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2023 calls to mind the crossing of a sta�s�cal Rubicon, a 50th anniversary that slipped by unno�ced in 
the United Kingdom. In 1973, the country’s fer�lity rate, which is the average number of children each 
female has over her life�me, dipped below the cri�cal number needed for the popula�on to replenish 
itself.1 The “replacement rate” is 2.1: two children to replace each parent in the next genera�on, and 
0.1 to counteract children who do not survive into adulthood. In the half-century since 1973, the 
United Kingdom has remained demographically in debt, producing too few children to sustain 
popula�on levels. The country’s popula�on has risen to record highs—a rise of nearly 10 million since 
2000—but only due to unprecedented levels of immigra�on. 
 
Other countries face similar struggles. China not only has a sub-replacement fer�lity rate, but in 2023 it 
experienced its first popula�on dip since the 1960s. 2023 was also the year China stopped being the 
world’s most populous na�on.2 With the excep�on of sub-Saharan Africa, the majority of na�ons are 
either facing the same challenges as the United Kingdom or China. The Bri�sh model of demographic 
decline is the more common. Globally, two-thirds of all states now have sub-replacement fer�lity rates.3 
In other words, child-bearing couples in those countries do not—on average—have the 2.1 children 
required to keep a popula�on steady. 
 
And many of these na�ons are now, inexorably, heading in the same direc�on as China. Only 
immigra�on, or what is known as “demographic momentum” (the phenomenon of rising overall 
popula�on caused when births are in freefall, but older people are living longer) saves them from 
absolute popula�on loss. Eight countries of more than ten million people have seen that happen over 
the past decade. Yet, not all na�ons have experienced similar results: Japan’s popula�on shrank by more 
than three million people between 2011 and 2021.4  
 
Yet what unites many of these countries, whether their popula�ons are shrinking already or soon will 
be, is the hope that their fer�lity rates will rise once more, at least to sustainable levels. Na�ons which 
fail to increase their fer�lity rates face a range of long-term difficul�es, which include significant 
economic implica�ons and na�onal security concerns. And on a micro level, reduced fer�lity rates are 
having a profound impact on children, par�cularly the increasing number who grow up without siblings. 
This paper examines these challenges in more detail.  
 
The focus of this paper is those countries whose leaders believe the demographic trend can turn, at 
least a litle. Their number has been rising steadily in recent years. Almost one-third of all countries now 
have explicitly pro-natalist policies designed to raise the fer�lity rate.5 They include democracies such 
as France and South Korea (but not the United Kingdom), as well as autocracies such as Russia and even 
China. The list of pro-natal na�ons includes those of a theocra�c nature (Iran), as well as those inclined 
to technocra�c solu�ons (such as Singapore’s use of Ar�ficial Intelligence to matchmake couples).  
 
Each of these countries is pulling slightly different levers to raise fer�lity rates. But most rely on a 
combina�on of appeals to financial, theological, and na�onal incen�ves. Will rising concerns provoke 
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extreme reac�ons from autocra�c regimes? Is there a “progressive” or “procrea�ve” alterna�ve that 
the West can adopt? One that preferences freedom for couples to choose the family size they desire?  
 
Finding answers to those ques�ons may well become one of the most pressing pursuits of the 21st 
century. Policymakers will likely consider best prac�ces when choosing pro-natalist models appropriate 
for their economy, polity, and culture. Long-term benefits require upfront investments. In Hungary, for 
example, Budapest spends 5% of its Gross Domes�c Product (“GDP”) to encourage couples to have 
more children, and these efforts are bearing fruit with higher fer�lity rates. Yet, not every government 
is willing or able to make comparable alloca�ons from public funds. At the same �me, it is difficult for 
governments to ignore the considerable benefits—economic, cultural, poli�cal—of sustainable 
replacement rates. 
 
This paper endeavours to make the case for why couples should have more children. Reversing the trend 
of declining fer�lity rates is in the interest of individuals, children, families, communi�es, businesses, 
governments, and the environment. The myth that having children is “an�-choice” does not stand up 
to scru�ny. Freedom of choice means that couples must be free to choose to have the number of 
children they would like to have, and to contribute to a society where every individual can flourish and 
prosper. 
 
 
 

Why are Fertility Rates Falling? 
Before delving into why declining fer�lity rates are significant, and how to reverse this problema�c 
trend, it is important to first understand the cause of such widespread decline around the world. There 
are many reasons for this phenomenon. This paper examines four such factors: economic uncertainty, 
creden�alism, a desire to emulate popular culture, and the shi�ing role of religion in contemporary 
society. 

“Should auld acquaintance be forgot and never brought to mind.” 
Auld Lang Syne (1788) 

 
 

Economic Uncertainty 
Across the world, Scots celebrate Robert Burns, their na�onal poet, on the evening of 25th January. In 
2023, Burns Night coincided with news that the birth rate in Scotland had slumped to a record low of 
1.29. This data is in stark contrast to the 1970s when Scotland had the highest birth rate in the United 
Kingdom. 
 
Assessing the implica�ons of this data, The Times published the view of an academic from St Andrew’s 
University, who concluded that: “Events such as the war in Ukraine, economic uncertainty and the cost 
of living crisis, as well as climate change, are all factors which influence people’s decisions whether or 
not to have children.”6  

 
Is the decision of whether to have children dictated by “economic uncertainty”?  
Two hundred miles from the northern-most �p of Scotland sit the Faroe Islands. The Islands are home 
to 50,000 people and—at 2.3 children per mother—Europe’s highest fer�lity rate. The Islands have 
rela�vely generous childcare and parental leave policies, but these are shared by the neighbouring 
Scandinavian countries, which s�ll have seen their fer�lity rates plummet. So, although economic factors 
may be a factor involved in declining fer�lity rates, there must be other reasons for this downturn as 
well.  
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In Scotland, another alarming demographic trend is the emergence of a sta�s�cal cliff-edge. The figures 
published on 25 January 2023 showed that Scotland’s birth rate had fallen by one-fi�h in a decade. 
Leaving aside outliers like the Faroe Islands, parts of Scandinavia have seen similarly drama�c recent 
declines. Finland’s fer�lity rate, like Scotland’s, has fallen 20% in 10 years. Yet these precipitous drops 
are far from being exclusively European phenomena. For example, South Korea’s fer�lity rate has fallen 
by 25% in a mere 5 years. 
 
As Britain’s Paul Morland outlined in his 2019 book, The Human Tide, fer�lity rates have repeatedly 
dipped—and recovered—throughout recorded history. We call these cycles demographic transi�ons. 
But con�nuous downward trends are materialising now which have never occurred before. The 
dependency ra�o (the ra�o of working age adults to those of re�rement age) is dras�cally off course. 
Rising median ages are reversing the primary duty of care from the old raising the young, to the young 
suppor�ng the old. As the Japanese Prime Minister said in January 2023, his country’s lack of new births 
has brought Japan to the brink of “social dysfunc�on”. 
 
The real cause of anxiety in government bodies around the world is the fear of impotence, the belief 
that once a country has reached ultra-low fer�lity rates (below 1.3 to 1.5 children per woman), it enters 
an irreversible “fer�lity trap”, from which there is no escape and for which there is no floor. If people 
grow up in socie�es geared around small families, the idea of a larger family never occurs to them. In 
China, for example, 27% of men asked to iden�fy the number of children they would like to father 
respond with the answer: one or none. Not having children begets a culture of not having children.7 
 
 

The Fertility Trap: Credentialism 
This cultural cycle is one reason South Korea faces a severe demographic decline. In the 1960s, the South 
Korean government encouraged its predominantly rural popula�on to have fewer children. Government 
policy was overtly an�-natal, with financial support for sterilisa�on. Couples were encouraged to have 
no more than two children. The fer�lity rate fell from 6 births per woman to 4.5 in a decade and kept 
on falling. The number of births in the country fell by 4.4% in 2022 alone, and the popula�on has been 
declining in absolute terms since 2021. If current trends con�nue, the number of Korean ci�zens will 
fall from 51 million today, to 38 million by 2070. In February 2023, the country announced a new record-
low fer�lity rate of 0.78. In the capital—home to half of all South Koreans—the rate is under 0.6. 
 
This is where demography breaks new ground. Popula�ons have fallen dras�cally before—war, famine, 
and plague have been the cause. But never in human history will a country have had such an aged 
popula�on. By 2070, South Korea is projected to become the only country in the world with more 
elderly than working age ci�zens. According to current trends, by 2070—less than 50 years from now—
the median age of South Koreans will have jumped by almost 20 years, to an astonishing 62.2.8 
 
This data has existen�al implica�ons. Even before one es�mates the impact of a never-before-seen 
dependency ra�o on welfare provision, tax receipts, loneliness, and social atomisa�on, consider this 
predicament. South Korea’s northern border is the 38th parallel, also known as the Demilitarized Zone. 
In 2019, Seoul announced it could no longer sustain its conscript army of na�onal servicemen, which 
therea�er would be reduced by 100,000. With the ever-present security threat of the North of the 
Peninsula, a loss of military presence and capacity should give policymakers serious pause.9  

 
Why has South Korea found itself trapped in a demographic downwards spiral? Other countries, most 
notably India, pursued two-child policies, encouraging (some�mes enforcing) sterilisa�ons in the late 
20thcentury, without crea�ng a legacy of ultra-low fer�lity in the early 21st century. Perhaps the answer 
is that South Korea is very much like other developed na�ons which face shrinking families—just a litle 
further along the road. For example, the rise of creden�alism (the determina�on of social status by 
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educa�onal atainment) in South Korea has been dras�c and rapid, and is closely correlated with falling 
fer�lity rates. This phenomenon is not unique to South Korea, with Germany also witnessing a 
simultaneous rise in young people striving for higher qualifica�ons, and a simultaneous fall in fer�lity 
rates.10 The supposed “dichotomy” of choosing career or family has polarized these two op�ons falsely. 
Nowhere is this more heightened than in South Korea, where the cultural prizing of creden�als has led 
to its becoming—according to the OECD—the most highly educated na�on in the world.11 
 
Those who do have children in South Korea find that there is a sort of “educa�onal arms race” in the 
country. Not only is a college educa�on increasingly ubiquitous, but also it is highly prized and the object 
of fierce compe��on. Securing a place at a pres�gious university is a Darwinian process, par�cularly as 
this achievement is seen as the only pathway into employment in one of the country’s dominant chaebol 
conglomerate firms (such as Samsung). University entrance is seen as so cri�cal to young people’s future 
that on the day they sit the eight-hour Scholas�c Ap�tude Test (“SAT”) entrance exam, roads are closed 
and workers encouraged to remain home to aid students who need to travel to exam halls. 
 
This heightened sense of creden�alism filters down to younger students. The majority of children atend 
expensive hagwons— for-profit a�er-school educa�onal facili�es, or “cram schools”—where they 
receive extra tui�on in Maths and English. The costs and number of hours spent in these ins�tu�ons 
are enormous, with many school-aged children spending up to 16 hours per day in a formal school 
se�ng. The fact that state contribu�on to educa�on is rela�vely low by OECD standards in South Korea 
also increases the financial burden on parents, further entrenching the sen�ment that many “cannot 
afford” to have children.12 
 
Again, this scenario will be familiar to many parents in developed countries, which are highly educated, 
and creden�aled socie�es where college cer�ficates are the entry-codes to a more affluent existence. 
The response of many—in South Korea as elsewhere—is to curtail family size. A decade ago, The 
Financial Times asked South Korean mothers how they managed their personal resources. A then 47-
year-old insurance saleswoman, Hong Sung-ok, spoke for many when she said: “I cannot afford not to 
send my child to private tui�on, because everyone else does. I spend more than half my income on 
tutors and childcare expenses—it is really expensive... That is why I decided to have only one child."13 

South Korea, therefore, shows the nega�ve effects an overemphasis of creden�alism can produce on 
fer�lity rates. 
 
 

Emulating Popular Culture 
There is evidence that role models, who are neither friends nor family, have an impact on the decision 
to have any or several children. In Brazil, for instance, the sharp fall in family size amongst some of the 
favela’s poorest residents was atributed to the popularity of ‘telenovelas’— Brazilian soap operas which 
present small, o�en one-child families, as the sine quo non of a desirable domes�c life. Research from 
Germany in 2015 showed that television programs and adver�sements which seemed to show no-child 
or one-child families in a favourable light, did indeed have a measurable effect on fer�lity.14   
 
If television can have this impact, how about the celebri�es who populate its output? If influencers like 
Kim Kardashian and David Beckham have four children, does that in any way make larger families more 
atrac�ve to the general public? Or might it simply tell us that celebri�es can afford more flexible 
childcare and lifestyle choices, including greater paid help? There is certainly evidence to suggest that 
some fer�lity decisions are shaped by celebrity culture. A leading Bri�sh fer�lity clinician has claimed 
that many would-be parents wrongly assume they can have children later in life, because of the large 
number of celebrity mothers who do so, but those celebri�es o�en have the help of expensive medical 
interven�ons.15   
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Could the state harness such influencers to help persuade wavering parents to have children in their 
fer�le years? According to an analysis of Gety Images, Catherine Middleton, the Princess of Wales, is 
the most photographed woman alive today.16 The future Queen of England is o�en pictured alongside 
her three young children. As the glamorous wife of the United Kingdom’s future head of state, and with 
a growing global profile, the Princess of Wales is an increasingly visible check on the fashion for one-
child families. 
 
One cannot know with certainty whether Catherine believes that the Bri�sh public would benefit from 
following her example. Royal protocol precludes controversial statements. And the decision to have a 
supra-replacement-level family is certainly contested even within the royal family. In 2019, Prince Harry 
told Vogue magazine that he wanted “two (children) maximum” in the interests of the environment.17 
 
The Princess of Wales emulates the approach of her late mother-in-law, Princess Diana, who 
circumvented royal conven�on by allowing pictures to tell a story. Princess Diana embraced AIDS 
pa�ents, rather than cri�cising anyone unsympathe�c to their suffering. The current Princess of Wales—
with her beau�ful family—sends a subliminal signal (with regal divinity) that children can mul�ply joy.  
 
I labour this point to make a broader one. In developed na�ons, civic society has a role to play in shaping 
a culture that celebrates new life. For believers like me, this role includes advocacy from faith leaders. 
For the godless majority, it might mean a role for other trusted figures, especially those who cut across 
preconcep�ons and stereotypes. In an age of online “influencers” constantly shaping the percep�ons 
and desires of young people, role models are more readily emulated, and culture more readily shi�ed 
than ever before. Hence, posi�ve examples of the joys of raising mul�ple children have the poten�al to 
begin reshaping the narra�ve around childbearing in contemporary society. 
 
 

The Changing Role of Religion 
For more than a decade now, the leader of the Orthodox Church in Tbilisi has personally christened tens 
of thousands of Georgian babies. Four �mes a year, Patriarch Ilia (Elijah) the Third spends many hours 
standing alongside a large (inflatable) font. Hundreds of parents come forward to present their children 
for bap�sm by the Patriarch himself. The only qualifica�on is that the infant must be a couple’s third or 
subsequent child. Since this mass par�cipa�on ritual began in 2007, 6% of all Georgian newborns and 
34% of all third or subsequent children regard Ilia as their Godfather.18  
 
His hands-on interven�on saw Georgia’s fer�lity rate quadruple in 2008, rising by almost 20% to its 
highest level in a decade. Although, that ini�al boost has not been repeated, nor has the fer�lity rate 
declined since. Yet, demographers calculate that, even accoun�ng for the “tempo effect” (which sees a 
fer�lity rate spike when women bring forward pregnancies), Georgia’s fer�lity is significantly higher than 
it would have been without the Patriarch’s ini�a�ve. In a small country of fewer than four million, tens 
of thousands of extra ci�zens are the quan�fiable result of the urgings of a non-state actor and posi�ve 
role model. No extra money. No scare-mongering. No coercion. 
 
In Georgia, the Orthodox Church led by Patriarch Ilia remains influen�al. How easy would it be for 
comparable figures to follow suit? Georgians enjoy a vigorous sense of na�onal iden�ty and an adhesive 
level of social cohesion, partly moulded in the crucible of rela�vely recent conflict. The Patriarch is 
personally highly respected. It is hard to imagine other na�onal religious leaders having a similar impact. 
Would Russians alter their plans for family forma�on if their Orthodox Patriarch, Kirill (Cyril), invited 
them to? Is it possible that Iranians would have more children if Ayatollah Ali Khamenei told them that 
doing so was their spiritual duty? Pope Francis has made many high-profile and evoca�ve statements 
about the looming demographic winter. But there is no evidence that these addresses have had an 
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effect on Catholic families, not least in Italy, which con�nues to witness a seemingly unstoppable decline 
of fer�lity rates. 
 
It is said that it takes a village to raise a child. In other words, child-rearing, done well, is the net result 
of many nurturing influences. But perhaps it also takes a village to want a child in the first place. In many 
developed countries, the “village elders” are no longer those of a clerical nature. Ministers and priests, 
imams and mu�is, even (most) patriarchs and popes, have diminishing influence in secular socie�es, 
par�cularly when it comes to issues of individual autonomy. If the message is the medium, how 
effec�vely can any message be conveyed if the medium is the voice of an old, o�en childless man 
speaking to an audience of young couples? In a mature poli�cal culture, which is capable of separa�ng 
the personal from the poli�cal and the message from the messenger, the carefully worded 
pronouncements of Pope Francis ought to receive a fair hearing. But in many developed na�ons, where 
the public square is governed by op�cs and characterised by hysterics, it is all too easy for bad ethical 
actors to misrepresent those who speak about important topics in good faith. 
 
Who decides how many children a couple should have? The obvious answer is the couple in ques�on. 
But it is not quite so simple. As the English poet John Donne might have said: no man—nor woman—is 
an island unto themselves. In free socie�es, a�tudes are shaped by culture. And culture, in turn, is a 
mosaic; a composi�on drawn from mul�ple sources with numerous creators. 
 
Historically, it surely must be true that organised religion has provided the most powerful cultural 
determinant. And faith retains a role in changing fer�lity rates. In countries where Islam is the dominant 
faith, for instance, the fer�lity rate remains higher (3.1) than in Chris�an countries (2.7). The recent 
fer�lity record of Buddhism, by contrast, suggests that there may be significant differences in a 
contempla�ve belief system’s outlook regarding procrea�vity. Its adherents have an average of 1.6 
children per mother. 
 
One characteris�c of developed countries is the extent to which faith no longer guides a�tudes, 
par�cularly towards the decision to have children. In his 2010 book Shall the Religious Inherit the Earth?, 
Canadian professor Eric Kaufman asked whether secular socie�es faced long-term ex�nc�on due to 
their rela�vely low fer�lity rates.19 However, as the American author Jonathan Last has argued, what 
maters more than religion is religiosity.20 Salafist Muslims, Hasidic Jews, and Amish Chris�ans all have 
much higher fer�lity than believers outside their respec�ve denomina�ons. It is also true that Chris�an-
majority na�ons in Africa con�nue to have far higher fer�lity rates than their fellow believers in Europe. 
And while fer�lity rates in North Africa remain rela�vely high, they have declined sharply in other parts 
of the Muslim world. The theocrats in Tehran, who once successfully ordered Iranian families to produce 
“soldiers for Islam”, now despair at a fer�lity rate that has fallen from a revolu�onary heyday of 7 to 
today’s 1.7. 
 
Religious affilia�on helps to explain why fer�lity rates differ across the world; but those differences 
within religions and regions remind us that faith is one of many cultural drivers. As observed already in 
rela�on to South Korea, levels of creden�alism are another key factor, alongside its frequent 
counterpart, urbanisa�on. Leaving behind a rural home in search of work or educa�on—or both—is 
characteris�c of demographic transi�ons around the world. 
 
Imagine a young professional woman, in London or Mumbai, in her mid-30s who has remained single 
and has not yet had children, surrounded by other similarly situated Millennial friends. Her parents, 
hundreds of miles away and longing for grandchildren, have limited opportuni�es to raise the topic. 
Urbanisa�on sees older family members supplanted by younger contemporaries, less inclined to 
encourage young people to have children. In the developed world, the age at which a woman’s first 
child is born has been rising year on year. And, although the economic effects of labour market mobility, 
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expensive housing, and student debt have played a part, so has the cultural impact of an urban lifestyle 
shared with men and women who mutually reinforce the view that children can wait.21  
 
The response of most Western governments to this problem is transac�onal. And there is a sense that 
the developed world’s finances are too stretched to create more financial incen�ves—through benefit 
payments, childcare, and parental leave—to encourage couples to have more children. But this paper 
will highlight evidence which shows there is a cost to states not ac�ng to encourage larger families, and 
that there are other op�ons available to change the culture that do not rely on government expenditure.  
 
Without these “pull” factors in place, another alterna�ve would be for the state to “push” couples into 
having—or expanding—their families. But such an approach prevents freedom of choice, and this is 
contrary to the West’s tradi�on of individual liberty. The state’s role in encouraging more couples to 
have children should be constrained to proposing op�ons beneficial to families and society, rather than 
imposing specific plans that do not account for the mul�tude of each couple’s unique circumstances.  
 
A cultural shi� that involves couples understanding the importance of having children, and parents 
receiving sufficient encouragement and support from all levels of society to create and sustain 
func�onal families, should lead to las�ng change. An enduring solu�on will respect personal freedoms 
and responsibili�es and ins�l a new confidence in the value of life to individuals and socie�es.  
 
 
 

Why do Falling Fertility Rates Matter? 
Explaining the nega�ve effects of declining fer�lity rates will demonstrate why this trend maters, and 
why pro-natal policies are important. There are two aspects to this discussion: the societal impact of 
falling fer�lity, which is well documented, and the developmental effect of shrinking families on children. 
 
The societal problems caused by falling fer�lity rates are a topic of current discussion, and include too 
few people to fill jobs, pay taxes, fund welfare, populate communi�es, and even defend the na�on. 
Socie�es with decreasing popula�ons also dwindle in other ways. For example, the vibrant and crea�ve 
spirit of enterprise dims as entrepreneurs age.22   
 
The developmental effects of smaller families have not received so much aten�on. There is a growing 
body of evidence outlining the nega�ve impact shrinking family size has on children. I have writen about 
these effects in my 2013 publica�on, Sticking Up for Siblings: Who’s Deciding the Size of Britain’s 
Families?, and will discuss my findings below.23 
 
 

Sibling Saviours 
Children are missing from the current pro-natalism prospectus. At the macro level, we ask: what is the 
impact on the welfare state or economy of a falling fer�lity rate? But we persistently fail to ques�on 
how this affects lives at the micro level. 
 
There are many reasons why the impact of declining “sibship” (the rela�onship shared between siblings) 
on young people receives limited aten�on. A more cynical explana�on is that those affected by these 
glacial changes cannot vote and are very rarely consulted in the polls. There also may be prac�cal 
difficul�es in discussing these challenges at a personal level, as people are deeply concerned about the 
welfare of their children. The number of single-child families has almost doubled in a genera�on. In the 
European Union, 49% of families with children have one child. In Canada, the figure stands at 45%, while 
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in the United Kingdom, 40% of married couples have only one child.24 These findings touch on the 
personal experience of many and require care and sensi�vity in how they are presented and discussed.  
 
An inquiry into the benefits or disadvantages of sibship does not opine on the merits of single-parent 
families, or other arrangements. Rather, this analysis considers the effects of being raised with siblings 
on children themselves, in order to understand the role siblings play in aiding childhood development.  
Some studies show that only children have an advantage in life, and other research suggests that “only-
child syndrome” has no eviden�ary founda�on. Yet, there is new and evolving research that confirms 
differences between a childhood (and subsequent adulthood) spent with or without siblings.  
 
Almost 20 years ago, Time magazine published a piece en�tled, “The New Science of Siblings”.25  The 
magazine presented the study of brothers and sisters as the culmina�on of a long chain of thinking from 
social scien�sts, psychologists, sociologists, and gene�cists. Siblings represented a “temperamental dark 
mater” whose invisible gravita�onal pull was now, finally, ge�ng the academic scru�ny it deserved. A 
decade ago, an interna�onal group of scholars produced a collec�on of papers assessing the rising 
importance of sibling research. They expressed bafflement that, for so long, the forma�ve role of 
parents and peers was considered more important for children than that of siblings. 
 
Within this growing body of research there is ample evidence that an increasingly one-child world will 
face problems in the future. In January 2013, the journal Science published a study which sought to 
show that China’s one-child policy was backfiring by producing a genera�on of under-socialised 
children.26 These sibling-free children grew up to be adults who were, as the press release announcing 
the findings put it, “Significantly less trus�ng, less trustworthy, more risk-averse, less compe��ve, more 
pessimis�c and less conscien�ous.”27 
 
In their 2018 book, The Coddling of the American Mind, Jonathan Haidt and Greg Lukianoff detailed the 
crisis facing “Genera�on Z” (children born between 1996 and 2010) in the United States. The authors 
claim a new genera�on has arrived which believes in its own fragility, which is easily damaged. This 
genera�on’s sensibili�es have helped to create a culture in which young people believe that, for 
instance, words cause actual harm. Is there a link between childhood fragility and sibship? Can we 
demonstrate that siblings protect against such fragility by socialising children from an early age, 
inocula�ng them against a belief in their own unique vulnerability? What if we could show poten�al 
parents that a mul�-child family fosters well-rounded, pro-social children, whose “corners” have been 
“knocked off” by—admitedly o�en abrasive—contact with brothers and/or sisters? What if we could 
demonstrate that siblings are, as the sociologist Katherine Conger puts it, “agents of socialisa�on”?28   
 
Several studies provide a clear answer. One of the most widely known came from Ohio State University 
at the turn of the Millennium.29  It assessed the impact of sibship on 20,000 children, and did so by 
colla�ng informa�on related to them as well as speaking with their teachers and parents. The authors 
of the study claimed to have established: “…a compelling case for the posi�on that children hone social 
and interpersonal skills through sibling interac�ons at home, and that these skills then become useful 
outside the home.” Specifically, the study found that children with siblings were: 
 

• Empathe�c and skilled at comfor�ng and helping other children. 
• Capable of making friends more quickly and keeping them for longer. 
• More respec�ul of the property of other children. 
• Prone to fewer fights, while being less disrup�ve and beter at “soaking up pressure”. 
• More inclined to “get along with people who are different”. 
• Consistently more upbeat and op�mis�c. 
• Easier to teach and manage than children without siblings. 
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The average family does not shrink in grada�ons from 2.1 to 1.7, but from 2 to 1. As more parents refrain 
from having mul�ple children, the absence of siblings is having a measurable impact. There is a strong, 
and rarely discussed correla�on between declining sibship and increasing childhood obesity, 
depression, social fragility, and bullying. Some of these effects do not end with adolescence. A sibling is 
for life, not just for childhood, as is their developmental impact. 
 
In April 2023, the United Kingdom’s Labour Party leader Sir Keir Starmer announced plans to embed 
lessons in the school curriculum that would help to teach young boys how to “respect” girls. He 
advocated a system of lessons that would include vic�ms of domes�c violence coming into classrooms 
to discuss misogyny. This ini�a�ve stemmed from a desire to counter a culture of “toxic masculinity”. 
Regardless of whether such a widespread culture exists, those who believe so should be very concerned 
about boys growing up without sisters, as there is evidence that a boy learns to empathise with the 
perspec�ve and dignity of a girl by growing up with a sibling of the opposite sex.30 
 
Perhaps this evidence would fail to convince those who believe there is litle difference between 
growing up as an only-child, or with siblings. But what about parental loss? Do we think that a child 
whose parent dies, or whose parents divorce, is beter able to survive that experience with or without 
siblings? Parental loss at a young age is rela�vely rare, although adult only children eventually must cope 
with the death of a parent without prac�cal and emo�onal sibling support. Far more common is the 
“loss” of a parent when a couple part company and parental access is reduced. Again, there is robust 
data showing that a child who has to cope with parental divorce or separa�on alone does so with more 
difficulty than a child with a sibling.31 
 
In prac�cal terms, how does a child impart to a sibling what we might broadly label “emo�onal 
intelligence”? The parent of an only child is en�tled to ask: why am I unable to replicate the socialising 
effects of siblings by sending my child to kindergarten, or to school, or on playdates? The answer comes 
in two parts. Firstly, it is difficult to replicate the sheer volume of early-years interac�on between young 
children. Between the ages of two and six in par�cular, the seeds of conflict resolu�on and anger 
management are sewn. As many parents will tes�fy, this period of �me is o�en challenging. One study 
es�mated that siblings between three and seven years old engage in some kind of conflict three �mes 
an hour. This figure rises to more than six �mes an hour for toddlers going through the “terrible twos”. 
That translates to some sort of dispute every ten minutes.32  Such regular and intense contact is difficult 
to recreate and maintain outside of a home se�ng. Secondly, if a child grows to dislike a friend at 
nursery, they can choose another, or decide against another playdate. A�er a squabble at bed�me, a 
sibling will wake up with their brother or sister s�ll there at breakfast the next day, and for years to 
come. Furthermore, for anyone worried that helicopter paren�ng is producing a genera�on of cosseted 
children, it is worth entertaining the idea that nobody is beter placed to stop a child being coddled than 
another child. A sibling’s tolerance of rebarba�ve behaviour is likely to be lower than a parent’s or child-
minder’s. Compared to a grown-up, a child is less inclined to respond to a sibling’s provoca�on 
moderately. 
 
One of the United Kingdom’s leading experts on child development is Professor Judy Dunn, formerly of 
Cambridge University and chair of The Children Society’s Good Childhood Inquiry. Hundreds of hours of 
observa�on have confirmed her in the view that sibling rivalry is a force for good. It can be, 
“construc�ve, preparing [children] for important rela�onships when [they] are older”, and it can “boost 
mental and emo�onal development, increase maturity and enhance social skills.”33 
 
Moving on from the social benefits, there is also stronger evidence of tangible benefits that mul�-child 
families offer against the epidemics of modern childhood: obesity, bullying, and depression. 
 



Playing Alone 
 

10 
 

Consider obesity. A paper from the British Medical Journal (“BMJ”) Global Health last year es�mated 
that by 2060, the economic impact of being overweight will rise from 2.19% of global GDP to 3.3%.34 In 
cash terms, in just the United States alone, that amounts to a figure of $2.2 trillion.35 In May 2023, a 
study found that obesity cost the UK taxpayer £14 billion a year.36 
 
When sums are so colossal, and the impact on lives so injurious, even modest reduc�ons ought to be 
of interest to policymakers, and to those who consider their poli�cs “progressive”. Surely helping those 
below the poverty line live longer, healthier lives should be a progressive cause? 
 
But is that what having a sibling in childhood does? Consider a report delivered to the US Department 
of Health, in which two scien�sts from Pitsburgh University’s Medical School, Sue Kimm and Nancy 
Glynn, delivered the findings of a 10-year-long study of 2,379 girls at schools in California and Ohio. The 
projec�on which they extrapolated from the data was very specific. “The odds for obesity”, they said, 
“decreased by 14% for each addi�onal sibling in the household.”37   
 
Or consider the work of Portuguese universi�es based on weight readings from thousands of primary 
school children, which concluded that not having siblings was, “Significantly associated with obesity”.38  
A Japanese inves�ga�on based on the medical records of 7,979 high school students established that, 
“Children without siblings are the ones most at risk [of being] overweight, especially girls.”39  Another 
study, from University College London, noted that, “Smaller family size [was] associated with higher 
Body Mass Index (“BMI”)”.40  And a study from the Netherlands—explicitly seeking a link between family 
size and obesity, based on data from 280,000 19-year-old Dutch males—concluded thus: “Individuals 
from one-child families [only children] were uniquely at risk of obesity”.41  
 
What is the reason for this link? There is evidence to suggest that an only child is fed more, with por�ons 
more akin to those given to adults. But whatever the calorific intake, siblings appear less sedentary and 
have more opportuni�es to burn off energy than children who grow up alone. These opportuni�es apply 
within the home and without. Thelma S. Horn, an associate professor at Michigan State University, wrote 
in a 2008 book, Advances in Sport Psychology: “Siblings clearly appear to be agents of physical ac�vity 
[and] socialisa�on,” offering “… instruc�on, advice and support.” Most parents in a mul�-child 
household will tes�fy to the existence of such informal and spontaneous tutelage. It might simply be an 
older child helping a younger sibling to climb the stairs, throwing a ball for them to retrieve, or chasing 
them around the kitchen as they scold them into comple�ng a task. 
 
The clearest evidence of the physical advantages conferred by sibship come from studies which show 
that younger siblings learn to walk and crawl sooner than only children. Again, it is difficult to replicate 
this level of ac�vity outside of a family home. Siblings spend a huge amount of �me in each other’s 
company. A crucial caveat is proximity: the closer siblings are in age, the more �me they spend together. 
A piece of US research has found that, on average, one-third of a child’s free �me is shared with siblings 
by the age of 11. That exceeds the amount of �me spent alone, with parents, friends, or teachers, 
according to the findings by Penn State University in 1996.42  
 
Even adolescents, fond of ploughing their own furrow, were found to spend at least ten hours a week 
sharing ac�vi�es with siblings. The sheer tempo of ac�vity among younger children is revelatory. One 
study showed that there were on average 85 interac�ons between siblings each hour.43  An interac�on 
is characterised as an ini�a�on which gets a response from a sibling; an ini�a�on which could be as 
trivial as the offer of a toy. All interac�ons, however small, entailed some form of kine�c ac�vity. 
 
Outside the home, it is highly probable that siblings, and the availability of an ever-present playmate, 
make outdoor physical ac�vity more likely. Research suggests that children would like to have more 
opportuni�es to enjoy unsupervised play outside and to learn how to manage risk and escape, however 
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briefly, home environments that are increasingly academically focused. Parents are more likely to trust 
a child to play outside, or walk to school for that mater, if an older sibling is there to act in loco parentis. 
 
 
Not Just Healthier, Happier Too 

If having a brother or a sister confers physical benefits to a child, can the same claim be made for his or 
her mental well-being? Newspaper front pages this year con�nue to proclaim that children face an 
“epidemic of bullying”.44  Of course, children with a brother or a sister can also become the vic�ms of 
bullying, although, on average, they are beter placed to handle the threat. A Bri�sh study from the 
Economic and Social Research Council on children aged 7 to 13 found that siblings were an important 
and invisible source of support for children who were bullied in everyday life, including at school.45  
 
Another report, from the Joseph Rowntree Founda�on, revealed that: “Children o�en said that having 
brothers or sisters mean[t] there was always ‘someone there’ for them, and gave an emo�onal sense of 
protec�on from being alone.”46  Siblings can act as an early-warning system, no�fying parents when a 
brother or sister is being vic�mised. 
 
What about mental health more generally? Rates of depression have rocketed throughout Western 
socie�es in recent decades, with children notably impacted. Do siblings protect against depression? 
There is a link between having someone to care for and beter mental health. In his 2005 best-seller 
about happiness, Professor Richard Layard observed that people who care about other people are 
happier than those who are more pre-occupied with themselves. Arguably, siblings encourage a 
worldview more rooted in empathy. A study by Laura Padilla Walker revealed that having a brother or a 
sister makes siblings more inclined to perform “good works”: charitable acts like helping a neighbour or 
looking out for other children at school.47 Several child psychologists have sought to demonstrate that 
the act of caring for a sibling gives children a sense of perspec�ve they would not have otherwise. 
 
Meanwhile, research from Northern Ireland suggests that siblings encourage the clear expression of 
emo�ons.48  Another piece of research from the United States showed that “sibling support” resulted 
in beter self-esteem and “life sa�sfac�on”.49  Higher sibship was found to lead to less loneliness and 
depression, as measured by an eight-point scale, lis�ng symptoms like poor appe�te and a propensity 
to cry o�en.50 It is worth no�ng that many of those benefits persist through an individual’s lifespan. 
One-third of par�cipants in a 1992 survey of 7,000 American adults responded with “sibling”, when 
asked: “Who is the one person you would call if you had an emergency in the night; needed to borrow 
$200 in an emergency; or were depressed and confused and needed advice.” Two-thirds of respondents 
considered at least one sibling to be among their closest friends.51  
 
A reasonable case can be made for the asser�on that having a sibling protects against nega�ve mental 
and physical outcomes in childhood and during adulthood. Some of those principles feed back to 
parents. For example, a parent who has two children is naturally more likely to enjoy beter eldercare in 
their old age than the parent of one or none. Given sta�s�cal trends, this evidence should not be 
discounted. Eldercare now rivals childcare as the major work-life balance issue of our �mes. Carers UK, 
for instance, es�mates that the value of unpaid support in the United Kingdom amounts to £87 billion 
per year. The bulk of that figure will be support given by children to parents. 
 
However, some effects of mul�-child paren�ng are less obvious or measurable. I once interviewed the 
brilliant Yale law professor Amy Chua. We discussed her best-selling book, Battle Hymn of the Tiger 
Mother, in which she is clear about two things in rela�on to sibship and the nature of self-confessed 
“pushy parents” like her. Firstly, she acknowledges that the pressure such parents exert would be 
dangerously oppressive if focused on a solitary child. Secondly, in the face of such overpowering 
parental expecta�on, siblings can form an alterna�ve, and comfor�ng, reality. Or, as Chua herself puts 
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it: “One nice by-product of my extreme paren�ng was Sophia and Lulu [her daughters] were very close: 
comrades-in-arms against their overbearing, fana�c mother. ‘She’s insane,’ I’d hear them whispering to 
each other, giggling.”52  
 
The benefits of having a brother or a sister through one’s lifespan mean more than just help with 
eldercare or childhood traumas. There is something truth-giving about siblings, and everyone reading 
this, who has one, will recognise the sense of it. Addi�onally, there is something uniquely “grounding” 
about the rela�onship enjoyed, or some�mes endured, by siblings. In a world of ever greater fluidity, 
where reinven�on is easier than ever, siblings hold us to account (whether we like it or not). Over the 
course of an en�re lifespan, nobody stands a beter chance of highligh�ng our contradic�ons and 
iden�fying our hypocrisies than our own sibling. Where introspec�on fails, siblings stand a good chance 
of being the true custodians of conscience. 
 
 
 

What Can Be Done to Address Falling Fertility Rates? 
Given the clear benefit higher fer�lity rates would have for society and especially for children 
themselves, how do we begin to address the rapid decline in fer�lity rates around the world? 
 
 

To Coerce or Encourage? 
Past and present atempts at forming pro-natal policy demonstrate a clear choice faced by decision-
makers: whether to take the democra�c route and incen�vise pro-natal choice, or to use authoritarian 
measures to enforce the raising of the fer�lity rate. 
 
 
The Authoritarian Option 

Just before Christmas 2022, Afghan girls were banned from atending primary school classes. A year 
earlier, the Taliban had swept to power and immediately began restric�ng female access to educa�on. 
University and high school came first. Then younger girls. Women were also barred from teaching. Did 
the Taliban see a connec�on between curbing opportuni�es for schooling, and restoring Afghanistan’s 
hitherto high levels of fer�lity? Or was their decision simply theological? It is difficult to say. What is 
clear, however, is that when the Taliban fell in 2001, so did fer�lity rates; virtually halving from almost 8 
children per woman in 2001 to 4.75 two decades later. 
 
Whatever the Taliban’s mo�va�on we can say with convic�on that, historically, despots have resorted 
to the use of authoritarian measures when panicked by falling fer�lity rates. And while the Taliban have 
simply defaulted to medievalism, Communism has o�en proved no kinder. In the 1960s, for instance, 
the Communist Politburo in Bucharest grew alarmed at declining fer�lity rates, which had fallen below 
replacement level and, in 1966, stood at 1.9 children per woman. At a stroke, the Romanian leader, 
Nicolae Ceausescu, introduced Decree 770, which outlawed birth control. Briefly, the fer�lity rate 
rocketed to 3.7, but not for long. Birth control was widely obtained through illegal means, with 
authori�es frequently turning a blind eye. One unforeseen consequence of the policy was the number 
of children given up for adop�on. Up to half a million children were sent to Romania’s state-run 
orphanages, where neglect and abuse were rife. 
 
It is easy to say the past is another country where things were done differently. But can we be sure that 
the authoritarian regimes of today will not resort to the suite of desperate measures seen in Romania 
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in the face of a demographic squeeze? Bucharest swept away established freedoms when faced with a 
fer�lity rate which would now be considered among the highest in the developed world. What lengths, 
for example, might the contemporary Communist leadership cadre in Beijing be prepared to take when 
faced with far bleaker popula�on projec�ons? Would such a hardline policy be des�ned to fail, just as 
Romania’s did? Ceausescu’s police state, army of informers, and culture of denuncia�on could not make 
despo�c pro-natalism work. But that was 60 years ago; before the emergence of Ar�ficial Intelligence, 
facial recogni�on, and the en�re apparatus of Xi Jingping’s surveillance state. A regime which has 
deployed the panoply of modern repressive technology to stop the Uyghurs from having children 
would surely have litle compunc�on in imposing similar measures on its majority popula�on. That is an 
extreme scenario. In reality, many regimes working outside of the realm of meaningful democra�c 
scru�ny would be reluctant to use measures that coerce couples to have children. Interna�onal 
reputa�ons mater. 
 
For world leaders, pro-natalism poses two dilemmas. The substan�ve one: to raise the birth rate 
sustainably. But also, an ethical challenge. Can a state maintain its commitment to human rights (even 
if they are only performa�ve) without sacrificing what exists of its liberal conscience? The later maters 
not to the leaders of China, Russia, and Iran. But in many contexts the case is more complicated. 
Autocracy is a spectrum. At one end may be the morality police of Iran and the text-book-burning of 
the Taliban in Afghanistan. But where should we place the pro-natalism of a more moderate Islamist 
such as President Erdogan, who says birth control is a secret plot to halt Turkey’s restora�on to great-
power status?53 
 
As a pro-natalist who believes that modern society is beter for more, not fewer, children, I am 
compelled to ask: is there a progressive prospectus for pro-natalism? One that is compa�ble with the 
values of equality and personal freedom? Is it possible to de-poli�cise pro-natalism or, at least, allow 
those on both sides of the poli�cal spectrum to view it as a cause to support? Perhaps, most of all, we 
might ask: is it possible to persuade without prohibiting? 
 
 
The Democratic Option 

Of course, at the policy level, the vast majority of pro-natal measures are not coercive. They rely on an 
appeal to enlightened financial self-interest, not a 3am knock on the door from the secret police. 
Interna�onally, more than 50 na�ons now have policies in place to raise their failing fer�lity rates, and 
the most common policy sees the transfer of money or benefits (including benefits in kind, such as state-
funded childcare) to ci�zens who have, or would like to have, children.  
 
However, the truth remains that encouraging the rise of fer�lity rates in a modern democra�c context 
poses a great challenge—regardless of how concerned we might be by declining fer�lity rates. Any 
policy, no mater how much it can be shown to be in the na�onal interest, risks ridicule should it appear 
to curb lifestyle choices in any way. In a free society, any plan that ac�vely disadvantages those who do 
not, or cannot have children, will face opposi�on. 
 
In 2018, for instance, a German health minister, himself childless, asked if it was fair that people such 
as himself should benefit from a pension system funded by a younger genera�on to which he had not 
made the quintessen�al contribu�on (by having a child). He proposed that, in the interests of inter-
genera�onal jus�ce, adults who did not have children should pay more towards their future eldercare. 
Fellow ministers dismissed his idea as “weird”. More recently s�ll, a Bri�sh demographer who suggested 
a tax on the childless to cross-subsidise those who wanted children was mocked and compared to the 
Nazis.54  
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When it comes to arres�ng popula�on decline, democracies encounter a conundrum. The rights of 
individuals in a pluralis�c society o�en seem rooted in a zero-sum game. To privilege one group is to 
risk the charge of discrimina�ng against another. This is pro-natalism’s Catch-22. For example, there is—
at least theore�cally—a mechanism that would offset the relentless upward skew of the dependency 
ra�o. Enfranchising parents with proxy votes on behalf of their children would help redress the slow 
power shi� caused by an ageing electorate. Although the idea has been discussed in Japan and on the 
floor of Germany’s Bundestag, it has not gained trac�on. Some older voters would probably be content 
to surrender democra�c influence, but their numbers might dwindle once the consequences of such a 
dilu�on became clear. Giving extra votes to parents might change spending priori�es as—to borrow a 
vivid phrase from American poli�cs—the “squeaky wheel gets the oil”. More money for childcare, less 
for pensions. We can see why a poli�cal party would struggle to secure a mandate for such revolu�onary 
reform of the vo�ng system. 
 
The other disadvantage that democracies face, which autocracies do not, is more obvious. Elected 
governments get removed from office, o�en before they have had a real chance to introduce important 
changes. And, where they do succeed in introducing such changes (or try to), in a free society these 
reforms are o�en met with resistance. It is some�mes said that there are only two ins�tu�ons which 
have the luxury of being able to plan and think ahead in terms of decades, or even centuries: the Va�can 
and the Chinese Communist Party. Neither is a democracy. 
 
Consider the atempts by Canberra in the early parts of this century to hold to a long-term pro-natal 
plan; a scheme memorably encapsulated in the words of former Treasurer Peter Costello, who invited 
his fellow Australians to have “one for Mum, one for Dad, and one for the country.” For a decade the 
mothers of all newborns received a lump-sum and a non-means-tested maternity payment. The policy’s 
efficacy became a major point of debate at elec�ons, and, following a succession of revisions, the 
government revoked the “baby bonus” altogether in 2013. 
 
But what if a pro-natal policy managed to defy the vicissitudes of the electoral cycle? What if a 
government offered assistance on a sufficiently grand scale that a new cohort of dependents was 
created? A parental block-vote filing into polling booths for poli�cians who promised to maintain this 
newfound cashflow. The re-elec�on of Viktor Orbán’s Fidesz party in Hungary’s 2022 elec�ons may have 
been—in part—a func�on of such clientelism. If so, it poses a ques�on that cannot yet be answered. If 
a democra�c party commited to a long-term policy of pro-natalism can stay in power long enough, will 
that policy eventually become self- sustaining? 
 
 
 

Why is Change Such a Challenge? 

Challenges from the Current Narrative 
American novelist Lionel Shriver joined me for a podcast in 2022 in which we discussed demography 
and the importance of siblings.55 Shriver, who is now in her six�es, grew up with two brothers, but has 
no children of her own. Not having a child has not hindered her ability to describe motherhood. Her 
2003 novel We Need to Talk About Kevin became a best-seller. The plot (later turned into a Golden 
Globe-nominated film) revolves around the eponymous Kevin; a difficult child who, as a teenager, goes 
on to commit a school massacre. Shriver has subsequently writen about how an�-natalists distorted 
the story on the basis of their belief that to have children at all is to introduce poten�al pain into the 
world. This deeply pessimis�c and misanthropic creed warps the beauty and value of human life. Shriver 
says she once felt that the decision not to have children was the right one, but now has strong doubts 
about such an irrevocable step. She has writen candidly about this deeply personal uncertainty. 
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Influencers like Shriver have the poten�al to be spokeswomen for a genera�on which understands the 
complicated reality of allowing fer�lity to expire. 
 
Another brief, but slightly different example is found in the public face of Channel 4 News, Dorothy 
Byrne, who was one of Britain’s most influen�al television execu�ves. Her tenure involved having to 
defend controversial commissioning decisions, such as the invita�on of former Iranian president 
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad to deliver an “alterna�ve Christmas message”. I interviewed her in 2022 a�er 
Byrne became the master of an all-female Cambridge University college. She had recently scandalised 
some feminist colleagues by telling her students that she planned to give them seminars in fer�lity. 
Byrne had her only child—a daughter–in her 40s with the help of a sperm donor. The experience of 
struggling to conceive convinced her that younger woman are not told clearly, or frequently enough, 
about the dangers of wai�ng too long to have children. Any reference to the transience of fer�lity was, 
she said, missing from a curriculum which spends much �me teaching students about sex and 
contracep�on. She told London’s Evening Standard newspaper: “I wish I had been told, for example, 
that if I had started trying just two or three years earlier, I could have doubled my chances of success. 
In the end, I had a baby when I was nearly 45. I think more informa�on is always a good thing.”56  

 
Byrne and Shriver are now both in their six�es. They are part of that first wave of women for whom the 
decision to have, or not to have children, formed part of a lifestyle or career choice. There are now 
women with similar experiences in every developed na�on facing the doubts about having waited too 
long. They may not have the global celebrity of a role model like the Princess of Wales, but they are 
opinion formers capable of ini�a�ng a public debate. 
 
Will these women get a fair hearing? That may partly depend on their poli�cs. Shriver writes for 
conserva�ve publica�ons, where her clear thinking finds favour. But Byrne seems more naturally to 
belong to the progressive Establishment, prevalent in the sectors where she has made a living: media 
and academia. 
 
As such, the response to her interven�on was telling. A columnist in one le�-leaning newspaper accused 
Byrne of “dystopian” pro-natalism. A television execu�ve whose career was characterised by here�cal 
broadcasts is now viewed by her own tribe as a peddler of heresies. The strength of that reac�on 
reminds us that, within the scope of the West’s culture wars, natalism is an increasingly contested front 
line on the ideological batlefield. And one on which progressives have shi�ed their posi�on. Just as 
militant Bri�sh trades unions campaigned in the 1970s for a “living wage” (that would allow a working 
man to support his stay-at-home wife), so too the idea of encouraging or preferencing family forma�on 
was once a core belief of socialism. In 1946, for instance, when Britain embraced Labour policies a�er 
the Second World War, the Labour government introduced the pro-natalist family allowance. There are 
s�ll many progressives who want to channel financial support to poor families. But few of them would 
endorse the idea of ac�vely incen�vising couples to have children. 
 
Why is that? There are two clear reasons. The first is the red/green consensus that has formed around 
climate anxiety. A global poll published in the Lancet medical journal found that 39% of young people 
were “hesitant to have children.”57 In a recent research note, Morgan Stanley informed clients that the, 
“…movement to not have children owing to fears over climate change is growing and impac�ng fer�lity 
rates quicker than any preceding trend”.58 Another study suggested that a quarter of all childless 
adults in the United States cited climate change as the reason they were not having children. 
 
However precisely expressed, the idea that the planet is in imminent peril because of human popula�on 
growth is not remotely novel. Moral panics about over-popula�on did not commence with Dr Thomas 
Malthus and his Essay on the Principle of Population (1798), nor did they stop with Professor Paul Ehrlich 
and his Population Bomb (1968). 
 



Playing Alone 
 

16 
 

Arguably, what has changed is a societal shi� that established the primacy of feelings over analysis, 
especially online. This youth culture is some�mes happier to emote than to reason; to performa�vely 
signal virtue, rather than dispassionately weigh evidence. 
 
Couple that with a digital revolu�on that transforms the content of hitherto niche academic papers into 
social media click-bait, and we can see how, for a genera�on that has turned the word “boomer” into a 
slur, posing as a “baby doomer” may earn online cachet. This mixture of social media reach, science 
without nuance, and sense of personal jeopardy is perfectly encapsulated in an Instagram post from 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez. The New York Democra�c Congresswoman in her thir�es told her 1.5 million 
Instagram followers: “Basically, there’s a scien�fic consensus that the lives of children are going to be 
very difficult. And it does lead, I think, young people to have a legi�mate ques�on: Is it okay to s�ll have 
children?”59  
 
Providing a clear answer to that “legi�mate” ques�on is one of the great challenges faced by the 
procrea�ve movement. “Baby doomers” insist that the future of the planet is inexorably threatened by 
a rising fer�lity rate. When I presented a documentary in 2019 for the BBC World Service about family 
size, my content included interviews with campaigners who felt that environmental catastrophe could 
only be avoided by reduc�ons in fer�lity. One woman had kept her family deliberately small to avoid 
producing too many “emiters”. It matered not that she lived in a developed country with sub-
replacement fer�lity. She felt that the West, having industrialised first, had a par�cular responsibility to 
ini�ate popula�on decline. It would, she said, be colonialist to lecture sub-Saharan African na�ons, 
where fer�lity rates remain high, to curb their reproduc�ve habits. 
 
Beneath these arguments we can see the most damaging implica�on of environmentalism. This 
narra�ve reinforces the no�on that the planet is of greater worth than human life, and the later can 
readily be sacrificed for the former. Once belief in the invaluable worth of individuals is lost, it is the 
most vulnerable and voiceless who society first begins to marginalise. Hence, it is no surprise that as 
the environment becomes a new supreme good in our society’s shi�ing worldviews, children are the 
first to be pushed aside. 
 
A frequent response of some pro-natalists to the environmental case for fewer children is to argue that 
the planet’s salva�on will rely on advances in engineering and technology. Genera�ng such innova�ve 
and new ideas will be far easier if we can bring more, not fewer, bright new minds to bear on the 
problem. But might it also be possible to disprove some of the neo-Malthusian myths? For instance, 
there are those who argue that to introduce new life is to place an increasing burden on limited 
resources. As if this were a unique imposi�on. And yet, is not one of the greatest strains on energy—at 
least in the developed world—our growing preference for solitary living? When a young person strives 
for and achieves their ambi�on to purchase a place of their own. When a couple decide their differences 
are irreconcilable and they can no longer live together. When these things happen, as they increasingly 
do, a home that could be shared no longer is. Is that a wasteful alloca�on of resources? Certainly. But 
for an environmentalist, it might be easier to argue against a theore�cal future person who—since they 
do not yet exist—cannot be offended, than it is to cri�cise the behaviour of a friend who has announced 
plans to divorce. 
 
There is, however, a far more profound reality that is likely to halt momentum behind the ac�ve 
suppression of fer�lity for reasons of environmental “sustainability”. These doubts concern the very 
sta�s�cal assump�ons on which the environmental argument against more births is based. Elon Musk 
has been ridiculed for repeatedly sugges�ng that de-popula�on represents a greater threat to global 
survival than over-popula�on. But there is moun�ng evidence that projec�ons for popula�on growth 
are over-stated. 
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According to the United Na�ons (“UN”), and amid some fanfare, the world reached eight billion people 
on 15 November 2022. The UN has produced a high-variant scenario, which es�mates that the global 
popula�on will reach 17 billion people by the end of this century. In light of this scenario, some 
environmentalists have warned that the earth cannot not sustain such popula�on growth. But most 
predic�ons now suggest a far lower popula�on peak. The UN now believes the global popula�on will 
most likely reach a maximum of around 10.4 billion people in the 2080s, with much of that growth a 
func�on of demographic momentum. In other words, the popula�on will con�nue to grow for a period 
of �me, despite a decline in fer�lity rates, because younger people will con�nue to have children. It is 
only a�er several years that the effects of declining fer�lity rates will become evident with stabilised, 
but compara�vely lower, rates of popula�on growth. And the factor slowing popula�on growth will—
the evidence shows—most likely be a culture of low fer�lity rather than overstretched resources. 
Therefore, fears about overpopula�on are not supported by the evidence.  
 
But other reliable studies suggest these projec�ons are an overes�ma�on. A 2020 paper in the Lancet 
predicts a peak of 9.7 billion people in the 2060s, followed by sharp reduc�ons.60 Authors such as Brink 
Lindsey, formerly of the Cato Ins�tute, and Charles Jones from Stanford University, have writen about 
the ruinous economic impact of these unexpectedly rapidly declining global fer�lity rates. But in the 
context of disproving green myths surrounding pro-natalism, it is sufficient to highlight that the idea of 
a planet straining under the weight of too many people is increasingly obsolete, if not demonstrable 
scaremongering. In their 2019 book Empty Planet: The Shock of Global Population Decline, Darrell 
Bricker and John Ibbitson argue that global popula�on may well never rise above nine billion, with sharp 
decline to follow. In coming decades, it will become impossible for all but a handful of “demographic 
deniers” to claim that over-popula�on remains a problem of global significance. 
 
Consequently, we begin to see how climate anxiety has helped to discourage progressives from giving 
pro-crea�vity due considera�on. The reverse of that an�pathy is not so much environmentalism, as an�-
natalism. In its purest sense this is a coherent, if very small, movement. Extreme an�-natalists, like the 
philosopher David Benatar, present cogent arguments for managed ex�nc�on of the human species. 
But there is a far larger group who feel that to have children is to invite unnecessary responsibili�es and 
limit opportuni�es for self-realisa�on. They have a strong media profile, o�en couched in the language 
of vic�misa�on, with childless women cas�ga�ng a culture which “expects” them to have children and 
allegedly persecutes them for not doing so. 
 
These networks have organisa�onal he�, with groups such as “Birth Strike” and “Childfree-By-Choice” 
enjoying a significant online presence. There is nothing new in their manifesto. In the 1960s, women’s 
groups campaigned for recogni�on of “Non-Mother’s Day” to rival Mothering Sunday. What is novel, is 
the extent of the penetra�on of the message. Surveys show far greater openness to the idea of never 
having children than at any �me since such polling began. 
 
It may be unscien�fic, but I recognise this trend, even among my own daughters. They are not an�-
natal but have been taught to be suspicious of anyone “ordering” them to have children. At school, all 
of them have been exposed to Margaret Atwood’s 1985 novel The Handmaid’s Tale, in which women 
are forced to bear the offspring of a ruling caste of men. One would hope that the prejudices inculcated 
by this, and other such works of seminal literature, could be offset elsewhere in the curriculum. 
However, I suspect ideological capture and iner�a will determine that one will have to wait several 
decades before human geography lessons reflect what is actually happening in real places like Scotland 
and South Korea, rather than in fic�onal se�ngs such as Atwood’s Gilead. 
 
If my own daughters are representa�ve of their genera�on, pro-natalism’s greatest challenge is its 
image. In �me, the misgivings of opinion formers like Byrne and Shriver may begin to gain trac�on. Over 
coming decades, it is likely the real societal challenge will clarify, and it will not be one in which women 
are forced to have children, but a world in which falling fer�lity rates have created untold societal and 
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economic damage. But despite this possibility, the percep�on of policies encouraging couples to have 
more children are met with suspicion rather than serious contempla�on. 
 
 

Mind the “Baby-Gap” 
There is a sta�s�cal gap that emerges from surveys, between the number of children people say they 
want, and the number they are actually having. In most developed countries, the number of children 
wanted remains above (o�en well above) replacement level, while the number being born is well below 
this level. Desired family size is an area of polling with a long-established reputa�on. Gallup began asking 
Americans to define their “ideal family size” in 1936. The most recent survey, in the summer of 2018, 
showed that American adults wanted, on average, 2.7 children. The actual fer�lity rate that year was 
1.73.61 Data from other developed na�ons follows a similar patern. According to the Eurobarometer 
Survey of 2011, the average Bri�sh woman wanted 2.32 children, significantly ahead of the actual 
fer�lity rate.62 To put this in less abstract terms, the “baby-gap”—the number of babies wanted versus 
the number couples are having—is es�mated at about 100,000 per year in the United Kingdom. 
 
Why this discrepancy? What people desire, before the pressures of reality commence, clearly differs 
from their revealed preferences. Careers prove inflexible, partners unreliable, childcare unaffordable, 
and fer�lity far from inexhaus�ble. Evidence would suggest that some of the “gap” may be accounted 
for by women having one child, then experiencing the loss of fer�lity before being able to have another. 
It is no coincidence, as Jonathan V. Last makes clear in What To Expect When No-one’s Expecting, that 
women who have their first child before the age of 24 are much more likely to hit their ideal family size. 
 
From the perspec�ve of poli�cal philosophy, this data represents a real opening for pro-natalism. The 
“baby-gap” takes the no�on of choice and turns it on its head. For decades the only choice that 
matered to progressive opinion was the choice not to have children. For women to reject the demands 
of the patriarchy and embrace the emancipa�on represented by birth control. But, in socie�es where 
those “freedoms” are now endemic, the truly unrealised choice is the choice to have, not to avoid 
having, a child. As Britain’s Social Market Founda�on suggested recently,63 this paradigm may allow 
pro-natalism to present itself as a liberal an�dote to the distor�ons created for fer�lity aspira�ons by 
market forces. I agree with that. But to embrace this reformulated idea of choice requires a significant 
shi� within public debate and consciousness. Consider, for instance, how many days of parliamentary 
debate, acres of newsprint, and hours of broadcast air�me are spent discussing the iniquity of the 
gender pay gap. The baby gap, a tangible measure of thwarted ambi�on, does not, by contrast, receive 
any such aten�on. As David Goodhart, head of demography at Policy Exchange, has writen, this 
inaten�on partly reflects who is shaping the socio-poli�cal discussion, par�cularly dual-income couples 
whose objec�ves focus on work. 
 
Can wider recogni�on of the gap between the number of babies wanted and the number actually born 
offer pro-natalism a rallying point? And the chance to re-badge such policies as a “progressive” cause? 
There is, surely, some merit in finding a new paradigm for policymakers to consider demography as it 
actually impacts people. A re-framing of the argument that challenges stereotypes.  
 
Appropriate terminology is not just about seman�cs, although language maters. In my experience 
“procrea�vity”, for example, meets with a more posi�ve recep�on than a word like “pro-natalism”, 
which evokes greater ideological baggage. Might we also invoke concepts of “social jus�ce” to define 
some of the harmful effects of falling fer�lity rates. For instance, the ubiquity of the one-child family 
may have an adverse effect on social mobility. The shrinking of family size is most prevalent among 
middle-class families, and therefore translates to rising asset concentra�on as the number of people in 
property owning classes shrinks.  As noted previously, there are ques�ons of intergenera�onal fairness 
raised by an increasing dependency ra�o that compels a diminishing working age popula�on to provide 
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for a growing number of re�rees. For the young, the concentra�on of assets is o�en seen purely as a 
func�on of economics. Elderly people were able to buy inexpensive houses with greater ease when they 
were young, or enjoy higher educa�on without the burden of student debt. But in countries where the 
dependency ra�o is most out of calibra�on, it must be increasingly clear that “it’s the demography, 
stupid”. It is possible to imagine a Millennial in Sydney who does not blame the fer�lity rates as they 
struggle to afford a mortgage. Their counterpart in Seoul almost certainly registers, and laments, the 
connec�on. And in countries where the dependency ra�o is a very serious problem, how long can 
society pretend there is no difference in u�lity between a childless adult and one who has made financial 
and other sacrifices to have children? Put bluntly, can it be equitable that a mother of four faces the 
same pensionable age as a childless man or woman, even though the former has created future 
poten�al taxpayers and care workers? 
 
If pro-natalism is to fulfil its poten�al as a progressive cause, then the rela�onship between family size 
and “social jus�ce” must be shown to mater. Can it be fair that so many women want children they are 
unable to have? Can it be fair that so much wealth is concentrated in a dwindling number of hands? 
Can it be fair that one genera�on is doing so well at the expense of another? These ques�ons represent 
the growing concerns of young adults wishing to raise families, and governments grappling with the 
future economic viability and security of their na�ons. But there is one group whose interests are not 
accounted for, for the simple reason that, in policy debates and media discussions, they are voiceless. 
Children themselves. If the progressive case for pro-natalism is about fairness, how can it be fair that 
the state and adult individuals are heard, but the voices of children are marginalised? 
 
 
 

Procreativity: A Better Story 
This year China ceased to be the most populous na�on on earth. In late April, the UN announced that 
India had overtaken its neighbour to become the world’s demographic superpower. Less than a month 
a�er those figures were published, China gave a strong hint as to how it intends to fight depopula�on—
at least as an ini�al policy. The new program roughly translates as, “The New Era of Child-Bearing 
Culture”. And it is worth no�ng that—however imperfect the transla�on—the word “culture” forms part 
of Beijing’s approach to stabilising fer�lity rates. The program, announced in conjunc�on with new 
figures showing a fall in popula�on in ci�es like Shanghai, suggests that—for now—the Communist 
Party of China will restrict itself to economic incen�ves and so� measures when it comes to fer�lity. 
 
The program promises to create a new cadre of local government workers whose role it will be to 
persuade young people to start families, while encouraging fathers to be more ac�ve in child-rearing. 
The pace of this policy change is remarkable, from persecu�ng parents who had a mul�-child family, to 
promo�ng them in just a few short years. Beijing also announced that doctors would be recruited to, 
“Explain the op�mal childbearing ages from the perspec�ve of reproduc�ve science.” In a country like 
Britain, educa�ng young women about fer�lity �melines falls to individuals such as Dorothy Byrne. In 
China, it seems, the encouragement of reproduc�on is becoming a mater of public health policy. 
 
No other country in the world is thinking more intently about fer�lity. Individual provinces in China are 
developing their own ini�a�ves, and that diversity of approaches may increase the likelihood of 
establishing las�ng change. In Guangdong, local officials are trying to create jobs tailored for mothers 
with young children. In Liaoning, rolling subsidies are being offered for a third child. In Zhejiang, the 
chosen strategy is a one-off payment.64 Unsurprisingly, given its link with declining fer�lity in countries 
like South Korea, creden�alism is in Beijing’s sights. To cool the educa�on arms race that encourages 
parents to have one highly-educated child, Beijing has suggested lowering the number of points needed 
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to access higher educa�on for second or third children. Those younger siblings would also pay lower 
tui�on fees. 
 
There is a sense that, as yet, China is at the foothills. China only abandoned its one-child policy in 2016. 
Crucially, there seems to be a recogni�on that, while money talks, it cannot speak to everyone. To 
illustrate this point, Beijing has focused on effec�ng cultural changes, for instance through measures 
that enlist university students to act as “cheerleaders for the family”. Here in the West, however, the 
idea that the state could employ students to foster a procrea�ve culture on campus would be anathema 
to many liberals. But that is not to say the Chinese approach is flawed in principle. Beijing is surely 
correct in recognising the importance of winning hearts and minds in those ins�tu�ons which foster the 
next genera�on of opinion formers and policymakers. The ques�on is: have they found the right 
approach? 
 
How you answer that ques�on is terribly important. Those of us who believe in freedom cleave to the 
belief that right will always prevail in the long term; that people will always find their way to the truth 
without being told what the truth looks like by the state. And, surprising though this may be, we may 
be already closer to that posi�on than we imagine. On the surface, it may seem like the cause of 
procrea�vity has never been more stranded in the West. Think of the recent hos�le recep�on given to 
a series of demonstrable truths about demography presented by the Bri�sh Conserva�ve MP Miriam 
Cates, who was cas�gated for promo�ng “reac�onary” pro-natal policies.65 
 
Yet her observa�ons, made in good faith, were so wilfully ignored and harshly rejected, that it is almost 
plausible that a �pping point is within reach. The causes associated with “choice” are losing salience. 
The United Kingdom made contracep�on readily available through the Na�onal Health Service 56 years 
ago. Then, “choice” meant the choice not to have a child. Now, the most pressing choice women face is 
whether they can have the child, or all the children, they wish to have. Far from being reac�onary, 
procrea�vity is counter-cultural, even transgressive. 
 
And therefore, we must foster that sense of pro-natalism as a libera�ng—not a s�fling—movement. A 
“progressive” cause which empowers women who are being kept from their wish for children, and 
children who are denied the benefits of a sibling. 
 
There is a beter story to tell. It does not mean ignoring the lessons of economics. State actors must, of 
course, become alive to the reali�es of declining fer�lity rates. The fact that one-third of na�ons now 
have pro-natal policies, with more adop�ng them, tells us that the penny is dropping at a governmental 
level. Yet, at the individual level, it is important that couples do not make wholly u�litarian decisions 
surrounding family expansion. Tax breaks and free childcare help, but they risk making couples’ 
decisions to have another child a purely transac�onal one. 
 
Whichever perspec�ve one takes, paren�ng requires sacrifices. Rightly, pro-natalists wish to so�en the 
financial blow. These measures are important, but the decision to have a child is a much deeper mater. 
Beter, happier, more joyful stories mater. Embracing what one writer described as the “paren�ng 
emergency” can require individual courage, and that leap comes more readily if the surrounding culture 
is suppor�ve. If we work with the grain of exis�ng sen�ment, wrapped in a vocabulary that is 
recognisably “progressive”, surely the transi�on into parenthood becomes easier for young adults. 
 
In short, this is how we tell a beter story. A story of choice, fairness, kindness, sustainability, and 
representa�on; headings that belong to the argot of progressivism, but which in truth represent the 
contemporary challenges to raising a family. To summarise: 
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1. Choice. 
Choice now means the freedom to have children, in the face of economic and cultural 
pressures hindering families from bringing new life into the world. The gap between the 
number of children people want, and the (far smaller) number they are having, is the 
modern challenge to freedom of choice and economic sustainability. 

 
2. Fairness. 
Across Western countries, it is in the collectiveinterest for couples to have more 
children, and individuals, parents, families, communities, and the state should support 
parents by helping to shoulder this responsibility. Fairness therefore requires the state 
to recognise the sacrifices of those who have chosen to create and raise the next 
generation. “Social justice” also requires an awareness that shrinking fertility rates 
concentrate hereditary wealth in one-child families, potentially reducing social mobility. 
Having more children makes everyone better off. 
 
3. Kindness. 
If we are to be kind to children, we must speak honestly about the difficulties of growing 
up without siblings. Generally speaking, having a brother or sister correlates with less 
social fragility, bullying, obesity, and depression. There is such a thing as “sibling 
poverty”. 

 
4. Sustainability. 
The planet, or at least large swathes of it, now faces a sustainability crisis that is 
increasingly demographic. De-population, not over-population, is the emerging threat. 
Multi-child households have smaller per-capita carbon footprints than single-
occupancy homes, for which there is a growing and often overlooked fashion given 
individual lifestyle preferences. 
 
5. Representation. 
When it comes to fertility, the public square is dominated by dual income couples and 
highly- credentialed parents. In spite of polling which shows that many low-paid 
mothers and fathers want to spend more time raising their children, policy debates 
rarely feature these voices. The experiences of underpaid individuals working in 
childcare, and what they perceive to be the deleterious impact of shrinking families, are 
repeatedly ignored. 

 
Ultimately, in championing procreation, we are restoring the value given to the most underrepresented and 
yet vital members of our society—our children. The better story is one of thriving siblings and their ability to 
provide one another with lifelong support and emotional maturity. Our society’s ability to flourish in years to 
come depends on our willingness to care for its future leaders in the midst of our modern, dynamic lives. It 
is in the gift of new life that we can place our confidence for a brighter future. 
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