
6. SOCIAL INTEGRATION: ADVANCING SOCIAL INTEGRATION AND INTERGENERATIONAL SOLIDARITY

THE FAMILY IN TRANSITION: SHOULD WE BE CONCERNED

ABOUT DECLINES IN FERTILITY AND MARRIAGE?

W. Bradford Wilcox 1

A turning point has occurred in the life of the human race. The sustainability of human-
kind’s oldest institution, the family –the fount of fertility, nurturance, and human capital–
is now an open question.

FIGURE 1

TOTAL FERTILITY RATE (NUMBER OF CHILDREN PER WOMAN)
FOR SELECT COUNTRIES, 1960–2010

Source: United Nations Population Division

On current trends, many countries confront a future of rapidly aging and declining popu-
lations, of few children–many of them without the benefit of siblings and a stable, two–
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parent home–of lonely seniors living on meager public support, of cultural and economic
stagnation. In almost every developed country, including most in Europe and East Asia
and many in the Americas– from Canada to Chile–birth rates have fallen below the levels
needed to avoid rapid population aging and decline (see Figure 1).

The average woman in a developed country now bears just 1.66 children over her life-
time, which is about 21 percent below the level needed to sustain the population over
time (2.1 children per woman).2 Accordingly, the number of children age 0–14 is 60.6
million less in the developed world today than it was in 1965.3 Primarily because of their
dearth of children, developed countries face shrinking workforces even as they must
meet the challenge of supporting rapidly growing elderly populations.

FIGURE 2

POPULATION AGES 0–4 AND 60+ (IN MILLIONS)
IN DEVELOPED AND DEVELOPING COUNTRIES, 2011–2035

Source: United Nations Population Division, Medium Variant Projections, 2011.

In recent years, the phenomenon of subreplacement fertility has spread to many less
developed countries. In fact, the number of lifetime births per woman shrank in a single

2
Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat,

‘World Population Prospects: The 2010 Revision’ (New York: UN, 2011): http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/
index.htm.
3

Ibid.



W. Bradford Wilcox · North American Expert Group Meeting · Mexico City 2014 · 3

generation from six or more to less than two in places ranging from Iran, Lebanon, and
Tunisia to Chile, Cuba, Trinidad, Thailand, China, Taiwan, and South Korea.4

World population is still growing, to be sure; the United Nations projects that our num-
bers could increase from 7 to 10 billion over the next 90 years.5 But this is a different kind
of growth than we have ever seen before. Until quite recently, population growth came
primarily from increases in the numbers of young people.

But over the next 40 years, according to the U.N.’s latest ‘medium variant’projections, 53
percent of world population growth will come from increases in the numbers of people
over 60, while only 7 percent will come from people under 30. Indeed, the U.N. projects
that by 2025, the population of children under 5, already in decline in most developed
nations, will be falling globally as well (see Figure 2).6 This means that world population
could well start falling by the turn of the century, especially if birth rates do not break
their downward trend.

Accompanying the global megatrend of falling birth rates is a radical change in the cir-
cumstances in which many children are raised, as country after country has seen a surge
of divorce and/or out–of– wedlock births and a sharp drop in the percentage of children
living with both of their married parents. In much of Europe and the Americas, from the
United Kingdom to the United States, from Mexico to Sweden, out–of–wedlock births
are the ‘new normal,’with 40 percent or more of all children born without married par-
ents (see Figure 3). Though many of these births are to cohabiting couples, families
headed by cohabiting couples are significantly less stable than those headed by married
couples. This means that children born outside of marriage are markedly more likely to
be exposed to a revolving cast of caretakers and to spells of single parenthood, compared
to children born to married couples.

Take the United States. Fully 41 percent of U.S. children are now born outside of mar-
riage. About half of these children are born to cohabiting couples, and about half of them
are born to single mothers.7 Both of these groups are much more likely to be exposed to
instability (when a parent leaves the household, or a new social parent arrives in the
household–both of which are often stressful for children) and spells of single parenthood
than are children born to married parents. One study of U.S. children found that 17 per-
cent of those born to married couples, 57 percent born to single mothers, and 63 percent
born to cohabiting parents experienced some type of instability in the first six years of
their lives.8 Another study found that the percentage of children in single–parent families
in the United States more than doubled from 12 percent in 1970 to 25 percent in 2009.9
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FIGURE 3

PERCENT OF CHILDREN BORN TO AN UNMARRIED MOTHER
FOR SELECT COUNTRIES, 1970–2010

Sources: www.sustaindemographicdividend.org/e–ppendix/sources.
Rates for Canada, Italy, India and Indonesia are slightly older: see notes at www.sustaindemographicdividend.org/e–ppendix/sources.

Or take Sweden, where 55 percent of children are born outside of marriage. The vast
majority of these children are born to cohabiting couples. But even in Sweden, where
cohabitation enjoys widespread acceptance and legal support, cohabiting families are
less stable than married families. One recent study found that children born to cohabiting
couples were about 75 percent more likely than children born to married couples to see
their parents break up by age 15.10 And the percentage of single–parent households with
children in Sweden has almost doubled in the last twenty–five years, from 11 percent in
1985 to 19 percent in 2008.11

An abundant social–science literature, as well as common sense, supports the claim that
children are more likely to flourish, and to become productive adults, when they are
raised in stable, married–couple households. We know, for example, that children in the
United States who are raised outside of an intact, married home are two to three times
more likely to suffer from social and psychological problems, such as delinquency, de-
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pression, and dropping out of high school. They are also markedly less likely to attend
college and be stably employed as young adults.12 Sociologist Paul Amato estimates that
if the United States enjoyed the same level of family stability today as it did in 1960, the
nation would have 750,000 fewer children repeating grades, 1.2 million fewer school sus-
pensions, approximately 500,000 fewer acts of teenage delinquency, about 600,000 few-
er kids receiving therapy, and approximately 70,000 fewer suicide attempts every year.13

In Sweden, even after adjusting for confounding factors, children living in single–parent
families are at least 50 percent more likely to suffer from psychological problems, to be
addicted to drugs or alcohol, to attempt suicide, or to commit suicide than are children in
two–parent families.14

Moreover, a new study from Child Trends conducted by sociologist Laurie DeRose and
her colleagues found that young children in Africa, Asia, and Latin America–including
Bolivia, Colombia, Honduras, and Peru–were generally more likely to experience diarrhea
and mortality if their mother had experienced union instability. In fact, young children (5
and under) whose mothers got divorced, saw their union dissolved, remarried, or
repartnered were at least 20 percent more likely to die, compared to children whose
mothers remained in their union from their birth.15 This new research suggests that chil-
dren in the developing world are more likely to thrive, at least physically, when they are
raised in a stable, two–parent home. Moreover, this research also indicates that such
stability is highest in countries where marriage rates are high and nonmarital childbear-
ing rates are low. For instance, 94 percent of mothers of young children in the Asian
countries in this study, where marriage is comparatively strong, were in a stable, first
union; by contrast, only 60 percent of mothers of young children in the Latin American
countries in this study, where marriage is more fragile, were in a stable, first union. 16

And so it is not just the quantity of children that is in decline in more and more regions of
the world but also the quality of their family lives, calling into question the sustainability
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of the human family. Sustainable families don’t just reproduce themselves; they also
raise the next generation with the requisite virtues and human capital to flourish as adult
citizens, employees, and consumers. And families headed by intact, married couples are
the ones most likely to succeed in raising the next generation.

What are the causes and consequences, especially economic, of these recent declines in
fertility and marriage? What is the appropriate response of policy makers, business lead-
ers, civil society, and individuals? These questions were addressed at the ‘Whither the
Child?’ academic conference sponsored by the Social Trends Institute in Barcelona,
Spain, in 2010. This paper surveys the evidence from that conference, and other relevant
scholarship, in an attempt to understand the rapid demographic evolution of modern
societies and to suggest options for ensuring their sustainability.

A. CAUSES OF FALLING FERTILITY AND MARRIAGE RATES

Urbanization is a key driver in the transformation of global demographics. Today, more
than half the world population lives in urban areas, up from 29 percent in 1950.17

This trend impacts human reproductive behavior. For city dwellers, whether rich or poor,
the economics of childbearing are challenging. In the not–so–distant past, when the ma-
jority of the world’s population were still small–scale farmers, most children could still
play economically useful roles. They could tend to fields and farm animals, deliver mes-
sages between fields and home, and perform tasks in the home that have now been
largely supplanted by the widespread consumption of store–bought food and clothing
and the introduction of modern appliances. In an urban environment, however, children
are no longer an economic asset to the parents but an expensive (and easily avoidable or
deferrable) economic liability.18

Declining real wages and increasingly insecure job tenure have also no doubt played a big
role in many young couples’conclusions that they should either remain childless or delay
marrying and starting families. In a paper presented at the Social Trends Institute confer-
ence, demographers Wolfgang Lutz, Stuart Basten, and Erich Striessnig noted that over
the last generation in the developed world, especially in Europe, entry into professional
life after education has become more difficult. “In many European countries,” they ob-
served, “where young employees in the past enjoyed positions which were more or less
permanent, today many have to jump from one short–term contract to the next. Under
such conditions it becomes less attractive to establish a family and, subsequently, to

17
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avoid dedicating all of one’s time and energy to pursuing a professional career.”19

Meanwhile, the increasing demand for education in modern, urban economies also dis-
courages fertility. In today’s advanced societies, a college degree has become for most
people a prerequisite for achieving a living wage, and many people have not completed
their schooling before their own or their spouse’s biological fertility is already in decline.
Even if a young couple nonetheless succeeds in starting a family, the same upward trends
in the cost and duration of education will leave them scrambling to figure out how they
can ever afford to endow their children with the minimum education required to succeed
in 21st–century job markets.

Finally, although social–security systems around the world, as well as private pension
plans, depend critically on the human capital created by parents, they paradoxically pro-
vide incentives to remain childless or to limit family size. In advanced economies, citizens
no longer must have children and raise them successfully in order to secure support in old
age. Instead, the elderly in developed countries have largely been able to rely on health
and retirement benefits paid for by other people’s children: that is, working–age adults
who are currently paying taxes for public pensions.20

B. THE ROLE OF CULTURE

Changing values and conceptions of the good life have also played a role in driving down
rates of marriage and childbearing. The initial emergence of subreplacement fertility in
Scandinavia, and its subsequent spread throughout Western Europe, for example, was
strongly associated with the diffusion of secular values, the decline of religious authority,
and the rise of expressive individualism. Demographer Ron Lesthaeghe and his col-
leagues have gathered extensive data on the values revolution among the young that
swept though Europe starting in the late 1960s. They looked at changing attitudes to-
ward divorce, contraception, sex, single parenthood, and organized religion and noticed
a clear geographical pattern. Attitudes once termed ‘counter–cultural,’and today associ-
ated with mainstream secular liberalism in Europe, first gained prominence in Scandina-
via in the late 1960s. They then spread south, eventually diffusing though Spain, Portu-
gal, Italy, and Greece by the later part of the 1970s and through the 1980s. And as these
attitudes spread, birth and marriage rates fell almost in lockstep.21
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FIGURE 4

AVERAGE NUMBER OF CHILDREN IN 53 COUNTRIES, BY RELIGIOUS ATTENDANCE

Sources: World Values Survey, 2005–2008.

Today there remains within the individual countries of Europe, and of the West generally,
a strong and growing correlation between conservative religious values and larger–than–
average family size. In France, for instance, practicing religious white women have a half–
child fertility advantage over nonreligious white women and, as political scientist Eric
Kaufman has pointed out, this disparity has been increasing over time.22 In Spain, women
who are practicing Catholics have significantly more children than do nonpracticing
Catholic women–holding income, marital status, education, and other factors constant.23

Much the same story can be found throughout the globe, where the religiously observant
typically have markedly higher birth rates than does the rest of the population. Our anal-
ysis of 53 countries from every region of the world, from Africa to Oceania, and from the
Americas to Europe and the Middle East, indicates that men and women who attend reli-
gious services monthly or more have had about.5 more children on average than their
peers who attend services less often or not at all (see Figure 4).24

Another powerful factor appears to be the expanding influence of television and other
cultural media. Even in the remotest corners of the globe, when television is introduced,
birth rates soon fall. This is particularly easy to see in Brazil. There television was not in-
troduced all at once but rather province by province, and thus it is possible to see after
the fact that every place the television arrived next, birth rates plummeted. Today, the
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number of hours a Brazilian woman spends watching domestically produced telenovelas
strongly predicts how many children she will have.25 These soap operas, though rarely
addressing reproductive issues directly, typically depict wealthy individuals living the
high life in big cities. The men are dashing, lustful, power–hungry, and unattached. The
women are beautiful, manipulative, independent, and in control of their own bodies. The
few characters who have young children delegate their care to nannies.

The ‘telenovelas’, in other words, reinforce a cultural message that is conveyed as well by
many Hollywood films and other North American and European cultural exports: people
who are wealthy, sophisticated, free, and self–fulfilled are those people who have at
most one or two children and who do not let their parental roles dominate their exciting
lives.

Before concluding, however, that modernity necessarily fosters sterility, one should note
a still small but possibly important countertrend. In recent years, birth rates have begun
to rise modestly in places that have strongly committed to gender equality and that have
large shares of women in the formal labor force, such as Sweden and France.

By contrast, fertility is today lowest in nations where traditional family and religious val-
ues are still comparatively strong but on the wane, such as South Korea, Japan, Italy, and
Greece. And this pattern may partly reflect differences in how well conflict over evolving
gender roles has been resolved. According to cultural observers in South Korea, for ex-
ample, Confucian values remain strong enough to inhibit out–of–wedlock births, of which
there were a mere 7,774 in 2007.26 Yet birth rates are very low, and divorce is compara-
tively high.27 The common explanation is that women still feel social pressure, if they
marry, to show exceptional deference to their husbands and mothers–in–law. For the
new generation of South Korean women, who now have many opportunities to support
themselves without marrying, this looks like a bad bargain. Thus many remain single, get
divorced, or limit their fertility.

Looking at the modestly higher fertility found in at least some countries that have large
numbers of working women, some observers have proclaimed that “feminism is the new
natalism” and have called for more measures to boost gender equality and state support
for working women as a way to sustain population.28 The premise of this argument, how-
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ever, is easily overstated. Whether the pattern really applies to the world as a whole, for
example, is disputed by demographers.29 Moreover, the comparatively higher annual
birth rates of such ‘feminist’countries as Sweden or France partly reflect the temporary
effect of more women having their first child at later ages, as well as a surge in out–of–
wedlock births and the comparatively high fertility of their immigrant populations.30

C. ECONOMIC CONSEQUENCES OF THE NEW GLOBAL DEMOGRAPHICS

What is the relationship between population growth and economic growth? Does fewer
people mean there is more for each to enjoy? Or that each will have to work harder?

With the benefit of hindsight, it is not hard to see the role population growth has played
over time in fueling economic growth and the emergence of affluent societies. Greater
numbers often meant greater economies of scale, through assembly lines and other
means of mass production, and they also allowed for more specialization of labor.31 More
people also means a larger workforce for businesses and, crucially, more demand for the
products they sell. Population growth can also be a spur to innovation, as it causes people
to look for more efficient ways to grow food, for example, or to find substitutes for de-
pleted natural resources like whale oil and firewood. The more brains are available to
work on natural– resource challenges, the sooner someone will come up with the idea
that provides a solution. The more general point is that people can be resources for, ra-
ther than drains on, the economy, provided that the right cultural and policy environment
is in place.32

So what will happen now that the great population boom of the last two centuries is wan-
ing? A first– order effect is a slowdown in the size of the global workforce. The world’s
working–age population (15–64) grew by 1.3 billion, or 40 percent, between 1990 and

Prescriptions for Addressing Low Fertility,’Social Trends Institute, ‘Whither the Child?’Experts Meeting
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2010.33 But this pace cannot continue, because the people who would be necessary to
make that happen were quite literally never born. Due to the global decline in birth rates
over the last two decades, the global working–age population will likely grow by only
about 900 million between 2010 and 2030, or 400 million less than the previous two dec-
ades.34 Indeed, over the next forty years, the working–age population will shrink
throughout Europe and East Asia (see Figure 5).35

FIGURE 5

PERCENT CHANGE IN POPULATION AGES 19–64
IN SELECT REGIONS AND COUNTRIES, 2010 TO 2050

Sources: U.S. Census Bureay International Database.

For instance, the working–age population of Western Europe will shrink in absolute size
even with continued high levels of immigration. Over the next twenty years, its pool of
men and women age 15– 64 will fall by 4 percent even if Western Europe accepts 20 mil-
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lion new immigrants. Meanwhile, the population over 65 will likely grow by 40 percent.36

Coaxing more women out of the home and into the paid workforce, as is official Europe-
an Union policy, would help to improve the dwindling ratio of workers to retirees, but at
the risk of driving down birth rates still more. Raising the average age of retirement
would also help arrest the declining size of the workforce, but here, too, there are clear
political and practical limits. For example, despite all the talk of “70 being the new 60,”
the health status of the next generation of seniors in the developed world is likely to be
lower than that of their counterparts today. This is because of sharp increases in chronic
conditions among today’s late–middle–agers, due to the global obesity epidemic and
other factors.37

In Europe and East Asia, the decline in the numbers of younger workers will be even
sharper than the decline in older workers, with consequences that could be particularly
grave for economic dynamism. In every country of the world, regardless of its stage of
economic development, form of government, or age structure, the highest rates of en-
trepreneurial activity are found among those age 25–34–an age group whose numbers
will be shrinking in many advanced countries (see Figure 6).

To be sure, during the early stages of fertility decline, nations often experience prosperi-
ty, a phenomenon known as the ‘demographic dividend.’As birth rates first turn down, a
rising share of workers occupy the prime productive years of young adulthood. With few-
er children around to support and care for, vast reserves of female labor are freed up to
join the market economy, and adults are free to devote more money to savings, consum-
er durables, and real estate. Societies traversing through this early stage of population
aging often find they have more resources available to invest in each remaining child, so
their literacy rates, for example, improve. This phenomenon clearly happened in Japan
and the other ‘Asian Tigers’from the 1960s to the 1990s and is still at work in China to-
day.38

But with the next generational turn, the ‘demographic dividend’has to be repaid. So long
as birth rates remain low, there are still comparatively few children, but the proportion of
productive younger workers now begins to decline even as the ranks of risk–averse, mid-
dle–aged citizens and dependent elders explodes. Population aging goes from being a
positive force for economic development and innovation to being a drain on resources–as
is already happening now in Japan, which is now struggling to pay for the rising costs of

36
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37
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its public pensions as its working–age population shrinks and its elderly population surg-
es.39 This will be the story of China over the next forty years, as Figure 5 indicates. China’s
working–age population will begin falling by 1 percent a year after 2016–with its popula-
tion of people in their twenties and thirties specifically in even steeper decline.40

FIGURE 6

PERCENT CHANGE IN POPULATION AGES 25–34
IN SELECT REGIONS AND COUNTRIES, 2010 TO 2050

Sources: U.S. Census Bureay International Database.

Meanwhile, the population of Chinese seniors (age 65 and over) will swell from 109 mil-
lion, or 8.2 percent of the population, to 279 million, or 20 percent of the population, by
2035.41 Chinese demographers now speak of the emergence of a 4–2–1 society, in which
a single child becomes responsible for two parents and four grandparents. This sets up
China to experience an even worse aging crisis than Japan is undergoing.

Finally, the global retreat from marriage is also likely to depress and distort economic
growth. Evidence drawn from Europe and North America indicates that children who are
raised in an intact, married home are more likely to excel in school and be active in the

39
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labor force as young adults, compared to children raised in nonintact homes.42 Married
adult males also work harder than their unmarried counterparts and enjoy an income
premium over single men of between 10 and 24 percent, in countries ranging from Ger-
many to Israel to Mexico to the United States.43 These findings suggest that market
economies in the Americas and Europe–from Canada to Chile, from Spain to Sweden–
that are now experiencing a retreat from marriage will also reap a new crop of problems
as fewer children have the opportunity to acquire the human and social capital they need
to thrive in the global economy and as fewer men have the motivation that marriage
brings to fully engage the world of work.

D. THE WELFARE STATE IN AN AGING SOCIETY

The financing of the welfare state also depends critically on population growth and
strong families, as evidenced by the painful rollback of social programs in aging Europe
and its sovereign debt crisis as well as Japan’s deepening debt problems. Indeed, a recent
report by Morgan Stanley suggests that a country’s proportion of old people may now be
a more important indicator of its likelihood of default than the size of its current debt,
especially because older voters are not likely to support reforms in public pensions that
limit their income.44

The demographic sources of the current crisis in the welfare state are not hard to fathom.
So long as population is growing, each new generation of retirees can get back far more
in public pensions and health–care benefits than they ever paid in without creating any
financial encumbrance on the future. But in the face of today’s population aging, old–age
benefits can no longer be financed by a rapidly expanding labor force. They must instead
be limited to what a shrinking working–age population is able and willing to contribute to
the elderly’s support.

France, Germany, Sweden, Italy, Japan, and many other aging countries have already
made draconian cuts in their promised of future pensions, even as insolvency or threat
thereof is forcing many others (such as Greece, Spain, and Ireland) toward the same
course.45 Even the United States is now coming to grips with a similar problem; for in-
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stance, in 2010 Social Security began paying out more to the elderly than it is taking in
from current workers.46 In an aging society, growing expenditures for pensions and
health care for the elderly also inevitably compete with the resources available to invest
in children and families. Faced with a mounting budget deficit, the United Kingdom has
cut child benefits while largely protecting pensioners.47 Thus, fertility declines and
growth in aging populations pose a fundamental challenge to the financial viability of the
welfare state in much of the developed world.

E. APPROPRIATE FAMILY POLICY IN AN AGING SOCIETY

What then are the appropriate policy responses to the unsustainable state of family life in
many advanced societies? Here are ten proposals that might be helpful:

1. Promote family enterprise. The last generation has seen a rapid increase in corporate
consolidation. Whereas rigorous enforcement of antitrust and other policies preserved an
important role for small–scale family farms and businesses until the 1980s, today there is
almost no check on the growth of giant retailers, agribusinesses, and industrial concerns.
As British social theorist Philip Blond has written, “Our fishmongers, butchers, and bakers
are driven out–converting a whole class of owner occupiers into low wage earners, em-
ployed by supermarkets.”48 Though it is not possible, or even desirable, to entirely re-
verse these trends toward monopolization, it is possible to moderate them and thereby
carve out more space for family enterprise and entrepreneurship, which will in turn help
to rebuild the economic foundation of the family. A good start would be to offer payroll
tax breaks to small businesses and to more rigorously enforce existing antitrust laws.

2. Increase income security for young couples. Young couples contemplating starting a
family now face far greater risk than their parents typically did that they will face repeat-
ed spells of un– and underemployment. As political scientist Jacob Hacker has demon-
strated, even before the Great Recession of 2008, the size of swings in pretax family in-
come from year to year had doubled in the United States since the early 1970s.49 In Eu-
rope, many young adults typically find themselves maneuvering from contract to con-
tract, rather than being able to settle into a secure career that will support a family. In the
developing world, young adults often find themselves trying to get ahead amid the swirl
of hypercompetitive megacities that seem to have literally no room for children.
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There is no single policy lever to pull that will put the family back into a healthy and sus-
tainable balance with global market forces. We must grapple with issues like foreign
trade, offshore employment, and downsizing. Yet it is essential that measures of effi-
ciency not be so narrowly defined that they discount the vital role that secure, function-
ing families play in sustaining economic progress. To soften the blows young adults face
from income and employment instability associated with globalization, countries should
ensure access to affordable health care and lifetime learning to keep job skills from be-
coming obsolete.

3. Ease the tension between higher education and family formation. A woman’s education
strongly predicts how many children she will have. For American women age 40– 44 in
2008, the average number of children among those with advanced degrees was just 1.6,
compared to 2.4 for those who never graduated from high school. Fully 21.5 percent of
highly educated woman remain childless throughout their lives, compared to only 15
percent of high–school dropouts.50

To some extent, these disparities simply reflect differing individual priorities and prefer-
ences. They also reflect, however, the severe obstacles placed in the way of couples who
want to start families while they are still biologically capable of doing so and at the same
time want to pursue higher education. Under our current system of higher education, a
woman who wants to, say, interrupt her education at age 20 to start a family and then
return to school at age 30 will face steep handicaps in gaining admission. Institutions of
higher learning, as well as employers, should include parents in their attempts to build
diversity and overcome historical patterns of discrimination.51

4. Build livable, family–friendly communities. Around the world, high–cost housing is
closely associated with low birth rates. This is particularly true in Japan, South Korea,
Europe, and coastal China.52 Though housing is comparatively affordable in most parts of
the United States, deteriorating public schools in many areas force parents into bidding
wars for homes in good school districts or compel them to pay for private school or limit
their family size. At the same time, underinvestment in transportation–particularly effi-
cient, affordable mass transit–is forcing parents in many parts of the United States and
Canada to endure long commutes that have a negative financial and emotional impact on
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family life.53 Suburbia, once a fount of fertility, needs to be refitted and modernized to
make it family friendly again.

The policy responses needed to address these threats to the family are much easier to
state than to achieve. Yet such vital reforms as improving public education, reducing au-
tomobile dependency, and fostering walkable communities will perhaps be easier if these
goals are tied to the needs of the family. Salt Lake City, which has the highest birth rate
of any American metropolitan area, has since the late 1990s made a huge and successful
commitment to containing sprawl and building light–rail under the influence of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter–Day Saints.54

5. Honor work–family ideals of all women. Women are diverse in their life preferences, no
less so when it comes to the balance of motherhood and career than in any other realm.
For example, in the United States, about one–fifth of married mothers state that their
ideal preference is to remain in full–time employment; almost half prefer to work part–
time only, and a full one–third prefer to avoid working outside the home while they raise
children.55 Though the proportions of women expressing preference for one of these
three broad options varies over time and among countries, research shows that the ratios
are remarkably consistent. In general in developed nations, about 20 percent of women
favor a home–centered life, 60 percent prefer a life that combines career and family, and
about 20 percent are primarily concerned with career only.56

Unfortunately, government family policy often ignores this diversity among women. In-
stead, there is often bias toward the needs of working mothers and neglect of those of
home–centered mothers. Pronatalist policies are not likely to be effective if they primari-
ly target career–oriented women; such women are not only a minority in any national
population but are generally the most resistant to increased childbearing. As sociologist
Catherine Hakim points out, family policy that is aimed only at the particular problems of
two–paycheck families fails “to recognize and accept the heterogeneity of women’s (and
men’s) lifestyle preferences.”57
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Policy makers should embrace programs such as the highly successful Finnish homecare
allowance, which provides parents who do not use public childcare with a stipend that
they can use for their own family budget–or to pay a grandparent, neighbor, friend, or
nanny to care for their children. In Finland, the allowance is less expensive than the cost
of public childcare and is linked to increases in fertility.58 Most importantly, it has allowed
women to choose the best caregiving option for themselves and their families.

6. Support marriage and responsible parenthood. There are limits to what any government
can or should do to promote marriage as an institution. Nonetheless, public policy should
stop penalizing marriage and should also support initiatives to educate the public about
the benefits of marriage and the hazards of single parenthood. This is no different in kind
from government efforts to educate the public about the benefits of properly installed
car seats for children or the hazards of smoking.

First, many public policies unintentionally penalize marriage by reducing or eliminating
public benefits to parents who marry and thereby have access to two incomes rather than
one.59 Public policies aimed at families should either be offered on a universal basis or
should allow the two parents to split their income when it comes to determining the
family’s eligibility for public support.

Second, governments should test the effectiveness of social–marketing campaigns on
behalf of marriage– especially those connecting marriage and parenthood. Experience
has shown that well–designed social– marketing campaigns aimed at changing sexual
behavior, drug use, and smoking habits can have a positive impact.60 In some cases, the
impact of these campaigns has proved to be modest. Yet the extraordinary cost, both to
individuals and society, of contending with, for example, out–of–wedlock births, makes
social marketing aimed at changing such behaviors likely to be cost effective. These
campaigns can also generate a larger, salutary conversation in the society at large about
the importance of marriage for raising children.

7. Promote thrift. Young adults in today’s developed countries, and increasingly in devel-
oping nations as well, are encumbered by debt to an unprecedented degree. According
to the Project On Student Debt, the average American college graduate in the class of
2009 faces $24,000 in student loans, a figure that has risen by 6 percent every year since
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2003.61 Mountains of credit–card debt also now typically encumber young couples con-
templating whether to start a family; this is an obvious discouragement to fertility.

Better consumer–finance–protection laws and enforcement are part of the solution, from
putting caps on usurious lending to enforcing standardized, easy–to–understand con-
tracts for credit cards and mortgages. So is restoring the ethos of thrift that historically
was a pillar of the thriving working– class and middle–class family. Until it petered out in
the 1960s, Americans celebrated ‘Thrift Week’pegged to Benjamin Franklin’s birthday on
January 17. Until the 1960s, public schools ran their own small banks for students, allow-
ing millions of American children to better learn financial literacy and the habits of thrift.
Savings and loans encouraged thrift through Christmas savings plans. And so on. We
need to renew this ethos for our day. Restoring thrift is a generational project but also a
prerequisite to restoring the health and fertility of the modern family.62

8. Adjust the financing of the welfare state to meet the needs of an aging society. All pen-
sion and health–care benefits, including those conveyed through the private sector, are
ultimately financed by babies and those who raise and educate them. Yet in modern so-
cieties, the ‘nurturing sector’of the economy is starved for resources. Parents in particu-
lar rarely receive any material compensation for the sacrifices they make on behalf of
their children.

Here is a suggestive policy idea for allowing the nurturing sector to keep a greater share
of the value it creates for society: Say to the next generation of young adults, have one
child, and your payroll taxes, which support the elderly, will drop by one–third. A second
child would be worth a two–thirds reduction in payroll taxes. Have three or more chil-
dren, and pay no payroll taxes until your youngest child turns 18. When it comes time to
retire, your benefits (and your spouse’s) will be calculated just as if you had both been
contributing the maximum tax during the period in which you were raising children, pro-
vided that all your children have graduated from high school.

9. Clean up the culture. Television and other global media, as we’ve already seen, appear
to have played a big role in driving birth and marriage rates down. From pop stars’efforts
to push the sexual envelope, to Hollywood films, violent video games, and ubiquitous
Internet pornography, the global media sends a strong message to young people around
the world that a family–centered way of life is passé.

To some extent, these cultural excesses and distortion can be expected to correct them-
selves. Just as during the Victorian age, when fear of underpopulation, particularly
among elites, led to a reformation in manners and morals, there will be less and less tol-
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erance for those who do not contribute children to society or whose activities contribute
to children’s moral corruption. But Hollywood film makers, advertisers, and other cultural
merchants need to catch up with the new demographic reality and become aware that
we now live in a world in which strong families can no longer be taken for granted–much
less endlessly mocked and trivialized.

10. Respect the role of religion as a pronatal force. Childlessness and small families are
increasingly common among secularists. Meanwhile, in Europe and the Americas, as well
as in Israel, the rest of the Middle East, and beyond, there is a strong correlation between
adherence to orthodox Christian, Islamic, or Judaic religious values and larger, stable
families.

In recognition of the contribution that religion makes to family life and fertility, govern-
ments should not persecute people of faith for holding or expressing views that are in-
formed by religious tradition. Alas, such persecution is now common in some countries
around the world, from Canada to China to France.63 Faith brings hope, and ultimately it
is hope that replenishes the human race.

None of these ten proposals is anywhere near adequate to solve the challenges created
by the new demographics of the twenty–first century. Yet they are suggestive of the
philosophical approach that is needed–one that emphasizes the critical role of the intact,
nurturing, and financially secure family in sustaining and renewing the human, social, and
financial capital of aging societies around the globe.
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