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Effects of the three-child policy on the employment
bias against professional women: evidence from
260 enterprises in Jiangxi province
Qun Gao1,2✉, Mei Zhao1 & Hengyang Chen1

Based on the samples from 260 enterprises in Jiangxi Province in 2022, this study examines

the enterprises’ employment attitudes towards female employees from the perspective of HR

managers. Through factor analysis, one-way analysis of variance, product-moment correla-

tion analysis, and multiple regression analysis, this study investigates the female employment

bias and its underlying mechanism across five dimensions: employee change, career devel-

opment bias, policy impact, job competency and gender bias. The research findings confirm

the employment bias against professional women by employers. The study reveals that the

implementation of China’s three-child policy has exacerbated employment bias against

female employees, especially in male-dominated enterprises. It is therefore recommended to

provide more preferential policies for such enterprises. Furthermore, job competency has a

significant negative correlation with gender employment bias. Continuing education and skills

training are effective measures for professional women of childbearing age, particularly those

in low-skilled jobs. With the further implementation of the three-child policy, this study

anticipates a more challenging employment or promotion prospects for professional women.

This study has also indirectly confirmed the employment dilemma of professional women of

childbearing age, indicating potential obstacles in achieving the intended outcomes of the

three-child policy.
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Introduction

Gender employment bias often permeates subtly and affects
women’s career development. According to the Guide-
lines for the Development of Chinese Women

(2011–2020), women constituted 43.5% of China’s employment
in 2020, nearly half of the total employed population. Enterprises
have expectations on employees in terms of time and energy,
necessitating women to navigate the delicate balance between
their family roles as mothers and wives and their professional
roles, particularly in dual-income households. Women have to
struggle at family chores after finishing their office work, further
compounded by China’s three-child policy and the deeply
ingrained cultural belief among Chinese parents that “more
children bring more blessings.” These factors contribute to pro-
fessional women’s reluctance to expand their families.

As marriage rates decline and individuals of childbearing age
exhibit a decreased intention to have children, societal stake-
holders are increasingly recognizing the pressing need to boost
the fertility rate. In response to the challenges posed by an aging
population and declining birth rates, the State Council issued the
Decision on Optimizing the Birth Policy to Promote Long-Term
and Balanced Development of Population on June 26, 2021, also
known as the “universal three-child policy”, aimed at encouraging
couples to have three children. This policy shift follows the release
of data from the seventh national population census in May 2021,
revealing a stark decline in China’s total fertility rate to 1.3 in
2020 and a reduced average annual population growth rate of
0.53%, compared to previous censuses figures (1.61% in 1964,
2.09% in 1982, 1.48% in 1990, 1.07% in 2000, and 0.57% in 2010).
Notably, China’s marriage rate plummeted from 9.7‰ in 2011 to
5.4‰ in 2021, as reported in the 2021 Statistical Bulletin on the
Development of Civil Affairs. Additionally, the average age at first
marriage for both men and women has risen from 23.59 and
22.15 in 1990 to 29.38 and 27.95 years in 2020, respectively (Chen
and Zhang, 2022). With the rollout and enforcement of China’s
three-child policy, female employment has emerged as a new
research hotspot. Existing research have focused on the following
three aspects.

First, some research focuses on the improvement of female
employment. How to juggle work and family life is a challenge
that every professional woman of childbearing age will face.
Especially in today’s China that advocates gender equality more
than ever, the traditional model of “men are the breadwinner and
women are the housewives” is under impact. As Song (2021)
pointed out, science and technology promotes the socialization of
housework, reduces women’s family burden, and therefore
enables more women to integrate into society through work.
Additionally, opening up to the outside world and international
trade can also promote female employment, especially increasing
the employment rate of low-skilled women (Chen et al., 2020).
Furthermore, high-quality public services of pre-school education
partly promote female employment as well (Xu, 2021). Shen
(2021) pointed out that most urban women in China are
employed in public management, education, health, culture, and
other fields, while such concentration in market-oriented service
industries such as retail and catering is not obvious. Chen and
Zhou (2019) found that increasing female employment share has
a positive impact on corporate profitability. The higher the female
employment share, the higher the total factor productivity of
enterprises (Li and Sheng, 2019).

Second, some research concerns about the difference treatment
of women in employment. Women are disadvantaged in job
opportunities, labor participation rate, wage level and career
development (Chen et al., 2012). Gender bias exists in various
organizations and fields (Vial et al., 2019). Women are dis-
proportionately employed in low-skilled occupations (Darity and

Mason, 1998) and are often asked personal questions about
marriage and fertility during job interviews. For example, based
on the data of Beijing, Hebei and Shandong provinces, Yang
(2015) confirmed that 86.18% of female college students had
encountered explicit or implicit gender discrimination in job
hunting. Liu (2020) pointed out that men with similar education
levels with women are engaged in more and better social work.
Liu (2021) studied the gender bias at work and found that the
career threshold for female fund managers is higher than that for
the male, and the outstanding performance of female fund
managers is related to gender bias. Gender bias is also reflected in
the difference in women’s career ceiling. According to Evertsson
and Duvander (2011), professional women who have taken a
leave of 16 months or more are less likely to experience upward
career change after returning to work, and overtime leave has a
negative effect on their subsequent career change. Kmec and
Skaggs (2014) pointed out that the lack of female managers in
enterprises is a universal social problem. It is only possible to
increase the proportion of female employees if the employer or
manager is female (Vo and Ha, 2021).

Third, some research mainly investigates the reasons for the
employment bias towards professional women. Zhao (2016)
believed that the lack of gender concept in public policies leads to
implicit discrimination against women in the employment mar-
ket. In addition, Wang et al. (2017) pointed out that women face
gender discrimination at every stage of their career. Wang et al.
(2022) found that due to the spouse’s idealization of women’s
behavior, professional women need to invest a lot of time and
energy to meet high-standard family requirements and reduce
work input. Zhang et al. (2019) pointed out that the benign
gender bias of supervisors can also affect women’s career growth
and development opportunities. Vial et al. (2018) suggested that
women tend to be more supportive of other women in authority
positions, whereas men respond more positively to other men
than to women in authority positions. Women’s parental leave
deepens the path of gender occupational segregation (Estévez-
Abe, 2005). In addition, Wu and Zhang (2017) pointed out that
gender bias at work is attributed to traditional gender impres-
sions, occupational gender impressions, unbalanced distribution
of industry gender, etc.

In summary, existing studies have analyzed the current
employment status of women and the underlying causes of
employment bias across various societal, familial, employer, and
individual levels. They have also explored the occupational
challenges faced by women, laying a solid foundation for further
investigation. Within the context of the three-child policy, it is
evident that some women are shifting from “non-professional” to
“professional” and to “non-professional” roles. Women of
childbearing age are faced with the dilemma of balancing child-
bearing and employment. The increase in the number of children
will raise the probability of married women switching from
employment to non-employment. Additionally, factors such as
salary reductions, layoffs, and the educational needs of children
during the COVID-19 pandemic have further exacerbated these
challenges, potentially forcing women to leave their jobs and
prioritize familial responsibilities. Existing studies predominantly
explore the employment equality of women under the two-child
policy and three-child policy from the perspectives of women,
families and the society. They ignore the crucial role of employers
and their employment bias towards women in the talent market.
With the implementation of the three-child policy, it is necessary
to investigate how employers perceive the childbearing decisions
of professional women and their attitudes towards professional
women with more than one child. Does the three-child policy
increase the employment and career development difficulties of
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professional women? To answer these questions, a sample dataset
comprising 260 enterprises in Jiangxi province was selected to
explore the employment bias against professional women under
the three-child policy and its consequential impact. The primary
objective of this study is to gain insights into the employer’
psychology and attitudes, thereby providing valuable guidance for
women navigating job searching and career progression.

Theoretical basis and research hypothesis
Lindblom’s theory of progressive decision making. Population
policy is an important part of a country’s social and economic
policy system. All countries strive to formulate a policy that
conforms to their actual conditions and reflects their objective
laws, so as to better boost economic and social development.
Based on rational decision theory and bounded rational decision
theory, Lindblom (1958) believes that a policy can be desirable
rather than optimal since it is affected by a variety of factors. The
introduction of a public policy is not the final decision of a
problem, and progressive measures can be taken to modify and
improve the existing policy to gradually realize the decision-
making goal (Ding, 1999). Decision-makers can improve the
relevant policies by trial and error and correction according to the
problems revealed in the process of policy implementation. Like
other social and economic policies, population policies are con-
stantly adjusted, developed, changed and improved along with
social development. They are relatively stable in the short term
and subject to changes and adjustments in the long run. This
feature is reflected in the evolution of China’s one-child policy,
selective two-child policy, two-child policy and three-child policy.

Theory of time poverty. The theory of time poverty, originally
introduced by Clair (1977), integrates time in the analysis of
poverty, considering it as a crucial input. This theory underscores
the equilibrium between work time, family time, and social time,
highlighting gender as a significant factor affecting time allocation
and perceptions of time poverty. The time poverty among pro-
fessional women is far serious compared to men, compounded by
enterprises’ considerations of labor costs and returns, placing
women of childbearing age in disadvantageous career situations.
First, women are more susceptible to time poverty than men.
Conventional patterns of time distribution result in women facing
a “double burden” of managing both household and work
responsibilities, leading to constraints on their professional
development and contributing to their time poverty (Qi and Xiao,
2018). Second, career interruptions stemming from childbirth
and childcare diminish the stock of internal human capital within
enterprises and escalate labor expenses. The employment of
female staff may incur additional costs (Li and Feng, 2023),
deepening gender-based occupational segregation and placing
women at a disadvantage in terms of job opportunities, labor
force participation rates, wage parity, and career progression.
Third, having more children may exacerbate time poverty among
professional women. Existing research has demonstrated a sig-
nificant decline in female labor force participation rates and
working hours during the 0–3 years following the birth of a first
child (Yang and He, 2022). With the implementation of the three-
child policy, women of childbearing age face the potential like-
lihood of bearing three children, further restricting their invol-
vement in economic and professional activities and intensifying
imbalances in time allocation. In conclusion, gender bias is the
result of the combined effects of time poverty and gender labor.
Traditional social expectations regarding family roles and the
necessary time consumption for childcare render women more
vulnerable to disadvantaged positions during job searches and
career advancements in comparison to men.

Research hypothesis
Enterprise type and employment bias. Employers tend to hire men
if men and women have the same productivity, until the differ-
ence in wages or productivity between women and men is large
enough to offset the bias against women. Glick et al. (1997)
pointed out that benign gender bias exists objectively. Because of
the subjective consideration of protecting women, women are
often limited to the traditional gender roles: “men are the
breadwinner, and women are the housewives responsible for
domestic chores”. In work, benevolent gender bias is mainly
reflected in the positive attitude and caring behavior of leaders
and colleagues towards women, which in essence limits women’s
social roles and career development. In male-dominated indus-
tries, the public generally believes that women are not qualified
for important positions, so women are often alienated. In female-
dominated industries, however, preferential treatment is given to
men in the name of fairness. Does employer bias and benign
gender bias at work create career bias for working women? Do
companies with different gender ratios have employment bias?
Based on this, hypothesis H1 is proposed: female employees will
suffer more employment bias in male-dominated enterprises.

Job competency and employment bias. According to the “eco-
nomic man hypothesis”, in order to obtain more benefits,
employers need to improve their industrial competitiveness and
employees’ work efficiency. As a matter of fact, there are obvious
differences between men and women in terms of productivity and
labor participation rate, and men and women cannot completely
replace each other. There are differences in the replacement rate
of women to men in enterprises requiring different skills. There
are also physical and mental differences between the two genders.
For knowledge-based and skilled job with high job competence,
women have a high degree of substitution for men. For physical,
mechanizable, repetitive, low-skilled work, women have a low
degree of substitution for men. Based on this, hypothesis H2 is
proposed: job competency is negatively related to gender
employment bias, that is, the lower the skill level requirement of
the job, the more likely women are to experience more
employment bias.

Enterprises’ understanding of three-child policy and
employment bias. As “rational economic man”, employers often
give priority to economic benefits when making employment
decisions and require employees to maintain high work efficiency
and produce high-quality work results. However, women giving
birth can increase employment costs. For example, maternity
leave can lead to career disruption and replacement, forcing
employers to reduce the proportion or wages of female employees
to shift costs (Olivetti and Petrongolo, 2017). With the intro-
duction of the three-child policy and its supporting measures,
women’s work will be done by other employees if their positions
are retained during maternity leave. This will undoubtedly
increase the work burden of the replacement staff, and then affect
the interpersonal relationship in the enterprise, and hinder the
normal operation of the enterprise. Working women with chil-
dren face a relative disadvantage in terms of wages, benefits, time
and effort, compared to women without children in the job search
and promotion process. Therefore, hypothesis H3 is proposed: the
implementation of the three-child policy will increase the
employment bias against women, and HR’s understanding of the
three-child policy will also increase its gender bias against female
employees during employment.

Questionnaire description and variable processing. The sample
data came from 260 enterprises in Jiangxi province. Human
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resource (HR) managers are professional personnel in enterprises
specializing in human resource planning, employee recruitment
and allocation, training and development, performance manage-
ment, salary management, labor relations management, etc. They
have full discourse power and can well reflect the real attitude of
the management toward female employees. In order to effectively
ensure the authenticity of the survey objects and reliability of data
sources, one HR manager from each enterprise in Jiangxi HR
Club was selected as a representative of the management for the
questionnaire survey. Jiangxi HR Club is a professional club
spontaneously organized by HR employees from various indus-
tries and enterprises in Jiangxi Province. Founded in 2016, it has
always been committed to strengthening the communication and
exchange between HR employees of various enterprises in Jiangxi
Province, aiming to improve the human resource management
level in Jiangxi. On the basis of relevant research, the abstract
employment bias was decomposed into measurable indicators.
Through expert interviews, group discussions and in-depth case
interviews, a questionnaire with the specific information of HR
manager and the enterprise was designed. In the pre-investigation
stage, a total of 50 questionnaires were distributed, and SPSS 22.0
was used for item analysis and factor analysis of the pre-test
questionnaire. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test statistic (KMO) is an
index used to compare simple and partial correlation coefficients
between variables, and its value ranges from 0 to 1. The closer the
value is to 1, the more appropriate the relevant variable for factor
analysis. The KMO test value was 0.859, >0.8. Moreover, Bartlett’s
sphericity test was significant at the 0.01 level, and the common
values extracted from each item were >0.2, which was suitable for
factor analysis. Then, the exploratory principal component factor
structure analysis was carried out on the pre-test questionnaire.
Factor analysis results in Table 1 were obtained by excluding
items with double loads and the items with loads <0.5. The factor
structure of the questionnaire was reliable, and four factors were
obtained, indicating that the construct validity of the

questionnaire was good, and that the questionnaire had good
internal consistency reliability. Finally, based on the item analysis
and factor analysis, the final version of the survey questionnaire
was revised.

The first part of the questionnaire is the basic demographic
information of HR, including gender, age, working years, the
gender distribution of employees, the form of enterprise owner-
ship, the size of the employed enterprise, and the understanding
degree of the three-child policy. A value of 1 is assigned for male
and a value of 2 for female. The value 1 is assigned for ages 20 to
29 and 2 for ages 30 to 39, and 3 for ages over 40. A value of 1 is
assigned for less than 5 years of working, 2 for 5–10 years of
working, and 3 for over 10 years of working. If the enterprise
employees are mostly males, the value is 1; if they are mostly
females, the value is 2; if the two genders are roughly equal, the
value is 3. The value of enterprise ownership is 1 for state-owned
and collective enterprises, and 2 for private enterprises.
Enterprises with 50 or fewer employees are given a value of 1,
and those with 51–100 employees are given a value of 2, and
those with 101 or more employees are given a value of 3. HR
manager is assigned a value of 1 for a deep understanding of the
three-child policy, 2 for a rough understanding, 3 for a slight
understanding, and 4 for lack of understanding.

The second part of the questionnaire is composed of five
dimensions: job competency, employment bias, employee change,
career development bias and policy impact, with a total of 18
items. All items are scored by Likert scale, and the options are
from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree” and are scored 1–5
points. As shown in Table 1, the output table of the rotated
component matrix, the 18 items are divided into four dimensions.
Factor 1 is “female employment bias”, covering 5 items, namely
“the number of women in key positions is relatively small in new
employees”, “the number of men in new employees is much
larger than that of women”, “the number of new female
employees is significantly reduced”, “in the recruitment process,

Table 1 Exploratory factor analysis.

Item Factor

Female
employment bias

Employee
change

Career
development bias

Policy
impact

The number of women in key positions is relatively small in new employees 0.820 – – –
The number of men in new employees is much larger than that of women 0.744 – – –
The number of new female employees is significantly reduced 0.675 – – –
The recruitment process, you prefer to choose men among the candidates of
the same level

0.674 – – –

The proportion of women in the management has fallen among new employees 0.630 – – –
After the implementation of the three-child policy, the relationship between
male and female employees tends to be tense

– 0.760 – –

After the implementation of the three-child policy, the profit generated by the
employees has decreased significantly

– 0.756 – –

After the implementation of the three-child policy, the work enthusiasm of the
employees has decreased

– 0.735 – –

When promoting personnel, you will consider whether female candidates is
willing to have children

– – 0.645 –

Female employees have more difficulty in promotion than male employees in
the same position

– – 0.582 –

Compared with male employees, the salary and benefits of female employees
have been reduced after the three-child policy

– – 0.576 –

Female employees have fewer training opportunities than male employees – – 0.557 –
After the implementation of the three-child policy, female employees have a
higher turnover rate than male employees

– – 0.519 –

The three-child policy affects your company’s HR strategy – – – 0.812
The three-child policy affects the personnel adjustment of enterprises – – – 0.777
The three-child policy affects the employment of enterprises – – – 0.646
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you prefer to choose men among the candidates of the same
level”, and “the proportion of women in the management has
fallen among new employees”. Factor 2 is “employee change”,
covering 3 items: “after the implementation of the three-child
policy, the relationship between male and female employees tends
to be tense”, “after the implementation of the three-child policy,
the profit generated by the employees has decreased significantly”,
“after the implementation of the three-child policy, the work
enthusiasm of the employees has decreased”. Factor 3 is “career
development bias”, covering 5 items, namely “when promoting
personnel, you will consider whether female candidates is willing
to have children”, “female employees have more difficulty in
promotion than male employees in the same position”,
“compared with male employees, the salary and benefits of
female employees have been reduced after the three-child policy”,
“female employees have fewer training opportunities than male
employees”, and “after the implementation of the three-child
policy, female employees have a higher turnover rate than male
employees”. Factor 4 is “policy impact”, covering 3 items: “the
three-child policy affects your company’s HR strategy”, “the
three-child policy affects the personnel adjustment of enter-
prises”, and “the three-child policy affects the employment of
enterprises”. The fifth dimension is job competency. Each of the
five dimensions is scored according to the sum of the subitems.

A total of 284 questionnaires were distributed in the formal
investigation stage, of which 260 were valid, with an effective rate
of 91.54%. As shown in Table 2, there were 53 males (20.38%)
and 207 females (79.62%). According to the 2021 Human
Resource Practitioner Survey Report, women are the majority of
the HR group, accounting for 77.3%. The proportion of female
HR managers in the sample was 79.60%, which was basically in
line with the gender proportion of Chinese HR, showing the
reliability of the sample data. In terms of age structure, 39
samples were 20–29 years old (accounting for 15%), 169 samples
were 30–39 years old (accounting for 65%), and 52 samples were
40 years old and above (accounting for 20%). In terms of working
years, 63 people (24.23%) have worked for <5 years, 87 people
(33.46%) for 5–10 years, and 110 people (42.31%) for more than
10 years. In terms of gender distribution, 135 HR managers were
employed by enterprises with more male workers (accounting for
51.92%); 61 by enterprises with more female workers (23.46%),
and 64 (24.62%) by enterprises with an equal proportion of men
and women. In terms of the form of enterprise ownership, 37
worked in state-owned enterprises, collective enterprises, and
state-holding enterprises, accounting for 14.23%; 223 worked in
private enterprises, foreign-invested enterprises, and enterprises
invested by Hong Kong, Macao, and Taiwan, accounting for
85.77%. The sample HR managers worked in 14 industries
including agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry and fishery,
manufacturing industry, transportation industry, financial indus-
try, and real estate industry. Among them, the number of HR
managers working in the manufacturing industry, real estate
industry, and construction industry are the largest, accounting for
16.92, 12.31 and 10.78%, respectively. In terms of enterprise scale,
32 enterprises with 50 employees or less, accounting for 12.31%,
45 with 51 to 100 employees, accounting for 17.31%, 183 with 101
or more employees, accounting for 70.38%. In terms of HR’s
understanding of the three-child policy, 54 (20.77%) had a good
understanding, 162 (62.31%) had a rough understanding, 42
(16.15%) had a slight understanding, and 2 (0.77%) had no
understanding.

Empirical process and results
One-way ANOVA. One-way analysis of variance was conducted
based on HR manager’s personal basic information, enterprise

information and gender employment bias scores. The results are
shown in Table 3:

First, the gender of employees is an important factor affecting
employment bias. In terms of HR manager’s gender bias scores,
female-dominated enterprises scored significantly higher than
male-dominated enterprises (P=0.000), confirming hypothesis
H1: female employees may suffer severer employment bias in
male-dominated enterprises.

Second, HR manager’s understanding of the three-child policy
is one of the factors affecting employment bias. According to the
employment gender bias scores, the score of those HR managers
who did not know the three-child policy was significantly higher
than that of their counterparts who known well about the three-
child policy (P= 0.075). However, only two HR managers are not
familiar. Whether their understanding of the three-child policy
will affect the employment bias towards female employers needs
to be further verified by subsequent studies.

In addition, the items of HR manager’s gender, age, working
years, enterprise size, and enterprise ownership form failed the
significance test. The research results in Table 3 also indicate that
factors such as gender, age, working years, enterprise scale, and
enterprise ownership form did not aggravate gender bias in
employment.

Product-moment correlation and regression analysis. Before the
regression analysis, the product-moment correlation analysis was
carried out with job competency, employee change, career
development bias, policy impact, and gender employment bias.
As shown in Table 4, the Pearson correlation coefficients between
the four variables of job competency, employee change, career
development bias, and policy impact, and gender employment
bias were all significant at the 99% confidence level. Among them,
employee change, career development bias, and policy impact
were positively correlated with gender employment bias, while job
competency was negatively correlated with gender employment
bias.With gender employment bias as the dependent variable, and
post competency, employee change, career development bias, and
policy impact after the implementation of the three-child policy

Table 2 Descriptive statistics of samples (N=260).

Project Category Sample Proportion (%)

Gender Male 53 20.38
Female 207 79.62

Age 20–29 years old 39 15.00
30–39 years old 169 65.00
Over 40 years old 52 20.00

Working years <5 years 63 24.23
5–10 years 87 33.46
>10 years 110 42.31

The gender
distribution of
employees

Male majority 135 51.92
Female majority 61 23.46
Parity between
men and women

64 24.62

The form of
enterprise ownership

State-owned
enterprises and
collective

37 14.23

Private enterprise 223 85.77
The size of the
employed enterprise

50 people or less 32 12.31
51–100 people 45 17.31
101 and above 183 70.38

The understanding
degree of the three-
child policy

Know very well 54 20.77
General
understanding

162 62.31

Less understanding 42 16.15
Do not understand 2 0.77
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as independent variables, a multiple regression model is con-
structed. In formula (1), Y is the gender employment bias, β0 is a
constant term, β1, β2, β3, and β4 respectively are the partial
regression coefficients of job competency, employee change,
career development bias and policy impact after the imple-
mentation of the three-child policy, and e is the random error.

Y ¼ β0 þ β1X1 þ β2X2 þþβ3X3 þ β4X4 þ e ð1Þ

According to Table 5, the regression model is:

Y ¼ 4:511� 0:108X1 þ 0:251X2 þ 0:523X3 þ 0:265X4 ð2Þ

The F-value of multivariate linear model is 44.498, which
corresponds to a significant p-value at the 95% confidence level,
indicating that the equation is valid. All VIF values are less than
10 and tolerance values are greater than 0.1, so the equations do
not have collinearity problems and are suitable for subsequent
analysis. According to the coefficients in model (2), among the
four variables of job competency, employee change, career
development bias and policy impact, career development bias
had the greatest impact on gender bias. In addition, employee
change also had an obvious effect. These two findings are roughly
consistent with the conclusions of relevant research, which will
not be detailed herein. The next part will focus on the effects of
job competency and policy impact.

Job competency is significantly negatively correlated with
employment bias. With other conditions unchanged, the employ-
ment bias towards professional women will increase by 0.108
units as the job competency decreases by 1 unit. Therefore,
hypothesis H2 is confirmed: the lower the requirement on job
competency, the more likely female employees are to experience
more employment bias.

The impact of the three-child policy is significantly positively
correlated with gender bias in employment. With other factors
unchanged, the employment bias towards female job seekers will
increase by 0.265 units for every 1 unit increase in the policy
impact caused by the implementation of the three-child policy.
Therefore, hypothesis H3 is confirmed: the implementation of the
three-child policy increases the gender employment bias, which is
more obvious for women in less developed areas. The deeper the

understanding of the three-child policy, the greater the gender
bias of HR managers towards female workers in the hiring
process.

Discussion and conclusions
Discussion. The elimination of gender-based employment bias
and the promotion of gender equality in the workforce hold
significant practical importance. Against the background of the
three-child policy, the biases in employment practices within
enterprises and the inherent challenges of child-raising exacerbate
the disadvantaged position of professional women in the job
market. It is imperative to establish a fair, just, secure, and sup-
portive work environment for professional women to effectively
balance their dual roles of wives and employees and receive
equitable treatment in employment opportunities compared to
their male counterparts. Therefore, this study attempts to explore
the relationship between female employment bias and population
fertility policies. From an HR perspective within organizations,
this study investigates whether women of childbearing age will
encounter heightened employment challenges, particularly in
light of the policy emphasis on encouraging childbirth. Based on
these insights, policy recommendations for enhancing the
employment environment for women of childbearing age are
proposed.

Existing research has demonstrated that women face greater
obstacles in career development compared to men. Women often
need to exert more effort than men under similar circumstances
to access equal employment and advancement opportunities,
which is consistent with established research findings (Olsen and
LaGree, 2023; Yang et al., 2024). This underscores the pervasive
presence of occupational bias as a manifestation of gender

Table 4 HR employment bias product difference correlation
analysis results.

Variable Pearson correlation coefficient P-value

Job competency −0.190 0.002
Employee change 0.421 0.000
Career development bias 0.602 0.000
Policy impact 0.336 0.000

Table 3 Results of one-way variance analysis of HR employment bias.

Project Category Sample (%) Score F-value P-value

Gender Male 53 (20.38) 14.07 ± 3.75 0.023 0.880
Female 207 (79.62) 14.16 ± 3.84

Age 20–29 years old 39 (15.00) 14.18 ± 3.71 0.004 0.996
30–39 years old 169 (65.00) 14.13 ± 3.92
Over 40 years old 52 (20.00) 14.17 ± 3.61

Working years Less than 5 years 63 (24.23) 13.92 ± 3.14 0.179 0.837
5–10 years 87 (33.46) 14.14 ± 4.04
More than 10 years 110 (42.31) 14.29 ± 4.00

The gender distribution of employees 50 people or less 32 (12.31) 14.47 ± 4.21 1.103 0.365
Between 51 and 100 people 45 (17.31) 14.78 ± 4.55
101 people and above 183 (70.38) 13.93 ± 3.54

The size of the employed enterprise Male majority 135 (51.92) 13.10 ± 3.65 13.694 0.000
Female majority 61 (23.46) 15.95 ± 3.88
Parity between men and women 64 (24.62) 14.64 ± 3.38

The form of enterprise ownership State-owned enterprises and collective 37 (14.23) 13.86 ± 3.86 0.234 0.629
Private enterprise 223 (85.77) 14.19 ± 3.81

The understanding degree of the three-child policy Know very well 54 (20.77) 14.92 ± 4.29 2.330 0.075
General understanding 162 (62.31) 14.04 ± 3.45
Less understanding 42 (16.15) 13.33 ± 4.24
Do not understand 2 (0.77) 18.50 ± 6.36
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discrimination in contemporary society. Addressing occupational
bias remains crucial for advancing gender equality and women’s
empowerment. However, this study diverges from prior research
by highlighting the negative spillover effects of the three-child
policy on the employment prospects of women of childbearing
age. These women face heightened employment discrimination,
particularly pronounced in lower-skilled job roles. The potential
for childbearing among women of childbearing age instills
apprehension in enterprises when hiring female employees.
Concerns regarding career interruptions due to childbirth and
escalating welfare expenses lead companies to exhibit a preference
for male employees or women who are currently not considering
parenthood. The absence of supportive fertility policies further
compounds enterprises’ reluctance to hire female workers,
placing many women in a predicament where they feel hesitant
to have children even if they desire children. Additionally, for
female employees in low-skilled, homogenized job roles, the
simplicity and substitutability of their tasks, as well as the low cost
for enterprises to dismiss such employees, accentuate this bias in
employment practices.

In conclusion, the deep-seated reasons for the exacerbation of
employment bias against women of childbearing age due to
fertility policies stem from enterprises’ concerns about the
increased labor and welfare costs brought about by childbirth,
as well as the imperfections of existing fertility policies and their
complementary compensation policies. How to alleviate or
eliminate employment discrimination caused by gender reasons,
especially the employment discrimination arising from the three-
child policy, is an important social issue that academic research
and government should focus on in the future.

Conclusions. Based on a survey on 260 enterprises in Jiangxi
province in 2022, this paper investigates the employer’s attitude
toward female employees. This study confirms that the imple-
mentation of the three-child policy has increased the employer’s
employment bias toward professional women. The results are
particularly important for exploring the internal mechanism of
female employment development, especially the employment bias
towards professional women. The major conclusions are as follows:

First, the three-child policy has increased the employment bias
against professional women within enterprises, particularly those
with a predominantly male workforce. To address this issue, it is
recommended to introduce more preferential policies to such
enterprises. The demographic characteristics of HR, enterprise size,
and the form of enterprise ownership are not the main causes of
gender bias in employment. Gender discrimination exists across
various types of enterprises, including male-dominated enterprises,
gender-balanced, and female-dominated ones. However, gender
discrimination is more serious in companies with a majority of
male employees. One possible reason is that HR, as the enterprise’s
representative, anticipates that the implementation of the three-
child policy might indirectly raise costs associated with female
employees, such as increased wages and benefits, along with

disruptions during the maternity leave, potentially leading to a
reduction in hiring female employees. In addition, in situations
where when men and women compete for the same roles,
enterprises tend to prioritize men to maximize profits, exacerbating
the disadvantaged position of women in the job market. Despite
possessing excellent skills and capabilities, including strategic
career development plans, professional women face challenges due
to occupational gender biases. They often need to invest more time
and effort into their work to secure the same promotion
opportunities as male counterparts, leaving them with limited
time for family planning. To facilitate the effective implementation
of the three-child policy, it is suggested that the government offer
direct subsidies or tax incentives to enterprises based on their
female employee count. Moreover, the government should provide
subsidies to cover wages and allowances for female employees
during maternity leave so as to reduce the financial burden on
enterprises employing women.

Second, the employment bias against women of childbearing age
is especially pronounced in low-skilled jobs characterized by high
replaceability and strong similarity. Technology guidance such as
continuing education and skills training is a good measure to
enhance the employment prospects for women in this demographic.
From the perspective of employers, this study confirms the widely
accepted public belief in Chinese society that women of child-
bearing age will encounter employment bias. It also reveals that
women in roles with low skill requirements experience more severe
discrimination. Furthermore, at the social level, there are few
outstanding female figures. During their career development phase,
women often encounter interruptions due to childbearing, leading
them to primarily engage in low-skilled jobs, consequently
contributing to the marginalization of female employment
structures. To sum up, the traditional social division of labor needs
to keep pace with the times so as to actively promote the
socialization of housework. Men should take the initiative to share
the housework and free professional women from heavy family
affairs so that women have the time and energy to receive career
guidance, employment training, and continuing education. At the
same time, governmental bodies should also provide preferential
policies for women’s skill training, encouraging then to pursue
further education and improve their labor skills. These efforts can
help increase the proportion of female employees in the workforce.

Third, with the ongoing implementation of the three-child policy
in China and a deeper understanding of its implications, the future
employment or promotion path for professional women are
anticipated to become more challenging. This study has indirectly
confirmed the limited degree of policy implementation among
women of marriageable age, hindering the intended impact of the
three-child policy. As the enterprise faces uncertainties related to
professional women taking maternity leave, the bias against
unmarried professional women with no children may be more
pronounced compared to married women with children. Similarly,
biases against professional women with only one child could
surpass those against women with more than one child. Conse-
quently, the obstacles for professional women of childbearing age

Table 5 Results of multiple linear regression analysis.

Variable B Standard error β T-value Sig F-value Adj.R2 Tol VIF

Constant 4.511 1.583 – 2.850 0.005 44.49 0.402 – –
Job competency −0.108 0.048 −0.109 −2.239 0.026 – – 0.976 1.025
Employee change 0.251 0.099 0.143 2.544 0.012 – – 0.733 1.364
Career development bias 0.523 0.063 0.476 8.360 0.000 – – 0.712 1.405
Policy impact 0.265 0.106 0.129 2.507 0.013 – – 0.868 1.152

In the table, B is unstandardized coefficient, β is standardized coefficient, and Tol is tolerance.
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are increasingly evident, deterring them from pursuing motherhood
due to the fears of encountering heightened employment biases. In
addition to parenting pressure, workplace discrimination further
compounds the challenges faced by professional women. Under the
background of the three-child policy, the contradiction between
child-bearing and professional responsibilities intensifies, magnify-
ing the disadvantages of professional women in employment and
placing them in an awkward situation. As a result, more women of
childbearing age are not willing to have children. Many women
have struggled to free themselves from traditional family chores and
returned to work. Should they choose to have children, they are
compelled to prioritize family obligations, inevitably impacting their
professional pursuits. This predicament forces women into a
dilemma, potentially forcing them to transition from employees to
housewives. At the same time, professional women may encounter
various employment biases upon returning to work post-childbirth.
How to solve this dilemma, resolve the contradiction between
enterprise development and female fertility, and help the three-child
policy to achieve the expected effect is an urgent issue after the
introduction of the three-child policy in China.

This study investigates the gender bias in the employment of
professional women from the perspective of enterprises, utilizing
data from 260 enterprises in Jiangxi Province. The research group
aims to understand employers’ gender preference during
employee selection, and offer insights specific to the local context
regarding employment bias against professional women under
the three-child policy. In the future, the research team plans to
include HR managers as the research object at the national level
to enhance the sample size and broaden the research area.
Additionally, heterogeneity analysis will be conducted to delve
deeper into variations across different regions and industries.

Data availability
The data involved in the study has been uploaded in the form of
supplementary files, which can be obtained from the corre-
sponding author if necessary.
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