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Highlight

Highlight

They examine the impact of the abolition of People’s Communes on rural
fertility.
Rural fertility rate declined significantly after agricultural
decollectivization.
The key mechanism is the elimination of egalitarian income distribution.
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Motivation

The People’s Commune system

As the largest social experiment of collectivization in human history, the
People’s Commune system in rural China operated from the late 1950s to the
early 1980s, featuring institutional arrangements characterized by
collectivism and equality.

The incomes of commune members were distributed in a highly
egalitarian fashion, which subsidized the fertility behaviors of peasants
by transferring the childbearing costs from households to collectives.
We witness a remarkable increase in the rural population over the two
decades of the commune period.
Empirical studies exploring the connection between the fertility trend
and the rise and fall of the People’s Commune system remain relatively
limited
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Contribution

Contribution

By exploring the demographic effects of China’s agricultural
decollectivization, their study makes a contribution to the literature on
the diverse impacts of this reform across various dimensions.
Their findings illuminate the causal relationship between
decollectivization and the subsequent fertility decline, providing new
insights into the driving forces behind China’s demographic transition.
Mechanism analysis also contribute to the literature on the fertility
impact of child subsidies
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History background

2.1 People’s commune system

In 1952, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) launched agricultural
collectivization to boost agricultural output and enhance resource extraction
for industrial investment.
By the end of 1957, more than 97% of peasant households were organized
into agricultural production collectives of different forms.

Despite regional and temporal variations, the income distribution of the
People’s Communes comprised two main components:

an egalitarian ration system
an incentive wage system based on labor
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History background

2.1 People’s commune system

First, a fixed amount of grain ration (口粮) is distributed equally to meet the
basic needs of commune members.
Second, to incentivize hard work, a portion of peasant incomes was
determined according to workpoints (工分), which measures individual labor
input in agricultural production.

In Mao’s blueprint, the wage system was intended to gradually diminish as
productivity increased, with people working spontaneously and consuming
according to need in a utopian society.
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History background

2.1 People’s commune system

Due to:
the communist ideology
the blind optimism about grain abundance during the Great Leap
Forward.

the income distribution of the People’s Communes learned excessively
towards egalitarianism.
Incomes were highly equalized across teams and individuals within the
communes, with the incentive wage largely existing in name.

The combination of low productivity and overconsumption due to such
extreme egalitarianism made the system unsustainable, and the great famine
ensued.
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History background

2.1 People’s commune system

The catastrophic famine
between 1959 and 1961 led to
the nearcollapse of the
commune system.

Then, households were
allowed to retain a small
amount of private plots (自留
地) and engage in family
sideline activities.

Communal dining halls were
dismantled in most areas.
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History background

2.1 People’s commune system

After introducing the famous slogan“never forget class struggle”, Mao
launched a series of political campaigns promoting class struggle and equality
starting in 1963. These campaigns included the Socialist Education
Movement, the“Learn from Dazhai in agriculture”(农业学大寨)
movement, and ultimately the Cultural Revolution.

In the late 1970s, the government initiated the reform to gradually replace
People’s Communes with the household responsibility system (HRS) in rural
China.

Nearly all counties abolished the communes and adopted the HRS by 1983.

With the dissolution of People’s Communes, collectively owned land was
contracted out to peasants households, who could retain surplus output after
procurement as work incentives
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History background

2.2. Rural fertility in the commune period
Between 1962 and 1978,

rural population soaring
from 556 million to 790
million
average rural birth rate
was at 3.0%
contemporaneous urban
birth rate was at 2.1%

Between 1979 and 1989 ,the
average rural birth rate was at
2.0%
A significant gap between
rural and urban birth rates
narrowing only towards the
late 1970s.
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History background

High birth rate in rural

Why?：the egalitarian income system incentivized
First, the ration system directly subsidized commune members by
allowing them to immediately claim grain rations for newborns, thereby
reducing the financial burden of raising children.
Second, the egalitarian income distribution indirectly subsidized
peasants by lowering the opportunity costs of childbearing, as their
incomes were minimally affected by actual labor inputs.

How? Vividly illustrate
Accounts from rural individuals vividly illustrate the perceived benefits of
childbearing during the commune period with phrases such as
”Having a new child pays more than working hard all year”
”Immediately receive a ration of 75 kilos if your belly swells”.
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History background

The dissolution of the People’s Commune system
Peasants once again assumed
individual responsibility for
production, consumption, and
distribution.

This demographic shift led to a
natural increase in the birth
rate. In contrast, the rural
fertility rate (measured as the
number of births per woman
aged 15–49) demonstrated a
clear downward trend
throughout this period.

The average fertility rate in the pre-reform years (1977–1979) is 0.102, while
in the post-reform years (1984–1986) it is 0.084, reflecting a 16% decline
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Data description

Various sources

For empirical analysis, they compile a county-level panel dataset of 1774
counties covering the years of 1971–1989 from various sources.
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Data description

Timing of agricultural decollectivization by County.

24%, 34%, 28%, and 14% of the counties sequentially decollectivizatied in
each year
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Data description

Mechanism analysis

To construct the proxies for the level of egalitarianism for the mechanism
analysis：

they collect the rank (full member, alternate member, or nonmember) of
provincial first party secretary in the Chinese Communist Party Central
Committee (CCPCC) in each year during the commune period.
they measure the career incentives of provincial leaders using the
fraction of years the provincial leader being an alternate member of the
CCPCC between 1963 and 1966.
the distance of each county to the provincial capital as another proxy for
local political radicalism

To measure the average size of collective, we gather data on the numbers of
communes and production teams in each county from county gazetteers.

To examine the alternative explanation of the increase in potential income, we
use crop yield potential data to construct an exogenous measure of
county-level agricultural productivity in the post-reform period
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Data description

Others

information on the year of one-child policy implementation in each
county from county gazetteers
calculating each county’s distance to the nearest main river, the closest
treaty port, and four special economic zones established in 1980
the annual net migration rate at the provincial level
the occurrence of floods and droughts in each county in each year
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Emprical ways

4.1 Baseline DiD estimation

Exploiting the different timings of decollectivization across counties, we
apply the staggered difference-in-differences (DiD) strategy to estimate the
standard two-way fixed effects (TWFE) model as follows: (1)

Yit = β1Dit +Φi +Φt +Xitγ + εit

Yit is the natural logarithm of the rural fertility rate of county i in year t
.Dit is the binary indicator for the decollectivization of county i in year t.
Φi and Φt represent county and year fixed effects.
Xit is a set of covariates that include the implementation of family
planning policies, county-specific linear time trend, and additional
control variables

β1 measures the treatment effect of decollectivization on fertility rate.
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Emprical ways

Baseline estimation
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Emprical ways

4.2 Event-study estimation

To obtain credible causal inference, the key assumption of the DiD estimation
requires that counties should have exhibited parallel trends in rural fertility
without the intervention. To empirically support the parallel trends
assumption, they apply the event-study approach:

Yit =

N∑
n=2

γnI
Pre
n +

M∑
m=0

λmIPost
m +Φi +Φt +Xitγ + εit

IPre
n and IPost

m are the binary indicators for year t being nth year before
decollectivization andmth year after decollectivization pre-trends in
fertility of treated and control counties.

In this specification, γn detects whether there are different pre-trends in
fertility of treated and control counties.
They expect the estimates of γn to be statistically indifferent from zero if the
parallel trend assumption holds, and λm provides insights into the dynamic
effect
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Emprical ways

Event study
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Emprical ways

4.3 Robustness checks

Definition of decollectivization: apply alternative thresholds of the share of
HRS adoption to define the timing of decollectivization and re-estimate the
model.
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Emprical ways

4.3 Robustness checks

Indicator of fertility:
Another issue is whether their finding is specific to using the natural
logarithmic form of fertility rate as the dependent variable.
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Emprical ways

4.3 Robustness checks

Mortality selection of newborns and sex-selective abortion:
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Emprical ways

4.4. Placebo test: Decollectivization and urban fertility
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Mechanism analysis

Key mechanism

They posit that the key mechanism behind the fertility decline following
decollectivization is the elimination of egalitarian income distribution.

Under the commune system, peasants were provided with rations for their
newborns and faced low opportunity costs of childbearing because their
incomes were largely unrelated to their actual labor input.

This effectively means that the communes subsidized peasant fertility by
sharing their childbearing costs.

With the abolition of egalitarianism：Decollectivization
the burden of childbearing costs: collectives → individuals
the possibility of free-riding ≈ 0
Fertility rates ↓.
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Mechanism analysis

Triple-difference

The rationale is that peasants in communes with a higher level of
egalitarianism received greater“fertility subsidies”because the collective
covered a larger portion of their childbearing costs. Consequently, they
experienced a more significant increase in childbearing costs after
decollectivization, which more strongly discouraged fertility.

Yit = β1Dit + β2Dit ×Hi +Φi +Φt +Xitγ + εit

this model further incorporates the interaction term ofDit and Hi,
Hi is the indicator of the level of egalitarianism in county i during the
commune period.
Assuming that a greater value ofHi indicates a higher level of
egalitarianism

They expect the estimate of β2 to be negative and statistically significant,
which suggests a stronger fertility effect of decollectivization among counties
that were more egalitarian.
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Mechanism analysis

The level of egalitarianism

They construct proxies for the level of egalitarianism in income distribution
based on two dimensions of the communes: political radicalism and
collective size.

Heterogeneity by political radicalism:

Heterogeneity by collective size:
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Mechanism analysis
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Mechanism analysis
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Mechanism analysis

5.3 Excluding alternative explaination

A significant consequence of China’s agricultural decollectivization is the
increase in agricultural productivity and peasant incomes. Theoretically, the
rise in peasant incomes following decollectivization introduce two opposing
forces—income and substitution effects—that may impact fertility (Becker,
1965).

In the context of this study, the income effect predicts an increase in fertility
following the rise in peasant income. This runs counter to our findings,
making it an unlikely explanation for the observed outcome. On the other
hand, the substitution effect implies that the fertility decline could be driven
by the increase in the‘‘shadow price’’of children, as higher potential
income after decollectivization made childbearing more costly. Thus, the
increased opportunity costs of childbearing could present an alternative
hypothesis to the mechanism we propose.
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Mechanism analysis

5.4. Reconciling with Almond et al. (2019)
In columns 1 and 2,
covering about 8/9 of
the 914 counties in
their sample. These
results indicate no
significant fertility
effect align closely
with the their results.

Conversely, we use the
sample of
non-overlapping
counties, exclusive to
our dataset, suggests a
strongly negative
fertility impact.
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Mechanism analysis

comparing the average characteristics of overlapping and non-overlapping
counties in Table 10

Regressing the year of decollectivization on various county characteristics
(Table 11)
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Concluding remarks

Conclusion

Our study identifies a significant reduction in rural fertility following the
dissolution of the People’s Commune system during the 1980s. We present
empirical evidence suggesting that the elimination of its egalitarian income
distribution primarily contributed to the fertility decline following
decollectivization. This adds to our understanding of institutional factors
beyond government family planning policies that influenced the fertility
transition in China.

Moreover, our findings contribute to the broader discourse on the relationship
between social policies and demographic trends. As many countries today
grapple with population-related challenges, historical experiences from social
experiments like the People’s Commune system may offer valuable insights
into the potential effects of different incentive structures on fertility.

Juncheng JIANG (ZUEL) Chen et. al 2025 2024.12.02 45 / 46



Thanks for listening!
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