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Abstract
This study examines the relationship between political attitudes, affective polariza-
tion, and fertility preferences among married couples in Hong Kong. Using dyadic 
data from a representative household survey (N  =  1586 heterosexually married 
adults), we investigate how individuals’ attitudes toward democracy and levels of 
affective polarization are associated with their fertility preferences. We also explore 
the influence of spouses’ political attitudes and affective polarization on one’s fertil-
ity preferences. We found that individuals with stronger support for democracy have 
lower fertility preferences. This negative association between political attitudes and 
fertility preferences is further amplified by one’s level of affective polarization. The 
findings of this study contribute to our understanding of how political factors shape 
fertility patterns in the context of dramatic political transitions. This study provides 
valuable insights into the complex dynamics between political attitudes, affective 
polarization, and family formation decisions in Hong Kong, which have both theo-
retical, policy and political implications.

Keywords  Fertility preferences · Political demography · Political attitudes · 
Affective polarization · Hong Kong · Anti-ELAB movement

Introduction

Over the past two decades, total fertility rates in the advanced economies of Asia 
have been described as “ultra-low,” and their trend is still in decline. Previous stud-
ies have identified social and economic factors that contribute to the low fertility 
rates in Asia against the backdrop of compressed modernity, including the increasing 
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cost of children, work-family conflicts, delayed and declining marriage, and housing 
problems (Cheung, 2023; Cheng & Hsu, 2020; Jones, 2007; Raymo et  al., 2015). 
Among these advanced economies, Hong Kong’s fertility rate is particularly low, at 
around 0.70 per women in 2022—the lowest and the fastest in its decline during the 
COVID pandemic (see Fig. 1). A notable decrease in the TFR was found after 2019 
when the year-long Anti-Extradition Amendment Bill movement (or Anti-ELAB) 
sparked off, and unlike other societies, its TFR has not bounced back after COVID 
(Gietel-Basten & Chen, 2023). It is hard to ignore the role of politics in fertility 
decline in the case of Hong Kong. However, there have been only scant discussions 
in the demographic literature regarding politics as a potential mechanism for chang-
ing population dynamics in societies with advanced economies (Teitelbaum, 2015). 
This study centralizes politics, in particular, people’s political attitudes toward 
democracy and animosity against opposing political groups (i.e., affective polari-
zation), in shaping fertility preferences. In doing so, we uncover how “personal is 
political,” especially in times of political transitions.

Hong Kong had long been a semi-democratic polity protected by the Basic Law, 
a constitutional document that permits a separate sociopolitical system from Main-
land China, despite being part of its country. The political camps in Hong Kong 
are generally divided into pan-democrats and pro-establishment. The former pushed 
for universal suffrage for the Chief Executive (equivalent to the Head of Govern-
ment) and the members of the legislature as stipulated in the Basic Law. The latter is 
pro-government and pro-China, and in general, they are more conservative in their 
approach to political reforms. The division widened, particularly after the Umbrella 
Movement in 2014, and it peaked during the Anti-ELAB protests in 2019 (Lee et al., 
2019). Affective polarization against different political orientations reached historic 
highs when contestations between protestors and police officers were fierce (Wu & 

Fig. 1   Total fertility rates of four Asian societies with the lowest-low fertility rates, 2016–2021



1 3

The Personal is Political: Political Attitudes, Affective… Page 3 of 23     22 

Shen, 2020). The media, political groups, and participants from both sides make 
moral accusations against one another (Bhowmik et  al., 2023). Social relations 
became emotionally charged and broke down (Lai, 2023). The aftermath of the Chi-
nese Central Government imposing National Security Law on Hong Kong further 
antagonized pro-democrats, as this law tightened China’s political control over Hong 
Kong. It also restricted the eligibility of candidates running for elections. Thereafter, 
there were massive closedowns on democratic pressure groups and media and large-
scale arrests of political leaders and dissidents. These political changes resulted in a 
dramatic surge in emigration (Kan et al., 2023; Li & Liao, 2023; Lui et al., 2022).

While there is emerging literature investigating how political changes have 
shaped emigration trends and patterns in Hong Kong (Li & Liao, 2023; Lui et al., 
2022), empirical investigations into how the political environment shapes fertility 
are still limited. An exception is the recent research by Gietel-Basten and Chen’s 
(2023), who analyzed monthly fertility time-series data and noted that the recent 
fertility decline is attributed to different birthplaces, assuming them to be an indica-
tor of political orientations. Despite their attempt, birthplace alone does not directly 
measure political orientations. Thus, despite their contribution to understanding the 
potential role of politics in fertility, the relationship between political orientations 
and fertility remains unclear. We argue that it is crucial to understand whether indi-
viduals with strong support for democracy may exhibit lower fertility preferences, 
as recent political changes might have created a depressing environment for them. 
Furthermore, it is yet to find out how political emotions come into play. To date, no 
existing studies have examined the potential roles of partners’ political attitudes and 
affective polarization in shaping one’s fertility preference.

In this study, we aim to investigate how couples with different political attitudes 
toward democracy and feelings toward supporters of political out-groups differ in 
their fertility preferences. Recognizing that fertility decisions are usually made con-
sensually and collectively by couples, we will also disentangle how the spouse’s 
political attitudes and affects shape one’s fertility preferences. Specifically, we ask 
the following questions: (1) Are people’s political attitudes toward democracy and 
affective polarization associated with their fertility preferences? (2) Do these atti-
tudes and affects mutually reinforce each other and shape fertility preferences? (3) 
How do these relationships vary by gender? And (4) do the political attitudes of 
the actor and partner interact with each other in affecting fertility preferences? To 
answer these research questions, we analyzed dyadic data from a representative 
household survey (N = 1586 men and women from 793 heterosexually married cou-
ples). We employed random-intercept linear models on the fertility preferences of 
married couples with women of reproductive age (18–49).

The study contributes to the fertility literature in several ways. Empirically, this 
is the first study in Hong Kong that examines the political factors of fertility with 
representative quantitative data. Whether there is a politically shaped fertility pat-
tern has important implications for the local population trend and composition and 
the effectiveness of the current fertility-related policies. Theoretically, this study 
contributes to understanding how political factors may shape fertility patterns in a 
context of political transition or crisis with a highly advanced economy. The results 
would extend our traditional cultural and economic explanations of fertility in the 
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region. Methodologically, this is also the first study that analyzes dyadic data to 
examine the independent role of actor and partner effects of political attitudes on 
fertility.

Literature and Hypotheses

Political‑Related Perceptions and Fertility Preferences

Dramatic change in the political environment can create uncertainty and confusion 
as individuals grapple with new political norms and standards. This can significantly 
impact fertility rates, as the heightened risks and uncertainties associated with the 
evolving political environment often discourage people from having children (Rodin, 
2011). Previous research has indicated that substantial changes in leadership can 
produce similar effects on fertility, though the specific outcomes may vary among 
individuals with different political orientations (Aksoy & Billari, 2018; Dahl et al., 
2022). While this study does not examine the political pattern of fertility behaviors 
as it requires longer time to observe the effects on fertility outcomes, it does explore 
potential differences in political preferences among individuals with varying politi-
cal attitudes and levels of affective polarization. We hope to gain insights into how 
political orientations and polarization influence individuals’ family choices and pref-
erences within the political sphere.

Fertility preference is not a perfect predictor of behaviors, but past studies have 
shown that it is important to consider fertility preferences when understanding 
changing fertility levels and patterns (Casterline & Han, 2017; Cleland et al., 2020; 
Chen & Yip, 2017; Muller et  al., 2022). There is a substantial body of literature 
devoted to studying the factors influencing fertility preferences (Bongaarts, 2001; 
Freeman et  al., 2018; Kan & Hertog, 2017; Kan et  al., 2019; Muller et  al., 2022; 
Tong et  al., 2023; Trinitapoli & Yeatman, 2018; Van de Kaa, 2001). Among the 
factors highlighted, Gauthier (2007) referred to a series of surveys in Europe and 
indicated that the biggest impediment to fertility concerns “children’s future”. How-
ever, the meaning of this term was left unexplained in the survey (Gauthier, 2013). 
Potentially, it could refer to social and economic problems that discourage young 
people from childbirth; others may be concerned about the sustainability of the envi-
ronment and its implications for future generations (Arnocky et al., 2012). Our study 
analyzes people’s perception of “children’s future” in a political sense, which stems 
from political attitudes and political emotions.

First, people with different political attitudes toward political democracy and 
democratic values, such as their thoughts and positions about political contestations, 
the power of elected officials over government policies, personal autonomy, individ-
ual rights, and freedom of expression and belief, and the attitude towards inclusive 
political institutions (Templeman, 2022), see the transition from a semi-democracy 
to authoritarian regime differently. In the eyes of pro-democrats, Hong Kong is fac-
ing the deterioration of all those, and they are gloomy about Hong Kong’s politi-
cal future, which trends toward authoritarianism with little indication of recourse 
(see Lui, 2023, for Hong Kong pro-democratic parents’ anxiety after the imposition 
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of National Security Law). Thus, it is likely that people with stronger support for 
democracy will have lower fertility intentions and prefer fewer children.

Second, people’s feelings and emotional engagement with the political atmos-
phere will also affect their fertility preferences. Among all the political emotions 
that Hong Kong people have experienced during this period of change, we have 
identified that affective polarization, which refers to animosity between opposing 
camps, is the most accurate depiction of the present political atmosphere (cf. Lee, 
2020, p. 22). Anti-ELAB movement has not only polarized opposing camps but has 
also unintentionally created a battleground for overt expressions of anger and hatred 
toward each another in the media, on the streets, and in day-to-day conversations 
with friends, relatives, as well as strangers (Bhowmik et al., 2023; Lai, 2023). Moral 
accusations have been drawn upon in those interactions; and the government’s impo-
sition of the National Security Law to end contestations has created more grudges. 
While these feelings against opposing camps might not intuitively affect one’s fertil-
ity preference, they do reflect the intersubjective understanding of the social reality 
between groups (i.e., social hostility), which can create an unfavorable environment 
for raising children (cf. Genov, 1998). Here, we do not take affective polarization 
as a concept that shows feelings “locked in the inner sphere of an individual,” but 
rather, distinct from the ideological divide, it is relational, placing emotions in the 
public space (Schmitz, 2019). Affect is an embodied emotion—emotions that work 
through the bodies—shaped by the experience and interaction with “us” and “them” 
(Osler & Szanto, 2021). In other words, affective polarization reflects the extent of 
hostility in the political atmosphere in the interpersonal sense.

Political attitudes and emotions are often mutually reinforcing (Iyengar & West-
wood, 2015; Klar et al., 2018; Osler & Szanto, 2021). We argue that pro-democratic 
attitudes and affective polarization are likely to further depress fertility. In other 
words, individuals do not only feel the presence of animosity but also engage with 
it as part of their group. In the case of Hong Kong, some pro-democrats might be 
swept up by political emotions—experiencing anger due to perceived political 
oppression (which is seen to be supported by the pro-government group) as well as a 
background concern for their pro-democratic camp in which they are engaged. Osler 
and Szanto (2021) argue that this is a political emotion in a thick sense. Past studies 
describe that the interaction of political identity and emotions could internalize feel-
ing rules to guide people on how to act in public political events and express solidar-
ity for political actions. Our study extends further by arguing that those feeling rules 
could guide non-political actions like choosing not to have children as a statement 
against the political atmosphere and institutions (Lui, 2023).

Past studies suggest that women and men’s political attitudes on social and politi-
cal issues differ, with women having more pro-social values and strong partisanship 
(Lizotte, 2020). Mediated through political attitudes, scholars have found gender dif-
ferences in affective polarization (Ondercin & Lizotte, 2021). In Hong Kong, studies 
so far have not provided proof of a gender divide in political attitudes (except on 
women’s rights) (Kennedy et al., 2008). However, we deduce that women might be 
more sensitive to the potential challenges and risks associated with having children 
in a politically uncertain environment due to their closer attention to child-rearing. 
On the other hand, men may be less influenced by political factors when it comes 
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to fertility preferences, as their stronger identification with the provider’s role in the 
family may make them prioritize other factors, such as career advancement or finan-
cial stability, over political concerns when making decisions about family formation. 
However, further research is needed to fully understand the potential gender differ-
ences in the relationship between political attitudes and fertility preferences.

While individual characteristics and attitudes are important, it is also crucial to 
explore the influence of spousal characteristics on one’s fertility preferences. The 
Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM) in social psychology, developed by 
Kashy and Kenny (1999), suggested that the actions of individuals in each dyad are 
often not independent. Psychologists inform us that bonding and regulatory schemas 
enable individuals to perceive their intimate partners’ motivations (i.e., “dispositions 
to feel and behave in certain ways that meet a need or achieve a goal of the organ-
ism”), which affect fertility preferences (Miller et al., 2004, p. 194). Specific to our 
study, we argue that external shocks like political changes might create situations in 
which couples need to reinterpret each other’s motivations because they might have 
different take in terms of how political shock is important to fertility. They may fol-
low the more weakly motivated partner’s wantedness because childbearing requires 
a long-term commitment from both partners (Miller et al., 2004). Hence, having a 
spouse with strong support toward democracy and affects may also reduce one’s fer-
tility preference.

In addition, scholars argue that spouses often share similar values, beliefs, and 
attitudes due to political homophily (Huber & Malhotra, 2017; Iyengar et al., 2019), 
and like-minded couples often reinforce each other through persuasion and sharing 
political information and views in day-to-day life (Iyengar et  al., 2019). Deduced 
from that, it is theoretically possible that when spouses are both pro-democratic, 
their pessimistic views about the future of society would converge and thus reinforce 
each other’s lesser desire for fertility. On the other hand, a competing hypothesis 
could be derived that if spouses hold differing political attitudes, their disagreements 
and conflicts may also discourage them from having children due to the potential 
conflicts and tensions that may arise within the family (cf. Soliz & Rittenour, 2012). 
Considering spousal characteristics and their influence on fertility preferences, our 
study can provide valuable insights into the complex dynamics of political attitudes 
and their impact on family formation decisions.

Hypotheses of the Study

Based on the preceding discussion, we have derived two sets of hypotheses to inves-
tigate the relationship between political attitudes, affective polarization, and fertility 
preferences.

Main Effect Hypotheses

The first set of hypotheses, referred to as the main effect hypotheses, focuses on the 
individual and partner effects of political attitudes towards democracy and levels of 
affective polarization on one’s fertility preferences.
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Hypothesis 1a (Actor‑Effect of Political Attitudes)  The respondents’ attitudes towards 
democracy are negatively associated with their fertility preferences.

Hypothesis 1b (Actor‑Effect of Affective Polarization)  The respondents’ level of 
affective polarization is negatively associated with their fertility preferences.

Hypothesis 1c (Partner‑Effect of Political Attitudes)  The spouses’ attitudes towards 
democracy are negatively associated with the respondents’ fertility preferences.

Hypothesis 1d (Partner‑Effect of Affective Polarization)  The spouses’ level of affec-
tive polarization is negatively associated with the respondents’ fertility preferences.

Interaction Effect Hypotheses

In addition to the main effect hypotheses, we propose a second set of hypotheses 
known as the interaction effect hypotheses. These hypotheses investigate the poten-
tial interactions between various factors.

Hypothesis 2a (Polarization amplification effect) 1)  The respondents’ affective 
polarization amplifies the actor’s negative effects of political attitudes on fertility 
preferences.

Hypothesis 2b (Gender Interaction)  The actor’s and partners’ effect of political atti-
tudes and affective polarization on fertility preferences differ by gender, in which the 
effects are stronger for women.

Hypothesis 2c (Actor‑Partner Interaction)  The actors’ effect of political attitudes and 
level of affective polarization on fertility preferences is moderated by the partner’s 
political attitudes and level of affective polarization.

These hypotheses provide a framework for investigating the complex relation-
ships between political attitudes, affective polarization, and fertility preferences 
among married couples.

Methods

Data and Sample

This study analyzes quantitative dyadic data from a representative household survey 
conducted in Hong Kong in mid-2022 by the first author. The survey targeted mar-
ried couples aged 18 or older who were residing in Hong Kong. Only married cou-
ples are targeted because it is very uncommon to have out-of-wedlock childbearing 
in Hong Kong (Yip et al., 2015). To ensure a representative sample, a two-stage sam-
pling design was used. In the first stage, a random selection of residential addresses 
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was made from the Frame of Quarters, an official list containing up-to-date residen-
tial addresses in Hong Kong. If multiple households were in a selected quarter, one 
household was randomly chosen. In the second stage, eligible married couples were 
randomly selected for interviews using the Kish-grid method. Both husbands and 
wives from the selected couples were invited for face-to-face interviews.

A bilingual questionnaire was used during the survey, and most questions were 
asked by the interviewers. However, for specific questions related to political orien-
tations, respondents completed a self-administered questionnaire on a smart tablet. 
This was necessary because political issues can be highly sensitive in a polarized 
society like Hong Kong. To ensure confidentiality, all interviews were conducted 
separately on different occasions, and the spouses of respondents were not aware of 
the answers given by the respondents.

On average, each interview took approximately 23 min to complete, and respond-
ents received HK$100 remuneration for their participation. Out of the 1558 
addresses sampled, 1003 couples (1003 married men and 1003 married women) 
completed the interview, resulting in an overall response rate of 64.4%. Since we 
focus on fertility preferences in this study, we only focus on couples with a wife of 
reproductive age. World Health Organization defines reproductive age for women as 
starting at 15 years old and extending up to 49 years old. Hence, we excluded those 
couples with a wife at or older than 50 years. The dyadic data from both husbands 
and wives are then organized in a long format, comprising 1,586 individual units 
nested within 793 dyadic units. In each individual unit, respondents provided their 
own characteristics, while spousal characteristics were provided by their respective 
spouses.

Variables

Dependent variable. The dependent variable of this study is the respondents’ fertility 
preferences. In the survey, the respondents were asked how many children they pre-
ferred considering the social circumstances. The number ranged from 0 to 4.

Key independent variables. There are four key independent variables in this study: 
Respondents’ political attitudes and level of affective polarization, and spouses’ politi-
cal attitudes and level of affective polarization. The political attitudes of respondents 
and their spouses were measured using an 8-item scale that was partially adopted 
from the Taiwan’s Election and Democratization Survey (TEDS) (Huang, 2003) and 
localized for the Hong Kong context. The scale measures the level of agreement with 
eight statements regarding democratic values, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 
(strongly agree). Examples of the eight statements include “Leaders in the government 
should be strong and not make any compromise to the demands from the oppositions”, 
“The government cannot achieve great things if it is always tied up by the legislative 
council”, “People should always hold the same views. Otherwise, our society will 
become unstable”, “We should not ask for democracy in times of economic downturn” 
and “Social harmony is more important than human rights protection”. The scores for 
the eight items were then averaged to form the overall scale, which had high internal 
reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.78). The scale ranges from 1 to 7, with a higher score 
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indicating a more positive attitude towards democratic values. The spouses were also 
asked to answer the same questions, and their political attitudes were constructed in the 
same way. In the regression analysis, the variable is centered toward the mean in order 
to make the interpretation easier for the interaction effect models.

Affective polarization measures the emotional distance in rating among support-
ers of different political orientations. We adopted the feeling barometer (like-dislike 
scores) commonly used in the electoral studies literature to measure affective polari-
zation (Druckman & Levendusky, 2019; Iyengar et al., 2019; Reiljan, 2020; Wagner, 
2021). The respondents were asked to rate their feelings, from − 100 (entirely negative) 
to 100 (entirely positive), towards the supporters of five typical political orientations in 
Hong Kong—deep yellow, light yellow, neutral, light blue and deep blue. Five scores 
were collected from this question. We also asked the respondents to identify their polit-
ical orientations. We adopted Wagner (2021)’s distance score approach by calculating 
the average absolute distance between the score toward supporters of the respondents’ 
own political orientations and the scores toward supporters of other groups. The raw 
score range of the affective polarization is from 0 to 200. A higher score represents a 
larger distance in the feeling between in-group and out-group supporters, which indi-
cates a higher level of affective polarization—the respondents feel political out-groups 
as very distanced. For example, a score of 200 means the respondents rated their in-
group supporters as 100 (entirely positive) while rated supporters of the other four 
groups as − 100 (entirely negative). In other words, the respondents rate people with 
the same political orientation very positively and rate people from other orientations 
very negatively. Meanwhile, a lower score indicates a lower level of affective polariza-
tion—the respondents feel similarly across supporters of political in-groups and out-
groups. A zero score indicates the respondents gave the same rating to the supporters of 
their own political orientations and the supporters of other orientations. This variable is 
also centered toward the mean in the regression models.

Control variables. To minimize the confounding bias, we controlled for several 
sociodemographic variables that are correlated with both political attitudes and fer-
tility preferences. These variables include the respondents’ and their spouses’ age (in 
years), college education attainment (1 = yes; 0 = no), nativity status (1 = locally born; 
0 = otherwise), their work status (1 = employed; 0 = not employed) and the monthly 
household income (in logged HK$). We also attempted to control other variables, such 
as gender attitudes, and the number of children, in additional analyses. The results of 
the additional analyses remain similar to the findings presented below. For these two 
variables, some may argue that their relationships with fertility preferences are complex 
and unclear whether they are confounding or mediating variables. To keep the models 
parsimonious, we do not include these variables in the main analysis.

Analytic Strategies and Procedures

We adopt the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model (APIM), a well-established 
analytical model for examining interpersonal relationships (Campbell & Kashy, 
2002; Kashy & Kenny, 1999), as our analytical framework. APIM can be analyzed 
with structural equation models or multilevel models. In this study, we adopted the 
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latter approach (Campbell & Kashy, 2002) by estimating two-level random-intercept 
linear regression models to handle the intra-class correlation with the dyadic data 
structure. We employed four nested models. Model 1 is the main effect model that 
assesses Hypotheses 1a–1d, which is about the actor and partner effects of politi-
cal attitudes and affective polarization on the respondents’ fertility preferences while 
controlling for the control variables. Model 2 to Model 4 are interaction effect mod-
els, each testing one set of interaction effect hypotheses (Hypotheses 2a–2c). Model 
2 examines the interaction between the actor effects of political attitude and affec-
tive polarization on fertility preferences (Hypothesis 2a). Model 3 examines whether 
the actor and partner effects of political variables differ by the respondents’ gender 
(Hypothesis 2b). Model 4 examines whether the actor and partner effects of polit-
ical attitudes interact with each other (Hypothesis  2c). For the interaction effects 
detected in Model 2 to Model 4, the average marginal effects and the predicted val-
ues across different combinations of constituent variables are plotted in figures to 
help interpret the results.

We conducted several sets of additional analyses on top of the main results pre-
sented in Table 2. First, as mentioned above, we additionally controlled for gender 
attitudes and the number of children because politically conservative respondents 
may also be conservative in family and gender values, which may affect their fertil-
ity preferences. We confirm that our main findings of this study are robust to the 
inclusion of these variables. The direction and statistical significance of the rela-
tionships are similar with and without these additional control variables. Second, 
we also tested the non-linearity of the effects of the key variables by including the 
squared terms or in a logged form. The results also remain the same. Lastly, we 
also extended our analysis to the whole sample without applying the age restric-
tion sample selection criteria. The relationships shown in our findings remain the 
same but only with higher significance levels due to the larger analytic sample size. 
The results of additional analyses are available in the appendices (available as online 
supplementary materials).

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 summarizes the descriptive statistics of the variables used in this study. 
On average, the respondents prefer to have 1.245 (SD = 0.828) children, consider-
ing the social circumstances. Regarding the political variables, the respondents, 
on average, score 4.249 (SD = 0.821) on the political attitudes scale, which meas-
ures their support for democracy. The score of 4.249 is slightly above the mid-
point of the scale, which ranges from 1 to 7, implying that the respondents, on 
average, are more prone to support democratic values. The raw score of affective 
polarization is 71.598 (SD = 34.427), which measures the average distance in the 
emotional rating between supporters of their political orientation and the support-
ers of political out-groups, with a maximum raw score of 200. The raw score is 
not intuitive to interpret. Hence, we provide a case scenario for interpreting the 
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score. Person A, with a deep-yellow orientation, rated the in-group supporters 
with a score of 80 out of a range from − 100 to 100, while rated the light-yel-
low, neutral, light-blue and deep-blue supporters with scores of 60, 20, − 10, and 
− 40. The raw score of affective polarization is 72.5 (around the average level in 

Table 1   Descriptive statistics

In a long-format dyadic data structure, spousal characteristics mir-
ror respondents’ characteristics, and hence the means of respond-
ents’ and spouses’ characteristics are identical. Political attitudes and 
affective polarization were centered toward the mean in the regres-
sion analysis for easier interpretation of the interaction effect models
R respondents’ characteristics, S spouses’ characteristics

M (SD)/%

Dependent variable
 R fertility preferences 1.245 (0.828)

Key independent variables
 R political attitudes 4.249 (0.821)
 R affective polarization 71.598 (34.427)
 S political attitudes 4.249 (0.821)
 S affective polarization 71.598 (34.427)

Control variables
 R gender
  Identified as women 50.0%
  Identified as men 50.0%

 R age 37.084 (6.442)
 R college education
  No 63.1%
  Yes 36.9%

 R work status
  Not working 18.9%
  Working 81.1%

 R nativity
  Born elsewhere 15.8%
  Born locally 84.2%

 S age 37.084 (6.442)
 S college
  No 63.1%
  Yes 36.9%

 S work status
  Not working 18.9%
  Working 81.1%

 S nativity
  Born elsewhere 15.8%
  Born locally 84.2%

 Household income (logged HK$) 10.329 (0.639)
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this sample). An average score of around 72 indicates quite a high level of affec-
tive polarization already, indicating that they think of the supporters of opposing 
groups negatively.

Now, we turn to the socio-demographic characteristics of the sample. The 
average age of the respondents is 37.084 years (SD = 6.442). Around 37% of the 
respondents obtained a college degree, with 81% with a paid job. Most of the 
respondents (84.2%) were locally-born residents. Since the sample is a dyadic 
sample of heterosexual married couples, the sample contains the same proportion 
of men and women, and the spouses’ characteristics mirror the respondents’ char-
acteristics. The average monthly household income is HK$37,000. These sample 
characteristics are similar to the micro-data of a subset extracted from the Popula-
tion Census using the same sampling criteria.

Figure 2 displays the sub-group averages of fertility preferences by the quin-
tiles of respondents’ and spouses’ political attitudes and affective polarization. 
The upper panel of Fig. 2 shows the bivariate relationship between respondents’ 
and spouses’ political attitudes and respondents’ fertility preferences. Respond-
ents clearly prefer having more children when they have lower support for democ-
racy, while the relationship between spouses’ political attitudes and respondents’ 
fertility preferences is weaker and close to zero. The bottom panel of Fig. 2 shows 
the bivariate relationship between the respondents’ and spouses’ levels of affec-
tive polarization and respondents’ fertility preferences. Results of statistical tests 
show that the differences in respondents’ fertility preferences among respondents 
with different levels of affective polarization are very weak.
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Fig. 2   Mean preferred number of children by levels of political attitudes with 95% CI
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Regression Analysis

Table  2 reports the results of random-intercept models on fertility preferences. 
Model 1 is the main-effect model that includes the political attitudes and affective 
polarization of the respondents and their spouses while controlling for their socio-
demographic background. The results of Model 1 show that the respondents’ politi-
cal attitudes are negatively associated with their fertility preferences (b = − 0.082, 
SEb = 0.026), while respondents’ affective polarization has no relationship with their 
fertility preferences. In addition, spouses’ political attitudes and affective polariza-
tion are not associated with the respondents’ fertility preferences. In other words, 
H1a is confirmed but we do not have evidence to support for H1b to H1d.

Model 2 to Model 4 are interaction effect models, each including different inter-
action terms. Model 2 tests the polarization amplification hypothesis—whether the 
respondents’ affective polarization strengthens the negative association between the 
respondents’ political attitudes and their fertility preferences. The results show that 
the interaction between respondents’ political attitudes and affective polarization is 
negative. The negative association between the respondents’ political attitudes and 
their fertility preferences is stronger if these respondents hold a higher level of affec-
tive polarization. The polarization amplification hypothesis is supported by our data. 
Model 3 tests whether the associations between respondents’ political attitudes, 
affective polarization, and fertility preferences are moderated by gender. However, 
the interaction effects are minimal. In other words, there is no statistical evidence to 
suggest that the association between respondents’ political attitudes and their fertil-
ity preferences is different for men and women. Model 4 tests the actor-partner inter-
action hypothesis—whether the respondents’ and spouses’ political variables inter-
act with each other to affect the respondents’ fertility preferences. The interaction 
terms are close to zero, suggesting that the negative association between respond-
ents’ political attitudes and their fertility preferences holds regardless of their 
spouses’ attitudes. To conclude the findings from the four models, the respondents’ 
political attitudes are negatively associated with their fertility preferences, regard-
less of their gender and their spouses’ attitudes. This negative association is stronger 
when they have a higher level of affective polarization.

Among the control variables, it is also noteworthy that respondents’ college edu-
cation (b = − 0.85, SEb = 0.043) is negatively associated with the respondents’ fertil-
ity preferences. Comparing the sizes of coefficients between college education and 
political attitudes, the results show that the strength of association between political 
attitudes and fertility preferences is quite substantial, with one unit increase in politi-
cal attitudes (on a scale ranging from 1 to 7) almost identical to a college degree 
(b = − 0.082 vs. − 0.085). Respondents’ and spouses’ work status and nativity sta-
tus are also negative factors of the respondents’ fertility preferences. Respondents 
who have a job (b = − 0.122, SEb = 0.060) and whose spouse has a job (b = − 0.124, 
SEb = 0.060), on average, prefer fewer children than non-working respondents and 
those with a jobless spouse. Locally-born respondents (b = −  0.212, SEb = 0.054) 
and respondents with a locally-born spouse (b = − 0.155, SEb = 0.054) also preferred 
fewer children than migrant respondents and those with a migrant spouse. These 
findings are consistent with the existing literature.
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Interpreting the Interaction Effect of Political Attitudes and Affective Polarization

Figure 3 visualizes the interaction effect between respondents’ political attitudes and 
the level of their affective polarization on fertility preferences (polarization amplifi-
cation hypothesis) in a more intuitive way. When the respondents have a lower level 
of affective polarization (i.e., below mean), the average marginal effects of politi-
cal attitudes are close to zero. In other words, having a higher level of support for 
democracy does not necessarily lead to lower fertility preferences when the respond-
ents do not have a strong negative emotion towards political out-groups.

On the other hand, for respondents with an average level of affective polarization, 
the average marginal effect is negative (b = − 0.064, SEb = 0.027). The average mar-
ginal effects are more negative for respondents with a higher level of affective polar-
ization (higher than the mean level). For example, the average marginal effects of 
political attitude for respondents with higher levels of affective polarization (0.5, 1 
and 1.5 standard deviations above the mean level) are − 0.090, − 0.117 and − 0.144, 
respectively. The size of the average marginal effects of political attitudes for the 
respondents with high levels of affective polarization is comparable to other consist-
ent factors of fertility, such as work and nativity status.

In Fig. 4, the predicted fertility preferences based on respondents’ political atti-
tudes and affective polarization are plotted. For those with a lower level of affective 
polarization (M-1SD), the expected preferred number of children is approximately 
1.25, regardless of political attitudes. On the other hand, for those with aver-
age polarization levels, the preferred number of children ranges from around 1.46 
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Fig. 3   Average marginal effects of respondents’ political attitudes with 95% CI by level of affective 
polarization
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(lowest democracy support) to 1.08 (highest democracy support). For respondents 
with a higher level of affective polarization, the preferred number of children ranges 
from 1.66 (lowest democracy support) to 0.96 (highest democracy support). This 
indicates that respondents with high affective polarization are more responsive to 
their political attitudes when it comes to fertility preferences. Furthermore, those 
with high affective polarization and strong support for democracy prefer fewer chil-
dren than other respondents.

Discussion

The mainstream fertility literature has extensively discussed the cultural and struc-
tural factors contributing to the ultra-low fertility rate in East Asia, which currently 
holds the lowest fertility rate worldwide (Jones, 2019; Raymo et al., 2015). These 
factors include the rise of individualism, gender inequalities, education fever, work-
family conflict and housing affordability (Anderson & Kohler, 2013; Cheng, 2020; 
Jones, 2019). This study goes beyond the traditional cultural and structural explana-
tions of low fertility in the region and seeks to broaden the understanding of the 
phenomenon by examining the potential link between politics and fertility. While 
Gietel-Basten and Chen (2023) found a sharp decline in the fertility rate since the 
onset of the massive-scale Anti-ELAB movement in 2019, their use of aggregate-
level time-series data has its limitations in further investigating the factors of such a 
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Fig. 4   Predicted preferred number of children with 95% CI by respondents’ political attitudes and level 
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	 A. K. Cheung, L. Lui

1 3

   22   Page 18 of 23

decline. Our dyadic survey data from Hong Kong provides valuable insight for fill-
ing this research gap.

In the context of this study, our data reveal a distinct political pattern in fertil-
ity preferences, specifically highlighting the negative correlation between attitudes 
toward democracy and individuals’ fertility preferences. This suggests that politi-
cal factors play an important role in shaping fertility patterns in this particular con-
text. Individuals with stronger support for democracy may exhibit lower preferences 
for having children. While the hostile feelings toward political out-groups from 
the respondents and their spouses are not directly related to one’s fertility prefer-
ences, the hostile feelings of political out-groups at the respondent level amplified 
the deterring impact of democratic values on fertility preferences. This polarization 
amplification hypothesis proposed in this study is the first study in the literature to 
highlight the important role of affective polarization in the population process (Iyen-
gar et al., 2019).

Other than the polarization amplification hypothesis, we have found no evidence 
to support the other two hypotheses regarding gender and actor-partner interaction 
effects. While previous studies have indicated that mothers often prioritize the envi-
ronment in which their children will grow up, it appears that the fertility preferences 
of men and women in Hong Kong are equally responsive to the political environ-
ment. Furthermore, the findings suggest that the respondents’ and spouses’ attitudes 
do not interact to shape the respondents’ fertility preferences. However, since the 
fertility preferences of both husbands and wives can impact the actual fertility out-
come (Tong et al., 2023), spousal political attitudes may still influence the fertility 
outcome at the couple level by influencing the fertility preferences of the spouse (but 
not the respondents themselves).

By exploring the intricate relationship between political factors and fertility pat-
terns, this study sheds light on how political dynamics may influence fertility prefer-
ences in a highly developed economy experiencing a dramatic political transition 
from a semi-democratic regime to an authoritarian one (Davis, 2022). The associa-
tion found in our data is believed to be largely connected to the widespread dis-
content in Hong Kong regarding political developments among supporters of demo-
cratic parties. Similar effects were observed in relation to emigration (Li & Liao, 
2023; Lui et al., 2022). It is important to note that the direction and strength of the 
association between political attitudes and fertility preferences, as revealed in this 
study, may be context-dependent. Specifically, the level of affective polarization 
in Hong Kong has been very high since the Anti-ELAB movement in 2019 (Lai, 
2023). Different political regimes with different levels of affective polarization can 
lead to different directions and strengths of associations. However, further research 
is needed to confirm this.

While this study provides valuable insights into the relationship between political 
attitudes, affective polarization and fertility preferences, there are several limitations 
that need to be addressed in future research. Firstly, this study focuses on fertility 
preferences and not fertility behaviors, which may differ from each other (Casterline 
& Han, 2017; Cleland et al., 2020; Chen & Yip, 2017; Muller et al., 2022). Even 
though couples not holding favorable attitudes to democracy may have higher fertil-
ity preferences, their preferences may not be actualized due to other reasons. On the 
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other hand, couples preferring fewer children may still have more than the preferred 
number of children due to pressures from their family and relatives. Nevertheless, it 
is almost impossible for our survey data collected in 2022 to look for this relation-
ship because the dramatic political transition only took place in 2019, and it would 
take more time for the couples to actualize their fertility ideal into outcomes. To 
gain a more comprehensive understanding of the association between political atti-
tudes and fertility outcomes, future research could collect fertility history data from 
larger representative samples to explore this topic.

Second, it is unknown whether the association between political attitudes and 
fertility preferences in Hong Kong will be weakened in the future. The association 
between political attitudes and fertility preferences can be observed in our data col-
lected in 2022, which is three years after the massive social protests and two years 
after the implementation of the National Security Law. If the tightened political con-
trol disappointed the supporters of the democratic camp, leading to these support-
ers not being willing to raise children in this new political environment, then it is 
meaningful to know whether these supporters will eventually accept the new politi-
cal reality and increase their fertility preferences back to the pre-2019 level. In other 
words, future research is needed to understand to what extent the impact of political 
transition would be long-lasting.

Additionally, this study represents the initial step toward understanding the rela-
tionship between political attitudes and fertility. However, it is challenging to estab-
lish causal relationships between fertility preferences and political attitudes based on 
our cross-sectional data. While the results reported in this study could be the result 
of causal relationships between political orientations and fertility preferences, they 
could also be partly influenced by selective emigration. Notably, the recent political 
changes have led to a significant number of supporters of the democratic movement 
emigrating (Kan et  al., 2023; Li & Lao, 2023; Lui et  al., 2022). Lui et  al. (2022) 
observed that parents who participated in the 2019 protests had a stronger intention 
to migrate compared to those participants without children. If pro-democrats with a 
greater desire for more children tend to leave Hong Kong while pro-democrats with 
lower fertility preferences tend to stay, then this selective emigration pattern could 
introduce a selection bias to the relationship between political attitudes and fertil-
ity preferences. Further empirical studies that examine the relationships between 
political attitudes and fertility preferences among Hong Kong emigres in popular 
destination societies, including those in the UK and Canada, could further examine 
this potential selectivity issue. If further investigations suggest that the cross-sec-
tional association between political attitudes and fertility preferences largely reflects 
the outcomes of selective migration, the implications could be significant for other 
societies experiencing a surge in politically driven emigration. Demographers may 
investigate whether selective migration in these societies leads to discernible politi-
cal patterns in terms of fertility intentions and behaviors within the home societies.

Besides, even if there is a causal relationship between political attitudes and 
fertility, further research is still necessary to explore the specific mechanisms that 
underlie this relationship. By investigating potential mechanisms, researchers 
can develop theories that may be applicable in different contexts and gain a more 
nuanced understanding of the complex relationship between these variables. For 
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instance, if pro-democrats are less likely to have children, it may be attributed to 
their desire to avoid childbearing in an uncertain political environment, where 
they worry about the upbringing of their children (Gietel-Basten & Chen, 2023). 
It could also be a symbolic act of political resistance to express their discontent 
(Lui, 2023). Future qualitative research is highly valuable in exploring and clari-
fying the nature of this political pattern of fertility.

While there are several avenues for future research to expand upon the find-
ings and address the limitations mentioned, the political patterns of fertility 
preferences in Hong Kong have several important theoretical, policy and politi-
cal implications. First, of many cultural and structural factors that are identified 
in the literature, no existing studies have pointed toward the political factors of 
ultra-low fertility in Hong Kong. While we refrain from generalizing the find-
ings to other contexts, dramatic political transitions are not rare. For example, the 
presidential election of Donald Trump in the United States and the referendum on 
Brexit in the UK both brought major political impacts and heightened the level of 
affective polarization in these societies (Hobolt et al., 2021; Iyengar et al., 2019). 
The findings of this study call for more research on these societies to better under-
stand how intense political divides may impact the population structure in the 
long run. Second, policymakers should pay attention to the patterns of politically 
linked fertility preferences because it may affect the effectiveness of the popula-
tion policies. The mainstream population policy package includes parental leave, 
financial incentives and other family-friendly policies aimed at assisting young 
couples in managing their financial burdens and resolving work-family conflicts 
(Cheng, 2020; Cheung & Kim, 2022; Jones, 2019; Lui & Cheung, 2021). While 
these policies may help couples to actualize their fertility ideals (Lui & Cheung, 
2021), it will not work effectively if the couples have fewer children because they 
actually prefer fewer children (Cheung, 2023).

Finally, it is important to consider the potential political consequences of fer-
tility preferences that are strongly linked to political attitudes (Teitelbaum, 2015). 
Whether or not the association found in this study reflects a causal relationship, this 
pattern could have implications for the future political landscape. Previous studies 
have shown that the political attitudes of parents are associated with the political 
attitudes of their children (Hatemi & McDermott, 2016). Differential fertility may 
gradually weaken the support for liberal values (Vogl & Freese, 2020). If supporters 
of democratic reforms continue to have lower fertility preferences and consequently 
have fewer children, the number of supporters for democratic reforms will decline. 
This, in turn, could impact the prospects of the democratic movement in the future. 
The prospect of the democratic movement becomes even dimmer when considering 
that, alongside this political pattern of fertility, there is a politically driven surge of 
emigration, in which supporters of the democratic movement are fleeing from the 
city (Lui et al., 2022).
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