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Why Has the U.S. Birthrate Dropped?
Fueled by millennials, fertility rates continue to trend downward.
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U.
S. women had about 3.61 million babies in 2020, down 4% from the prior year,

provisional data from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s National

Center for Health Statistics shows. The total fertility rate—the average number of

babies a woman would have over her lifetime—fell to 1.64, the lowest on record. Total births

were the lowest since 1979. Experts attribute this continued decline to the uncertain economy

that child-bearing age women continue to face and their increased participation in the labor

force. The beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic also may have accelerated the downward trend.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

1. Birthrates in the U.S. never recovered from the great
recession.
Demographers say the data suggests that fundamental social and economic shifts are driving

down fertility. Births peaked in 2007 before plunging during the recession that began that year.

About 7.6 million fewer babies have been born as a result of lower fertility rates since 2007, and

they haven’t picked up much since, says Kenneth Johnson, senior demographer at the

University of New Hampshire. Women typically have fewer babies when the economy weakens.

Although fertility usually increases alongside an improving economy, U.S. births fell in all but

one year as the economy grew from 2009 until early 2020.
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2. Millennials, born between 1981 and 1996, now
account for the majority of women having children.
To explain their lower fertility rates, researchers have pointed to the fact that millennials are

marrying later in life, getting higher levels of education and are less �inancially secure than

previous generations when they were the same age. Many of them graduated from college just

as the great recession took hold.
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3. The pandemic may be driving down birthrates even
further.
Provisional monthly data from the CDC showed births declined about 7.7% in December 2020.

Because the Covid-19 pandemic began in March, the �igures capture a short period at year’s end

READ MORE

Births in U.S. Drop to Levels Not Seen Since 1979
Millennials are fueling the continued downward trend in fertility rates.
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when the health and economic crisis could be re�lected in women’s decisions about getting

pregnant. Fears of getting sick, making medical appointments and delivering a baby as a deadly

virus spread also dissuaded some women from pregnancy. “The fact that you had this coincide

with the time the pandemic hit is certainly cause for suspicion,” said report co-author Brady

Hamilton, a federal statistician and demographer. He added that it was too soon to gauge the

exact impact of the pandemic on fertility.

4. U.S. fertility rates still remain above those of many
other developed countries that have struggled with low
birthrates.
Japan, Italy and Germany are three examples of countries that have struggled with low

birthrates. “We are moving down toward that but we haven’t quite reached the midrange of all

the European countries,” said Dr. Hamilton. Early data in Europe show that nine months after

the pandemic began there, birthrates began to fall in many advanced economies. The worst-

a�ected country so far appears to be Italy, where births plunged 21.6% in December from the

previous year.

Read the full article by Janet Adamy here.
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