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ABSTRACT 
In recent years, fertility has received much attention in the context of globalization. This study attempts to 

assess the influence of human capital on fertility intentions and to examine the moderating effect of 

satisfactory leave policies between human capital and fertility intentions across different genders. A 

questionnaire-based survey was conducted in four provinces of China, namely Guangdong, Shandong, 

Henan, and Sichuan. The results show a positive influence of human capital on fertility intentions and a 

remarkable moderating effect of satisfaction with vacation policy between human capital and fertility 

intentions among men. However, there is no significant moderating effect for women. This study suggests 

that men show higher fertility intentions when they can take leave, which may be due to the expectation of 

better family support. Conversely, women face significant fertility challenges, which mitigates the impact 

of leave on their fertility intentions. The study's novelty is that it reveals the differential effects of leave 

policies on fertility intentions across genders, providing new insights into the gender dynamics of human 

capital and fertility intentions. Based on these findings, recommendations are proposed for creating a stable 

employment environment and implementing comprehensive job security measures tailored to women's 

fertility needs to reduce fertility losses and alleviate employment pressures. 

 

1. Introduction 

In recent years, the issue of fertility has increasingly challenged global demographics. Both in academia and 

among policymakers, the intersection of work-life balance, gender dynamics, and fertility intentions has 

attracted attention. Fertility is a multifaceted process influenced by social, economic, political, and personal 

factors, including access to quality and affordable childcare, cultural norms, personal beliefs, and partner 

compatibility (Abma & Martinez, 2006; Clarke & Hammarberg, 2005; Mills et al., 2011; Proudfoot et al., 

2009). Among the factors influencing fertility intentions, individual human capital and perceptions of leave 

policies have emerged as essential but under-researched determinants. Research has shown that governments 

in low-fertility countries use family policies to promote fertility (Raute, 2019; Rindfuss et al., 2016). 

Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and Lappegård (2015) and Tamm (2019) found that leaves exacerbate gender 

inequality in the family, which has been identified as a critical factor in low fertility rates. However, research 

on how individuals' satisfaction with leave policies relates to human capital accumulation and subsequent 

fertility intentions is still limited. Since 2021, various provinces in mainland China have revised "family 

planning regulations," which has led to changes in leave policies. This policy was revised in 2022. Currently, 

there are no studies analyzing individual satisfaction with leave. 

This paper addresses two main questions: (1) Does human capital influence fertility intentions? (2) Does 

satisfaction with the leave policy moderate the relationship between human capital and fertility intentions? 

This study examines the effects of explicit and implicit dimensions of human capital on fertility intentions. It 

investigates the moderating role of individual-level satisfaction with leave policy in the relationship between 

human capital and fertility intentions, focusing on gender differences. 

This study provides new insights by examining the effects of individual-level human capital on fertility 

intentions using seven dimensions and the moderating effect of satisfaction with leave policies on the 

relationship between human capital and fertility intentions, with particular attention to gender differences. 

These findings are crucial for policymakers and employers in helping people balance work and family life. By 

clarifying the differential impact of leave policy satisfaction on fertility intentions between men and women, 

this study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the gender dynamics influencing fertility decisions. 

Ultimately, these findings may support the development of gender-sensitive policies and practices in the 

workplace that promote work-life balance and enable individuals to make more informed decisions about 

fertility. 
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Literature Review 

The Relationship between Human Capital and Fertility Intention 

This article describes the composition of human capital by including both explicit and implicit dimensions. 

Gratton and Ghoshal (2003) conceptualize human capital as individual intellectual capital alongside the 

implicit social and emotional capital in organizational and individual contexts. Yu, Zhao, and Chen (2011) 

emphasize the primacy and fundamental importance of tacit human capital, which underpins explicit human 

capital. In addition, Channar, Talreja, and Bai (2015) find a remarkable positive correlation between the 

cultivation of tacit human capital, such as employee skills, and indicators of employee and customer 

satisfaction, emphasizing the close relationship with organizational performance. Zhang (2017) emphasizes the 

central role of developing tacit human capital in improving the core competitiveness of new-generation 

farmers. In addition, Roy, Morton, and Bhattacharya (2018) emphasize the transformative potential of tacit 

human capital, especially non-cognitive skills, in reshaping young women’s education and income 

development. 

Zhang and Cui (2020) believe that human capital subtly influences fertility intentions and behavior. In the area 

of education, Testa (2014) found a positive relationship between a woman's education level and her lifetime 

fertility intention. People with higher education are likelier to prefer three or more children and less likely to 

prefer no children or only one child (Heiland et al., 2005). In addition, Monstad, Propper, and Salvanes (2008) 

found that the decline in the number of children born is not due to increased educational attainment. However, 

based on an empirical analysis, Feng (2010) believes that the level of education does not influence fertility 

intention. Kreyenfeld et al. (2022)found that men and women in managerial positions want more children than 

those in lower-skilled occupations. In addition, basic insurance, primary care, and participation in commercial 

insurance influence women's willingness to have children (Xing et al., 2022). 

Similarly, Myrskylä and Margolis (2014) found that higher socioeconomic status is associated with better 

health outcomes and lower stress levels, which may positively affect fertility intentions. Miller and Pasta 

(1995) believe that women's fertility attitudes, subjective norms, and behavioral control significantly impact 

differences in fertility intentions and behavior. In terms of health, Alderotti and Trappolini (2022) found that 

poor health negatively affects the fertility intentions of immigrant women. Tanskanen and Rotkirch (2014) and 

Yoon (2017) believe that people with family support from parents or in-laws are likelier to want children. To 

summarize, various factors influence intentions and d, and different conclusions can be drawn depending on 

the choice of research subject and the methodology used. In this study, human capital is conceptualized as a 

second-order construct encompassing seven dimensions: Education, skills, insurance coverage, socioeconomic 

status, fertility attitudes, health, and social trust and support. This multifaceted construct is assessed through 

explicit and implicit human capital perspectives and provides a comprehensive understanding of its impact on 

fertility intentions. 

The study categorizes fertility intentions into three dimensions: the desire for parenthood, the desired number 

of children, and the timing of childbearing. The dependent variable is operationalized using the fertility 

intention questionnaire developed by Brzozowska and Beaujouan (2021), complementing the fertility intention 

prediction model proposed by Miller (2011). 

Leave Policy Satisfaction as a Moderator to Affect Human Capital and Fertility Intention 

Numerous studies have emphasized the central role of parental leave policies in shaping fertility intentions, 

especially in countries struggling with low fertility rates (Raute, 2019; Rindfuss et al., 2016). Family policies 

that aim to support parental care responsibilities and improve family well-being often include various 

components such as child-related cash transfers, childcare subsidies, and fiscal financial support  (Eydal et al., 

2018). 

One aspect of particular interest in this discourse concerns parental leave policy, widely recognized as a 

critical factor in family gender dynamics and significantly impacts fertility rates (Goldscheider et al., 2015; 

Tamm, 2019). Researchers have noted the increasing tension between career aspirations and gendered family 

responsibilities, which impacts fertility rates (Baizan et al., 2016; Duvander et al., 2016; Meier & Rainer, 

2017). However, the empirical evidence for the effectiveness of taking time off work to increase fertility 

remains controversial(Balbo et al., 2013; Hoem, 2008; Olivetti & Petrongolo, 2017). Studies investigating the 

effects of leave policies on fertility outcomes have also yet to provide precise results (Bergsvik et al., 2020). 
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Differences in regional leave policies can lead to significant differences in individual decisions to have 

children. Satisfaction with these policies may reflect individuals' perceptions of their effectiveness in 

reconciling work and family life, potentially influencing fertility intentions. In particular, highly favorable 

leave policies could mitigate the social costs associated with childbearing and thus promote fertility intentions 

(Thomas et al., 2022). Conversely, given the substantial opportunity costs in terms of time, energy, and job 

security, women may be unable to compensate for the significant "fertility disadvantage" they face by taking 

more extended leave (Evertsson & Duvander, 2011; Raute, 2019). In addition, provinces in mainland China 

have revised population planning regulations since 2021, which has led to changes in parental leave 

entitlements. These changes necessitate a contemporary assessment of satisfaction with leave policies to 

measure their impact on fertility intentions, including leave policy satisfaction as a moderating variable that 

allows for a nuanced examination of regional influences on the relationship between human capital and 

fertility intentions. 

Conceptual Framework and Hypothesis 

 

Figure1 Conceptual Framework 

Source: Authors 

 

Table 1 Research Hypothesis 

Hypothesis Contents 

Hypothesis 1 Human capital has an impact on fertility intention. 

Hypothesis 2 
A satisfactory leave policy moderates between human capital and fertility 

intention. 

Source: Authors 

2. Methodology and Procedures 

Data Collection 

According to China's Seventh National Population Census statistics, the five most populous provinces 

(Guangdong et al.) were selected to collect the questionnaires. The questionnaire is distributed to people aged 

20-49. The sampling method uses a two-stage stratified random sampling method and proportional allocation 

of samples. A total of 32 questions were considered in this study. Finally, 640 valid questionnaires were 

collected for this survey. The result is as follows (Table 2). 
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Table 2 Distribution Data of Population in Four Provinces 

Province Population Proportion Sample Size 

Guangdong 1,260,130 .307 196 

Shandong 1,015,270 .247 158 

Henan 993,660 .242 155 

Sichuan 836,750 .204 131 

 4,105,810  640 

Source: Authors 

Constructs and Measures 

For the questionnaire, they were asked to answer on a 5-point Likert scale (1. strongly disagree, 2. disagree, 3. 

somewhat agree, 4. agree, 5. strongly agree). Human capital: In this article, the components of human capital 

are referred to as explicit and implicit human capital. Human capital is a second-order reflexive construct 

consisting of seven dimensions: Education, Skills, Insurance, Socioeconomic Status, Fertility Attitude, Health, 

and Social Trust and Support. Each dimension includes four items, namely education (Wang & Wang, 2016), 

skills  (Zhang & Cui, 2020), insurance  (Zhang & Cui, 2020), socioeconomic status (Anderson et al., 2012), 

fertility attitudes (Söderberg et al., 2013), health (Chin-Ching et al., 2018), and social trust and support 

(Chinese General Social Survey). This study was modified based on existing items. Fertility intention is the 

dependent variable. Fertility intentions include timing of childbearing, having children, and number of 

children (Miller, 2011), which contains three items. Satisfactory leave policy is the moderating variable. In 

this study, respondents had to answer whether they were satisfied with the leave policy and choose yes or no. 

The structural equation modeling (SEM) framework is widely recognized in various disciplines for its 

robustness and analytical power (Hair et al., 2012). It provides a suitable methodology for analyzing second-

order models and is the method of choice for this study. 

3. Results and Discussions 

Measurement Model Assessment 

The factor loadings represent how each element in the correlation matrix correlates with the specified principal 

component (Hair et al., 2016). None of the items examined had factor loadings below the recommended 

threshold of .50 (Table 3). The observed factor loadings ranged from .821 to .904, indicating a satisfactory 

association between the items and their respective components. 

As Marks and Karkouti (1996) described, reliability refers to the degree of stability and consistency of a 

measurement instrument. The most commonly used methods for assessing reliability include Cronbach's alpha 

and composite reliability (CR). A Cronbach's alpha coefficient of more than .70 indicates good internal 

consistency of the questionnaire measurement. Composite reliability, on the other hand, refers to the coherence 

of variables within a particular construct, with values ideally above .70 (Bagozzi & Yi, 1988). Table 3 shows 

that both Cronbach's alpha and the composite reliability values fulfill the specified criteria and thus ensure the 

reliability of the measurement instruments used. 

Convergent validity assesses the extent to which multiple instruments developed to measure the same 

construct are coherent. According to the criteria established by Hair, Ringle, and Sarstedt (2011), the average 

variance extracted (AVE) for each construct should be above .50 to confirm convergent validity. The values 

shown in Table 3 are between .635 and .779, which fulfills the established criterion and confirms the 

convergent validity of the measurement instruments used in this study. 
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Table 3 Construct Reliability and Convergent Validity 
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Source: Authors 

Discriminant validity refers to how measurements representing different concepts remain separate. In this 

study, the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio is used to assess discriminant validity. Kline (2011) has 

suggested a threshold of .85 or less for the HTMT ratio, while Teo, Tsai, and Yang (2013) argue for a less 

stringent threshold of .90 or less. As Table 4 shows, all values are below .85. 

Table 4 Heterotrait - Monotrait Ratio in first order (HTMT) 
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mic status 91 677 

Source: Authors 

Table 5 Heterotrait - Monotrait Ratio in second order (HTMT) 

 Fertility intention Human capital Leave policy satisfaction 

Fertility intention    

Human capital .753   

Leave policy satisfaction .318 .272  

Source: Authors 

As Fornell and Bookstein (1982) suggested, the variance inflation factor (VIF) is used to assess 

multicollinearity between indicators. According to Hair, Ringle, and Sarstedt (2011), five or fewer 

indicate no collinearity problems between the indicators. In this study, the observed values of the 

variance inflation factor are between 1.720 and 2.543, which confirms the absence of 

multicollinearity problems between the indicators. 

Structural Model Assessment 

1) Explanatory Power 

After implementing the repeated indicators approach to reduce the complexity of the model, it is 

essential to assess the structural model's predictive power, relevance, and adaptability. A path 

analysis is then performed to validate the hypotheses. In partial least squares analysis, the coefficients 

of determination R-squared and f-squared are generally used to evaluate the predictive power of the 

structural equation model. When examining the correlation between the latent variable and its 

indicators, researchers often use Stone-Geisser's Q-squared value for evaluation (Geisser, 1974; 

Stone, 1974). As for the model's goodness of fit, this study mainly considers the standardized mean 

square residual and the standardized goodness of fit index. 

As seen from Table 6, the R-squared value of the internal factor construct fertility intention is .461, 

which means that human capital has a medium explanatory power for fertility intention. As for the f-

square, the value of the explanatory effect of the external construct of human capital on the internal 

construct fertility intention is .283, which is a medium effect. In summary, external constructs have a 

medium explanatory power over internal constructs. In addition, the Q-squared is greater than 0, 

which means the model has good predictive power. The standardized mean squared residual is .045, 

and the standardized fit index is .941 (Table 7). Thus, this study fulfills the general criteria for model 

fit of PLS-SEM. 

Table 6 Explanatory Power 

Predictors Outcomes R square f square Q square 

Human capital Fertility intention .461 .283 .432 

Source: Authors 

Table 7 Model Goodness of Fit 

Fit summary Estimated model 

Standardized root mean squared residual .045 
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d_ULS .134 

d_G .058 

Chi-square 222.796 

Normed fit index .941 

Source: Authors 

2) Path coefficients analysis 

This study examined the effect of human capital on fertility intention across genders by grouping and the 

moderating effect of satisfaction with leave policy on the effect of human capital on fertility intention. The 

male group was set to 0, and the female group was set to 1. The data were then subjected to bootstrap 

multigroup analysis to determine their effects. 

In the male group (Table 8), the path coefficient between human capital and fertility intention is .513, p = .000, 

and the t-value is 8.460 (greater than 1.96), which means that human capital positively affects fertility 

intention. In the moderator assessment, the t-value (2.921) and p-value (.004) are significant, meaning that 

satisfaction with the vacation policy moderates human capital and fertility intention. 

 

Table 8 Path Coefficient Analysis in Male Group 

 
Original 

(Group_0) 

Mean 

(Group_0) 

STDEV 

(Group_0) 

t value 

(Group_0) 

p-value 

(Group_0) 

Human capital -> 

fertility intention 

.513 

*** 
.517 .061 8.460 .000 

Leave policy 

satisfaction x human capital 

-> fertility intention 

.259 

*** 
.256 .089 2.921 .004 

*** p-value ≤ .001 

Source: Authors 

The results show that human capital positively influences fertility intention in the women's group, with a path 

coefficient of .664 and a t-value of 14.212 (Table 9). Conversely, satisfaction with leave policy has no 

significant moderating effect on the relationship between human capital and fertility intention (path coefficient 

= .007, t = .094, p = .925). 

Table 9 Path Coefficient Analysis in Female Group 

 
Origina

l (Group_1) 

Mean 

(Group_1) 

STDE

V 

(Group_1) 

t value 

(Group_1) 

p-value 

(Group_1) 

Human capital -> fertility 

intention 

.664 

*** 
.665 .047 14.212 .000 

Leave policy satisfaction x 

human capital -> fertility 

intention 

.007 .007 .071 .094 .925 

*** means p-value ≤ .001 

Source: Authors 
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This study conceptualizes human capital as a second-order construct comprising seven dimensions. The result 

shows a positive relationship between human capital and fertility intention, suggesting that higher levels of 

human capital, which include higher education, skills, insurance, socioeconomic status, fertility attitudes, 

health, and social trust and support, favor higher fertility intention. This finding is consistent with the existing 

literature, which indicates that individuals with higher education levels often prefer larger families while 

showing a lower propensity for childlessness or smaller family units (Bernardi et al., 2014; Heiland et al., 

2005). However, there are different results in the literature. Some studies assume a negative correlation 

between education and fertility intention and postulate that education can delay marriage and childbearing  

(Liu, 2016; Yang & Zhang, 2018), while other studies find no significant correlation between education and 

fertility intention (Feng, 2010). There are also differences in terms of occupational status. Some studies report 

that people in managerial positions have a greater desire to have children than people in lower-skilled 

occupations (Kreyenfeld et al., 2022), consistent with our findings, while the opposite view is expressed 

elsewhere (Cheng & Hsu, 2020). 

Regarding insurance coverage, LeGrand et al. (2003) point to a positive association between insurance 

coverage and fertility intentions, suggesting that people perceive offspring as a source of support and 

companionship in old age despite possible substitution effects, which is consistent with our conclusions. In 

addition, Jalovaara et al. (2019) point to a positive association between socioeconomic status and fertility, 

which further supports our findings. A positive attitude towards fertility is associated with an increased desire 

for parenthood (Holland & Keizer, 2015). People in good health are more confident in coping with the 

challenges of parenthood without worrying about the negative impact of health problems on family life 

(Alderotti & Trappolini, 2022). In addition, research shows that individuals who perceive strong social trust 

and support are more likely to become parents immediately due to encouragement and support from family 

and friends (Dommermuth et al., 2011; Esping‐Andersen & Billari, 2015; Tanskanen & Rotkirch, 2014; Yoon, 

2017). 

Satisfaction with the leave policy moderates the relationship between human capital and fertility intentions 

differently across gender groups, showing a positive effect for men while it is not significant for women. This 

differential moderating influence of satisfaction with leave policy between genders is consistent with previous 

research by Goldscheider, Bernhardt, and Lappegård (2015) and Tamm (2019), which suggests that leave 

policy contributes to domestic gender equality and fertility. However, there is conflicting evidence on the 

direct effect of leave policies on fertility, as noted by Balbo, Billari, and Mills (2013), Hoem (2008), and 

Olivetti and Petrongolo (2017), indicating the need for further research. Following gender equality theory, it is 

postulated that leave policies may increase fertility by improving gendered family roles (Thomas et al., 2022). 

However, our results show that while satisfaction with leave policies positively affects men's fertility intention, 

it does not positively affect women's fertility intention. A plausible explanation for this discrepancy lies in the 

persistent "fertility penalty" that women face after having a child, as argued by Evertsson and Duvander 

(2011). The significant opportunity costs of childbearing for women, which include time, energy, and job 

security, are a formidable barrier that makes them shy away from parenthood. This inequality underscores the 

need for robust public childcare provision, incentives for men to take parental leave, legislative measures to 

ensure employment stability after childbirth, and parity of benefits for women. Such measures are essential to 

mitigate the negative impact of childbirth on women's careers and to promote equality in fertility. 

4. Conclusions 

This study focuses on the influence of human capital on fertility intention. It examines the moderating effect of 

satisfaction with vacation policy on the relationship between human capital and fertility intention. In a 

departure from previous research methods, the subjects in this study are stratified by gender, which leads to 

exciting results. Empirical evidence points to a positive effect of human capital on fertility intentions in both 

the male and female groups. In the male subgroup, satisfaction with the leave policy significantly increases the 

moderating effect on the relationship between human capital and fertility intentions. In contrast, satisfaction 

with leave policy has no moderating effect among women. 

Contributions 

This paper analyzes human capital composition, considering both explicit and implicit dimensions. Previous 

research efforts need to address implicit, inherently unquantifiable human capital. By conceptualizing human 

capital as a reflexive second-order latent variable, this study highlights the intricate interrelationships between 

the individual factors at a macroscopic and comprehensive level, thus enhancing the theoretical sophistication 
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of the existing literature on fertility decisions. 

More importantly, the article found that satisfaction with leave policy has a positive moderating effect between 

human capital and fertility intention only in the group of men. In contrast, it has no significance in the group of 

women. The research results can help governments and companies to formulate more precise policies. The 

government and enterprises can formulate policies to help people improve their human capital, such as 

education, insurance, and health, increasing their willingness to have children. In addition, it is necessary to 

create a more relaxed and reasonable working environment for women of appropriate ages and women who 

want to have children and increase women's prosperity. 

Limitation 

Fertility intentions are subject to a complex interplay of socioeconomic and cultural determinants, which 

makes comprehensive quantification difficult. Further research is needed to identify and prioritize the relevant 

variables amidst the complex influences. Because the study on surveys of people of childbearing age between 

20 and 49 may not provide a complete picture of fertility intentions, certain factors prevalent in other age 

cohorts may need to be accounted for. This limitation underscores the need for broader demographic inclusion 

to capture the full spectrum of fertility dynamics. 

Future Research 

Expanding the sample to include people from a more comprehensive age range and different 

geographical regions could increase the completeness of the data set. In addition, there is an 

opportunity to investigate further the moderating influences of job flexibility and satisfaction with 

parental leave arrangements on the relationship between human capital and fertility intentions. A 

deeper understanding of the mechanisms underlying the effects of employment conditions on fertility 

decisions could provide policymakers with nuanced insights and facilitate the formulation of tailored 

policies to promote improvements in fertility rates. 
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