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China’s seventh decennial population 
census revealed demographic shifts 
that are likely to affect national 
economic and social policies with 
dramatic implications for the business 
sector.

For example, in order to improve the 
fertility rate and reduce the cost of 
education for children, the Ministry of 
Education recently promulgated 
regulations on out-of-school education. 
These regulations will have a far-
reaching impact on the out-of-school 
education market which is dominated by 
privately-owned enterprises, of which 
some are listed on the stock markets. 
As a result, the market value of those 
publicly listed education companies has 
suffered significant losses. According to 
media reports, on the two trading days 

of 23 and 26 July, the market value of 
the listed education companies has 
evaporated by at least 200 billion yuan.

In a mature market economy, it often 
takes months or even years to translate 
census results (or major 
socio-economic issues discovered) to 
relevant policy changes , especially 
when legislation is involved. However, 
the Chinese government usually acts 
much more quickly to promulgate 
regulations. It presents a big advantage 
when fighting against emergencies such 
as the COVID-19 pandemic. On the 
other hand, for the business sector, 
there is often a lack of lead time to 
adapt to new policy measures. For local 
enterprises, though they may not like it, 
executives have a better understanding 
of and more experiences with this type 

of business practices with Chinese 
characteristics. Meanwhile, 
multi-national corporations may feel 
frustrated with this sort of changes. 

In fact, in the case of out-of-school 
education, there were signals before the 
seventh population census was officially 
released. The stock plunge in the out-
of-school education market might be 
just one of many cases where the 
results of the census directly or 
indirectly affected the business sector. 
What are the other key issues the 
census revealed? How will the 
government use policy measures to 
tackle these issues? What are the 
implications for the business sector? 
We will discuss these questions in this 
short report. 

Business implications of the seventh national population census
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 Major demographic trends of China’s population
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Firstly, total population growth has 
slowed down and total fertility rate hit 
a historic low.

In the last ten years, or between the sixth 
and seventh census, China’s population 
only increased by 70.87 million. The 
population growth has slowed down, with 
an average annual growth rate of 0.53% 
in the past ten years, down by 0.04 
percentage points compared to the 
previous decade. 

One of the key findings from the seventh 
census was that the total fertility rate 
dropped to 1.3 in 2020, hitting a historic 
low. In comparison, according to the data 
from the World Bank1, the total fertility 
rates for the world, European Union and 
low and middle-income countries were 
2.4, 1.5, and 2.5 respectively in 2019. 
Countries that had 1.3 or lower total 
fertility rates in 2019 include Italy (1.3), 
South Korea (0.9), Singapore (1.1), 
Spain (1.2) and Ukraine (1.2). Japan, 
China’s neighbouring country with a 
rapidly ageing population, had a total 
fertility rate of 1.4 in 2019. 
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1 https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.DYN.TFRT.IN?end=2019&start=1960&view=chart

According to the seventh population 
census, by 1 November 2020, China’s 
population reached 1.41 billion (1,411.78 
million, excluding residents of Hong 
Kong, Macao and Taiwan and foreigners 
living in Chinese mainland). The total 
population would be 1.44 billion when 
Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan are 
included. Below are the main 
demographic trends.

Figure 1: National population in each population census and average annual 
growth rate

Figure 2: Population growth

Figure 3: Total fertility rate
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According to Dr. CAI Fang, a top 
demographic scholar and former Vice 
President, Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences (a leading think tank in Asia), 
it is generally believed that when the 
fertility rate drops to a very low level of 
1.3, it is prone to fall into a fertility trap 
which is very difficult to recover from. 

The low total fertility rate was mainly 
dragged by the increasing costs of 
bearing and raising children, housing 
prices, the continuous reduction in the 
number of women of childbearing age 
and the weakening effects of the "two-
child policy". In 2020, the COVID-19 
pandemic increased the concerns over 
the uncertainty of hospital delivery, 
which further reduced the willingness to 
give birth.

Besides, the low fertility rate was also a 
result of economic, social cultural 
factors. As sustainable economic and 
social development, especially the 
impact of the transformation of 
population fertility concept brought by 
industrialisation and modernisation. Low 
fertility is a common problem faced by 
most developed countries. However, 
according to the 2020 figure, the 
problem that China is facing is more 
challenging than in many developed 
countries. 

Secondly, the census found that the 
population was ageing, and the 
population of working age is 
declining.

The population of working age (between 
15 and 59) was 894 million, accounting 
for 63.35% of the total. Compared to ten 
years ago, this figure decreased by 
6.79%. Despite the shrinking labour
force population, human resources are 
still abundant. 

The population aged 60 and above 
reached 264 million, accounting for 
18.70% of the total, which increased by 
5.44% since 2010. Taking 65 and above 
as the standard for the elderly 
population, it reached 191 million in 
2020, accounting for 13.5% of the total. 
This was 5.9% lower than developed 
countries, but 7.5% higher than other 
developing countries. Thus, there are 
some worries that China might get old 
before getting rich.

Figure 4: Age composition of the national population 

Age Population (Unit: Person) Proportion (Unit: %)

Total 1,411,778,724 100.00

0-14 253,383,938 17.95

15-59 894,376,020 63.35

60 and above 264,018,766 18.70

Out of which: 65 and above 190,635,280 13.50

Source: The seventh national population census, National Bureau of Statistics of China

253.38 
(17.95%)

894.38 
(63.35%)

73.38 
(5.20%)

154.84 
(10.97%)

35.80 
(2.54%)

Unit: Million persons

0-14

15-59

60-64

65-79

80 and
above

Source: The seventh national population census, National Bureau 
of Statistics of China

On the other hand, 253 million people were in the age group 
of 0-14, accounting for 17.95% of the total population. 
However, this figure only increased by 1.35% since the sixth 
census in 2010, which was much lower than the growth rate 
of the ageing population. 

The average age of China’s population was 38.8 years old. 
Overall, this represented a relatively young and energetic 
population. In comparison, the average age was 38 in the 
United States according to its latest census data, which was 
slightly younger than in China. 

Figure 5: Age composition of the national population 
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By geographic location, among the 31 
provinces2, there were two provinces 
with populations of more than 100 
million, namely Guangdong (south 
coast, the largest province by GDP) 
and Shandong (east coast, ranked third 
by GDP). There were nine provinces 
with populations between 50 million and 
100 million. 

Meanwhile, there were three provinces 
with populations of less than 10 million, 
namely Ningxia (the Hui autonomous 
region, 7.2 million), Qinghai (5.9 million) 
and Tibet (autonomous region, 3.6 
million). These three provinces were 
also the three smallest regions by 
economic size. 

Figure 6: Population by region

2 It refers to the 31 provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities directly under the central government and servicemen (who is in the army, 
navy, or air force) of the Chinese mainland

4

*: It refers to the proportion of permanent residents of 31 provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities directly under the central 
government to the national population.
Source: The seventh national population census, National Bureau of Statistics of China
Note: The national total in this table does not include population of Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, Macao Special Administrative 
Region or Taiwan Area.
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The population continued to flow to 
eastern coastal areas and core cities 
from the central and western regions. 
The top five provinces in terms of 
population growth were Guangdong, 
Zhejiang, Jiangsu, Shandong and 
Henan, which registered increases of 
21.70, 10.14, 6.09, 5.73 and 5.34 million 
respectively. The growth was mainly 
driven by economic developments as 
these provinces were the top ranking 
provinces by GDP. 

In terms of age distribution by regions, 
there were five provinces that had less 
than 10% of their populations aged 65 
and above, namely Tibet, Xinjiang, 
Guangdong, Qinghai and Ningxia. 
Guangdong had a relatively younger 
population due to labour migration from 
other provinces. The other four 
provinces are home to ethnic 
minorities which are exempted from 
one-child policy. 

On the other hand, the three north-
eastern provinces of Liaoning, 
Heilongjiang and Jilin, as well as 
Shanghai had the highest proportions of 
population aged 60 and above, 
registering 25.72%, 23.06%, 23.22%, 
and 23.38% respectively. 
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Figure 7: Age composition of regional population 

Source: LU Ming, Shanghai Jiao Tong University 2021 
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Thirdly, the speed of urbanisation
was faster than in previous records, 
but hukou remained a barrier.

China’s urbanisation rate reached 
around 64% in 2020 according to the 
seventh census which was almost 4% 
higher than 60% in the previous 
statistical record. 

More specifically, urban and rural 
populations were 902 and 510 million, 
accounting for 63.89% and 36.11% of 
the total population respectively. 
Meanwhile, in 2020, the urbanisation
rate of household registered population 
(population with hukou or huji, which is 
a household registration system used in 

Chinese mainland) was 45.4%. This 
means that nearly 15% of the urban 
population lived in the cities without 
local hukou. Consequently, they might 
not have access to local social benefits 
such as public health insurance, 
unemployment benefits in the cities they 
resided in. 
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Figure 9: Urban and rural population in each population census

Hukou is one of the major unresolved 
issues from the past which hampers the 
free flow of people within China. In 
some super cities, half of the non-
registered population (without hukou) 
have lived there for over five years, and 
around 20% have lived there for more 
than ten years. According to Dr. LU 
Ming3, professor and research fellow at 
China Institute of Urban Governance at 
Shanghai Jiao Tong University, “the 
sizes of China’s large cities have been 
restricted. Beijing and Shanghai, two 

cities with stringent household 
registration systems, lag far behind 
Guangzhou in terms of economic 
connection with surrounding areas.”

By studying the night-time light data 
(based on the seventh census), Dr. LU 
Ming found that the position of China's 
largest city might have changed. 
Guangzhou and Foshan are closely 
connected with each other, and the 
combined population of these two cities 
has reached 28.18 million. Shenzhen 

and Dongguan are strongly tied 
together with a combined population of 
28.03 million. Both clusters have bigger 
populations compared to Shanghai, 
China’s largest city4 with a population of 
24.87 million. These four cities are also 
part of the Greater Bay Area and are 
closely linked geographically and 
economically. For instance, the city 
centres of Guangzhou and Shenzhen 
are only around 100 km away from each 
other, or less than 30 minutes by high 
speed railway. 

Source: LU Ming, Shanghai Jiao Tong University 2021

Figure 10: Night-time light comparison between Shanghai and the Greater Bay Area

3 “Urban Systems: Understanding and Predicting the Spatial Distribution of China’s Population”, LI Pengfei and LU Ming , China & World 
Economy / 35–62, Vol. 29, No. 4, 2021
4 Chongqing has a population of 32 million, but 9.8 million of which live in the rural area. 
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Education level of China’s population 
has also improved compared to ten 
years ago. The average years of 
schooling for people aged 15 and above 
increased from 9.08 years in 2010 to 
9.91 years in 2020. There were 218.36 
million people with university education 
(referring to junior college and above) 
while 213.01 million have received 
senior secondary school education 
(including secondary technical school). 

By geographic location, Beijing, 
Shanghai and Tianjin were the top three 
cities in terms of average years of 
schooling for people aged 15 and 
above, as well as the proportion of 
population with university education. In 
Beijing, 41,980 out of 100,000 people 
have received university education, 
registering the highest proportion in the 
country. This figure was 33,872 for 
Shanghai, and 26,940 for Tianjin. 
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Figure 11: Population with various educational attainment levels per 100,000 persons by region

Figure 12: Average years of schooling for people aged 15 and above by region 
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Demographic trends Possible solutions

Quantity Declining growth rate; low fertility rate Encourage childbirth; reduce the costs of childbearing and 
childrearing

Structure Ageing; decreasing labour force;
improving gender structure

Defer retirement age; reduce labour-intensive industries; increase 
the supply of elderly care institutions and services

Quality Better education; increasing life expectancy Increase productivity; develop high quality economy

Distribution Acceleration of urbanisation; active flow of people Reform the hukou system; co-ordinated regional city clusters; 
improve intercity infrastructures

Source: PwC analysis by the author 

Quantity of population: increase 
fertility rate with strong policy 
support. 

Besides the quickly adopted three-child 
policy and measures aiming to reduce 
the costs of childbearing and 
childrearing, it is also necessary to 
provide welfare benefits and even 
rewards for families with two or more 
children. The three-child policy shall be 
replaced by unlimited fertility. The 
Chinese style advocacy and campaigns 
shall also be applied. It will be very 
difficult for China's fertility rate to return 
to 2.1, but it is possible to get to a close 
level of 1.8. In fact, according to a 
survey from the National Bureau of 
Statistics, the average number of 
children that women are willing to bear 
is 1.8. Once the corresponding support 
measures are taken, the actual fertility 
potential can be unleashed. 
Additionally, attracting immigrants may 
be one of the ways to boost population 
growth, although the impact will be very 
limited for a country with a population of 
1.4 billion. 

As for the business sector, as 
mentioned in the beginning of the 
report, the out-of-school education 
market was already seriously hit by the 
latest regulations aiming to cut the costs 
of childrearing. On the other hand, if 
childbearing and childrearing 
become more affordable and less 
time-consuming in the next few years 
with policy interventions and supports, 
the traditional concept of “more children, 
more happiness” might be restored, at 
least for some families. Currently China 
has more than 300 million women of 
childbearing age and 10 million births 
annually. With strong policy supports 
and stimulus, it is possible to boost the 
number of births by a few million. As a 
result, the demands for baby products 
and services may increase. 

Structure of population: to tackle the 
challenges imposed by an ageing 
population, deferred retirement age 
and the continuous reduction of 
labour-intensive industries and jobs 
will gradually become the new 
normal. 

The number of working age population 
aged 15 to 59 has reached a peak in 
2010. Since then, there has been a 
negative growth which has affected the 
economic growth from the supply side. 
The negative growth of the working age 
population and the shortage of labour
force are certainly not favourable to 
economic growth.

Additionally, according to Dr. CAI Fang, 
the second demographic turning point 
would probably come in 2025 where 
China’s total population would reach its 
peak and then followed by negative 
growth. This would affect economic 
growth from the demand side.

 Policy countermeasures and business implications

Based on the major demographic trends of China’s population as revealed in the seventh census and our analysis above, in 
this section, we will address the policy countermeasures and business implications from four dimensions, including size, 
structure, quality and distribution of the demography. 

Figure 13: Major demographic trends of China’s population and countermeasures
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The shrinking labour force and the 
declining number of the total population 
would trigger the slowdown of economic 
growth through exports, investment and 
consumption, as Dr. CAI Fang 
explained. Further supply side shocks 
would intensify labour shortages, 
causing rising wages and costs. The 
export competitiveness of 
labour-intensive manufacturing 
industries would decline (which has 
happened already), resulting in 
weakening foreign demands. 

The shrinking labour force and the 
declining population would also weaken 
China’s comparative advantage by 
reducing the demand for derived 
infrastructure. Ultimately, the investment-
driven growth model might be transformed 
and weaken investment demand. 

The changes in the age structure and 
the population decline would also affect 
consumption. Population ageing would 
cause the falling of consumption 
demand, ability and tendency. 

As a result of these shifts in the age 
structure, China will have to increase 
supply of elderly care institutions and 
services on the one hand and defer 
retirement age and reduce dependence 
on labour-intensive industries and jobs 
on the other hand.

Quality of population: increasing 
investment to improve the quality of 
education and training can offset the 
disadvantages of declining 
population. 

Although the total population is 
declining, the quality of the population is 
improving. China’s population quality 
has seen significant improvements in 
the past decade. In terms of the quality 
of higher education, China ranked 8th 
worldwide in QS Higher Education 
System Strength Rankings (based on 
four criteria: system strength, access, 
flagship institution, economic context) in 
2019. With 218 million university-
educated persons in 2020, China has 
the largest pool of human resources to 
develop high quality economy. 

Besides, Chinese parents (especially 
those who received higher education) 
usually spend a very large portion of 
their incomes on child education. 
Recent regulations targeting out-of-
school education also indicates that the 
heavy spending on education is a 
weighty burden for families. On the 
other hand, this shows that the Chinese 
attach great importance to education. 

In addition to improving higher 
education, to prepare for entering the 
high-income countries, 12 years 
compulsory education (including 
three-year vocational high schools 
which provide training to become skilled 
workers) should be implemented as 
soon as possible with an emphasis on 
children in the rural areas. In urban 
areas, most of the children have 
received 12 years education or much 
more according to the seventh census. 

School education as well as trainings for 
the workforce are the keys to improving 
the quality of population. Government, 
market (enterprises as the mainstay), 
society (especially households) and 
education institutions should coordinate 
and increase their investments in 
education. 

Ultimately, education and training would 
boost technology and increase 
productivity continuously. Thus, 
enabling China to develop a high quality 
and innovation-driven economy. 

Figure 14: Projected total population
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Figure 15: The map of projected distribution of population by 2035 

Distribution of population: 
accelerating urbanisation with 
co-ordinated regional city cluster 
development. 

Since 35% of the population still live in 
the rural areas, at least in the next two 
to three decades, urbanisation will 
continuously contribute to China’s 
economic development. In order to 
better support urbanisation and meet 
market demands, China should reform 
its hukou system in order to unleash a 
much freer flow of population. As 
mentioned above, the hukou system 
has become a major obstacle for the 
free flow of population and urbanisation. 

It is expected that more people will flow 
to the national central cities and the 
major city clusters. There are 9 national 
central cities, namely Beijing, 
Shanghai, Guangzhou, Tianjin, 
Chengdu, Chongqing, Wuhan, Xi'an, 
and Zhengzhou. City clusters are 
listed below. 

• Yangtze River Delta 

• Greater Bay Area

• Beijing, Tianjin and Hebei 

• Chengdu and Chongqing 

• the middle reaches of the Yangtze 
River (Wuhan as the centre, 
Changsha and Nanchang are also 
part of this cluster)

• the Central Plain (Zhengzhou as the 
centre)

• the Guanzhong Plain (Xi’an as the 
centre) 

More infrastructure will be necessary to 
be built in order to connect the national 
central cities as well as to improve 
connectivity within the city clusters. 
China’s urbanisation will enter a new 
era, and its distribution of population will 
better serve the development of market 
economy. 

In conclusion, China’s seventh national 
population census identified several 
demographic issues that the country is 
facing. Though the challenges are 
serious, there are solutions to address 
them. We firmly believe that China is on 
its way to becoming the largest 
economy. For the business sector, as 
explained above, demographic changes 
in China would create more 
opportunities. The negative impacts 
might be big for a couple of industries, 
but certainly would be minimal for many 
more. 
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