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Abstract 
Since January 2016, the universal two-child policy has been implemented in 
China, which is of great significance for balancing the sex ratio of newborns, 
and alleviating labor shortages and ageing population. The implementation of 
the universal two-child policy has also had an important influence on the ca-
reer development of urban women. Drawing from the investigation with 420 
professional women in Shenyang city through the questionnaire survey and 
semi-structured interviews, this article shows the positive and negative im-
pacts of the new policy on urban women’s career development. The policy 
helps the women be more cautious with their career choices and encourages 
their career growth. However, due to the lack of relevant policies based on 
gender security, it makes the women’s employment situation more severe, 
their career development hampered, the contradiction between family and 
career more difficult to balance and so on. To alleviate these negative effects, 
we should construct a fair gender cultural pattern, strengthen legislation and 
improve the social security system of having a second child. 
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1. Introduction 

In January 2016, China began to implement the universal two-child policy to al-
leviate a series of problems caused by the traditional one-child policy. Undoub-
tedly, the new birth policy has had certain positive effects on population, health 
and economy in China: a more normal gender ratio, a large reduction in abor-
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tion, and a considerable limitation of the problems of labor shortages and popu-
lation ageing [1]. However, from the point of view of urban professional women 
who are the important subjects of population reproduction, besides many posi-
tive impacts of this policy, its negative effects should be paid more attention to. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Foreign Scholars’ Research 

As the policy has not been implemented for a long time, there have not been a 
large number of studies on this issue in the academic circles. Foreign scholars’ 
research mainly focuses on the influencing factors on career development of 
various types of women. For example, one study mentioned about the significant 
increase in the proportion of Austrian female scholars in leadership positions in 
universities, and explored different career development models for women [2]. 
The career development of British female football players was analyzed in 
another article [3]. One different paper discussed the success of black female 
teachers and their early career development. The professional knowledge and 
professional personal network of writing and publishing are believed to be cru-
cial to the success of this group [4]. Some scholars also discussed the influence of 
gender barriers on the career development of females in the legal profession, and 
then analyzed the differences between male and female career patterns [5].  

2.2. Domestic Scholars’ Research 

The effects of the universal two-child policy have been discussed by many scho-
lars in China. The research content is roughly divided into three types: 

The first type of research concentrates on the impact of this policy on wom-
en’s employment. Some scholars believe that the implementation of the univer-
sal two-child policy can bring some negative impacts on women’s work and life 
[6]. It weakens women’s power in marriage, and affects negatively on their re-
productive autonomy [7]. In addition, the discrimination faced by females in the 
employment process tends to be more serious [8] [9], and their promotion and 
career prospects are also affected [10]. Therefore, it is suggested that the protec-
tion of women’s employment rights should be strengthened [11] [12] and child-
bearing should be encouraged by increasing state financial subsidies and reduc-
ing family parenting costs [13]. 

The second type of research primarily discusses women’s fertility willingness 
under the universal two-child policy. There are a considerable number of studies 
concerning about this issue. For instance, a sample survey was conducted in or-
der to examine the willingness and influencing factors of the second birth of the 
married population in five provinces and cities in China [14]. A qualitative study 
on the concept of fertility of professional women under the universal two-child 
policy was also conducted with the purpose of finding out the main reasons why 
professional women have or refuse a second child [15]. In relation to the fertility 
willingness of professional women, one paper analyzed its influencing factors 
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and causes in having a second child. [16] Another study proved that women of 
childbearing age working in government agency and institutions have the higher 
rate of having a second child than in the private and foreign-funded enterprises 
[17]. 

The third type of research focuses on the problems of people’s health after the 
introduction of the two-child policy from a medical perspective. For example, it 
is considered that the Zika virus may have a negative impact on the universal 
two-child policy, which is a new challenge to China [18]. Some scholars also ex-
plored the uterine health problems of women under the universal two-child pol-
icy [19]. 

Different from the above researches, this article concentrates on the urban 
professional women. As they live in cities and have professional positions, the 
birth of the second child has a greater influence on their lives, especially on their 
career development than the rural and urban unemployed women. The article 
takes 420 professional women from Shenyang city, Liaoning province as the 
sample, and uses the data from field research as data support to investigate both 
positive and negative effects in the implementation of the universal two-child 
policy on the career development of urban professional women with the goal of 
providing the enlightening reference for improving supporting measures of this 
policy. 

3. Research Methods 
3.1. Questionnaire Survey and Semi-Structured Interview Method 

The survey area was mainly in the urban areas of Shenyang city in China. First of 
all, 420 questionnaires were distributed to the professional women in the city, 
including 300 paper questionnaires and 120 electronic questionnaire and then 
414 questionnaires were returned. There were 407 valid questionnaires, and the 
recovery rate of valid questionnaires reached 96.9%. Next, on the basis of the 
questionnaire survey, 8 typical survey subjects were selected to be interviewed to 
make up for some deficiencies in the questionnaire survey. The following ques-
tion were asked, such as “Do you know the universal of two-child policy? What 
impact do you think this policy take to your lives? Will you born the second 
child? if you will, please tell me the reason. Do you think having a second child 
affects your career development? Please talk about them in details. What do you 
think the government or country can do to increase the enthusiasm of people to 
have a second child?” 

3.2. Scientific Test 

In this article, Cronbach’s α coefficient was used to test the reliability of the 
questionnaire. The Cronbach’s α coefficient of the questionnaire was 0.813, 
which was greater than 0.8. This indicates that the questionnaire has a clear 
structure and high credibility. 

According to the “sample basic situation” in Table 1, the female population in 
this survey was at the age from 21 to 50. The majority of them were between the  
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Table 1. Sample basic situation (N = 407). 

 Description entry Frequency Percentage (%) 

Age 

20 to 29 years old 203 49.81 

30 to 39 years old 173 42.48 

40 years old and above 31 7.70 

Marriage and 
childbearing status 

Unmarried and childless 35 8.56 

Married and childless 85 21 

Married and a child 211 51.78 

Married and two children 76 17.67 

Education level 

Junior high school and below 21 5.28 

High school and 
technical secondary school 

78 19.14 

Junior college 86 21.13 

Undergraduate 163 40.08 

Graduate and above 59 14.37 

Work unit 

Organs and institutions 83 20.43 

State-owned enterprise 105 25.86 

Private enterprise 78 19.04 

Individual business 76 18.71 

Unemployed 65 15.96 

 
ages of 20 and 39, accounting for 92.29% of the total. The women of this age 
were at the best fertility stage and were involved in the universal two-child poli-
cy. In order to ensure the rigor and scientific nature of the research, this survey 
also included a small proportion of women aged 40 and over, accounting for 
7.7%. 

In terms of the status of marriage and childbearing, 91.44% of the surveyed 
respondents were married women, in which 51.78% of them belonged to the 
“married and have one child” group. In fact, this part of the survey population is 
considered as the focus of the study because they are the most likely to have a 
second child in the short term. In order to make the survey more comprehen-
sive, 8.56% of unmarried urban women were also covered. 

With regard to the educational level of the sample subjects, it was divided into 
five levels of education from “junior high school and below” to “graduate and 
above”. The proportion of women with undergraduate and higher education was 
almost equal to that of women with junior college and below. These two parts 
are the main body of urban professional women, which could make the survey 
more scientific. 

Regarding to the work unit, the survey covered almost the working places 
where urban professional women have been working, including organs and in-
stitutions, state-owned enterprises, private enterprises, individual businesses and 
other departments. 
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4. The Impacts of Universal Two-Child Policy on Urban 
Women’s Career Development 

The introduction of any policy has various kinds of effects, including both posi-
tive and negative effects. The universal two-child policy is no exception. 

4.1. Positive Impacts 

The research results show that the second birth has some positive impacts on the 
career development of urban professional women. Under the new fertility policy, 
the urban women are likely to make more prudent and comprehensive decisions 
on their initial career choices. In addition, facing with more life tasks is a good 
way for them to stimulate their own potential and career growth. 

4.1.1. Women’s Occupation Choices Are More Carefully Considered 
Some women believe that having a second child is not a barrier to their career 
development; instead, it can help them be more cautious with their career 
choices and create more scientific plans for their own career. For example, when 
being asked how the universal two-child policy affected her career development, 
the interviewee No. 4, who is a married and childless 25-year-old woman and 
works as a government agency staff member, answered like this: 

Although I haven’t had a baby yet, I want to have two children in the future. 
I don’t have a lot of work pressure and have enough time for rest. I think 
having two children is not a big problem because my parents and babysit-
ters can help me to take care of the babies and my working place also has 
welfare measures to moms with a second child. Moreover, my job is quite 
stable, and I don’t really want to get promotion. Now I can meet with a 
good policy and be happy to have two children. 

The interviewee is a typical example for the women who have little work 
pressure and no strong desire for promotion, and want to have two children. 
Such women can adapt quickly when they return to their workplace after their 
maternity leave and realize that the universal two-child policy does not have any 
bad influences on their career development. In contrast, this policy assists them 
in having a more comprehensive consideration in choosing the professions 
which truly interest them and have regular working schedules, conducting more 
scientific and effective career management and seeking the best balance between 
family and career. 

4.1.2. Women’s Career Growth Is Encouraged 
To a certain extent, the universal two-child policy also has an incentive effect on 
women’s career growth. Some interviewees have realized that giving birth as a 
necessary experience in life inevitably conflicts with their career development. In 
this regard, they believe that it is better for them to face with the difficulties in-
stead of being helpless. They should discover their own abilities and values, find 
the right positions for their careers, and look for auxiliary means to improve 
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themselves in stages. After reasonably arranging time and having their own clear 
development goals, they can better stimulate their potential in all aspects and 
make great job achievements. This is no doubt a rational reflection of modern 
professional women’s on social gender issues and a profound understanding of 
female self-realization. 

4.2. Negative Impacts 
4.2.1. The Employment Situation of Urban Women Becomes Tougher 
It is known that being employed is the starting point for women’s career growth. 
According to the survey, the universal two-child policy undoubtedly aggravates 
women’s disadvantages in job hunting. For protecting the labor rights and inter-
ests of women, China has clearly stipulated that women have equal employment 
rights with men in the Constitution, Labor Law of the People’s Republic of Chi-
na and Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Protection of Rights and 
Interests of Women. However, as women and men are physically different, 
women are not appropriate with jobs that require physical strength and frequent 
travel. This results in the fact that women’s employment range is much smaller 
than that of men. Furthermore, many employers tend to favor men than women 
in their process of recruitment because they worry about the burden of paid ma-
ternity leave policy for female employees while the government has almost no 
corresponding compensation measures in this regard. Therefore, after the im-
plementation of the two-child policy, in most of the job interviews, female 
job-hunters are explicitly asked whether they consider having a second child. If 
the answers are “yes”, they are often refused to be hired. It can be said that under 
the influence of the new fertility policy, the “married and one child” women 
group who used to have a comparative advantage in the job search process have 
gradually lost favors from employers, and the other groups (the “unmarried” 
women and the “married and childless” women) who were in a very tough em-
ployment condition have found the competition of employment more and more 
difficult. 

4.2.2. Women’s Career Progression Is Hindered 
It is certain that having a second child affects more or less most urban women’s 
career development. Figure 1 shows that the majority of the surveyed women 
(nearly 70%) believe that having a second child has certain negative impacts on 
their career development while the small proportion of them (30%) think that 
there is no effect. The most significant negative impact concerned by 57.94% of 
the respondents is “reduction in promotion opportunities”. The other two nega-
tive impacts concerned by 15.95% and 9.31% of the respondents respectively are 
“high probability of dismissal from employment” and “reduction in salary”. 

The results above indicate that the introduction of the universal two-child 
policy may become the real barrier that hinders women’s career development; 
especially there is high possibility of the loss of promotion chances for women 
who intend to have a second child. It is known that the ages of 25 to 39 are the  
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Figure 1. Statistical chart of the impact of second birth on urban female career develop-
ment (n = 407). 
 

most important period for women to develop their career, and also the best pe-
riod for them to give birth. This coincidence makes women face with the con-
flicts between childbearing and career development. In reality, if women decide 
to have a second child, they should cost a lot of their time and energy for the 
long process of re-pregnancy, maternity leave and body recovery. This can lead 
to the loss of their competitive advantage in the workplace. With the second 
birth, women in state-owned enterprises and institutions are likely to miss their 
chances of promotion while women in private companies may even face the risk 
of unemployment. 

4.2.3. The Conflict between Family and Career Is More Difficult to Balance 
The double burden of balancing work life and family life, in recent years, has 
presented a significant challenge for professional women in China. It is difficult 
for them to meet the expectations of the two roles above under the condition of 
their limited time and energy, thus this creates conflict. In fact, the conflict be-
tween career and family of urban women has increased in a higher degree and 
has become more difficult to balance after the implementation of the universal 
two-child policy. On the one hand, in order to get a good and high-paid job, 
professional women often experience a lot of work pressure. On the other hand, 
their responsibilities about their children can be increased by double if they have 
a second child. Figure 2 shows survey of women’s evaluation of difficulty levels 
in balancing between work and family in case they have another baby. From the 
figure, we can see that about 75% of the surveyed women believe that it is “more 
difficult” or “very difficult” to balance while only 25.81% of them think that 
there is no difficulty. This result points out that most urban professional women 
find difficulty in the work-family balance after their second birth. Hence, most 
times they have to choose between the two, career or family. If they decide to 
place more importance on work, they may lose the opportunity of happiness of 
having two children. On the contrary, if they make the choice that fulfills their 
hopes or dreams about having two children, they will sacrifice the golden age of 
their career growth, which also definitely affects their income and self-realization. 
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Figure 2. Statistical chart “How difficult do you find to balance between family and work 
if you have a second child?” (n = 407). 

 

 
Figure 3. Statistical chart "Will you give up your career in order to have a second child?" 
(n = 407). 

 
At the same time, this survey also investigates whether women are willing to 

give up their career in order to have a second child. Figure 3 shows that the 
proportion of women who choose “unwilling” (66.70%) is much higher than the 
number of women who choose “willing” and “not clear” (only 14.88% and 18.42% 
respectively). The group of the respondents who choose “not clear” are those 
who still wonder about their choice. The result reveals that most urban women 
are not willing to have a second kid, which fully reflects the independent con-
sciousness and spiritual pursuit of women in modern cities. 

The interviewee No. 8 is a typical case of this issue. She is 32 years old, has a 
6-year-old daughter and works in a private enterprise. She ever thought about 
having a second child after the new birth policy was introduced. However, then 
she decided to give up that idea for her career progression. When being asked 
about the intention to have a second kid, she said like this: 

I ever thought about that, and was struggling with whether or not to have 
another child. At that time, our department leader was pregnant her second 
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baby and then she had a conversation with our manager. The result was 
that she might not keep her current employment position and also got a 
large reduction in salary. Luckily, she was still happy with her decision. A 
few days later, I was offered to get a promotion by the manager with one 
condition that I couldn’t have a second baby. As having been waiting for 
that opportunity for so long, I had to give up my intention to have another 
child. I think that it was the only chance for me to be promoted and I didn’t 
want to lose it. 

5. Conclusions and Suggestions 

The research results show that the universal two-child policy has both positive 
and negative impacts on urban professional women’s career advancement, and 
the negative seem to outweigh the positive. The women have to face with the 
number of problems if they have a second birth: the greater difficulty in job  
hunting, the reduction in promotion opportunities or even the risk of unem-
ployment, and the double burden of work-family balance. Therefore, together 
with the introduction of the universal two-child policy, the government should 
make a difference in the construction of the gender structure, legislation, social 
security system and so on in order to enhance the fertility willingness of profes-
sional women and to realize the positive roles of the two-child policy in popula-
tion development and economic prosperity. Some concrete action measures for 
this should be carried out as follows: 

First, a fair gender cultural pattern should be constructed by actively promot-
ing gender mainstreaming, and introducing civic awareness or gender awareness 
into the decision-making process of government departments and the media 
communication process so that women can improve their social status. Second, 
at the legislative level, the introduction and implementation of the Anti-Employ- 
ment Discrimination Law should be vigorously promoted, and the refusal to im-
plement the Labor and Employment Law and other relevant laws should be se-
verely punished to ensure women’s bright career prospects and their freedom 
from the worry of having a second child. Third, it is essential to improve the so-
cial security system of the universal two-child policy. For example, the govern-
ment should give more financial support to two children families, and imple-
ment fiscal and tax policies which are beneficial to the protection of female labor 
rights and interests. At the same time, parental leave rights should be extended 
to fathers during maternity leave in order to encourage men and women to share 
their family responsibilities. Only by this kind of support from their husbands, 
women can have more time and energy for their employment, and especially for 
their career development. 
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