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And then we shrink. Humanity will not reach 

a plateau and then stabilize. It will begin an 

unprecedented decline. 



 



 

  



 



for advancing living standards or sharing the burden of care work or 

financing social insurance programs. We know that fertility rates can stay 

below replacement because they have. They’ve been below that level in 

Brazil and Chile for about 20 years; in Thailand for about 30 years; and in 

Canada, Germany and Japan for about 50. 

In fact, in none of the countries where lifelong fertility rates have fallen well 

below two have they ever returned above it. Depopulation could continue, 

generation after generation, as long as people look around and decide that 

small families work best for them, some having no children, some having 

three or four and many having one or two. 

Nor can humanity count on any one region or subgroup to buoy us all over 

the long run. Birthrates are falling in sub-Saharan Africa, the region with the 

current highest average rates, as education and economic opportunities 

continue to improve. Israel is an example of a rich country that, as of today, 

has above-replacement fertility rates. But there, too, fertility rates have been 

falling over the decades, from 4.5 in 1950 to 3.0 today. Israel may not be 

above 2.1 for many more generations. 

The main reason that birthrates are low is simple: People today want smaller 

families than people did in the past. That’s true in different cultures and 

economies around the world. It’s what both women and men report in 

surveys. 

Humanity is building a better, freer world with more opportunities for 

everyone, especially for women. That progress deserves everyone’s greatest 

celebration — and everyone’s continued efforts. That progress also means 

that, for many of us, the desire to build a family can clash with other 

important goals, including having a career, pursuing projects and 

maintaining relationships. No society has solved this yet. These tradeoffs 

bite deep for parents everywhere. For some parents, that means struggle. For 

others, that means smaller families than they hoped for. And for too many, it 

means both. 

In a world of sustained low birthrates and declining populations, there may 

be threats of backsliding on reproductive freedom — by limiting abortion 

rights, for example. Some will inexcusably claim that restricting 

reproductive choice is a way to curb long-run population decline. Some 

already do. 

No. Low birthrates are no reason to reverse progress toward a more free, 

diverse and equal world. Restricting reproductive rights — by denying 

access to critical health care and by denying the basic freedom to choose to 

parent or not to parent — would harm many people and for that reason 

would be wrong whether or not depopulation is coming. And it would not 

prevent the population from shrinking. We know that because fertility rates 

are below two both where abortion is freely available and where abortion is 

restricted. Any policymaker asking how to respond to global depopulation 

should start by asking what people want and how to help them achieve it 

rather than by asking what they might take away. 
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There are many ways to live a life or be a family, and having that freedom 

and diversity is good. If an inclusive, compassionate response to population 

decline emerges someday, it need not be in conflict with those values. If one 

in every four pairs of American adults would choose to have one more child, 

that would be enough to stabilize the U.S. population. In that future, there 

would still be many ways to live a life or be a family; two kids on average 

doesn’t mean two kids for everyone. 

Nobody yet knows what to do about global depopulation. But it wasn’t long 

ago that nobody knew what to do about climate change. These shared 

challenges have much in common, which gives humanity some shared 

experience to build on. 

As with climate change, our individual decisions on family size add up to an 

outcome that we all share. No people are making mistakes when they choose 

not to have children or to have small families. (Although we might all be 

making a mistake, together, when instead of taking care of one another, we 

make it hard for people to choose larger families.) It’s in no one’s hands to 

change global population trajectories alone. Not yours, whatever you choose 

for your life, not one country’s, not one generation’s. Nor is it in your hands 

personally to end all carbon emissions even by ending your own emissions. 

And yet our personal choices add up to big implications for humanity as a 

whole. 

It’s not too early to take depopulation seriously. The New York Times 

reported on the threat of climate change in 1956. A scientist testified about it 

before Congress in 1957. In 1965 the White House released a report calling 

carbon dioxide a pollutant, warning of a warming world with melting ice 

caps and rising sea levels. That was nearly six decades ago. 

Six decades from now is when the U.N. projects the size of the world 

population will peak. There won’t be any quick fixes: Even if it’s too early 

today to know exactly how to build an abundant future that offers good lives 

to a stable, large and flourishing future population, we should already be 

working toward that goal. Waiting until the population peaks to ask how to 

respond to depopulation would be as imprudent as waiting until the world 

starts to run out of fossil fuels to begin responding to climate change. 

Humanity needs a compassionate, factual and fair conversation about how to 

respond to depopulation and how to share the burdens of creating each 

future generation. The way to have that conversation is to start paying 

attention now. 


