
From a population perspective, the year between World Population Day 2020 and 

2021 may have been the most intriguing since human civilization hit 7 billion people 

in 2011. Of course, as has been the case for all of our lifetimes, the global population 

set a new record high every single day this year—adding more than 200,000 people 

per day for a total increase of more than 80 million for the year. In about 18 months, 

the human population will exceed 8 billion—quadrupling in less than 100 years, 

after hitting 2 billion in 1927.

Unfortunately for the planet and the other species we are supposed to “share” it 

with, this record-setting growth is nothing new—nor, in the minds of most mass 

media outlets, even particularly newsworthy. In fact, the exact opposite happened 

this year. A litany of “birth dearth anxiety” articles invaded the popular press, 

especially once the impacts of COVID-19 came into focus. 

For World Population Day 2021, Population Media Center has documented and 

reviewed this and other major population and sustainability themes to come out  

of the past year.

World Population Day 2021  

A Tumultous Year in Review
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COVID-19: GRAVE DISPARITIES  
PERSIST IN REPRODUCTIVE AUTONOMY

The global pandemic exposed and further aggravated the most consequential global 

disparity when it comes to future population growth: 

•  Women living in societies that lawfully provide, advance, and protect 

the ideals of gender equality can, relatively speaking, easily manage their 

childbearing decisions. These women have reliable access to good education, 

high incomes, a full array of contraceptive choices, and the agency to use 

their preferred method whenever they choose. 

•  Meanwhile, women living in prejudiced societies are seemingly living  

on a different planet. They are denied basic education, have little ability  

to generate individual income, and their reproductive autonomy is practically 

non-existent. Certain methods of modern contraception may be available, 

but spouses, parents, religious edicts, and patriarchal social norms control 

contraceptive use and childbearing decisions more than the women 

themselves do.
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As COVID-19 initially spread across the globe in spring of 2020, many demographers 

and other social scientists proclaimed that prolonged periods of isolation would 

create an unavoidable “baby boom” in developed countries. This facile speculation 

proved as wrong as wrong can be. In countries such as Germany, France, and Italy, 

the pandemic brought about the exact opposite. According to a survey of fertility 

plans in Europe, approximately half of the people in Germany and France  

who had planned to conceive in the year 2020 decided to postpone pregnancy. 

And in Italy, nearly 37% of the people surveyed decided to abandon plans to have 

children altogether. 

In the US, the Brookings Institution estimated that the number of total births in 

2021 could drop by 300,000–500,000. And a research team at the Max Planck 

Institute for Demographic Research estimated that monthly births in the US would 

drop by approximately 15% in early 2021 as compared to 2020—which is a larger 

year-over-year decrease than what was seen during the 2008 Great Recession. 

However, on the other side of the coin, lockdowns and other disruptions in health 

services are likely to have contributed to millions of unintended pregnancies in 

developing countries. What was already a hardship became a near impossibility 

during the pandemic. Organizing workshops and other educational initiatives 

around family planning and local reproductive services may have required 

meticulous logistics before the pandemic, but after lockdown, these types of 

educational programs were put entirely on pause. 

In the US, the Brookings Institution  

estimated that the number of

total births in 2021  

could drop by 300k–500k.

https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/wr9jb/
https://osf.io/preprints/socarxiv/wr9jb/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/half-a-million-fewer-children-the-coming-covid-baby-bust/
https://www.brookings.edu/research/half-a-million-fewer-children-the-coming-covid-baby-bust/
https://www.demogr.mpg.de/papers/working/wp-2020-034.pdf
https://www.demogr.mpg.de/papers/working/wp-2020-034.pdf
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)31679-2/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)31679-2/fulltext
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One key lesson here is that when the tools 

and resources for fertility management 

are available, women will reliably make 

decisions that benefit themselves and 

their families. In an unprecedented global 

pandemic, this will translate into cautious, 

discretionary avoidance of pregnancy. In 

more normal times, these resources result 

in lifetime fertility that is at or below the 

replacement level of 2.1.

The second key lesson is that billions of 

women still do not have these tools at  

their disposal. Hence, global fertility 

remains roughly 14% above replacement 

level, at 2.4 children per woman. If you 

want to help future generations navigate 

the extreme ecological challenges they 

are certain to face, then helping current 

generations of women and girls access the 

necessary tools to decide when to have 

children, and how many to have, 

is the one of the most powerful 

contributions you can make.

Important Population & 
Sustainability News Articles 
from 2020-21:

World Population to Reach  

9.9 Billion by 2050

Most US Women Under 50 Use 

Contraception: Report

Paul Krugman: Learning to Live  

With Low Fertility

63% Men Agree Beating Their Wives  

Is Justified If Denied Sex: Study

No Easy Way to End Poverty  

Within Planetary Boundaries,  

But Solutions Exist

Slower Population Growth:  

The Goods and the Bads

Opinion: A Declining World 

Population Isn’t a Looming 

Catastrophe. It Could Actually  

Bring Some Good.

More Women Are Saying No  

To Motherhood. Will Society  

Ever Listen?

http://sdg.iisd.org/news/world-population-to-reach-9-9-billion-by-2050/
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/world-population-to-reach-9-9-billion-by-2050/
https://www.usnews.com/news/health-news/articles/2020-10-20/most-us-women-under-50-use-contraception-report
https://www.usnews.com/news/health-news/articles/2020-10-20/most-us-women-under-50-use-contraception-report
https://www.palmbeachpost.com/story/opinion/columns/more-voices/2021/05/20/paul-krugman-slower-population-growth-offers-opportunities/5166727001/
https://www.palmbeachpost.com/story/opinion/columns/more-voices/2021/05/20/paul-krugman-slower-population-growth-offers-opportunities/5166727001/
https://www.thedailystar.net/country/news/63-men-agree-beating-their-wives-justified-if-denied-sex-study-1986329
https://www.thedailystar.net/country/news/63-men-agree-beating-their-wives-justified-if-denied-sex-study-1986329
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/no-easy-way-to-end-poverty-within-planetary-boundaries-but-solutions-exist/
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/no-easy-way-to-end-poverty-within-planetary-boundaries-but-solutions-exist/
http://sdg.iisd.org/news/no-easy-way-to-end-poverty-within-planetary-boundaries-but-solutions-exist/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2021/05/slower-population-growth-goods-bads/
http://www.ipsnews.net/2021/05/slower-population-growth-goods-bads/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/06/07/please-hold-panic-about-world-population-decline-its-non-problem/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/06/07/please-hold-panic-about-world-population-decline-its-non-problem/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/06/07/please-hold-panic-about-world-population-decline-its-non-problem/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2021/06/07/please-hold-panic-about-world-population-decline-its-non-problem/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/child-free-by-choice-women_l_60b7e5c5e4b001ebd46d5601
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/child-free-by-choice-women_l_60b7e5c5e4b001ebd46d5601
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/child-free-by-choice-women_l_60b7e5c5e4b001ebd46d5601
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DEMOGRAPHIC DUST-UP! CONTROVERSIAL  
ALTERNATIVE POPULATION PROJECTIONS 

Almost immediately after World Population Day 2020, The Lancet published  

a study that projected the global population peaking at 9.73 billion in 2064 and 

declining to 8.79 billion by the end of the century. The mainstream media became 

enamored with these projections, as they differ significantly from the work of the 

United Nations Population Division. In fact, the UN’s flagship projections show the 

global population increasing beyond the end of the century and totaling nearly 11 

billion by 2100. This is a divergence of around 2 billion people—which is equivalent 

to the current populations of the United States, China, the United Kingdom, 

Germany, and Kenya combined. In other words, a planet of 2 billion fewer people  

by 2100 would be a meaningful and substantive difference.

The Lancet study assumes steeper declines of fertility rates in more developed 

countries compared to the UN projections, and faster declines in low-income 

countries. For example, they project sub-Saharan Africa’s population in 2100 will 

be around 3.1 billion, which is 700 million fewer people than the UN’s median 

projection. However, The Lancet’s projections do not differ greatly from the  

UN’s for several decades—for example, until the year 2050, there is less than  

5% difference between the two sets of projections. 

https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)30677-2/fulltext
https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/900
https://population.un.org/wpp/Graphs/Probabilistic/POP/TOT/900
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The key lesson here is that the world 

should aspire to achieve the scenario 

projected by The Lancet study. In fact, an 

even quicker end to population growth 

at an even lower peak would be welcome. 

However, academic assumptions and 

mathematical modelling will never 

accomplish a single thing in the real 

world. All population advocates should be 

supporting rights-based investments and 

initiatives to slow, stop, and eventually 

reverse population growth to help build  

a more sustainable future. 

If we heed Cornell University professor 

David Pimentel’s calculations from the  

year 1999, a world population of more 

than 2 billion people is not likely to be 

sustainable. The National Academy of 

Sciences, the Royal Society of London,  

and thought leaders around the world  

have already urged investments toward 

ending population growth. A 2019 report 

from the UN Environment Programme 

asserts that continued high population 

rates will bring one million species to 

extinction. The most detrimental causes? 

Expanded farming and human habitation. 

The Lancet study assumes 

steeper declines of fertility 

rates in more developed 

countries compared to  

the UN projections, and 

faster declines in low-

income countries. 

The Lancet Study Example

In 2100, the population  
in sub-Saharan Africa  

will be around

people than the UN’s  
median projection.

3.1 BILLION, WHICH IS 
700 MILLION FEWER

http://www.civil.uwaterloo.ca/maknight/courses/CIVE240-05/week3/Pimentel(1999).pdf
http://www.civil.uwaterloo.ca/maknight/courses/CIVE240-05/week3/Pimentel(1999).pdf
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report/
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/blog/2019/05/nature-decline-unprecedented-report/


BABY BUST FEARS VS. SUSTAINABLE  
POPULATION ADVOCACY

As the effects of COVID-19 on fertility became clear in advanced economies, the 

captains of industry and pro-growth pundits started to panic—after all, perpetual 

population growth is one of the primary unsustainable fuels they rely on for 

economic expansion. Instead of being a theoretical that remained over a century 

away, the end of population growth became a visceral possibility for the “business  

as usual” crowd.

Examples of such economic panic were numerous, including articles published  

by The New York Times, CBS News, and The Economist. On any of the given  

days when these “birth dearth” op-eds were published, there were no fewer than  

300,000 births worldwide. By the end of the week, the global population had  

grown by 1.5 million people.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/27/opinion/sunday/fertility-population-baby-bust.html
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/birth-rate-declining-younger-generations-crisis/
https://www.economist.com/finance-and-economics/2021/03/27/the-economics-of-falling-populations


Dear Economists,

Many in your field have been raising vociferous concerns that low birth rates will 

lead to slower economic growth. In reality, a smaller population is exactly what the 

climate and biosphere need. Since it is the climate and biosphere that make the 

world habitable, they must take priority over economic considerations.

But even the concern over the economic effects of lower birth rates needs a 

response, for two reasons.

1.  Lower birth rates are occurring temporarily and just in the developed world. 

After pandemic lockdowns are over, demographers expect that postponed 

childbearing will lead to higher fertility rates in developed countries. 

2.  In developing countries, birth rates are going up, in part because of less 

access to contraceptive services during the pandemic and in part because of 

economic desperation increasing rates of child marriage and school dropouts, 

leading to increased fertility rates.

Bill Ryerson, President of Population Media Center, 

penned an extensive response to economists  

and economic pundits.
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The countries that have achieved developed status in the last century, as measured 

in gross national product per capita, only did so after the country had achieved 

significant reductions in fertility rates. This allowed couples to save some funds after 

meeting the needs for food, housing, and clothing of their smaller families. The 

expansion of investment capital allowed business to expand, and new employment 

opportunities combined with fewer people seeking employment led to increased 

wages. Some of the extra funds could be spent on education, which increased 

economic productivity. The government could tax the rising incomes and use the 

funds to improve infrastructure, such as schools, roads, power, water, and other 

municipal services, all of which led to increased economic productivity. This virtuous 

cycle is referred to as the Demographic Dividend. You may know of the work of  

David Bloom at Harvard, who is a world authority on the Demographic Dividend.

The real measure of economic welfare is not gross national product or national 

income, but the median income on a per capita basis. Stimulating gross national 

product by having more people buying fewer necessities does not enhance economic 

welfare. It may be true that a few people profit from population growth, but the 

mass of the people do not.

We need a smaller human ecological footprint. Countries like Japan have 

maintained a quite decent quality of life in the face of declining numbers of 

people. Our focus should be on finding ways to have economies function without 

growth in human numbers. The aging of the population in countries such as Japan 

is significantly offset by both the savings that one can accumulate in developed 

economies and the longer lifespans that make working possible well beyond 

traditional retirement ages. So, old age dependency is materially different from  

the dependency of the young.
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In the next 40 years, conservative demographic projections show the world’s 

population growing by 2.5 billion people.  This is the immediate issue at hand and 

the most important problem for world attention.

There has been great progress in the use of family planning in the last half century. 

In 1960, 10% of the world’s adult couples used modern methods of family planning. 

Today, 57% use such methods. However, the 43% non-users outnumber the 90% 

non-users of 1960 because of population growth. What’s more, the reasons given 

by non-users today differ markedly from reasons given in 1960, when access to 

contraceptives was low. Data from Demographic and Health Surveys worldwide 

make it clear that non-use of family planning today is not primarily the result of 

lack of access to contraceptive services. Rather, the leading reasons people cite for 

not using family planning are the desire for more children, fear of side effects from 

contraceptives, perceived or actual male opposition, religious opposition, and the 

belief that one does not have the right or ability to determine the number or spacing 

of children. These cultural and informational issues can only be addressed through 

communication strategies, such as those of Population Media Center that change 

societal norms.

I hope this information is helpful.

Sincerely,
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“NO” TO VICTIM BLAMING,  
“YES” TO GENDER EQUALITY

Each year, World Population Day seeks to focus attention on the urgency and 

importance of population issues, including their relations to the environmental 

health of the planet. Looking back on the year from July 11, 2020, to July 11, 2021,  

we can definitively say that COVID-19 shined a bright light on the problems causing 

ongoing global population growth. 

Despite a decline in global population growth rates over the last few decades—a 

good thing, to be sure—the volume of population growth (i.e., the absolute number 

of people being added to the population) is still continuing to grow and resulting 

in an additional 1-billion-person load on the planet every 11–14 years. This has been 

happening since 1960.

But human population size and growth are not intractable problems. The factors 

driving ongoing population increases are understood and amendable. They come 

from a combination of population momentum, notions of high-desired fertility, 

low statuses of women and girls, and biases against contraception. The latter is 

based primarily on rumors, myths, misinformation, and the subjugation of women’s 

preferences. All these problems can be addressed and mitigated with sufficient 

investments, especially investments in the health, education, and social status 

of women and girls. Unfortunately, those investments are not being made on an 

adequate scale.

Ongoing population increases come from a combination of 

population momentum, notions of high-desired fertility, low 

statuses of women and girls, and biases against contraception.

https://info.populationmedia.org/blog/population-growth-rate-vs.-the-volume-of-population-growth
https://info.populationmedia.org/the-real-reasons-for-population-growth-whitepaper
https://info.populationmedia.org/the-real-reasons-for-population-growth-whitepaper
https://www.guttmacher.org/article/2020/07/more-not-enough-its-time-radically-scale-funding-global-family-planning
https://www.guttmacher.org/article/2020/07/more-not-enough-its-time-radically-scale-funding-global-family-planning


Consumption rates around the world also play a fundamental, highly damaging  

role in terms of environmental health. A handful of nations are responsible  

for the majority of CO2 emissions, and a relatively small clique of extremely  

wealthy people consume significantly more resources than billions of low-income 

people combined. Many of the countries that have high fertility rates, such as in  

sub-Saharan Africa, currently have relatively low carbon footprints. It is worth 

noting, however, that all current low-footprint countries are working to maximize 

their consumption as soon as possible. In fact, it is clear that at least 2.5 billion of 

the 7.8 billion people living on the planet today desperately need more material 

resources if they are to escape poverty and achieve minimally acceptable standards 

of nutrition, housing, and sanitation.

With this in mind, tempering consumption rates in already economically  

developed countries should be a major environmental priority—but that does not 

make population growth rates any less salient as an area for long-term intervention. 

The two goals are not mutually exclusive. We should do everything we can to 

mitigate the worst impacts of a rapidly changing planet and create the most 

sustainable situation for future generations.

“Blaming victims” for our collective ecological predicament—especially 

disempowered and socially repressed women and girls in Africa—is not only 

immoral, but it also eludes our most progressive solutions. Make no mistake: 

Working on the population issues in the 21st century largely means working against 

oppressive cultural practices and social maladies that contribute to high fertility. 

Wherever women’s social power is inhibited, their self-determination and true 

choice in how many children to have and when is also inhibited.

https://population.un.org/wpp/Maps/
https://population.un.org/wpp/Maps/


Donate today to help us continue our 

mission of creating a sustainable planet 

with equal rights for all.

DONATE TODAY

https://www.populationmedia.org/donate-now/

