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Background 

 

1. IntroducƟon 
 

We contend that the crisis of low and falling birth rates is the most urgent problem facing 
humanity.  

There was a Ɵme when the problem of people having too few children was associated with 
the wealthy, the white and, to a considerable extent, the Europeans. Not far behind were 
North Americans. But as with many features of ‘modernity,’ however defined, persistently low 
ferƟlity has spread to the wider world. Today, within the Americas, the United States has far 
from the lowest rate of ferƟlity: in the US the total ferƟlity rate was around 1.6 births per 
woman in 2024, but in Chile it was just 0.88.1 As recently as 1970 Mexican women were having 
four children more than Americans: today, Mexican women are having fewer. And while every 
European country remains in the ferƟlity doldrums, the situaƟon in much of East Asia has 
goƩen far worse: women in France (among Europe’s most fecund) have twice as many babies 
as those in South Korea (Asia’s least fecund).2 While there are holdouts with high ferƟlity, most 
of them in sub-Saharan Africa, they are becoming fewer and fewer in number. The populaƟon 
of major countries like China (unƟl recently the most populous on the planet), Russia and 
Japan are falling. Most of Europe would be seeing populaƟon decline too, were it not for 
immigraƟon. In Germany, a parƟcularly severe case, there are nearly three deaths each year 
for every birth.3 

 
 

The public’s awareness of the unfolding ferƟlity crisis is limited. Many sƟll hold to 
Malthusian noƟons of global over-populaƟon which are fiŌy years out of date. Such views 
have been reinforced by misguided though worthy concern about the environment. 
Government aƫtudes, meanwhile, vary widely. Of course, there remain places in the 
developing world afflicted by poverty where women lack access to family planning, and efforts 
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by authoriƟes there to increase access to educaƟon and enable women to take control of their 
own ferƟlity are laudable. 

 But where the ferƟlity rate is below replacement – nearly across the whole developed 
world and increasingly across the developing world – government responses are mixed. Some 
governments, like that of Hungary, are making efforts to increase the ferƟlity rate among their 
highest naƟonal prioriƟes.4 Others, like that of the UK, have unƟl now mostly ignored the 
problem.5 

Overall, as the world shiŌs from high to low ferƟlity rates, more governments are 
introducing pro-natal policies and fewer pursuing efforts to reduce the birth rate.6 But it is far 
from clear what policy-makers or indeed the concerned public and civil society are supposed 
to do.  Before we can get clear-headed on the appropriate acƟon to take to address this issue, 
it is important to some clarity on its causes. And there are plenty of causes. Falling and low 
ferƟlity has many potenƟal explanaƟons. The explanaƟons vary from the material (too much 
or too liƩle prosperity) to the cultural. 

The objecƟve of this paper is to unpick the factors that are driving ferƟlity rates, both 
posiƟve and negaƟve, those tending to boost it and those tending to depress it. The state of 
childbearing across the world is indeed curious. The lack of births is an excepƟonally 
widespread phenomenon, experienced across conƟnents, impacƟng countries rich and poor 
alike, highly-developed and under-developed, countries of all religions and with varying levels 
of religiosity, countries with radically different condiƟons and aƫtudes. Locally there is a 
tendency to aƩribute the lack of births to local condiƟons but then there always seem to be 
countervailing examples from elsewhere. ‘It’s all about expensive housing.’ Then why is ferƟlity 
so low in many places where is not that expensive? ‘It’s all about unaffordable or inaccessible 
childcare.’ Why is it then sƟll so low even where childcare is affordable and accessible? ‘It’s all 
about this or that religion or ideology.’ Then why can we find socieƟes with the same religion 
or religiosity and yet radically different ferƟlity rates? We need to examine both socieƟes 
where ferƟlity rate is low and has slumped and those relaƟvely few (parƟcularly in the 
developed or partly-developed worlds) where it has not. 

It is a very normal scienƟfic aƫtude, going back at least to the fourteenth century English 
philosopher William of Ockham, to look for simplicity in explanaƟons. The scienƟfic and social-
scienƟfic search for the holy grail or the silver bullet, to deploy two cliches, is common across 
intellectual endeavor. But simplicity will not do in this case, however much we might wish that 
it would. If we want to grasp the causes of the global ferƟlity slump, we have to look widely, 
accept causal mulƟplicity and forgo the intellectual saƟsfacƟon of parsimony in our 
explanaƟon. (And it makes sense that ferƟlity will be mulƟfactored. A number of things need 
to line up to have children: an inner moƟvaƟon and ethos, a partner one wants to have 
children with and sufficient commitment, housing that is suitable, means of support, the Ɵme 
and flexibly to raise kids and more.) If we want to reverse low ferƟlity, it is likely that not only 
will we have to adopt different approaches at different Ɵmes, reflecƟng the diverse nature of 
the diagnosis, but we will also have to take a long-term perspecƟve (this will be the work of 
generaƟons) and accept that a degree trial-and-error and experimentaƟon will be required. 

In this document we will examine the wide variety of ostensible causes of the ferƟlity 
slump, tesƟng and comparing them, with the intenƟon of providing interested parƟes from 
concerned ciƟzens to policy-makers with a state-of-the-art guide. But first we need to address 
a fairly straight-forward quesƟon which both of the authors have wriƩen on elsewhere:7 why 
does the lack of births maƩer at all? 
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2. Why It MaƩers 
 

We believe that the problem of low and collapsing ferƟlity is the greatest challenge facing 
humankind today and that it may turn out to be the greatest challenge humankind has ever 
had to face. If this is the case then it behooves us to pay it the greatest aƩenƟon and to 
aƩempt the greatest understanding of the factors at place. But before get to the ferƟlity 
factors, we want to make the case for the urgency of the ferƟlity crisis rather than take it for 
granted. 

Of course, we don’t want to simply reduce people to mere economic units or cogs in a 
machine. The preciousness of humanity is not simply about numbers. And for many religious 
people, the value of having children is a given, a divine duty and giŌ. The first commandment 
to Adam in the Bible is to be fruiƞul and mulƟply; it is repeated to Noah.8 In Judaism and 
ChrisƟanity the value of children is plain, underscored by the stories of the unhappiness of 
women who couldn’t have children such as Sarah, Rachel and Hannah.9 Similar aƫtudes are 
also be found within Islam.10  

But as much as it feels uncomfortable or dehumanizing to talk about people in terms of 
numbers, we have to do that to see clearly what is happening. The numbers tell an alarming 
story and we have no choice but to pay aƩenƟon. Most of us, secular and religious alike, are 
sensible people trying to do what is best for the future. We live in a society and if our society 
isn’t healthy or facing decline, we have to figure out what is going wrong and try to fix it. 

 
FerƟlity isn’t stabilizing, it is collapsing 
In 1968 when Paul Ehrlich published The PopulaƟon Bomb, the total ferƟlity rate was 6.51 
births per woman in China, 5.76 births per woman in India and 5.2 births per woman in Brazil. 
If those rates had conƟnued indefinitely, there would have been big problems. Whatever the 
carrying capacity of Earth (and the fact that the world is beƩer fed than ever shows that it is a 
lot higher than Ehrlich thought) it certainly isn’t infinite. 

From that perspecƟve, falling birthrates seem like a good thing. Unfortunately, the data 
show we have blown past 'balanced' birthrates in most countries and now things are crashing. 
Demographers generally assumed that falling birth rates would seƩle down to around 
replacement and then hover there. That hasn’t happened. Almost no country that fell below 
replacement is managing a ‘soŌ landing.’ 

America’s ferƟlity is only 1.6 births per woman, just 75% to 80% of replacement and far 
below the 2.7 children American women say they want (according to a 2023 Gallup poll).11 
America makes up the difference with immigraƟon, but soon all but the poorest and least-
educated countries will face a demographic shorƞall. The pool of skilled potenƟal immigrants 
from around the world is drying up. 

Meanwhile, the United NaƟons’ projecƟons that are widely relied on are perennially much 
too high, based on the false hope that ferƟlity rates will instantly stabilize aŌer a precipitous 
fall. Every year, ferƟlity instead conƟnues its trend downward. For example, here is ArgenƟna, 
according to the UN:
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Somehow ArgenƟna’s crashing birthrates will magically stabilize in an instant, the UN 

opƟmisƟcally projects. (Spoiler, ArgenƟna’s ferƟlity rate for 2024 was apparently just 1.22, 
already well below the latest UN projecƟons and sƟll falling.) 

 
The total populaƟon number deceives us 
Most of us think about populaƟon wrong. We see total populaƟon at or near its highest levels 
and think that surely the problem must be too many people rather than too few. But total 
populaƟon is a poor metric for what is unfolding. Consider South Korea. If you look at total 
populaƟon, you’ll think everything is fine. 
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The populaƟon pyramid shows the true story.  
 

 
 
Korea is facing steep decline with a ferƟlity rate that is just 1/3 of replacement. There are 

so few Korean children being born that for every 100 Koreans there will be just four Koreans 
three generaƟons out. Korea is dying out, and yet those looking at total populaƟon are missing 
the story. 

And what is happen in Korea is happening in virtually every developed country to a greater 
or lesser extent. 

 
It is precisely the countries leading human progress that have the lowest ferƟlity 
Almost all of us share something foundaƟonal in our worldview, and that is the idea of 
progress, however you define it. We have come to take for granted that the future will be 
beƩer than the past. Life expectancies will keep increasing. Technology will keep improving. 
Science will advance and condiƟons will conƟnue to improve. 

But the very countries that have been driving progress are the ones with the lowest 
birthrates. Consider patents: 
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The most innovaƟve country in the world as measured by patents is the one with the 

lowest ferƟlity, South Korea. Every major innovator but Israel is below replacement. For 
scienƟfic publishing, the result is similar.   

We want human rights to keep expanding and progress as we know it to conƟnue. But all 
that progress has come on the back of large populaƟons in countries that embrace new 
knowledge and invest to develop new technology. Those countries are the very ones that are 
disappearing the fastest. Consider that the parts of the world that are below replacement 
account for more than 90% of global GDP, and more than 95% of patents and scienƟfic 
publishing. 

As the populaƟon of technologically and scienƟfically advanced countries is set to dwindle, 
some think that things will be fine because there are poor countries sƟll have a lot of children. 
But many of those countries are not even interested in carrying progress forward. 

Consider Afghanistan. Afghanistan’s recipe for ferƟlity is to reject modernity, even to the 
point that girls are banned from educaƟon past the sixth grade. 

The system that gives Afghanistan its high birthrate bears almost no relaƟon to the 
scienƟfically advancing world that most of us want for the future. If progress is the goal, we 
won’t get it by looking to the least progressive countries for our demographic salvaƟon. 

 

Will AI save us?  
Many people brush aside the impacts of falling ferƟlity because 'AI will save us.' But making 
the chips that power AI is one of the most fiendishly difficult challenges in all of 
manufacturing. And where do we get those chips from? 
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Uh oh! Chip manufacturing is dominated by South Korea, China, Taiwan and Japan. The 

ferƟlity rate (births per woman) in those countries was 0.75, 1.1, 0.87 and 1.16 respecƟvely in 
2024. Can those chip fabs move to Afghanistan, TFR 4.5? Good luck with that. In 2022, just 
37% of Afghans were even able to read according to UNESCO. 

 
Will global trade save us? 
The armchair economist will tell us that local problems will all be smoothed over with trade. 
But what happens when every industrialized country in the world is below replacement? The 
countries that are above replacement are a single-digit percentage of global GDP. 

But there is another more specific problem. The top ship producers by market share are 
China (47%), South Korea (29%) and Japan (17%), followed by Italy, in fourth place at 1%. 
These countries are halving every generaƟon. How is global trade even supposed to happen, 
physically? 
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What populaƟon decline really looks like  
There is a fanciful vision that many have of a future world of declining populaƟon. There will 
be fewer of us, people think, but we will be more technologically advanced, healthier and 
richer. What? Are we forgeƫng what declining places are really like? Think of Detroit, rural 
West Virginia, and rural Japan. All are in a state of sad decay. Detroit is pictured below. 

 
 
What happens to real estate prices in areas that are depopulaƟng? In Detroit, rural West 

Virginia and rural Japan the answer is the same. When sellers vastly exceed buyers in a town 
that is losing people, many properƟes cannot catch a bid at any price, and so they go all the 
way to zero. InvesƟng to maintain real estate that nobody will buy or rent is a guaranteed way 
to lose money, and so a great deal of property in such places is just leŌ to decay.  

Meanwhile, the recent populaƟon trend of these places is the future almost everywhere 
else. In fact, almost all investment is built on the assumpƟon of growth. Who would invest in a 
store, factory or company if every year sales will be less than the year before?  

We haven’t even begun to talk about the impact of declining demography on things like 
pensions and social benefits programs. Of course, there is no way any of it is sustainable at 
these rates. The numbers don’t even add up now, and the biggest cohorts haven’t even reƟred 
yet. Governments will go bankrupt everywhere if current trends conƟnue. 

Aside from the personal tragedies and disappointments of unfulfilled longing for children 
and the economic crises headed our way, there is the simple sadness anyone but a 
misanthropist will feel of whole naƟons going out of business. Korean civilizaƟon is unique; at 
the current rate of populaƟon decline it will become untenable. The same can be said for the 
albeit gentler populaƟon decline underway in most other countries. Each people has a voice, 
and is a beauƟful piece of the world. Even if humanity as a whole is unlikely to breed itself out 
of existence (somewhere some group or other is likely to conƟnue) many naƟons and ethnic 
groups will go the way of the Magi and the Goths, not through long historical processes of 
fusion and immersion but through the more brutal and sudden demographic processes of 
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failing to reproduce themselves. All the progress we’ve made, all the cultures we treasure, all 
of our hopes for the future are in jeopardy if demographic decline cannot be reversed. 
Demographic decline ulƟmately means civilizaƟonal decline. 

And so, we now turn to understanding the factors and forces surrounding ferƟlity. This is of 
course a necessary step for turning humanity around from the vortex it is falling into. 

This problem, although severe, can be raƟonally understood and solved. The rules for 
ferƟlity are not mysterious and unknowable. A lot of them are obvious and none are rocket 
science. The purpose of this document is to lay them out comprehensively. 
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3. A Word on our Methods 
In this paper we have adopted an approach of highlighƟng correlaƟons which are strong and 
have taken a conservaƟve approach in aƩribuƟng causality. The social sciences have their 
limits and there are always alternaƟve interpretaƟons available, but we have done our best to 
account for these. Our philosophy is to follow the data where it leads, and keep in mind the 
wide body of literature and studies on ferƟlity. 

In line with orthodox approaches, we have looked at data both of space (comparison of 
different socieƟes, ciƟes, and states at single points in Ɵme) and of Ɵme (comparison of single 
socieƟes, ciƟes, and states at various points in Ɵme). Both approaches have their advantages 
and there is no inherent advantage in the laƩer over the former. Comparing France and the UK 
in 2024, for example, is in many ways more valid than comparing the UK today to its 
Edwardian past. In all cases there will be many factors at work driving difference over Ɵme or 
over space. 

As ever when drawing causal conclusions from correlaƟve data, a certain amount of 
intuiƟon and common sense are required. Demography does not lend itself to the sort of 
experimentaƟon and randomized trials that can occur in the natural sciences and the data 
although rich is not infinite. If we find that density of accommodaƟon correlates with low 
ferƟlity (which it does), we can consider the possibility that dense accommodaƟon aƩracts 
those with low ferƟlity aspiraƟons, but at the same Ɵme have to accept that it acts in itself as a 
disincenƟve to larger families, given the difficult circumstances it creates for children with no 
playing space, for adults whose close neighbors are hosƟle to the noise children inevitably 
create and the sheer lack of family living space. Likewise, we can consider that those with 
higher ferƟlity preferences may be aƩracted to religion, but we cannot wholesale discount the 
influence religion has in raising people’s childbearing preferences and pracƟces. 

And we should not dismiss seeming small impacts. An increase in the ferƟlity rate of a 
country of 0.1 or 0.2 children can help slow the aging of the populaƟon and make the 
management of demographic challenges more feasible. The cumulaƟve effect of small changes 
can be powerful. Further, we have to accept that this problem has accumulated over decades 
and will not be solved overnight. A steady and determined approach is required rather than a 
sudden swing from ‘there is no problem’ to ‘the problem is unsolvable.’ 

Certain factors seem to be, if not absolutely universal, then very general over both space 
and Ɵme: the higher ferƟlity rate of rural versus urban areas, the higher ferƟlity rate among 
the more religious, at least in the Abrahamic religious tradiƟons, the posiƟve effect of 
marriage on ferƟlity. We try below to focus on the most general and significant factors, leaving 
aside those which appear to be local or disputable. For now, the best evidence suggests that, 
provided people try to have children at a reasonably early age, they do not suffer greater 
difficulty in so doing that in the past, so we do not focus on the quesƟon of falling sperm 
counts here.12 (Of course we do address the main biological constraint of age.) 
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4. The Concept of a FerƟlity Stack 
As we go over various factors that impact ferƟlity rates, we also want to introduce the concept 
of a ‘ferƟlity stack’ which is the simple idea that ferƟlity factors work cumulaƟvely, and the 
more factors that a place has working in its favor, the higher ferƟlity will be. Low birthrates 
may seem like a problem that is too big for us to solve, but all sorts of difficult problems 
become manageable when broken into a series of smaller problems. By no means is it 
necessary to have every factor, but it will be hard to fix the birthrate crisis if you focus too 
narrowly. 

This model also helps avoid two piƞalls. The first is falling into the trap of thinking that low 
birthrates are a hopeless problem. Too oŌen we hear people complain that that ‘no knows 
how to solve the problem of low birthrates’ because this or that intervenƟon didn’t work. In 
fact, a whole lot of things maƩer and thus there is a broad range of levers to work on. The 
second is the related problem of being fixated on one part of the problem and thinking that 
others focused on a different aspect are misguided or even in opposiƟon to you. If one 
pronatalist is focused culture and another is focused on family-friendly housing, they are 
working in complementary ways on different aspects of family formaƟon and are on the same 
big team.  

 
Where it comes from 
ScoƩ Adams, creator of the Dilbert cartoon franchise, introduced the concept of the Talent 
Stack as a way of maximizing a person’s value and ability. He wrote: “Most people can – with 
pracƟce – develop a variety of skills that work well together. We call this idea the Talent Stack.” 
 In the same way that the more unrelated skills a person has, the more successful they will be, 
the more ferƟlity factors that are going right with a populaƟon or country, the beƩer it will be 
for its ferƟlity. 
 
A way to understand and diagnose countries and groups 
This list or stack of ferƟlity factors provides a great toolkit for understanding what is happening 
with countries and groups, what the specific causes of low ferƟlity are in those instances, and 
what they need to work on. 
 
For LaƟn America, one can immediately see that low marriage rates are a big problem for 
ferƟlity. For Europe it is marriage but also secularism. For Mediterranean countries meanwhile, 
it is quickly apparent that young people staying too long at home are an issue. South Korea 
unsurprisingly scores poorly on a range of factors, from a lack of pronatal ethos to family-
unfriendly housing to men who don’t pitch in at home, an excess of C-secƟons and small 
family norms. That is a lot, but it almost means there are many effecƟve levers for Korea to 
pull. Israel by contrast does well on many factors, starƟng with its very pro-natal ethos but 
Israel too has room for improvement, especially with housing. 
 
Most of us if we encounter a major problem with our vehicle will feel helpless. But a 
competent car mechanic will have a list of things to check and know what do to so that even if 
many things are malfuncƟoning at once, they will be able to eventually get the car back on the 
road. We think any country with too-low ferƟlity can solve the problem, with a proper 
diagnosis and enough commitment. This is a toolkit to get started. Many people will have 
improvements and variaƟons, but we think any model of ferƟlity and how to solve it needs to 
be mulƟfactored. 
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The Factors 
 

1. Believing in Children: A Pro-natal Ethos 
 
We have already said that ferƟlity is mulƟfactored and you can’t just focus on one thing. Yet if 
there is one factor should lead the others, it is simply this: How much does society value and 
prioriƟze having children? 

For a full and balanced understanding of the ferƟlity crisis, it is essenƟal to consider both 
cultural and material explanaƟons. The binary is not perfect, but it does provide a useful pair 
of labels under which more specific explanaƟons can be grouped. 

But it is not by chance that we start with ethos and belief about ferƟlity. In the hierarchy of 
needs set out by Maslow, the meeƟng of the basic day-to-day requirements of food, shelter, 
clothing and in some climates, warmth comes first. But as more and more people move out of 
the Malthusian condiƟons, the choices people make, not least their ferƟlity choices, are likely 
increasingly to be shaped by values and convicƟons, themselves shaped to a considerable 
extent by the surrounding culture. 

Don’t people everywhere believe that children are good? In fact, there is huge variaƟon in 
beliefs about the importance of children. How does Israel, crowded, educated, expensive and 
technological manage a TFR of nearly 3 while Finland the “happiest country in the world” and 
with a range of family benefits plus a whole lot more space, has a TFR of just 1.25? How does 
Mongolia have ferƟlity of around 2.7 while China, Thailand, and South Korea all suffer ferƟlity 
rates of 1.0 or less. These differences are enormous and make no sense unless you understand 
that people in these countries very wildly in what may be termed pro-natal belief. 

 
Beliefs about family are already heavily influenced by society 
If you say that culture should encourage people to have children, you might face pushback. 
Some will claim that society and its leaders shouldn’t have an opinion on this. Desire for 
children is a private affair, they may say.  

Except that anƟ-natalists have been on the field for fiŌy years, advocaƟng for people to 
have fewer children, both directly and via environmentalism. And they conƟnue to do so, even 
as ferƟlity falls to far below replacement almost everywhere and country aŌer country faces 
slow collapse. 

As far as ferƟlity is concerned, no set of beliefs are more pernicious than those espoused by 
Paul Ehrlich, whose book ‘The PopulaƟon Bomb’ persuaded a generaƟon or more that the 
world’s greatest problem was too many births, not too few. The book was originally published 
in 1968, but despite its many predicƟve errors, despite the failure of the forecast starvaƟon of 
billions and despite the subsequent plunge in ferƟlity rates, Ehrlich was sƟll producing 
essenƟally the same message fiŌy-plus years later.13 Ehrlich’s work has been hugely influenƟal, 
not least in the East Asian countries, all of which pursued his policy recommendaƟons (China 
with the greatest enthusiasm and coercion) and now face a future of nose-diving populaƟons. 

But anƟ-natal ideologies are a huge force in western countries too. AnƟnatalism sƟll 
pervades much of elite culture in the developed world, whether informed by environmental 
concerns or an evangelical approach to advocaƟng the pursuit of individualisƟc and non-
tradiƟonal lifestyles. A recent New York Times arƟcle reporƟng neutrally on birthrates during 
Covid drew forty-three ‘anƟ-natal’ responses against just three ‘pro-natal’ responses. New 
anƟ-natal online groups have sprouted in recent years with far more radical anƟ-natal views 
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than even those of Ehrlich. On Reddit recently, anƟ-natalist groups had more members than 
pronatalist groups by 15 to 1. 

We should recall that before this, pronatalism was the norm for most of history. Religious 
teaching for thousands of years carried pro-natal messages, helping to forge pro-natal cultures 
across the global. It is only recently as religious influence has faded that we have lost our main 
source of cultural pronatalism. But more on that later. Although religion clearly fits within 
‘ethos and belief,’ it is important enough to have its own secƟon, which follows. 

 
Israel, the only developed country not in demographic decline 
Israel’s high ferƟlity – at least a whole child more than in any other OECD country and close to 
twice the OECD average at nearly three children per woman- deserves special aƩenƟon.  

Israeli ferƟlity is significant because we normally associate developed countries with high 
levels of educaƟon, income, and urbanizaƟon and, by associaƟon, low ferƟlity. If the whole 
world is moving towards higher levels of socio-economic development, which is a good thing, 
we should worry about global ferƟlity and therefore the future of humanity. Can we be rich 
and sƟll reproduce ourselves as a species? Luckily for us, Israel is the excepƟon – a developed 
country, highly educated, urban and wealthy, which sƟll manages to produce a ferƟlity rate 
well above replacement.  

 
Israel has close to the OECD average share of people aƩending terƟary educaƟon.14 Its GDP 

per capita is higher than that of major West European countries such as the UK and France and 
it significantly exceeds wealthy East Asian countries like Japan and South Korea.15 And 93% of 
its populaƟon is designated urban, higher than any mainland European country except 
Belgium.16 Israel’s pro-natal social policies are not especially generous. 
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In Israel religion clearly plays a role, as we shall see. But it is not just about religion. 
Americans who share the Jewish religion with most Israelis have a ferƟlity rate lower than that 
of the US ChrisƟan majority.17 In Israel there is something about the naƟonal psyche that 
drives high ferƟlity in Israel: Israeli culture values having children intensely. If you talk to 
Israelis and if you visit the country, you will arrive at the same conclusion. Israel just has far 
stronger pro-natal beliefs than are found in any other developed country, even to the extent 
that having children is a naƟonal cause.18 19 

Where did this pronatalism come from? It was intenƟonal.20 Early Israeli leaders like David 
Ben Gurion and Golda Meir spoke oŌen and in direct language about the importance of having 
children. Subsequent leaders have conƟnued to uphold these values and have added policy 
supports. 

Most of all, Israel has never wavered in its pronatalism. While generaƟons around the 
world (and especially in East Asian countries like Korea) were hearing the message that the 
world is overpopulated and told to cut down on the baby-making, Israel kept its core belief in 
the value of children. 

 

The Republic of Georgia 
Where the state or related insƟtuƟons encourage motherhood through rhetoric and symbols, 
the effect is oŌen felt. In Georgia an offer from the head of the Church to bapƟze third and 
subsequent children gave rise to a baby boom which demographer Lyman Stone showed was 
parƟcularly demonstrable in the number of births of third order of higher. 21 
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The amazing case of Mongolia  
Next consider the case of Mongolia. How is it that Mongolia has manages to have a ferƟlity 
rate that is two to three Ɵmes that of its Asian neighbors? The map below (which is a couple of 
years old -- ferƟlity rates in much of Asia are even lower now) puts into sharp relief the 
dramaƟc difference. 

 

What is going on? The difference is fundamentally one of aƫtudes. Almost all of Asia, 
including South Korea, Taiwan and even Japan had populaƟon control messages in recent 
history, but in Mongolia, it was the opposite. More under the Soviet sphere than the Chinese 
sphere, Mongolia had pro-natal messages while China was telling its people to have fewer 
children. 

Mongolian pronatalism isn’t subtle. For 68 years, Mongolians have celebrated motherhood. 
This raised the status of motherhood and helped forge a remarkably pro-natal culture. 
Mongolian mothers of six are presented with the Order of Glorious Motherhood, First Class. 
Second Class if you have four. In the photo that follows, a mother of many is being recognized 
by the president himself, in a ceremony at the presidenƟal palace. 
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 Compare this with Thailand. Both Thailand and Mongolia are majority Buddhist. The per-
capita GDP is similar in both countries.22 Yet they are pracƟcally on different planets, ferƟlity-
wise, with Thai ferƟlity having fallen below one birth per woman. You might think that this is 
because Mongolia is a large and sparsely populated country. In fact, more than two-thirds of 
Mongolians are categorized as urban versus just more than half for Thailand.23 

But when you explore these countries on a pro-natal/anƟ-natal axis you find a vast 
difference. While Mongolian leaders were consistently encouraging people to have more 
children and celebraƟng motherhood, in Thailand, leaders have been talking populaƟon 
control since the 1970s. When Thailand hosted the InternaƟonal Conference on Family 
Planning in 2022, its ferƟlity was already down to 1.01 and sƟll dropping fast. With January 
2025 data already reported, Thai births were down another 8.4% from January 2024. 

FerƟlity falls as countries develop, and Mongolia was no excepƟon. But its ferƟlity resilience 
has been remarkable over Ɵme; its pro-natal stance paid off. While all its neighbors saw 
ferƟlity fall to far below replacement, Mongolia was different. Its ferƟlity has now stabilized 
and reversed in an upward direcƟon, tesƟmony to what can be achieved when there is a lead 
from above.  
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Kazakhstan 
Nearby Kazakhstan tells a similar story. Like Mongolia, Kazakhstan is one of the rare countries 
that got its ferƟlity to go from below replacement to above. Kazakhstan did it much like 
Mongolia did, by celebraƟng motherhood and directly urging people to have more children for 
a brighter future. 

But we have data on birth order in Kazakhstan that shows the mechanism of a strong pro-
natal belief. What happened in Kazakhstan? First order births hardly changed but third, fourth 
and fiŌh+ births rocketed upward.24 
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This has to be the easiest soluƟon! People who aren't ready for kids don't have to have 

them. Those who already have kids choose to have more!  
The situaƟon is very different in Mongolia’s and Kazakhstan’s neighbor China, which for 

decades preached and enforced a harsh anƟ-natal policy. The Chinese regions neighboring 
Mongolia have parƟcularly low ferƟlity rates, just ¼ of the level seen in Mongolia. Now 
worried by an ageing and plunging populaƟon, China’s authoriƟes have tried to reverse course 
but are finding that generaƟons of anƟ-natal haranguing and coercion cannot be reversed 
overnight. This isn’t like tweaking tax or interest rate policy. 

Although coercion against having children was never pracƟced in Korea as in China, 
decades of anƟ-natal propaganda prevailed there too, leaving its mark on the country in the 
world with the lowest ferƟlity rate of all. 

 
England and France 
The power of pro-natal belief can be seen especially by comparing historical England and 
France. In the 1800s, both countries were industrializing and geƫng richer. But for a whole 
century they diverged, with England having very high ferƟlity and France’s being far lower. 

What happened? 
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In France, rapid secularizaƟon with the French revoluƟon changed culture in a profoundly 

anƟ-natal way. In England, it was the opposite. King George III and his wife CharloƩe had no 
fewer than fiŌeen children. Later, the long-reigning Queen Victoria had nine children. Those 
aren’t accidental numbers. These were monarchs whose acƟons were intenƟonal and both 
reflected and influenced the culture of their naƟons. France had birth control. Do you think 
the kings and queens of England didn’t know? 

What was going on? This was Britain’s glorious age of empire. BriƟsh people deeply 
believed in themselves, and they believed in the cause of having children for the greatness of 
the future. 

But that isn’t the end of the story. If you know your ferƟlity history, you know that since 
World War II, France has had higher ferƟlity than the UK every year, and has had one of the 
highest ferƟlity rates in Europe. What happened? Pronatalism again! The origins of French 
pronatalism go at least as far back as the 1870-71 defeat at the hands of Prussia and her 
German allies. AŌer France’s further humiliaƟon in World War II, due in no small part the 
decline in its populaƟon relaƟve the other European powers, France embarked on a 
generaƟons-long project to increase its birthrate, with policies designed with the goal of 
encouraging large families. In 2024, when president Macron called for a ‘demographic 
rearmament’ in France, he was only the last in a long line of French presidents to be explicitly 
pro-natal. 

 
A worldwide phenomenon 
More generally we find that the ferƟlity rate of a country correlates closely with a sense of 
childbearing being a naƟonal duty. Any observer of Israeli society will aƩest to the centrality of 
family and the expectaƟons of marriage and childbearing which permeate the populaƟon. 
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Pro-natal belief lies at the heart of Israel’s demographic success and we can clearly see a 
correlaƟon between this factor on the one hand and achieved ferƟlity rates on the other 
across the world. 

 

 
 
 
The benefits of a pro-natal culture are many: 
 

(1) A pro-natal culture makes parenthood and especially motherhood higher status. 
Many thinkers have reflected on how much status maƩers for birthrates. We seek markers of 
status, and if money gives more status than parenthood, more people will choose money. 

On the other hand, if you are a mother of many in Israel or Mongolia, your status is 
considerable and your place in society is assured. In America? Probably not, unless you are in a 
religious community that values big families. In Korea? Hardly! In Korea it is the childless K-Pop 
lifestyle that that is glamorized. 

 
(2) A pro-natal culture is compaƟble with freedom. 
In Israel and Mongolia, birth control and aborƟon are widely available. People can get married 
or not, and have children or not, as they choose. 

Society has a strong opinion of course, that have having children is extremely important 
and very good! But individual freedom is not lost in the process. Handmaid's Tale or 
Ceaușescu's Romania? No way! 

 
(3) A pro-natal culture does not need to cast blame or care how we got here. 
Everyone has a theory of how we ended up with low birthrates, and that usually involves 
blaming the other gender. Is it men being undesirable partners? Is it women being feminist? If 
you want to make sure the birth rate crisis gets worse, start a gender war! 

Who cares how we got here? Let's solve this! 
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(4) A pro-natal culture means having a big tent, that welcomes all kinds of families 
Everyone has an opinion about what kind of family is best. But if society value children highly, 
it can't help but appreciate every kind of family. Not only is that much nicer, that is actually 
essenƟal for solving this. 

Marriage is a great structure for most families but if we didn’t count families without 
marriage, we would have Korean levels of ferƟlity in America and most European countries. 
Religion similarly is important for ferƟlity but we need to bring along everyone, not just the 
church-goers. 

A big tent isn’t just good poliƟcs. It is absolutely necessary. You need a big tent just to make 
the math work! 
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2. Marriage, and Especially Earlier Marriage 
 

Keeping in mind out big-tent vision and our appreciaƟon for families of all types, we have to 
talk about marriage. 

Marriage maƩers tremendously for ferƟlity, and the reason is obvious. Raising children is at 
least a twenty-year project, and most people want a strongly commiƩed partner with whom to 
take that leap. Even though society no longer demands what we be married to have children, 
ferƟlity sƟll closely follows the marriage rate of a country, as this chart shows. 

 

How much does marriage maƩer? There is not a single country, anywhere in the world, 
that reaches replacement ferƟlity with a low marriage rate. 

But marriage is rate not the only factor. Marriage age maƩers too. FerƟlity is far higher 
when people are young and the window to having children is quite limited, so if most people 
are marrying late, family sizes will tend to be small.  
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Marriage helped drive the Baby Boom 
The post-war years in North America and Western Europe were associated with economic 
boom, early marriage and rising ferƟlity. In 1950, the average age of first marriage for women 
was below 21 in the US, an historic low and more than three years lower than it had been in 
the late nineteenth century. The post-war baby boom was, in many ways, a marriage boom. 
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But it wasn’t just in America. The Baby Boom occurred in numerous countries and soaring 
marriage rates among young people was a universal feature. Also rate of marriage was 
historically high. In the US, the Baby Boom coincided with more than 90% of people marrying. 
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Falling marriage explains the ferƟlity slump of recent years 
As the share of US 40-year-olds who have never married has quadrupled since the late 1970s, 
and as each cohort marries later, so the US ferƟlity rate has slumped. 

 

In the US, the share of 18-34 year-olds living alone has risen steeply since 1980: 

 

How this links to falling ferƟlity is obvious: delayed commitment and coupling means fewer 
people are trying to have children during their most ferƟle years. 
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Despite the changing world, ferƟlity sƟll tracks with marriage 
You might think that marriage is fading importance. You might think that the value of marriage 
in driving ferƟlity is falling now the births outside of marriage are culturally accepted. You 
would be wrong. 

As Lyman Stone has shown with the InsƟtute for Family Studies, marriage and childbearing 
conƟnue to be closely linked, at least in the US. FerƟlity within marriage has not declined in 
fiŌy years: it remains high. The problem is that ferƟlity outside marriage is lower, and marriage 
itself is becoming less common. 

 

Across US States, the same thing 
We can plot ferƟlity in relaƟon to marriage rate and marriage age for US states as well. Again, 
more and earlier marriage are associated with higher ferƟlity exactly as you would expect. 
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FerƟlity tracks partnering almost perfectly over Ɵme 
Seƫng aside marriage for a moment, coupling maƩers if children are to be born. Falling rates 
of coupling, with or without marriage, closely track collapsing birth rates worldwide. 
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In a world in which fewer and fewer women are geƫng pregnant accidentally and 
childbearing is more and more a conscious decision, the existence of commiƩed relaƟonships 
maƩers even more, since outside of them, relaƟvely few women want to take on the 
challenges of parenthood. Just as marital or relaƟonship commitment is becoming more 
central to childbearing, it is diminishing, and taking ferƟlity rates down with it. 

 

Treasuring all kinds of families and avoiding shaming 
We’ve discussed the value of marriage, as we must. The causal connecƟon between marriage 
and ferƟlity is overwhelming. Yet we walk a fine line here. We wish to express that marriage as 
an insƟtuƟon appears to be essenƟal demographically while at the same Ɵme appreciaƟng 
families of all kinds.   

Today’s developed socieƟes are strikingly different in terms of their aƫtude to marriage as 
compared to the past. The share of births outside marriage is high in many countries in 
Europe, including France, where it is over 60% and the UK where it is over 50%. In some LaƟn 
American countries, it is much higher sƟll, at more than 70% in Mexico, Chile and Costa Rica. 
Without extra-marital ferƟlity, the rate of childbearing would collapse in many places. We 
don’t just tolerate these families; we need them and should be grateful for them. 

Moreover, shaming having a child as a single woman may hurt ferƟlity. In Korea or Taiwan, 
both with a TFR of under 1.0, we can imagine that the ferƟlity rate would be substanƟally 
higher if those socieƟes were more accepƟng of different types of families. 

 

On the benefits of marriage beyond ferƟlity 
It is a useful to note that marriage staƟsƟcally very posiƟve for most people, even apart from 
the all-important ferƟlity rate. This is important because both feminists and ‘manosphere’ 
types rail against marriage, helping to drive the ferƟlity crisis, with arguments that are wrong. 

The data show all of the following: Married people tend to be happier, healthier, wealthier 
and live longer. Although some may dismiss all these things as merely a selecƟon effect, we 
don’t think so. Companionship, stability, cooperaƟon and the care by another surely cause 
beƩer outcomes in all these ways. 
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Marriage is not for all people of course, but we can talk up marriage in confidence that it is 
good for most people, and that social metrics would improve if more people were married. 
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Understanding why marriage is collapsing 
It is beyond the scope of this document to understand all of the reasons why partnering is 
falling so dramaƟcally worldwide. But there are a couple of points to be made. One of the 
barriers to marriage is the widening ideological gap which has been observed in recent Ɵmes 
between the sexes as documented by Financial Times columnist John Burn-Murdoch. 

 

 

This may be behind the reported increasing difficulty singles find in daƟng, a normal 
precondiƟon to marriages. 
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It also seems likely that the retreat to electronic device and the many distorƟons caused by 
daƟng apps plays a big role in the failure of coupling. 
 
A place for arranged marriage or matchmaking 

We would be remiss if we didn’t include a word about arranged marriage and matchmaking 
in a secƟon on marriage. Arranged marriage and matchmaking were the primary way by which 
marriages formed in much of the world unƟl recently. The disappearance of this model has leŌ 
marriage rates far lower than they had been in most countries. Meanwhile, countries that 
maintain a culture of arranged marriage or matchmaking, such as India, Pakistan and Israel 
have far healthier ferƟlity than those that do not.25 

 

We certainly don’t advocate oppressive cultural forms, but it is apparent that many young 
people are floundering. The opƟon of modern matchmaking should surely be seen as an 
important tool to help more people find partners. What we have now plainly isn’t working. 

In any case, those countries, cultures and groups that manage to maintain strong marriage 
norms are doing much beƩer demographically and will prove far more enduring than those 
that do not. 
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3. Religiosity 
 

Religion is a key cultural component that supports ferƟlity. Religion, at least in its Abrahamic 
forms (Judaism, ChrisƟanity and Islam), posiƟvely contributes to childbearing. Global studies 
have shown a clear correlaƟon both within and across countries between religious adherence 
on the one hand and ferƟlity rates on the other. 
 

 
 

 
Church aƩendance is correlated strongly with religious aƩendance for US states as well. In 

states where religious aƩendance is higher, ferƟlity is higher. 
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In maps, we see the same phenomenon. The parts of the world where church aƩendance is 
high tend to have very high ferƟlity and the parts of the world where church aƩendance is low 
tend to have very low ferƟlity. African ferƟlity is so high not simply because Africa is poor but 
because it is deeply religious. 
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The linkage between religiosity and ferƟlity that we see across states and countries also 
exists on the individual level.  

 

 

The ferƟlity rate of weekly church aƩenders is almost a whole child higher than the ferƟlity 
rate of those who never aƩend and the ferƟlity rate of church aƩenders and nonaƩenders has 
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been roughly stable over four decades. FerƟlity is dropping as more people move from the 
aƩending category to the non-aƩending category. (We saw that similarly marital ferƟlity 
remains high but ferƟlity drops as fewer people are married.) 

In fact, the connecƟon between religion and ferƟlity is one of the strongest findings in all of 
demography.26 

As ferƟlity has plunged worldwide, the religious, from tradiƟonalist Catholics to the Amish, 
from the Laestadian Lutherans in Finland to Orthodox Jews in Israel, from pious Muslims to 
devout Africans, are the ones sƟll having children in high numbers. 

 

SecularizaƟon and falling ferƟlity in historical France 
Falling ferƟlity with secularizaƟon isn't a new story either. We know French populaƟon 
stagnated in the 1800s while the rest of Europe conƟnued to grow, but why? Recent work has 
demonstrated that by the eve of French RevoluƟon, French society had dramaƟcally 
secularized, in contrast to the rest of Europe, and this caused birthrates to plummet.27 

 

 

Religiosity and FerƟlity in Israel 
In Israel, there is a clear correlaƟon between religious intensity on the one hand and ferƟlity 
on the other, at least among the c. 80% of the populaƟon categorized broadly as Jewish. 
Haredi Jews have six or seven children each, those reporƟng themselves as ‘religious’ and 
‘tradiƟonal’ around four and a liƩle under three respecƟvely and those describing themselves 
as ‘Secular’ just two (although note, for Israeli Jews, even if you strip out the even moderately 
religious element, you sƟll have a ferƟlity rate higher than for any other OECD country). 
Muslims, Druze and (overwhelmingly Arab) ChrisƟans have seen their ferƟlity rates fall in line 
with general rises in income, urbanizaƟon and educaƟon as one would expect. 



42 
 

 

Religiosity and FerƟlity in the Netherlands and Finland 
In the Netherlands there is a clear (and massive) link between regions where Calvinism is 
strong and higher ferƟlity rates. 
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In Finland, meanwhile, naƟonal ferƟlity is just 1.25 births per woman. But the ferƟlity in 
towns like Larsmo that are heavily Laestadian Lutheran is up to triple the naƟonal average and 
holding steady. 

 

Something great about the Laestadian Lutherans of Finland is that (unlike the Amish) they 
combine high ferƟlity with strong economic and poliƟcal integraƟon. Many Finnish leaders, 
and even Finnish presidents have been Laestadian! 

 

What is about religion that causes so much higher ferƟlity? 
A lot of very brilliant people, like the friend of one of us Robin Hanson (a longƟme atheist), 
have recently come to appreciate the value of religious belief a whole lot more in a world of 
collapsing birthrates. That is not to say religious doctrines have suddenly become true to him. 
But he has a newfound respect for cultures that have what it takes to endure in a world that is 
succumbing to ferƟlity collapse. 

What is it about religiosity that leads to higher ferƟlity? There are several causes. Let's 
explore. 
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(1) Religion as source of transcendent meaning and pro-natal belief 
As evoluƟonary psychologist Geoffrey Miller explains, physical aƩracƟon and the sex drive 
were once all that was needed for high ferƟlity. But now with a range of techniques and tools 
for contracepƟon, people can follow their innate drives without having any children at all. 
Ways for avoiding pregnancy have existed for centuries but have been perfected much more 
recently. 

In this brave new world, children are a choice rather than a by-product of our biological 
impulses. Something like religion, which provides beliefs that lead people to want more 
children, maƩers even more than in the past. 
Demographer Lyman Stone, conducƟng a large study of religiosity and ferƟlity in Canada, 
found enormous differences in family ideals and intenƟons by religious aƩendance. 

 

 hƩps://www.cardus.ca/research/family/reports/religion-and-ferƟlity-in-canada/ 

When you consider the fact that people tend to have fewer children than they want, only 
the religious in Canada are near replacement. 
 
(2) Religion as a cultural bridge between men and women 
As discussed earlier, there is a huge ideological gap between men and women. This is a big 
hindrance to marriage and family formaƟon because most people are very reluctant to partner 
across an ideological divide. Stone explains that religious communiƟes offer a daƟng pool that 
is already pre-screened for common belief and purpose, making it a whole lot easier for young 
people to find a match. 

Common belief is apparently a very big deal. Family studies expert Brad Wilcox reports in 
his 2024 book that religious couples these days are having a lot more sex, suggesƟng greater 
relaƟonship success. It also cannot hurt the business of baby making. 
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(3) Greater happiness and mental health 
The Baylor Religion Survey found that those who are religious tend to have far lower rates of 
depression than those who are not religious.  

 

 

 

This is a finding that has been confirmed by numerous other studies.28 such as Fruehwirth, 
Iyer and Zhang (2019). 

This maƩers because as a report by the InsƟtute for Family Studies showed, happier people 
are much more likely to go for more kids. 
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Philosopher Elon Musk recently posted this poem on X: 

“Atheism leŌ an empty space 

Secular religion took its place 

But leŌ the people in despair 

Childless hedonism sans care 

Maybe religion’s not so bad 

To keep you from being sad” 

Apropos. 

 

(4) Faith communiƟes are a social network that makes it easier to raise kids 
Journalist and author Tim Carney emphasized in his 2024 book ‘Family Unfriendly’ that 
religious communiƟes make parenƟng a lot easier. They do this, he says, by creaƟng thick 
support networks of like-minded families. Relatedly, Lyman Stone has suggested in podcasts 
that alloparenƟng (childcare help by people other than parents) is a big reason why ferƟlity is a 
lot higher in faith communiƟes. 

Relatedly, studies show that having children is socially contagious. Women are much more 
likely to get pregnant if their friends and acquaintances are pregnant. And a religious 
community is a great place to catch the baby bug! 
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(5) Faith groups confer status on mothers and big families that the rest of society does not 
Motherhood isn't especially high-status across society these days. But for certain religious 
groups like the Amish and the Haredi, it is high status to have a lot of kids. And so, their ferƟlity 
is high. 
 
(6) Faith tradiƟons teach norms around chasƟty and marriage that are pro-natal 
It turns out that the old rules make it a lot easier for people to have a family! 

 

Caveats and addiƟonal points: 

Not every faith is pro-natal 
The Abrahamic faiths (Judaism, ChrisƟanity and Islam) all urge the faithful to have more 
children. For ChrisƟanity and Judaism, this starts at the very beginning of the bible, with the 
command, “Be fruiƞul, mulƟply, fill the Earth and subdue it." All three of these faiths are 
associated with higher birthrates. 

But Buddhism, the fourth largest faith, seems to have a low or even negaƟve correlaƟon 
with ferƟlity29, lacking clear pro-natal teaching. Enlightenment in Buddhism is a solitary affair. 
Hinduism, the third largest faith, is more complicated. Although less ideologically pro-natal 
than the Abrahamic faiths, tradiƟonal Hinduism celebrates marriage strongly, and that is pro-
natal in effect. 

The Amish and the Haredim are notably a lot more pro-natal than the ancient tradiƟons 
they derive from. That suggests that belief systems are movable on a pro-natal axis, and can 
be changed to be much more pro-natal! 

 
Repressing religion is a bad idea, if you care about birth rates 
Below is a map of countries that are already falling in populaƟon, meaning that they have had 
low ferƟlity for a very long Ɵme. 
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Compare that to a map of the current and former Communist world, where religious 
pracƟce was intenƟonally forced out. 
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These maps are preƩy close! NoƟce Eastern Europe and Cuba in the Western Hemisphere. 
The case of China is especially notable. Demographer Yi Fuxian explains that tradiƟonal 
Confucianism, which is very pro-natal, was stamped out over many years by the CCP. 

 

A challenge for the rest 
The world of the future will need a lot of the scienƟsts, engineers and tech types - and these 
folks are oŌen secular. If there are a lot fewer science and engineering-minded people in the 
future (as Robin Hanson and many others expect given the low ferƟlity of these types) then 
the world of the future could be a lot poorer and less advanced. 

Can secularists also create a pro-natal culture? There is hope. As we saw with Mongolia and 
Israel, secular people have high ferƟlity when the naƟonal culture posiƟvely celebrates having 
children. 

Meanwhile, the lesson of modern ferƟle sects is that faith groups that are only weakly pro-
natal can become a lot more so. In a world of crashing ferƟlity, everything helps. 
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4. Housing: First Good for Families and then Affordable 

For most people the starƟng point for talking about housing is price. For ferƟlity, that is the 
wrong place to start. Would you believe that the lowest ferƟlity places on Earth have housing 
that is abundant and cheap? 

 

A Theory, Divorced from the Real World 
For many people, the soluƟon to what ails housing can be summed up in econ professor Bryan 
Caplan’s book Build Baby Build, which argues for the abolishment of single-family zoning to 
allow unlimited urban density. Caplan claims that urban ferƟlity is low because city housing is 
expensive. If you could just build upward (and almost every picture in Caplan’s graphic novel is 
skyscrapers) then prices will come down and any housing issues will be cured. Is that true? 

Here is a look at what ferƟlity looks like when ploƩed against rent for what real estate 
website RentCafe called the 30 “most magneƟc ciƟes in the world.” 

  

The first thing you may noƟce is that ferƟlity is incredibly low in most ciƟes, less than 1.2 on 
average. But also, price isn't the cause of low urban ferƟlity and making housing cheap doesn't 
fix it. It turns out in Seoul (TFR 0.56 in 2024), Beijing (TFR 0.70) and Shanghai (TFR 0.61) rents 
are very low per square foot, just 20% of what they are in London, San Francisco, and 
ManhaƩan. 

Beijing, Shanghai and Seoul have already followed the prescripƟon in Caplan's Build Baby 
Build. They already built more than anyone else and housing is now cheap. You can get 1400 
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square feet in Seoul and 1700 square feet in Shanghai for the price of 300 square feet in 
London. 

The Financial Times presented this graphic with an air of praise for East Asia and criƟcism 
for the Anglosphere. The message is that East Asia builds while the Anglosphere languishes. 

 

Wait a minute! There is something wrong with this chart! East Asia isn’t doing well where it 
counts, in family formaƟon. And the problem of low birthrates is worst in precisely the places 
where they have been building the most. Instead of just grouping all housing together, let’s get 
more specific. What are we really talking about? 
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The Reality 
Here is suburban Atlanta, with a ferƟlity rate of approximately 1.9. One hundred people in 
Atlanta today can expect around 85 grandchildren between them. 

 

 

Meanwhile, here is Seoul, South Korea, with a ferƟlity rate of 0.56. One hundred people in 
Seoul today can expect about 7 grandchildren between them. 
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Below is suburban Dallas, with a ferƟlity of close to 2.0. One hundred people in Dallas today 
can expect to have about 90 grandchildren between them. 

 

 

And the following is Shanghai, TFR 0.61. One hundred people in Shanghai today can expect 
about 8 grandchildren between them. 
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Some readers will protest here. Korea and China are crowded. They have no choice but to 
build this way. Not so! Most of Korea and China are very sparsely populated. 

      

 

Well maybe that low urban ferƟlity is just an Asian thing. What about America? Well, below is 
ManhaƩan. ManhaƩan is heavily immigrant and minority. It should have higher ferƟlity, right? 
The TFR of ManhaƩan is just 0.97. One hundred ManhaƩanites will have just 21 grandchildren 
between them. 

 

Why do people have 3½ Ɵmes as many kids in sprawling Atlanta as in Seoul or Shanghai? 
Why do people have twice as many kids in Dallas, a place of suburbs, as in ManhaƩan?  

Do we even need to explain how the first panorama is different from the second and the 
third panorama is different from the fourth? For many readers, it is so obvious that nothing 
further needs to be said. 

But for the skepƟcs, let’s explain more. Density itself may drive down ferƟlity and in any 
case, it is generally a proxy for the prevalence of family-unfriendly housing. ‘Urban sprawl’ has 
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a bad name, but providing housing that is suitable for families at scale looks exactly like sprawl, 
and such housing is essenƟal if we are going to crack the ferƟlity problem. Meanwhile, urban 
life itself tends to militate against childbearing and raising families. We have long seen that 
ferƟlity rates fall as socieƟes urbanize. 

It is true that some ciƟes in the developing world have relaƟvely high birth rates, such as 
Cairo. But Egypt has just 63% female literacy, among the lowest in the world. And even in 
many relaƟvely poor countries it is striking that the urban ferƟlity rate has already sunk well 
below that of the surrounding area or country as a whole: the ferƟlity rate in Addis Ababa in 
Ethiopia in 2015 was reckoned to be 1.7 against an Ethiopian average of more than 4.5 at that 
Ɵme.30 In Kolkata in India the ferƟlity rate is esƟmated to be not much higher than one child 
per woman, half the Indian naƟonal average.31 

What about those brilliant economists who advocate for high density as the soluƟon to 
housing? They can’t be wrong, can they? Well, a friend on the inside reported to that Caplan 
and every other professor in the influenƟal George Mason University economics department 
who advocates for urban densificaƟon (and there are quite a few) raised own their family in a 
single-family home. No excepƟons! Economists teach us that that revealed preferences 
provide a window into what people really believe! 

 
Australia! 
Here are some lovely maps of ferƟlity for greater Sydney, Brisbane, Melbourne and Perth.  
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Source: Australian Bureau of StaƟsƟcs 
In every instance, in all four ciƟes, the ferƟlity in the urban core (which is all high-rise 

apartment towers) is around 1.0 while in the surrounding suburbs which are all zoned strictly 
for single-family homes, ferƟlity is around 2.0. That’s a vast difference that can’t be explained 
by mere selecƟon effects! 

We have maps of the United States, Mexico, Japan, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, 
Korea and Germany which all show the same thing. As you move toward the dense core of any 
city, ferƟlity drops significantly. In suburbs meanwhile, ferƟlity is almost always vastly higher. 
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Apartments and extreme density appear to be the main problem for ferƟlity 
We can plot the share of households living in apartments for different countries. The higher 
the share the lives in an apartment, the lower the ferƟlity. The difference appears to be about 
half a child per woman, across the spectrum. In ferƟlity terms, that is a lot. 

 

Within ciƟes, the relaƟonship is the same. The higher the share the lives in an apartment, the 
lower the ferƟlity. For ciƟes where everyone lives in an apartment, ferƟlity is only around 1.0. 
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The FerƟlity Expert Weighs In 
Demographer Lyman Stone, who has pored over ferƟlity studies more than anyone we know, 
offered these thoughts on density and ferƟlity. 

"The best evidence we have suggests that living in dense environments causes lower 
ferƟlity. We know that selecƟve migraƟon does not account for most of the suburban-urban 
ferƟlity difference. We also know that price/ferƟlity gradients are steeper in denser 
environments. 

We also know that in non-human species reproducƟve success declines with 
environmental density even when food stress does not occur. We also know that exogenous 
shocks to house size or house quality have expected effects on ferƟlity. 

In general, housing/marriage/locaƟon/baby are problemaƟcally confounded decisions; 
they all go together. So, studying this is all a bit tricky. But there are basically zero studies that 
have been able to argue that density was pro-natal, on any measure of density. 

Now, there remains debate about why density is bad for babies. Some people argue 
density qua density is bad: basically, they think humans face an evoluƟonarily crowded 
environment in ciƟes which triggers serious status anxiety and thus suppressed reproducƟon. 
Personally, I think there's decent evidence for both of these lines of thinking. Density probably 
does provoke certain intensified anxieƟes and also it really is hard to deliver family-opƟmal 
housing in dense environments." 

-Lyman Stone, April 2024 in a thread on X 

 

Japan and the depopulaƟon conveyor belt 
Building can be good. But the wrong kind of building seems to moƟvate lower family 
formaƟon. 

Here's what one of us saw in Japan on a recent trip -- So many wonderful family-friendly 
single-family homes on plenty of land throughout the beauƟful Japanese countryside sit 
vacant and can't be given away. Meanwhile young people endlessly stream into enƟcing and 
affordable new high-rise apartment towers being built all over Tokyo, where the data shows 
they will have very few children.  

There seems to be a depopulaƟon conveyor belt running hot in all East Asia, as young 
people are drawn by affordable city living and likely have a lot fewer kids in the end than they 
would if they were priced out of the urban core. If you walk around Tokyo, you will see all the 
ultra-hip young people flocking in – it is a playground for childless adults. Housing that 
supports family formaƟon is about more than cheap square footage. Tokyo has 137,000 
restaurants, so it is possible for a childless couple to eat at a different restaurant every day for 
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life and sƟll barely make a dent. If the epitaph of Japan is wriƩen one day, it might say, "Death 
by urban culinary bliss." 

 

Source: Map from on Wikimedia Commons 

 

How dense is too dense? 
Economically, density has great value. Prosperity comes from cooperaƟon. It will not do to say 
everyone should live on a farm in the countryside. So, we need to figure out where the line is. 
We want to bring people together as much as possible without messing everything up, 
ferƟlity-wise.  

The density where one of us lives, in Montgomery County Maryland, is fairly high, 808 
people per square kilometer. The density of neighboring West Virginia is low, just 28 people 
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per square kilometer. Yet the ferƟlity of both is around 1.6, comparable to the naƟonal 
average. 

What’s going on? The majority of Montgomery County, Maryland is suburban with spacious 
single-family homes, guided over the years by zoning rules that reinforced family-friendly 
houses. 

 

Above, "high density" in Montgomery County, Maryland  

Adjacent D.C., meanwhile, where apartments in high rises are much more common, has a 
ferƟlity of around 1.1 (0.9 for non-Hispanic whites). Both areas are poliƟcally liberal, highly 
educated and have incomes well above the naƟonal average. Yet ferƟlity in D.C. is like that of 
East Asian countries while Montgomery County’s is comparable to France. A vast difference. 

This illustrates well the threshold where density and crowding become a problem for 
ferƟlity. Apartments in towers just aren't made for families. Consider below, newly built 
apartments in downtown DC. Not a single unit in this complex has more than two bedrooms. 

 

According to modern norms, a two-child family with just one boy and one girl needs three 
bedrooms because the parents should have their own bedroom and opposite-sex kids of a 
certain age should have their own rooms. (Child ProtecƟve Services does not look favorably on 
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families that don’t follow this. It’s a preƩy strong norm!) But just seven percent of new 
apartments in the US have three bedrooms. 

 

So, density is not big a problem going from rural West Virginia to suburban Maryland. 
That’s important to know, because we need to bring people together for economic and 
civilizaƟonal thriving! But density becomes a big problem when people are further squeezed 
into apartments that are ill-suited for families. That’s the line.  

 

Now that we’ve goƩen all that out of the way, affordability maƩers too! 
Now that we hammered home what we see as the biggest point, that housing needs to be of 
the right type, we can add that yes, of course housing needs to be affordable too! 
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How a housing shiŌ to suburbs (assisted by mortgages) helped drive the Baby Boom 
Most people don’t know that before the Baby Boom, ferƟlity was below replacement in many 
countries including the United States. The paper, “Subreplacement ferƟlity in the West before 
the Baby Boom” (Van Bavel, 2010) explains: 

Between 1925 and 1929, ferƟlity was below the replacement level in at least the following 
countries: the Czech Republic, France, Germany, and Sweden. None of these countries 
returned back to the replacement level any Ɵme before the start of the Second World War. At 
the latest by 1936, but earlier in most cases, at least the following countries or regions had 
joined the subreplacement club: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Estonia, England, Scotland, 
Finland, Latvia, Luxembourg, Norway, Switzerland, Canada, the USA, and Australia. 

Those years marked a peak of urbanizaƟon across these countries. Then something 
remarkable happened. Assisted by the automobile and new mortgage programs that enabled 
young people to buy houses early, when it maƩers for ferƟlity, there was an explosion in the 
right kind of housing, houses with a yard, and we saw a huge baby boom! 

The economy grew rapidly at the same Ɵme as it was de-densifying! Another paper, “The 
American Mortgage in Historical and InternaƟonal Context” (Green and Wachter, 2005) 
describes what happened. 

With the strong expansion of the U.S. economy in the post–World War II period driving up 
incomes, together with the new insƟtuƟon of the long-term (and therefore affordable), fixed-
rate, self-amorƟzing mortgage, homeownership expanded rapidly. America was transformed 
from a naƟon of urban renters to suburban homeowners. 

As noted earlier, a high rate of marriage was central to the Baby Boom but so was suburban 
living. Those two pillars together supported the rise in ferƟlity in the US, as well as many other 
countries. 

 

“Smart Growth” Kills FerƟlity: The Case of the American West 
Portland, Oregon pictured below has a ferƟlity rate of just 1.0, amid high housing prices and a 
dearth of single-family homes.  
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This aerial photo looks like two pictures side by side, but it is just one! High density abuts 
farmland because you aren’t allowed to build outward. “Smart growth” is the name for the 
dumbest housing policies we have.   

In 1973, Oregon passed a growth management law to stop the outward growth of ciƟes 
and towns, forcing ever greater density and ever higher prices. Similar laws were passed in 
California (1963), and Washington (1990). The result? Housing shortages despite abundant 
land. Some 99% of Oregon is rural! Across the enƟre American West, houses are in short 
supply and ferƟlity is plunging, even though land is bounƟful. Why? Because of rules made to 
stop outward growth and force density. (This is also the case in Canada. Land is everywhere 
but you aren’t allowed build houses on it.) 

States that allow new suburbs to be built have far higher birthrates. Below is Cedar Park, 
Texas, an easy commute to AusƟn. FerƟlity in Texas is 30% higher than in Oregon, although on 
paper Texas is three Ɵmes denser. Why? Oregonians suffer the arƟficial density of 'smart 
growth.' Texans don't. 

 

Oh, and Texas leads the United States, and possibly the world, in economic growth. 

 

Real houses aren’t geƫng to the ones who need them 
There is one more huge issue with housing and ferƟlity. The ones who need the bigger houses 
usually aren’t the ones who have them. Millennials own just 14% of family-sized homes while 
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empty nesters own 28%. Millennials and Gen Z are oŌen stuck in liƩle apartments completely 
inappropriate for families while people who are done having kids own way more of them. 

 

Source: hƩps://www.redfin.com/news/empty-nesters-own-large-homes/ 

This chart is for the US, but a similar one could be made for almost any developed country. 
How do you fix this? IntergeneraƟonal transfers could help. If boomers and Gen X want 

grandkids, they might help their adult children buy a house, or even give them the big house 
they no longer need. But there are other answers as well. Lyman Stone urges that revenue 
should come from property taxes rather than income taxes, to encourage people to use no 
more house than they need.32 

A big problem here is mortgage lock-in. Older people don’t want to move, because they 
would lose the great mortgage interest rate they got years ago, before rates rose. Economists 
Tyler Cowen and Alex Tabarrok urge the Danish mortgage system. That system unlocks the 
golden handcuffs and lets older people move without losing the value of their low-interest 
mortgages.33 

As economist James Rodriguez explains, “Danish sellers are able to earn a profit when they 
trade in their low mortgage rates for more-expensive ones, making it easier to move even 
when rates rise.”34 If empty nesters were thus incenƟvized to move into apartments and young 
people could get houses, that would do wonders for ferƟlity! 

But also, young people tend to be the poorest segment of society and so are usually stuck 
in the smallest housing. If the mix of housing shiŌs from apartments toward houses (as it did 
during the Baby Boom) then young people are the ones who will benefit most. 

 

There two more reasons to focus on housing: 

(1) How we build affects ferƟlity pracƟcally forever! 
Because of the costs and effort involved in construcƟon, major urban centers and even 
countries can be locked into a decades- or centuries-long trap in which the available housing 
stock is overwhelmingly unfriendly to those wishing to bear and bring up children. The mix of 
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housing maƩers greatly for ferƟlity – family homes on the one hand, ideally with some playing 
space for children, versus stacked and packed small apartments.  
 
(2) Housing is something policymakers can actually work on!  
You can’t very well make people religious or legislate that they fall in love. But you can have 
rules requiring housing that is family friendly. (In fact, we already have rules favoring single 
family homes. Just don't throw them out of the window.) 
 
What can be done with apartments that have already been built? 
Seoul, Tokyo and Shanghai are filled with high-rise apartment towers, and this contributes to 
the incredibly low ferƟlity in these places. Are they just stuck forever with housing stock that is 
poor for families? 

One soluƟon is to combine small apartments to form larger ones. This should be much 
easier than converƟng, say, an office tower into residenƟal housing. Apartments with one- or 
two-bedrooms units can be combined to create units with four or five bedrooms, which would 
be much more suitable for families. In the future, there will be an excess of apartments in 
many ciƟes, as countries depopulate. Combining these into larger units will help deal with this 
excess while providing family-appropriate housing to help solve the ferƟlity crisis. Although 
large apartments are not as suitable for families as single-family homes, they would be much 
beƩer than the small apartments that dominate so many ciƟes. 

 

In conclusion? Build, baby, build! But outward, not upward! 
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5. Balancing Work and Family, and the Importance of Men’s 
Income 
 

When it comes to money and ferƟlity, there is a paradox at work. Economics says more wealth 
should make it easier to have more kids. But it is obvious whether one looks across Ɵme or 
across space – i.e. whether one compares a now wealthy country to its impoverished past or a 
currently developed country to a developing one – that ferƟlity is negaƟvely correlated with 
wealth. Compare the England of 1870s, where most of the populaƟon lived impoverished lives 
and the ferƟlity rate was around five children per woman, to the England of the 1970s in which 
people lived incomparably more materially rich lives but saw their ferƟlity rate plummet below 
replacement level. Or compare contemporary Germany where women have fewer than 1.5 
children with impoverished Niger where they have four Ɵmes as many. 

 

Workism and the Problem of PrioriƟes 
The biggest reason why ferƟlity goes down as countries get rich may be prioriƟes. AtlanƟc 
columnist Derek Thompson coined the term workism to describe the situaƟon where people 
prioriƟze work above everything else. Work is no longer just a means to support families, it is 
the end in itself. Work is where most people derive status and meaning. 

A recent poll sheds like. Like that scene from the movie Conan the Barbarian, parƟcipants 
were basically asked, ‘what is best in life?’  

The results were eye-opening. Respondents valued ‘having a job or career they enjoy’ as far 
more important to a fulfilling life than having children. A related quesƟon found the same 
thing in parents’ aspiraƟons for their children. Work has displaced family as the biggest source 
of meaning for many people. 
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What is the soluƟon here? This takes us back to the first ferƟlity factor, a pro-natal ethos 
and belief. We need a culture that values children so highly that parenthood becomes 
something to strive for. If career is high status but parenthood is not, what will people choose?   

 

The Ɵme conflict between work and kids 
In the United States, ferƟlity is higher at low levels of household income but it is also higher at 
very high levels of income. See this in the chart below. Why is that?

  

(Hauer, 2020) 

The best explanaƟon is that having two people both working full Ɵme outside the home (as 
is typical in the middle-income ranges) makes it a lot harder to have children. At very low 
incomes, people are not working and are oŌen living on government assistance. At very high 
incomes, it is possible to support a family on a single income or people are running businesses 
and are not hourly wage earners. It may be that the problem is not money itself. It may be the 
problem is the conflict between money and work in terms of Ɵme. One obvious answer is to 
have just one partner working full Ɵme, for those who can swing it. 
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Men’s Income versus women’s income 
A great paper by Swedish demographer MarƟn Kolk35 used a large sample to show that 
women’s income was negaƟvely associated with ferƟlity while men’s income was posiƟvely 
associated with ferƟlity . 
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These findings are repeated in numerous other studies. Here is the InsƟtute for Family Studies 
finding the same thing with a US data set. 

 

Men with higher earnings are more desirable as partners. They are more likely to marry 
and provide the economic stability their partners seek to have children. But for women, the 
relaƟonship is reversed. For women, earnings are negaƟvely correlated with ferƟlity, and one 
reason is that the conflict between work and childbearing is greatest for women.  

If you want to raise ferƟlity, it helps if there are more well-earning men. And that happens 
to be what women want! The perennial complaint of young women is that there aren’t 
enough good men, and income is a big part of that. 
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The ferƟlity advantages of telework 
Is there any way to address the conflict between work and family besides having one person 
quit? One way is via policies that allow work-from-home. Lyman Stone found that where 
women can work from home, their ferƟlity tends to be around 50% higher, an enormous 
difference. The sample size was 8.6 *million* employed women!36 

 

 

Meanwhile, family policy guru Patrick T. Brown found that during the pandemic, ferƟlity 
soared for women in jobs that allow work from home but plunged for women in jobs that 
require in-person work. 

 

This suggests that if it had not been for remote work, ferƟlity during the pandemic would have 
fallen by a lot. 
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Obviously, not all jobs can accommodate remote work. But where remote work is possible, 
it should be offered, since it tends to be strongly pro-natal. If employers feel that in person 
work is worth more, they might pay more for that, and give employees a choice. 

 

Income needs to come early 
What really maƩers in modern developed economies is specifically the earning power of the 
young, or at least those young enough to consider having children, and young men especially. 
With a reducƟon in the earning power of young men comes a reducƟon of coupling and that in 
turn depresses ferƟlity rates.  

In the United States, wages for young men fell in the first two decades of this century with 
only those in the late 30s and older seeing real rises in their earnings. FerƟlity rates of the 
young women of this cohort behaved similarly. Income doesn’t help ferƟlity if comes too 
late.37 

 

Source: hƩps://medium.com/@lymanstone/ferƟlity-and-income-some-notes-581e1a6db3c7 
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Here what a women’s fecundability curve looks like. Few realize how much higher it is in the 
20s. 

 

Source: Age and InferƟlity Revised, Geruso et al., 2023 

 

Meanwhile, here is what median net worth by age in the United States looks like. Young 
people under 35 don’t have much money on average, while wealth soars later in life. 
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Young people are screaming that is impossible to afford kids while everyone else declares that 
humanity has never been richer, so what’s the problem? Well both things are true. There is a 
huge mismatch. As we saw above, the ones at the prime age to have kids are mostly not the 
ones with the money.  

One answer to this is that young people need to take the leap to parenthood anyway, while 
they are sƟll poor. But that isn’t very saƟsfying. Another answer is policy that favors the young 
and those with children over the old and childless. Here are a few possibiliƟes: 
 A tax system that favors those with children. France has used this to great benefit. 
 Lean toward property tax and away from income tax. Income taxes hit the young while older 
people, who tend to be wealthier and reƟred, may get a pass. Property taxes on the other 
hand go light on the young, because they have less property! 
 IncenƟvize early inheritance. Typically, people get a windfall when they are somewhere 
between age 40 and 65, when their parents die. That is way too late to help them to have kids. 
Can we incenƟvize that transfer happening sooner? 
 Early credenƟaling can help. Long educaƟons hurt ferƟlity by delaying earning and 
childbearing unƟl long past the peak of the ferƟle years. If there were ways to prove your 
worth to employers without being in school unƟl age 30, that would go a long way to giving us 
the early household formaƟon that was characterisƟc of the Baby Boom. 
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6. Men Pitching In, Women Having RealisƟc ExpectaƟons  
 

Of all the soluƟons to the ferƟlity crisis, a favorite of men is a return to some warmed-up 
version of the 1950s as prevailed, or is imagined to have prevailed, across much of the world in 
the past. But most women do not wish to return to a world in which they are not able to 
pursue their own development and goals as far as they wish to, nor to a world of chauvinisƟc 
men. 

A parƟcular kind low ferƟlity trap has emerged in the eyes of many demographers. Nobel 
prize winning economist Claudia Goldin explains that there is an incomplete ferƟlity transiƟon 
in many countries, where women are working full Ɵme but also sƟll doing most of the child-
rearing.38  

 
More men than women have pro-natal aƫtudes 
In the US at least, men are more aware of the ferƟlity crisis than are women. More than twice 
as many men as women understand that too few, not too many, children are being born. By 
contrast, by a 2 to 1 margin, more women think too many children are being born, reflecƟng 
the lasƟng power of the era people feared overpopulaƟon.   

 

We saw this at the first Natalism conference in AusƟn, Texas, where men far outnumbered 
women. Relatedly, when polled, men seem to express higher ferƟlity preferences than women. 
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Yet on average, women seem to be carrying a heavier load than men 
Consider, women are now earning almost as much as men. 

 

Source: Financial Times 

Yet all over the world, women do most of the housework and childcare. Even in egalitarian 
Sweden, women do 2/3 of housework and childcare. In countries like Korea, women do nearly 
all of it. 

 

Source: “The Economics of FerƟlity,” by Doepke et al., 2022 

Full Ɵme work combined with full Ɵme parenthood is a heavy load indeed, and that is typically 
the burden of women but not men these days. Seen from that perspecƟve, it sure seems like a 
lot of men are wanƟng children while not doing enough to make it happen. 
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There are big ferƟlity gains to be had from men doing more in different domains 
Although we can find plenty of examples of excepƟonal men are doing extraordinary things, in 
terms of educaƟon, career and in the domesƟc domain, the average man just isn’t keeping up 
with the average woman.   

Men have fallen far behind women in educaƟon, in virtually every country. That means 
many highly educated women will not find similarly educated men to partner with. 

 

In income too, women have experienced huge gains while men have gone nowhere for 
generaƟons. Now young men earn barely more than young women. Given that women also 
shoulder the load of bearing children, men’s ‘value add’ seems unimpressive. 

By merely keeping up with women and geƫng more educaƟon and then a decent job, men 
dramaƟcally increase their odds of having a family because to women, marriageable men (that 
is, men who at least match comparably to themselves) are in short supply. 

Meanwhile, consider that big gap in housework and childcare in the earlier chart. Where 
men are prepared to roll up their sleeves and help around the house, they seem to have more 
children, at least looked at on an internaƟonal-comparison basis. It does make sense that in 
the pressured dual-career and dual-income households which prevail across much of the 
world, it makes a big difference when men are willing to take more of the load. Even when 
men aren’t doing as much domesƟc work as women, merely making the effort seems to make 
a big difference. 

In marriage and family, rewards will come to men who are hardworking and become 
successful. And for women struggling to find a good man to marry, nothing would be beƩer. 
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The distorƟon of the daƟng apps 
Having urged men to be beƩer, we must add that women may have to soŌen their standards, 
if the human race is to conƟnue. 

DaƟng apps now represent a huge share of the connecƟons people make, and they are 
distorƟng the daƟng market like crazy. 

Swipestat.io looked at the experiences of men and women on Tinder. Men 'liked' a majority 
of the profiles they saw but only matched with 1% of women. Women 'liked' just 5% of the 
profiles they saw and yet got a match with a majority of men that they liked! It seems most 
women were matching successfully with the top 5% of men, while most men were being 
rejected my even the most mediocre women. 
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To give just one example of the distorƟon at play, Swipestats.io reported that 90% of likes 
by women were for men over 6 feet tall, a category that includes just 14.5% of all men. 
Through the lens of the apps, many women are given the false impression that they are ‘9’s 
and ‘10’s and learn to have impossibly high expectaƟons, while many men come away feeling 
hopeless. With height for example, only one in seven of women will ulƟmately partner with a 
6-foot-tall man, but all are led to believe that he will be available to them. Meanwhile many 
decent men will want to give up. What a disaster!  

The only anƟdote is for men and women to stay far away from the apps and return to the 
old ways, at least as far as daƟng is concerned. Church, work, introducƟons from family and 
friends, matchmakers, absolutely anything else! And most women need to set their sights 
lower. The signals people are geƫng from the apps aren’t real.   
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7. Relaxed ParenƟng 
 

One of the key reasons why parents in developed, urban socieƟes have fewer children is that 
expectaƟons for parenƟng are through the roof. How did parents ever have as many children 
as they did, in the old days? Mainly, parents didn’t do as much for each child, and then they 
put them to work young. 

These days we have fewer children and try to invest more them so that they can emerge 
ahead in the compeƟƟve race that characterizes much of developed society.39 But how much 
does that maƩer? 

We oŌen have this idea of a quality/quanƟty tradeoff with children, where you should have 
fewer kids if you want them to be more successful. But here is an interesƟng factoid to 
consider: Almost every US president came from a big family, and none were an only child! The 
average family that produced a president had more than six children, and all but three had 
more than two. This makes sense. Presidents have incredible social skills and for that it really 
helps if they had a lot of siblings.  

The whole business of parenƟng has become too intensive and expensive. Even as 
birthrates are crashing, parenƟng has goƩen a lot more demanding over Ɵme. Parents spend 
around twice as much Ɵme with their kids as they did 40 years ago, according to one study. 
Travel teams, a rare thing a generaƟon ago, are the norm today. Growing up most of us would 
walk to the bus stop by ourselves. These days at school bus stops, the number of waiƟng 
parents is almost equal to the number of kids. How do they find the Ɵme for that?  

It seems like it would be hard to have a lot of kids when parenƟng is like this. And the data 
bears this out.  

 
Time intensive parenƟng is linked to lower ferƟlity 
Data analyst and journalist John Burn-Murdoch looked at several policy and cultural factors 
impacƟng ferƟlity rates. The two most negaƟve correlaƟons? For OECD countries, the amount 
of Ɵme mothers spent on ‘hands-on parenƟng’ and the amount Ɵme kids spent on homework 
both were linked to much lower birthrates. Both are proxies for high-intensity parenƟng. 

 

 
This makes sense. If raising kids is seen as an onerous task, fewer people will want to be 

parents at all. Those that do become parents will want a lot less children. 
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It is no surprise, then, that as parents spend more and more Ɵme on parenƟng, so ferƟlity 
rates are falling: 

 

 

The best family model? Whatever you like! 
The Boom Campaign, a pronatalist group, presented this chart showing that the belief that “a 
child is likely to suffer if their mother works” was linked to lower ferƟlity rates in Europe.
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For tradiƟonalists, this is tough to swallow. Surely, it is supposed, it is beneficial for kids to 
have their mother stay at home with them when they are liƩle. Stay-at-home moms are a 
cornerstone of many successful families. But so are working moms. In parenƟng more than 
almost anything else, we make the perfect the enemy of the good.  

It turns out that if women think they must choose either work or having children, then a lot 
of them will choose only work and birthrates end up being lower. This seems robust. Policy 
writer Aria Babu looked at the same quesƟon for a number of addiƟonal countries and found 
the relaƟonship sƟll holds.  

It is more pro-natal to welcome either opƟon, having a full-Ɵme parent or having two 
working parents, with equal enthusiasm. A majority of women want to work, and many have 
incredible talent. If society denigrates either careerist mothers or stay-at-home moms, a lot of 
women will reject motherhood completely.  

Mainly we need more parents. For that it helps to be very flexible about how people get 
there. 

 

Tiger Mothers: How is it going? 
There is one group so known for intensive parenƟng that there is a word for it. Yale Professor 
Amy Chua wrote a bestselling book, BaƩle Hymn of the Tiger Mother that valorized the 
intensive parenƟng-style of Asian parents worldwide. Her book drew a lot of strong reacƟons. 
Some were inspired to try harder, while many parents were upset that their children would be 
leŌ behind. No doubt, the book and the mindset that inspired it meant ratcheƟng parenƟng up 
more than ever.  

How is all that Ɵger parenƟng going? Not very well, if the goal is to keep the lights on in the 
long run. 
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This is not just an East Asian quirk. The East Asian paƩern of high investment in very few 
children holds around the world. In the United States, East Asian women have the lowest 
ferƟlity rate of any group, even though they have the highest marriage rates of all. 

 

Experts agree, we make parenƟng much harder than it should be 
A lot of writers and thinkers on the topic think we should make parenƟng less complicated, 
stressful, and expensive. Economist Bryan Caplan notes in his book Selfish Reasons to Have 
More Kids that parenƟng should be easier than ever because of modern conveniences and our 
beƩer quality of life compared to our ancestors. In theory, people should have more kids as 
society grows richer. Instead, we have fewer, and parenƟng feels harder. Why? We have placed 
many new requirements and expectaƟons on ourselves that earlier parents never had. A lot of 
that effort isn't necessary, he says. Caplan gives another reason not to try too hard with 
parenƟng: biology. Nature has a huge influence on how kids turn out regardless of what 
parents do. AdopƟon studies show that for all the effort that adopƟve parents put into raising 
kids, they tend to be quite similar to their biological parents. This is liberaƟng in a way. If our 
parenƟng maƩers less, we might as well have fun and not stress so much about whether 
someone got a liƩle more TV than they were supposed to. 

Journalist Tim Carney in his book Family Unfriendly laments the ‘travel team trap’ and 
revels in the joy of a kind of controlled chaos where families hang out and socialize at events 
like church barbecues while kids run semi-wild, under the not-especially-watchful eye of their 
elders. The best part? Parents have a great Ɵme, everyone ends up happy and well fed, and 
nobody had to try very hard. Perhaps the dad manning the grill will sweat a liƩle, but stress is 
low. When life is as fun as that, it’s not hard to imagine having a gaggle of kids. Carney has six 
and a few in his circle have ten or more. Carney explains that parenƟng is a lot easier when 
there are thick parent networks where families back each other up. To have that, he says, it 
helps when one parent can step back from work to be devoted to the family full Ɵme. (For 
bigger families, that makes a lot of sense. Two full-Ɵme wage earners plus a bunch of kids is a 
harder difficulty seƫng than most would want.) 

Catherine Pakaluk’s book about mothers of five or more, Hannah’s Children, has some 
choice quotes. “I couldn’t care less if my kids are happy. That’s their job.” – Laura, mother of 9. 
“It’s funny because our culture wants to not have kids do [hard] stuff so that “they can have a 
childhood” but then when they don’t feel useful then they don’t know what to do. They feel 
depressed.” – Kim, mother of 12. You get a sense that this is a different parenƟng style. Yet 
here is the kicker: a Norwegian study of 114,500 kids found that those in big families were 
happier and had beƩer mental health!40 For mental well-being the best thing parents can give 
a child is not high intensity parenƟng but an extra sibling. 

Lyman Stone looked at data on clothing spending and found something incredible. US 
Parents are spending seven Ɵmes as much of their income on liƩle kids’ clothes as they did at 
the height of the Baby Boom in 1960, even though there were a lot more kids back then. In 
inflaƟon-adjusted dollars, he found, parents are spending 20x as much on kids’ clothes these 
days! 
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We lament that parenƟng is so hard and expensive these days, but in a lot of ways we are 
doing this to ourselves. We can aim lower in a lot of ways and things will be fine. 

 

ParenƟng is easier with a backyard 
On the topics of making parenƟng easier, there is one more thing to be add. We know that 
ferƟlity is far higher in single family homes than in apartments, but why is that? 

Here’s a guess, from someone raising six kids. It may have to do with the fact parenƟng is a 
lot less work when kids have a playroom, a yard to run around in, and a natural sound barrier 
with the neighbors. That way, kids can entertain themselves in a bunch of different ways while 
parents can ignore them to get other stuff done. When the family is confined to an apartment, 
parents have stop what they are doing and take a trip every Ɵme the kids want to touch grass, 
which may be many Ɵmes a day. 
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8. For More Grandchildren: Get Grown Children out of the 
House, but then Help them out! 

 

When it comes to the effect of parents of grown children on ferƟlity, there are two different 
factors at play. First is independence. One of the worst possible factors for ferƟlity is when 
adult children remain in the home of their parents. Across hundreds of surveys, the effect of 
grown children living with their parents is overwhelmingly negaƟve for ferƟlity.  

At the same Ɵme, most young families struggle immensely with affording a home and with 
childcare. Parents can support their children to buy a home, and they can support with 
childcare if they live nearby. But not in the same house! 

 

For ferƟlity, young people must leave the nest 
The InsƟtute for Family Studies looked at how ferƟlity is impacted by adult children living with 
their parents. The effect was overwhelmingly negaƟve, across 271 naƟonal censuses gathered 
by IPUMS InternaƟonal and spanning 300 years and numerous countries on six conƟnents.41 
When an effect shows up so uniformly across so many data sets, it is almost certainly causal 
and the story here is clear. For young people to have a family, it is extremely important for 
them to live independently. 
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Lyman Stone looked at a cohort in the United States born in 1979, examining the impact of 
each year of adulthood spent in different living arrangements. What did he find? For both men 
and for women, each year of adulthood spent living with a parent was very negaƟve for 
lifeƟme ferƟlity. Men and women living with their parents are much less likely to partner up, 
and ulƟmately much less likely to have children. 42 
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Adult children living at home hurts ferƟlity at the naƟonal level 
For Europe, it is readily apparent that adults living with their parents is a huge problem for 
ferƟlity. In Spain, Italy and Poland, half of young people in the peak of their childbearing years 
are living at home. Unsurprisingly, ferƟlity in these naƟons is low, and failure to launch is 
clearly a factor. 
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Grandparents caring for grandkids is invaluable (but with separate residences)  
All this is not to say young people should cut off from their parents. Rather, the ideal in terms 
of ferƟlity seems to be when young people live separately from, but close by to, their parents.  
Lyman Stone looked at the childbearing plans of women in relaƟon to distance from parents. 
He found (as expected) that living with parents was negaƟve, but also, living far away was 
negaƟve too. The opƟmum? Living separately but close enough to benefit from childcare 
help!43 

 

 
 

If we accept that there is no going back to a world in which most women stay at home full Ɵme 
and look aŌer their children throughout their childhoods then there must be other ways to 
ensure that the newborns and young children are cared for. There is clearly a big role to be 
played by grandparents. 

AcƟve grandparenƟng is of course not always possible. SomeƟmes grandparents of young 
children are no longer alive – although this would be less and less likely given lengthening life 
expectancy if each generaƟon had their children relaƟvely young. Indeed, the lengthening of 
the gap between generaƟons is a problem here. 

Another problem is the fact that grandparents are not always around. In some countries 
and economies (such as the United States), moving long distances away from the area in which 
one has grown up and in which one’s parents sƟll live, is quite common. Society and economies 
cannot be reordered from the top down in this respect, but if people make it a priority, it is not 
impossible for grandparents and children to live close together. That need not mean the children 
staying where they grew up but might mean the grandparents moving to be close to their 
children who are working fullƟme and have children of their own. 

 
Grandparents as an engine of high Israeli ferƟlity? 
One Israeli academic discussing the country’s high ferƟlity rate suggested that ‘this country 
runs on grandparents. The whole thing would be impossible without them’; 71% of young 
Israeli mothers receive regular help from grandparents, rising to 82% of those who are naƟve-
born.44 
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Some grandparents are reluctant to prioriƟze helping with the grandchildren and there is 
not much that government or law can do about this. But social norms which emphasize 
ferƟlity and give status to the role of acƟve grandparenƟng would change this. 

 
Helping grown children become homeowners 
In the United States and many other countries, the lack of affordable housing is a big barrier to 
ferƟlity. In fact, if you look at housing affordability and ferƟlity rate in the United States, the 
two maps look nearly idenƟcal. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

One anƟdote to costly housing? If parents can help their grown children to get a house sooner, they 
are likely to be rewarded with grandchildren!  



89 
 

9. ElecƟve C-SecƟons are hurƟng ferƟlity and should be 
minimized 

 

One of the most important and under-discussed causes of falling ferƟlity is that too many C-
secƟons are being performed. 

According to the World Health OrganizaƟon, “As countries increase their caesarean secƟon 
rates up to 10%, maternal and neonatal mortality decrease. However, caesarean secƟon rates 
higher than 10% are not associated with reducƟons in maternal and newborn mortality 
rates.”45 

In line with this, WHO recommends that countries not exceed 10 to 15 percent (10 to 15 C-
secƟon deliveries per 100 live births) for opƟmal maternal and neonatal outcomes. But most 
countries have C-secƟon rates far above this, and it is hurƟng ferƟlity. 

 
C-secƟons are associated with lower ferƟlity for mulƟple reasons 
There are at several reasons that C-secƟons hurt ferƟlity.  

First, studies find the ability to conceive is reduced aŌer a C-secƟon, likely because of scar 
Ɵssue in the uterus.46   

Second, C-secƟons significantly increase the Ɵme that women must wait between 
pregnancies, and larger spacings are associated with lower ferƟlity. Women are advised to wait 
18-24 months aŌer a C-secƟon before trying to conceive again.47  

Finally, doctors advise women to avoid becoming pregnant again aŌer 2-3 C-secƟons. 
According to Hector Chapa M.D., director for obstetrics and gynecology at the Texas A&M 
College of Medicine, “most medical authoriƟes do state that if mulƟple C-secƟons are 
planned, the expert recommendaƟon is to adhere to the maximum number of three.”48 

A major study found that “there is no remarkable difference in serious morbidity associated 
with mulƟple repeat cesarean secƟons,” which implies that doctors are being overcauƟous 
with advice around C-secƟons. Nevertheless, that is the advice they are giving.49 

 

Excessive C-secƟons are hurƟng ferƟlity in OECD countries 
Given WHO recommendaƟons, the rate of C-secƟons in most OECD countries is far in excess of 
what it should be. And the relaƟonship between C-secƟons and ferƟlity is exactly what you 
would expect. The more C-secƟons a country performs, the lower its ferƟlity, and excess C-
secƟons may be cosƟng countries 0.3 births per woman, which is huge effect. 
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For US states, the variaƟon is much less, but sƟll the cost of excess C-secƟons can be seen.  
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Parity Shows that C-secƟons are Causing Lower FerƟlity 
The InsƟtute for Families was able to demonstrate that C-secƟons are not just associated with 
lower ferƟlity, they are causing it. 

 

Lyman Stone writes, “Higher rates of C-secƟons are associated with more women stopping 
at just 1 or 2 children, and fewer women having 3 or more births. This is, precisely in line with 
what we would expect if in fact C-secƟons cause women to avoid higher-parity births.”50 
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South Korea, the extreme case 
Perhaps it should not surprise us that South Korea, the country with the world’s lowest 
ferƟlity, also has the highest C-secƟon rate in the world. 

 

 
Since 2020, the rate of C-secƟons in Korea has conƟnued to soar. In the first half of 2024 

alone, there were 37,960 natural births compared to 77,102 C-secƟons, meaning the C-secƟon 
rate was some 67%.51 

 
Fix IncenƟves to Reduce Excessive C-secƟons 

A study of excessive C-secƟons in Korea found a range of causes, from the desire give one’s 
child an auspicious birthday to scheduling convenience of doctors. But two factors stand out 
above the others: 

- Lower compensaƟon for vaginal deliveries as compared to C-secƟons 
- Higher risk of lawsuits52 

The financial incenƟves of doctors to perform C-secƟons, combined with the desire to avoid 
lawsuits is likely driving up C-secƟon rates all over the world. “Doctors have pushed C-secƟons 
onto mothers because it rakes in more revenue and requires less care on the part of the 
physician,” says Dr. Park Jae-young, author of “Incomplete Miracle: light and shadow of the 
Korean healthcare system”.53 
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When the incenƟve structure is fixed, and when doctors and paƟents are informed of the 

ferƟlity risks of excess C-secƟons, the rate of C-secƟons can decline and ferƟlity rates can rise. 
It should be emphasized that excessive C-secƟons are also bad medicine. C-secƟon rates above 
the recommended level increase the risk of death for mothers, due to risk of infecƟon and 
complicaƟons from anesthesia.54 

 
On the Role of Midwives 
Relatedly, midwives have an important role to play in reducing unnecessary C-secƟons. 
Midwives can provide the aƩenƟon and paƟence a long labor requires, while doctors are liable 
to choose the faster and more profitable opƟon, which is usually surgery. A study found 
“Midwifery-led care is recognized as the best choice of maternity care for low-risk women.” 
We note that midwife-assisted births can sƟll occur in a hospital seƫng where a C-secƟon is 
available should complicaƟons arise.55 

 
Male desires driving C-secƟons? 

But there is another factor behind C-secƟons that isn’t oŌen discussed. Not infrequently, 
men want their wives or girlfriends to get C-secƟons so that the vagina stays narrow. Women 
in Brazil, Cambodia and Thailand requested C-secƟons because they said it would preserve 
their sexual value for their partners.56  

We don’t want to moralize but we find this abhorrent and feel men should value their 
partners more for motherhood than for sex. In a truly pronatal culture, we hope such aƫtudes 
will disappear. 

 



94 
 

Israel for the win, again 
One naƟon has a lower rate of C-secƟon than any other in the OECD and that naƟon is Israel. Is 
it any wonder? You will noƟce that Israel is the one country that brought the compensaƟon for 
vaginal births and C-secƟons into alignment. That is surely intenƟonal. 

A pro-natal culture has many manifestaƟons, and avoiding unnecessary and ferƟlity-reducing 
C-secƟons is clearly one of them! 
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10.  EducaƟon: The right messages and raising ferƟlity 
awareness  

 
 

We regard educaƟon and especially educaƟon of young people, as the lowest hanging fruit for 
raising ferƟlity. There are two important parts to this. The first part is stopping anƟ-natal 
propaganda that is rife in schools, under the guise of environmentalism. (This isn’t hyperbole: 
An organizaƟon founded by Paul Ehrlich has been focused on training school teachers to 
deliver populaƟon control messages for many years.) Instead, children should know the 
current reality that birthrates are too low and that society collecƟvely needs people to have 
more children. The second part is educaƟng young people about the limits of their ferƟlity, 
especially as it relates to age. These days, it far more likely that someone in an advanced 
country will experience unplanned childlessness than unwanted pregnancy, yet Sex Ed in high 
school is focused enƟrely on the former problem. 

 

Geƫng AnƟ-natal Propaganda Out of Schools 
At a Ɵme when the ferƟlity rate in the United States is far below replacement at roughly 1.6 
births per woman, parents would be shocked to learn that an extreme organizaƟon dedicated 
to limiƟng human populaƟon is acƟve in schools throughout the US and Canada. They would 
be outraged if they know their children are geƫng lessons seemingly designed to prod them 
to have fewer children, by a group founded by a vocal advocate of China’s one-child policy and 
India’s forced sterilizaƟons. 

As unlikely as it may seem, populaƟon extremist Paul R. Ehrlich conƟnues to influence the 
educaƟon of millions of American children through the organizaƟon he founded, and that 
organizaƟon conƟnues to spread the same debunked anƟ-natal ideas that made Ehrlich 
famous. 

PopulaƟon ConnecƟon was founded in 1968 by Ehrlich as Zero PopulaƟon Growth. The 
images and material shown below are published on their websites. 

 

 
 

ZPG gave itself a more neutral sounding name in 2002, and is now dedicated to educaƟng 
American and Canadian children based on its radical ideology, without the permission or 
knowledge of most parents. PopulaƟon ConnecƟon bills itself as the number one populaƟon 
educaƟon organizaƟon in America through its arm PopulaƟon EducaƟon, a descripƟon that is 
almost certainly accurate. Their educaƟonal goals are achieved through an enormous network 
of teachers they have trained over decades. 

In the Birthgap – Inverted World documentary we hear current PopulaƟon ConnecƟon 
president John Seager tell demographer and filmmaker Stephen J Shaw, “Our materials are 
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integrated into the classroom. We have about 50,000 teachers who reach about 3 million 
students every year.” 

But PopulaƟon ConnecƟon is not simply in the business of educaƟng about populaƟon. True 
to its founding, it is against populaƟon growth, and children presented with its anƟ-natalist 
materials are likely to want to have fewer children of their own. The following comes from its 
own mission statement:  

“OverpopulaƟon threatens the quality of life for people everywhere. PopulaƟon ConnecƟon is the 
naƟonal grassroots populaƟon organizaƟon that educates young people and advocates progressive 
acƟon to stabilize world populaƟon at a level that can be sustained by Earth’s resources.” 

Paul Ehlich is known as the author of The PopulaƟon Bomb, a panic-inducing (and wrong in 
every predicƟon) bestseller that set off a wave of human rights violaƟons around the world, 
from China’s brutal one-child policy to India’s forced sterilizaƟons. Ehrlich was an outspoken 
advocate of both. When China finally scrapped its policy aŌer 35 tragic years in 2015, Ehrlich 
took to then-TwiƩer with an outraged rant. He was perhaps the only person in the world to 
mourn the demise of China’s One Child Policy. 
Although the group rebranded, its idenƟty never changed. The teaching material this 
organizaƟon produces for kids includes the same extreme fearmongering about overpopulaƟon 
that made Ehrlich famous. 

“World PopulaƟon” is a six-minute video and may be PopulaƟon ConnecƟon’s most popular 
item of its hundreds of educaƟonal materials. It has millions of views on each of several video 
plaƞorms (and each view may represent a showing to a whole classroom). 
 

 
 

To show “overpopulaƟon” in a way designed to shock the viewer, the video starts with an 
ancient “baseline” populaƟon of 170 million people in the year 1 CE, which is eighteen 
centuries before modern civilizaƟon arose. 
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From the ancient level of 170 million people, the video shows the world of today seemingly 

on fire with liƩle exploding populaƟon bombs going off all over the planet. Meanwhile, the 
background sound is a heartbeat, beaƟng slowly in ancient Ɵmes and thumping to a franƟc 
crescendo of about 200 beats per minute in the present. Paul Ehrlich's message of sheer 
populaƟon panic comes through loud and clear. Many of the millions of children who have 
watched this video surely now believe that they should have fewer children, if any at all.  

In one lesson plan for elementary schoolers, parƟcipants take on the role of animals in a 
habitat, trying to survive on limited resources. If there are too many parƟcipants, the 
resources will run out (and death would ensue if this exercise were real). 
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This is the same bad analogy that Ehrlich used in The PopulaƟon Bomb. Ehrlich’s book 
begins, “The baƩle to feed all of humanity is over. Hundreds of millions of people are going to 
starve to death.” 

But that is just not how things work for humans. We aren’t hunter-gatherers, we grow our 
food. University of Maryland Economics Professor Julian Simon thoroughly debunked Ehrlich’s 
ideas in his 1978 book The UlƟmate Resource (spoiler, the ulƟmate resource is many 
innovaƟve people, working together). Ehrlich famously lost their bet. Resources became more 
abundant and cheaper as populaƟon grew. 

Another bad lesson enƟtled “Carrying Capacity” teaches that if populaƟon were much 
lower, we would all be beƩer off. But that gets history backward. When Earth had far fewer 
people, most people were worse off, with hunger and poverty being common. Contra the 
Ehrlich-style narraƟve, when populaƟon grew and people could innovate together and realize 
economies of scale, an age of abundance ensued. Hundreds of lessons like this all have the 
goal of persuading youngsters to have fewer children in the future, under the guise of 
environmentalism. 

PopulaƟon ConnecƟon also errs in focusing on total populaƟon when ferƟlity tells the true 
story of what is happening today. FerƟlity rates have fallen far below replacement in virtually 
every developed country, but total populaƟons in some countries are sƟll growing due to rising 
numbers of the elderly, a phenomenon called populaƟon momentum. 

There are a few countries, desperately poor and lacking in educaƟon or modern birth 
control, that sƟll fit the story that PopulaƟon ConnecƟon tells, of populaƟon growing rapidly. 

Yet PopulaƟon ConnecƟon provides these educaƟon programs not in those countries but in 
the United States and Canada, which already have ferƟlity rates way below replacement. 

The huge reach of PopulaƟon ConnecƟon is presented proudly on its website. It boasts that 
it has trained some 100,000 educators over the past ten years. Even more educators have 
been trained over the past 30 years, with an average of more than 10,000 teachers per year 
trained in their material. 

 
 
The influence of this radically anƟ-natal organizaƟon even extends into AP classes! From 

PopulaƟon ConnecƟon’s own website, we find this statement of accomplishment: 
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It is of course outrageous that the man whose radical anƟ-populaƟon philosophy led to 

some of the worst human rights violaƟons in modern history founded an organizaƟon that 
now educates millions of their children every year. 

But the ulƟmate scandal is that Millennials and GeneraƟon Z, many educated by Paul 
Ehrlich’s own populaƟon fearmongering group under the guise of environmentalism, now have 
a birthrate that is lower than any generaƟon in American history, partly due to the impact of 
such educaƟon. 

Geƫng this and similar anƟ-natal educaƟon out of schools is surely be the first step to 
raising ferƟlity. As menƟoned earlier, overpopulaƟon fearmongering has historically been 
fantasƟcally effecƟve at lowering birthrates, whether it is true or not. 

 

The right educaƟon, in the face of demographic collapse 
OverpopulaƟon fearmongering was probably never appropriate in schools. But it is completely 
senseless and counterproducƟve with today’s problem is the literal opposite, too few births.                                     

To resolve the world’s ferƟlity crisis, the very opposite approach needs to be taken in our 
educaƟon systems, not one of indoctrinaƟon but explanaƟon of the dangers that populaƟon 
collapse poses and, at a more personal level, the kind of Ɵming required to ensure that young 
men and women have the number of children they want. Charts like the one below by 
demographer Anna Rotkirch should be available to young people in high school, in a world 
where perhaps 30% or more will fail to have the children they hoped to have. 

 

 
Another curve, crucially important to teach young people in a world where many will be 

leŌ unintenƟonally childless, is the one below. The 2023 paper (“Age and InferƟlity Revisited” 
by Geruso, LoPalo and Spears) used a dataset of 2.8 million women, sampled across 62 
countries, to discover what the age-related ferƟlity really looks like. The curve shows how easy 
it is for a woman to get pregnant at different ages. 
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This curve is far different than any of us knew – most of us have had the vague noƟon that 
the ability to get pregnant falls aŌer 35. In fact, fecundability (the ability to get pregnant) has 
already declined by 2/3 at age 32. Most women will sƟll be able to get pregnant, but a growing 
share of couples will find themselves inferƟle as the age of childbearing is pushed ever further 
back. 

 
How FerƟlity is Limited by Age, Visualized 
Why it is so crucial to educate young people about the narrow ferƟlity window of youth? 
FerƟlity plunged in the United States from about 2.05 births per woman in 2000 to just 1.6 
births per woman in 2020, well below replacement amid a global crisis of low birthrates. But 
ferƟlity desires did not change much at all during that Ɵme. Ideal ferƟlity according to surveys 
has stayed around 2.5 births per woman since 1970, and perhaps has even increased a bit in 
recent years. 

So why did births fall so much when ferƟlity desires stayed about the same? Yale professor 
Paul Goldsmith-Pinkham created great visuals that plot ferƟlity across different ages over Ɵme. 
They offer a big clue about why women are not having all the children that they want to have. 
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In this chart, the most yellow line is birth odds by age in 2000. The most violet line is births 
odds by age in 2020. The area under the curve is proporƟonal to the total ferƟlity rate in that 
year. What has happened? The leŌ part of the ferƟlity curve has shiŌed more and more to the 
right as women avoided teen pregnancy, postponed family, and had children later than before. 
Meanwhile, the right part of the curve changed very liƩle because women aren’t actually able 
to increase ferƟlity that much in their 30s and beyond. As a result, later childbearing does not 
on average make up for children not born to women in their 20s. 

What if we look only at women who went to college? College-educated women avoided 
teen pregnancy even back in 2000 and are more conscienƟous about educaƟon and planning 
for family. These women started families around three years later in 2020 than in 2000, as the 
leŌ part of the curves show. But again, the right part of the curve was sƟll almost the same in 
2020 as in 2000. Instead of shiŌing neatly to the right, the curve just got narrower, and the 
total ferƟlity rate (represented by the area under the curve) kept going down. 
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In other words, delayed ferƟlity could not be made up. Even though women’s plans have 
greatly changed, physical ferƟlity limits have hardly changed at all. (American women in 2020 
had an ideal ferƟlity that was almost a whole child more than actual ferƟlity, 2.5 vs. 1.6).  

Think about what this means! Birthrates, now much too low, would likely be quite a lot 
higher if women just started a bit earlier. 

 
Technology has not been able to extend a woman’s reproducƟve window that much  
As the next chart shows, IVF success rates have improved quite a lot for women in their 30s. 
Meanwhile, women over age 42 conƟnue to have a low success rate from IVF. When older 
women do get pregnant using IVF, it is oŌen with a donor egg. As much as we want to believe 
that technology overcomes age-related ferƟlity decline, that hasn't happened very much yet.  
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Knowledge of ferƟlity is incredibly poor 
Remember that ferƟlity curve from earlier, that shows that fecundability peaks at 20 and is 2/3 
lower by 32? Demographer Lyman Stone ploƩed results of a survey on ferƟlity knowledge 
based on polling data, and he found that ferƟlity knowledge is awful. 

 
 
Only 10% of women are aware that ferƟlity decline is noƟceable before age 30, while almost 

half of women think ferƟlity decline becomes noƟceable at 40 or later. But by then, the ferƟlity 
window is almost closed for most women. These facts are sad and promising at the same Ɵme. 
Sad because almost all of us are close to people who wanted to have children but started too 
late, if that isn’t your own story. Promising because things could be beƩer for future generaƟons 
who will be able to plan around peak ferƟlity, if they can receive proper educaƟon on the 
ferƟlity window while sƟll young.  
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11. Go Big or Go Home: Larger Family Norms to Reach 
Replacement 

There is a mathemaƟcal reality that we must come to terms with to solve the low birthrate 
crisis. A two-child norm will not do. If you believe like we do there is no going back to the 
world of the 1950s when almost all women had children, and if you project, like we do, that 
current educaƟon and relaƟonship trends mean childlessness will go a lot higher from here, 
then big families are the only way to return to high birthrates. 

The InsƟtute for Family Studies produced this chart just a few weeks ago: 

 

 

Rates of sexlessness are soaring among those in their peak childbearing years, and charts 
like this could be made for every developed country. Young adults haven’t only cast aside 
tradiƟon, religion and marriage.  They remain with their parents in huge numbers, are living 
their lives online and not hiƫng the milestones of life. Hikikomori, the strange Japanese 
phenomenon of young adults cocooning and isolaƟng from the world seems to have gone 
global. 

How is someone supposed to go from that to parenthood? 
 

The basic arithmeƟc of childlessness 
Barring a miracle, it is clear to us that a much higher percentage of young people will be 
childless than in the recent past, due to the decline in partnering and long delays in hiƫng 
milestones.  



105 
 

The InsƟtute for Family Studies, produced this chart for the US: 

 

(Source: hƩps://ifstudies.org/blog/1-in-4-projecƟng-childlessness-among-todays-young-
women) 

For younger millennials, childlessness rates could be above 30% and for Gen Z, 
childlessness rates may be higher sƟll. In Europe and East Asia, rates of childless are oŌen 
higher than in the US.  Already childless rates across parts of East Asia were above 30% even 
before the rise of the Internet, smartphones, social media and the chaos of daƟng apps.  

Meanwhile, there is a strong two child norm across the developed world. The chart below, 
by the account @BirthGauge on X, illustrates that two-child norm pervades the developed 
world.  

He explains how to interpret the chart below: 
“Looking at the birth order shows how family sizes vary across countries and uncovers 

some surprises. In most developed countries, there are almost as many second births as there 
are first births, but much fewer third births than second births, which indicates a strong two-
child norm. 

However if the number of first, second and third births is roughly the same and there are 
fewer fourth births (like in Mongolia for example), this indicates a three-child-norm. Thus by 
comparing the size of the bars, one can get a rough indicator of family norms.” 
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Clearly a two-child-norm pervades most countries.  
But what happens when you combine a two-child-norm with 1/3 being childless? A ferƟlity 

rate of perhaps 1.5 or less is the result. 
Numerous commenters on ferƟlity have noƟced this. 
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In our world today, a two-child-norm will not get you anywhere close to replacement. You 
need larger families, to make up for everyone who isn’t geƫng to family at all for a hundred 
different reasons. They may may be ideologically opposed to kids, may be inferƟle, may only 
socialize online, may have liƩle income, may live with their parents, may be unable to find a 
partner, may not be heterosexual, may be consumed with work, may have substance 
problems, or many of the above. Good luck geƫng people to change all that! In our view, a far 
more plausible path to replacement is if those with children average one more. 
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Large families were the norm unƟl recently 
For most of American history unƟl the 20th century four or more children was the norm for 
greater than 60% of the populaƟon while only around 10% stopped at 2. A similar paƩern 
existed around the world. 

 

Source: Larry E. Jones & Michele TerƟlt, 2006. "An Economic History of FerƟlity in the U.S.: 1826-
1960," NBER Working Papers 12796, NaƟonal Bureau of Economic Research, Inc. 
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This chart conƟnues where the last one leŌ off. StarƟng with the cohort born in the 1950s, 
two kids became the strong norm. But that was culture. There is no reason why we have to 
stop at two (except if you live in a small apartment, of course). 

Larger families are the easiest way to get a recovery 
One the few examples of a country that went from below replacement ferƟlity to above is 
Kazakhstan, which we looked at earlier. 

 

What is amazing is that Kazakhstan’s ferƟlity rose from 1.80 in 2000 to nearly 3 today, enƟrely 
because of families choosing to become larger.  

 

Pronatal culture? It’s happening! 
Something interesƟng is showing up the US ferƟlity data. Demographer Anne Morse posted 
this chart on X: 
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While the ferƟlity rate in the US has conƟnued to decline, the share of births that are 5th 
order or higher has risen sharply, albeit from a very low level. 

 

Catherine Pakaluk knows 
A word should be said about Catherine Pakaluk and her extraordinary book ‘Hannah’s 
Children.’ Pakaluk undertook in-depth interviews with college-educated mothers of five or 
more children. Her interviewees acknowledged the costs of having a large family and one 
spoke of being ‘constantly frazzled.’ As highly-educated women, many had to put aside their 
career and other aspiraƟons. But many of these women had religious beliefs and a strong 
sense of pro-natal mission. They had husbands who were commiƩed to the cause as well, and 
tended to have solid incomes. 

And in terms of the self-actualizaƟon foregone or not, as one mother-of-seven (Oxford 
educated and religious) told one of the authors of this document: ‘Bringing seven children into 
the world and sending them off rounded, mature and responsible people is the most creaƟve 
and fulfilling thing you can do.’57 

I (Daniel) am proud to say I wrote the very first review of Hannah’s Children, several weeks 
before it was released. The Ɵtle my review was, “Are these the ones who will save us?” I do 
believe that mothers who embrace bigger families as a mission will be a big part of our 
salvaƟon as a society. 
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12. Policy MaƩers: The example of France 

 
If you know anything about European demography, you know that France has had much beƩer 
ferƟlity than the rest of Europe, and that this ferƟlity gap between France and its neighbors 
has persisted for many decades. 
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A new report by the InsƟtute for Family Studies, Is There Hope for Low FerƟlity? ‘Demographic 
Rearmament’ in Southern Europe by Lyman Stone and Erin Wingerter finds that the relaƟvely 
pro-natal policies in France resulted in higher ferƟlity by 0.1 to 0.3 births per woman. Given 
that ferƟlity is about half a child more per woman in France than in Spain and Italy, the authors 
are clearly choosing to err on the conservaƟve side.  

 
Evidence that higher French ferƟlity really is due to policy  
In arriving at the conclusion that French pro-natal policy is producing higher ferƟlity, the 
authors dispense with two counter-proposals, the first that the difference is due to some 
ethnic or cultural factors peculiar to the French people and the second that the higher French 
ferƟlity is due to immigraƟon.  

Regarding the quesƟon of peculiar French differences, the authors look at the border 
regions with France and Italy. There is ethnic and cultural similarity on both sides of the 
borders with France and Italy, and yet there is a sharp ferƟlity divide in both instances.  

Regarding the quesƟon of immigraƟon, the authors find that completed ferƟlity is relaƟvely 
flat by amount of French ancestry, and that immigrant numbers cannot account for 
significantly higher French ferƟlity. Notably the French share of immigrants is lower than some 
of its neighbors. Thus, higher naƟve French birth rates are the root cause of higher French 
ferƟlity.  

 

 



113 
 

 
 

What are French pro-natal policies and why are they effecƟve  
France has had a variety of pro-natal policies ranging from family leave to cash benefits for 
children and more. But the coolest and most unique aspect of the French system is the 
‘quoƟent system’ of taxaƟon. Price Waterhouse Coopers describes it like this: “Under income-
spliƫng rules, total taxable income is divided by the number of shares awarded to the 
taxpayer: one share for a single person, two shares for a married taxpayer without children, 
half a share for each of the first two dependent children, and one full share for the third and 
each subsequent child.”58  

A good way of thinking about this for Americans is like how a married couple with X income 
is in a much lower tax bracket than a single person with X income. Their combined income has 
much higher thresholds for each tax bracket than a single person would have. (That American 
tax policy is itself somewhat pro-natal, by encouraging marriage for many.) Now imagine that 
math for children as well. In France, each addiƟonal child has a similar effect as a spouse for 
tax purposes, of moving the total family income into lower tax brackets.  

There are some reasons why French pro-natal policy may be parƟcularly effecƟve at 
boosƟng ferƟlity rates compared to its neighbors. First, it is specifically encouraging of larger 
families. In France the benefits for a third or fourth child are more than for a first child, helping 
to encourage larger family norm (which is really helpful for sustaining higher birthrates).  

Second, France’s support of families has been consistent over many years. France has had 
some variaƟon of pro-natal policy for more than 100 years, which has helped to build a pro-
natal culture. It is oŌen said that culture maƩers more than policy for birthrates. Yet long-
running pro-natal policies themselves help produce pro-natal culture.  

Contrast this with East Asian countries like China and Korea where for much of living -
memory, there were populaƟon control messages and penalƟes for having too many childen. 
Recent pro-natal policies in East Asia are contradictory and would have to be consistent for a 
very long Ɵme to overcome the negaƟve effects of those earlier measures. 

 
Benefits should be based on having children, not treated as welfare  
One of the key aspects of the historical French system is that child benefits went to everyone, 
regardless of income. That is an important cornerstone of policy, because a truly pro-natal 
policy is one that encourages children for the posiƟve value of children for society, rather than 
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as a welfare program for the poor. Also, it has important implicaƟons for whether children are 
viewed as high-status. 

Unfortunately, it seems France has been moving away from that in recent years. Income 
caps were applied to family benefits and the result was a huge drop-off in ferƟlity, which was 
sharpest at the cutoff. (Source Lyman Stone, post on X) 

 

Policymakers elsewhere should take heed. Pronatal benefits and income redistribuƟon are two 
very different things, and the later diminishes and erodes support for the former. 
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