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The Trend of Childlessness in Shanghai. The Applicability

of the Second Demographic Transition Theory
Chen Rong

Abstract ; The increase of childlessness is one of the salient new changes observed during the second demographic
transition in Europe. However ,many studies suggest that China is still a " universal childbearing" society,which is also
regarded as one of the unique characteristics of China’s second demographic transition. Taking Shanghai , the largest city
in China,as an example, this paper investigates the trend of women’s childlessness by intergenerational differences, ma-
rital status,and socio—economic characteristics, based on the data of the seventh national census in 2020, two mini—
censuses in 1995 and 2015, and one relevant survey. The paper also discusses the applicability of the Second Demo-
graphic Transition theory in China. The findings show that the childless rates of the cohorts that have passed or are at
the end of child bearing ages in Shanghai are still lower than those in European countries or in some East Asian socie-
ties , however, the relatively younger cohorts,born since 1965 or 1970 in particular,have observed a significant upward
trend in childless rates. The younger the cohort,the greater the contribution of lifetime singlehood to lifetime childless-
ness. The lifetime childless level of women without Shanghai hukou is lower than that of women with Shanghai hukou.
And the lifetime childless level also shows a substantial increase with the increase of educational level. For the younger
cohorts who are still at childbearing ages , their education is higher than that of the older cohorts, their attitudes toward
marriage and childbearing are more modern and individualistic , their willingness to marry and have children is weaker,
and the number of women who actually delay marriage and child bearing is also enlarging, which might predict that the
lifetime childless level of the younger cohorts will further rise. In large cities such as Shanghai, the lifetime childless-
ness has shown an increasing trend , which may indicate that the characteristic of " universal childbearing" observed in
current Chinese society is more likely to be " transitional" rather than " distinctive" .

Key words ; childlessness ; the second demographic transition ; census ; Shanghai
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