The cumulative second
births from rural and township areas
accounted for 58% of all second births,
effectively dragging down the national

SRB for second births.

4. Skewed SRB Has Shifted
from a National to a
Regional Issue

SRB figures point to both a positive
national trend towards normalization
and a persistent challenge of SRB
imbalance in certain provinces. In 2020,
most provinces with previously skewed
SRBs saw a decline in their SRBs,

with nine provinces already returning

to the normal range. Northeastern,
northwestern, and some central
provinces had all seen their SRBs return
to normal. While 20 provinces still
exhibited elevated SRBs, the degree of
SRB imbalance has eased markedly,
with the highest SRB observed in
Jiangxi province at 122.4. As illustrated
in Table 3, provinces with ratios below
110 are increasing, indicating a trend
towards convergence within the normal

range.

Provinces and prefecture-level cities
with exceptionally high SRBs exhibit
distinct geographical clustering,

indicating that SRB imbalance is

becoming a less prevalent phenomenon.
Provinces with skewed SRBs are
concentrated in eastern and southern
China (see Figure 5). Using the SRB
for the 0-1 age group in prefecture-
level cities as an indirect estimate of
their SRBs, among the 277 prefecture-
level cities analyzed, 173 cities still
exhibited elevated SRB in the 0-1 age

group, accounting for 62.5%. Twenty-

one cities had ratios of 120 and above,
all located in provinces with skewed
SRBs. These prefecture-level cities are
geographically contiguous, forming
three clusters of gender imbalance:
West Guangdong-Hainan Cluster, West
Fujian Cluster, and Southeast Hubei-
South Hunan-West Jiangxi Cluster (see

Figure 2).

Table 4 Number of Provinces in Different SRB Echelons (1990-2020)
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Figure 4 SRB for the 0-1 Age Group at Municipal Level in 2020
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Table 5 SRB for the 0-1 Age Group at Municipal Level in 2020

Number of Prefecture-Level Cities Proportion (%)
. After Excluding . After Excluding
In Provinces Populati In Provinces Populati
opulations opulations
SRB at Age 0 Total with Skewed & Total with Skewed ®
Below Ten Below Ten
SRB SRB
Thousand Thousand
120.0-129.9 21 21 19 6.2 9.9 6.9
110.0-119.9 128 115 117 38.0 54.0 422
108.0-109.9 49 24 37 14.5 11.3 13.4
107.9- 139 53 104 41.2 24.9 375
Total 337 213 277 100.0 100.0 100.0
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Figure 5 SRB Echelons at Provincial Level (1990-2020)
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5. Urban areas, First Births,
and Guangdong Province
Are Primary Contributors
to the Elevated National
SRB

The primary contributors to the elevated
national SRB have shifted from rural to
urban areas and from second births to
first births. By factoring in birth order,
location (urban/rural area), the degree
of SRB imbalance in each province,
and the number of female births, we
can calculate the contribution rates of
different demographic groups to the
elevated national SRB.” The magnitude
of these contribution rates is jointly
determined by the extent of SRB
imbalance and the number of births. In
terms of birth order contributions, first
births account for 53.2%, while third
births contribute 40.4%. In terms of
location (urban/rural area), urban areas
contribute 41.9%, rural areas contribute
30.1%, and township areas contribute
28.1%. The top 10 provinces with the
highest SRB in 2020 contributed 49% to
the national SRB imbalance, a decrease
of approximately 30 percentage points
from 2015. In recent years, provinces
with large populations such as Henan,

Shandong, Hebei, and Sichuan have

The contribution rate here refers to the
proportion of the overall increase in SRB
attributed to a specific demographic group.
The equation is: (SRB for each demographic
group/100-1.07)/(national SRB/100-
1.07)*(provincial female births/national
female births). Reference: Cai Fei. Factor-
Specific Contribution Rate of the Rising
Sex Ratio at Birth in China [J]. Population
Research, 2007(04): 9-19.

experienced significant declines in
SRB, leading to a convergence in SRBs
and a narrowing of the differences in
contribution rates among provinces. At
the provincial level, Guangdong, with
its vast number of births, contributed
the highest, 11%, to China's skewed
SRB in 2020.

The relaxation of fertility policies has
alleviated constraints on reproductive
choices, making gender preferences for
children an increasingly decisive factor
in determining SRB. While steady
societal and economic development,
coupled with advancements in the
status of women, have weakened

son preference, cultural and regional
disparities have resulted in varying
paces of this transformation.
Consequently, in some provinces, the

SRB remains persistently high.

1. Despite a general waning
of son preference, certain
provinces, influenced by
traditional family ethics
and the cultural emphasis
on filial piety, exhibit a
sustained preference for
male offspring among the

older generation, thus

The Challenge of Normalizing Sex Ratio at Birth in China: A Long-Term Endeavor

influencing the reproductive
behavior of the younger

generation.

Analysis of data sets from five
nationally representative sampling
surveys' reveals that, on a national
scale, the prevailing gender preference
among the reproductive-age population
has shifted from the "son preference"
underlain by "balance preference" to
the "daughter preference". In most
provinces, “daughter preference”

is gaining momentum. However,

in southeastern China, provinces

such as Jiangxi, Hainan, Fujian,
Guangdong, and Guangxi continue to
show a prevailing preference for male

offspring.

Qualitative studies conducted in
Guangdong, Jiangxi, Fujian, Guangxi,
Zhejiang, and Henan point to the fact
that son preference has subsided in the
post-80s and post-90s generations, who
are currently in their peak reproductive
years, with “no preference” and even
“daughter preference” increasingly
gaining traction. Even among those who
express a son preference, they would
cease childbearing as soon as they have
a son, rather than having as many sons
as possible. Some have grown fearful
of having two sons. Still, significant
intergenerational differences in gender

preferences for children persist, with

4

Specifically, the 1997 National Population and
Reproductive Health Sample Survey, the 2001
National Family Planning/Reproductive Health
Sample Survey, the 2006 National Population
and Family Planning Sample Survey, the

2017 National Fertility Survey, and the 2019
National Population and Family Dynamics

Survey.



the older generation still exhibiting a

strong preference for male offspring.

In these provinces, deeply ingrained
traditional family ethics and filial

piety play a significant role, where
reproduction is not merely a matter for
couples but is intricately linked to the
continuation of family lineage. The
older generation tends to exert influence
on the reproductive behavior of the
younger generation through continuous
resource provision, such as financial
support, emotional interaction, and
caregiving support. The response of

the younger generation varies based on
the resources available to their small
family and the degree of autonomy
they possess. Some young couples are
inclined to fulfill the wishes of the older
generation by choosing to have a son as
a way of reciprocating the support and

resources they have received.

2. The social and cultural
roots of son preference are
deep and lasting in certain

provinces

In these provinces, traditional notions
regarding patrilocal residence are
gradually diminishing, and the concept
of raising sons for old-age support is
losing its significance. The practical
utility of having a son is decreasing, and
the emotional and caregiving support
provided by daughters to their parents
is gaining acceptance. The skyrocketing
marriage costs for men are contributing
to the increased financial pressure on
parents. The "family-centric" decision
to have children has now given way

to the "family-centric and individual-

centered" decision, and the disparities
in the perceived value between son and

daughter are narrowing.

Despite these shifts, the influence

of familism and patriarchy remains,
and man is still seen as the master

of the house and the one to carry on
the family lineage. In defining family
members and in activities such as
worshiping ancestors and compiling
the family tree, son and daughter are
still treated differently. In rural areas,

a family's status in the community is
largely determined by whether it has

a son. In some places, it is difficult

for daughters to get the same share

as sons in house relocation and
collective benefit distribution. In some
economically developed provinces, the
bride's family may seek to enhance the
bride's status in the husband's family
by increasing the dowry, thus leading
to increased economic pressure on the
parents of daughters. This, in turn, may
inadvertently widen the perceived value
disparity between son and daughter,
thus potentially slowing down the

waning of son preference.

3. Acceptance of fetal sex
selection is diminishing,
but accessibility to related
techniques remains high in

certain provinces

With Guangdong Province taken as a
pivotal transit point, it has become a
well-organized business to send the
blood samples of pregnant women from
neighboring provinces to Hong Kong
for fetal gender testing. The service

of ultrasound fetal sex determination

UNFPA China Policy Brief Series | 7

can be provided surreptitiously in
both private hospitals and public
hospitals, and the covert use of these
techniques makes crackdowns more
challenging. On the other hand, the
governance efforts of the government
are weakening. Strong demand

and convenient access prepare the
ground for the extensive use of these

techniques.

Despite the easier access to such
techniques, young couples have grown
less receptive to induced abortion.
After discovering that they are pregnant
with a girl, some women often struggle
with the moral status of the fetus. On
the other hand, they are reluctant to
sacrifice their personal health, a sign
of women's improved awareness of
body autonomy. Women's resistance

to induced abortion has effectively
contributed to the decline in fetal sex

selection.

4. There exists a rivalry
between son preference
and the desired number of

children

With the relaxation of fertility policies,
some people may attempt to exercise
son preference by having more children.
Generally speaking, however, the
competition between having the desired
number of children and exercising son
preference remains. Young couples

are becoming more and more rational
in their reproductive decisions due to
the ever-rising costs of childbearing,
childrearing, and education. Although
the number of children is no longer

restricted by the law, the marked

The Challenge of Normalizing Sex Ratio at Birth in China: A Long-Term Endeavor
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constraints relating to family income,
time and childcare resources are
compelling couples to have less
children. This is especially true in

urban areas. Under the pressure of their

parents, to pursue son preference within

the limited number of births, couples
are faced with two difficult choices:

sex selective abortion, or having

more children. In this competitive
relationship, the desired number of
children, along with the existing gender
structure of children, determine when
sex selection is pursued. The principle
of "stop after having a son" still

influences decisions in some families.

According to data from the 2017
National Sample Survey on Fertility,
the 2019 National Population and
Family Dynamics Monitoring
Survey, and the 2021 National
Population and Family Dynamics
Monitoring Tracking Survey, the
number of children intended by
women between the ages of 20 and
44 has shown a significant decline.
From 1.76 in 2017, it dropped to
1.73 in 2019 and continued to drop
to 1.64 in 2021.

The cost of childcare has become the
most important factor constraining
people from having more children,
and the 2017 China Fertility Survey
shows that the main reason for not
intending to have more children is a
heavy financial burden, accounting

for 77.4 per cent of the total.

1. Adhere to long-term,
comprehensive, and

targeted SRB governance

Deepening the understanding of

the persistently skewed SRB and
recognizing it as a crucial indicator
for measuring gender equality and
women's development in China.
While China's SRB has reduced to the
110-111 range, it remains abnormally
high. Given China's vast population,
this still translates to the abortion of
nearly 100,000 female fetuses annually.
Since socio-cultural factors remain the
primary drivers for the persistence of
son preference, and recognizing that
cultural transformations take time, the
future trajectory of SRB in China faces
the risks of decelerating decline and
low-level fluctuations around 110, thus
necessitating consistent and persistent
control efforts. It is recommended that
a comprehensive work plan should be
developed for the period up to 2030.
The year 2030 is the year in which the
global sustainable development goals
will be achieved and in which the sex
ratio at birth in China is expected to
return to normal. Given the regional
imbalances and asynchronous changes
in gender preferences, the decline in
SRB also exhibits varying forms. In
provinces with stronger son preference,
the time needed for the waning of son
preference and the decline in SRB is
longer. It is advisable to concentrate

efforts on the 11 provinces with SRB

The Challenge of Normalizing Sex Ratio at Birth in China: A Long-Term Endeavor

above 110, emphasizing comprehensive
governance and collaborative efforts
across multiple authorities while
enhancing the monitoring of gender
Dpreferences, first births and subsequent
births.

2. Push ahead gender
revolution in both public
and private domains
and firmly put into
implementation the basic
national policy of equality

between men and women

To take the edge off son preference,

it is imperative to firmly implement
the basic national policy of equality
between men and women, in addition
to allowing women to have a better
say in public and private spheres.

We must further elevate women's
educational level, increase women's
labor participation and labor income,
and protect women's legitimate rights to
property. In reforming the rural land and
collective property entitlement system,
we must ensure women's equal access
to the distribution of collective income.
Since progress in advancing gender
equality at the individual and family
levels has been relatively slow, it is
suggested to strengthen interventions
at the individual and family levels to
further advance gender equality in
these spheres. We must step up the
gender revolution within families to
make a change to the traditional family
roles, to affirm women's contributions
to the family, and to safeguard women's
bodily autonomy, especially their

reproductive autonomy.



3. Push forward with the
reform of traditional folk
customs and foster a new
culture of marriage and

childbearing

It's advisable to embrace "flexible
governance" implemented through

the strategy of "moisturizing things
silently", in addition to strengthening
culture guidance and building an
enabling social atmosphere. It

is suggested that the Ministry of
Agriculture and Rural Affairs, the
Ministry of Civil Affairs, the National
Health Commission, and the All-China
Women's Federation should team up
to organically combine the fostering
of a new marriage and childbearing
culture with efforts to promote rural
revitalization and to build social
etiquette and civility in rural areas.

It is also suggested to see into the
traditional folk customs, wiping out
negative components stoking gender
discrimination. In activities such as
wedding, funeral, ancestor worship, and
family tree compilation, the equality
between men and women should be
ensured, and no one should be treated
differently because of their gender

or lack of son. We should encourage
reforms in marriage customs through
mechanisms like village autonomy
and revisions of resident regulations,
promoting simplification of marriage
ceremonies and advancing changes
in marital residence patterns. We can
also promote the use of the mother's
surname, or advocate for a living
arrangement where the couple resides
with both sides' families after marriage.
We should also highlighting the

additional value that daughters bring to

their families.

4. Step up gender equality
advocacy, especially among

the elderly and young men

It is suggested to tighten the gender
content review of film and television
works, and organize a variety of
gender equality promotion activities
in ways that resonate with the elderly,
such as telling success stories of
daughters achieving excellence and
displaying filial piety to parents, or
highlighting the risks associated with
fetal sex selection. 1t is also suggested
to harness new media on the internet to
rev up the gender equality advocacy for
young men, in addition to encouraging
males to participate more in childcare
and housework and consciously reject
fetal sex selection. We should take the
building of family tradition and family
civility to a whole new level, explore
the new connotations of "filial piety"
for the new era, and encourage the two
generations to forge an intergenerational
relationship of equality and mutual
respect. Personal narratives and local
stories is suggested to be utilized

to narrate the tales of women's
development in the contemporary

era, avoiding gender stereotypes and
constructing an image of modern

women as self-reliant and empowered.

5. Tighten the control over
fetal sex determination for
non-medical purposes and
the administration of sex

selection techniques

UNFPA China Policy Brief Series | 9

In provinces where SRB exceeds 110,
it's recommended to carry on with the
crackdowns on fetal sex determination
for non-medical purposes and sex
selection, enhance the relevant working
mechanisms, and strengthen law
enforcement agencies. We should
further step up the administration of
medical institutions and healthcare
professionals, enhance the awareness
training of medical institutions and
healthcare professionals, and place

a particular emphasis on regulating
private medical institutions. It is
necessary to tighten the regulation

of advertisements and clamp down

on the cross-border transportation

of pregnant women's blood samples
in collaboration with customs and
public security authorities. We must
rigorously adhere to the technical
operational norms for induced abortion
procedures, maintaining stringent
oversight over non-medically necessary
induced abortions performed after 14
weeks of gestation. The management
of induced abortions should
consistently prioritize safeguarding
women's reproductive autonomy and
health rights, and attention should

be directed towards the application

of emerging gender identification
technologies, while remaining vigilant
against gender selection practices in

assisted reproductive technologies.

6. Foster a fertility-friendly
social atmosphere and
actively guide reproductive

behavior

Having a child with the desired gender

can serve as a motivation for multiple

The Challenge of Normalizing Sex Ratio at Birth in China: A Long-Term Endeavor
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births. If people only prefer sons
emotionally without physically seeking
fetal sex selection or discriminating
against daughters after birth, and

if they will have more children to
exercise their gender preferences, it
can actually help boost fertility and
bring the skewed SRB back to the

normal range. In the context of low

fertility rates, it's recommended to
expedite the refinement of supportive
fertility policies and encourage a more
natural approach to childbirth. The
promotion of gender equality, the
natural course of childbearing and the
reduction of induced abortions should
be incorporated into fertility support

policies. Efforts should also be made to

capitalize on the deep-rooted traditions
of local family culture, encourage the
older generation to assist the younger
generation in childcare, and provide
policy support for such involvement

in childcare in order to further push up
fertility and expedite the return of SRB

to the normal range.

UNFPA, the United Nations Population

Fund, is the lead UN agency for delivering
a world where every pregnancy is wanted,

every childbirth is safe, and every young

person's potential is fulfilled. Currently,

UNFPA China

1-161, Tayuan Diplomatic Office Building,
14 Liangmahe Nanlu, Beijing 100600, china

Tel: 86 10 6532 0506
Fax:86 10 6532 2510
Website: http://china.unfpa.org/

UNFPA works with national partners on the

UNFPA-China Eighth Country Programme

(2016-2020), which aims to strengthen

policy environment to advance universal
access to sexual and reproductive health
and rights, particularly for young people

and vulnerable populations, to address

gender-based violence and gender-biased
sex-selection, and to promote integration of

population dynamics in policy making and

planning.

QR code for UNFPA Weibo account

UNFPA

Delivering a world where
every pregnancy is wanted
every childbirth is safe and
every young person's

potential is fulflled

The Challenge of Normalizing Sex Ratio at Birth in China: A Long-Term Endeavor

UNFPA

FEIXAN TSRS HL

B MR T i
(T ¥ K17 o s
K MER I GE
Hh eI KA



