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Abstract 

This study investigates the causes of declining fertility rates in high-income economies with 

particular regard to socioeconomic and cultural context. Using comparative demographics and 

recent studies’ data, the paper assesses the effects of women’s employment, urbanization, 

economic precarity, and changing societal attitudes on fertility. Results show the coexistence of 

advanced social policies and cultural frameworks that underpin deep-rooted resistance. The 

analysis proposes policies aimed at mitigating the fertility decline while sustaining vital policies 

regarding equity and autonomy.  
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The decline of fertility rates has been pronounced across the globe, particularly in high-income 

countries. Initially embraced as a sign of progress towards modernization and women’s 

emancipation, the continuing decline of childbirth rates to below replacement levels poses risks 

for long-term demographic imbalance, potential labor-deficit, and economic unsustainability. 

These trends are particularly notable in Japan, South Korea, Italy, and Germany, which are seeing 

an increase in aging population as well as a concerning stagnating or decreasing birth rates. 

In the past, the fertility rates in developed countries started to decrease in the20th century after 

the onset of industrialization, urbanization, and the education and workforce participation of 

women. As of now, the total fertility rate (TFR) of many OECD countries is within the range of 

1.2 to 1.7, which is significantly lower than the replacement benchmark of 2.1. In response, the 

government has implemented several pronatalism measures like subsidized parental leave, 

childcare assistance, and housing aid, but these efforts have had varying outcomes. 

At the same time, some populations are increasingly resistant to pronatalism. In developed 

countries, there is a growing sentiment among young adults towards the postponing of marriage 

and parenthood in favor of personal satisfaction, career advancement, and environmental 

advocacy. France and Sweden have managed to stabilize their fertility rates through progressive 

family policies, while South Korea continues to adhere to deep-rooted patriarchal values that 

stifle birth rates. 

 



Progression Journal of Human Demography and Anthropology, Vol. 2, No. 2, June 2024 

ISSN:3107-5312 

2 

Using current literature and demographic data, this paper intends to analyze the evolution of 

fertility decisions in high-income countries by critically looking at the socio-economic 

characteristics alongside cultural ones. It aims to offer a well-rounded perspective on the reasons 

behind varying fertility rates across countries, as well as suggest thoughtful policies. It maintains 

that transformational solutions lie in confronting the socio-cultural norms regarding maternity, 

particularly among women, which pose barriers to parenthood. 

II. LITERATURE SURVEY  

Based on Bloom et al., (2024) analysis of fertility trends in high-income nations, gender inequality 

in the home and workplace continues to be a major contributing factor to consistently low fertility. 

The effectiveness of financial incentives is limited because women are frequently expected to 

leave the workforce after giving birth, even in the face of generous childcare subsidies. 

Countries with greater gender equity, like Sweden and Norway, tend to maintain relatively 

higher fertility rates, according to Pesando et al., (2021) analysis of fertility transitions across 

various societies. They did, however, also draw attention to the "gender-equality paradox," which 

holds that women's opportunity costs are increased by partial gender equity, which lowers 

fertility overall. 

Cohen et al., (2006) emphasized how societal and cultural elements frequently influence how 

people react to pronatalist laws. Younger populations in countries like Italy and Japan believe 

that these government actions restrict their personal freedom, especially in cultures where raising 

children is strongly expected to be gendered. 

A more comprehensive context was given by Larson (2002), who demonstrated how societal 

change and globalization impact fertility and family formation choices. Fertility rates have 

stagnated in many European and Asian contexts due to cultural conservatism, delayed marriage, 

and decreased paternal involvement. 

In their 2014 study of intergenerational perspectives in Italy, Carrà (2014) emphasized the 

significance of structural factors like labor market volatility and housing insecurity in influencing 

fertility decisions. Particularly for younger adults, housing shortages and student loan debt 

frequently postpone marriage and parenthood.  

 

Sironi et al., (2015) demonstrated that parental social class has a major impact on adult pathways 

and fertility transitions in both Italy and the US. In environments with little support from work-

family policies, fertility issues are made worse by economic instability and unequal access to 

resources. 

III. METHODOLOGY  

Data Collection: The OECD Family Database, World Bank 2023 Open Data, and national 

statistical offices provided birth rate statistics from 2000 to 2023. The focus was on 10 high-income 
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countries: Japan, South Korea, Germany, Italy, France, Sweden, the USA, Canada, Australia, and 

the UK. 

Quantitative Analysis: The research in the Total Fertility Rate (TFR) and its overlap with 

broader indicators included:  

• Women's participation in the labor force  

• University maternity and paternity leave policies  

• Childcare financial accessibility  

• Housing affordability index  

• Youth unemployment percentage  

Qualitative Analysis: Cultural approach towards fertility, family and policy discourse 

materials like national pronatalist documents and media comments were analyzed. Public 

perception towards family and gender roles, as well as state’s regulations on family planning 

were studied through public opinion polls (for instance, World Values Survey 2022). 

Policy Categorization: A classification of pronatalist policies was developed.  

• Economic Support: Tax exemptions, child allowances, child housing subsidies  

• Work-Life Balance: Maternity and paternity leave, flexible working hours, employer 

sponsored preference programs  

• Campaigns for Culture: Public messages focused on families, marriage encouragements 

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

As is apparent, there exists a statistically significant inverse correlation between economic 

insecurity and fertility rates. Economically advanced nations with high housing costs, delayed 

employment stabilization, and expensive childcare, like Japan and South Korea, record the lowest 

TFRs (1.26 and 0.78 respectively as of 2023). On the other hand, mid-senior nations like Sweden 

and France sustain relatively higher TFRs (1.66 and 1.84) owing to extensive family welfare 

policies alongside increasing gender equity and positive discrimination. 

This analysis confirms alone that financial incentives are not enough. Deeply rooted 

sociocultural norms particularly around gender tend to have the highest impact. In such societies 

where there are rigid social constructions around motherhood along with minimal father 

engagement, fertility remains stagnant regardless of economic aid. 

Table 1: Socioeconomic Indicators vs. Fertility Rates (2023) 

Country TFR Youth Unemployment 

(%) 

Housing Cost 

Index 

Public Childcare Coverage 

(%) 

Japan 1.26 10.2 135 30 

South 

Korea 

0.78 9.8 145 25 
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France 1.84 15.1 112 68 

Sweden 1.66 10.5 110 75 

Italy 1.24 27.3 130 33 

Table 2: Cultural Resistance and Gender Norms Index (2023) 

Country Traditional Gender 

Roles Index¹ 

Support for State Fertility 

Policies² (%) 

Paternal Leave 

Uptake (%) 

Japan High 32 7 

South Korea Very High 27 4 

France Low 65 34 

Sweden Very Low 78 45 

Italy High 38 12 

V. CONCLUSION  

The decline in fertility rates in high-income countries results from an intricate blend of the 

region’s foundational socioeconomic structures and unwavering sociocultural traditions. 

Although financial assistance and policy stimulation are crucial, alongside support policies, there 

need to be efforts to address attitudes on social participation in equal parenting and gender roles. 

Sweden shows that with socially progressive cultures and strong structural support, the decline 

in fertility rates can be moderated. Further work should focus on developing cross-sectional 

economic and culturally transformative policy frameworks. Such holistic governance is essential 

for maintaining population health and economic dynamism in the coming decades. 
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