
Should nations with more deaths than births do more to 
encourage childbearing?

(Background)

Tomáš Sobotka

Vienna Institute of Demography, Austrian Academy of Sciences (Wittgenstein Centre for 
Demography and Global Human Capital)

IUSSP Debate
1 April  2026



Population decline is increasingly common

Source: UN World Population Prospects 2024: Summary of results

63 countries, 28% global 
population in 2024

▪ Some European 
countries experiencing 
more deaths than births 
in the 1970s (Austria, 
Germany) and 1980s 
(Hungary since 1981; 
Denmark)

▪ Central & Eastern Europe: 
1990s, East Asia: 2010s 
and 2020s (Japan 2015, 
South Korea 2019, China 
2021, Thailand 2022)

▪ Conflicts, crises, and 
pandemics (COVID-19) 
can accelerate the shift 
to population decline



Low, very low fertility, extreme low 
fertility: rapid shifts, large variation

Source: UN World 
Population Prospect
2024, Human Fertility 
Database, national 
statistical offices

25% of global population in 
countries with a TFR of 1.3 

▪ Long history of low and 
very low fertility

▪ Vienna had a TFR of 0,61
in 1934 (Gisser et al. 1975)

▪ Large variation in low 
fertility today

▪ Huge instability in period 
TFR: swings and drops, 
also fuelled by crises, 
shocks & pessimistic 
views of the future

▪ East Asia as an epicentre
of the “ultra-low fertility” 

▪ Drops partly fuelled by 
birth “postponement” 
(tempo effect)

Surprising 
sudden drops 
to low and 
very low TFR 
levels after 
2010 
(selected 
countries)



Worries about unfolding population crash & baby bust



The rise of explicit pronatalist policies 

Number of countries 
that aim to increase 
fertility rates

Source: Sobotka, T., A. Matysiak, 
Z. Brzozowska. 2019. “Policy 
responses to low fertility: How 
effective are they?” 
New York: UNFPA, Working 
Paper No. 1, May 2019 Technical 
Division Working Paper Series, 
Population & Development 
Branch 
www.unfpa.org/publications/poli
cy-responses-low-fertility-how-
effective-are-they ;
based on UN World Population 
Policies Database, 1976-2015
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Population growth is not necessarily linked with fertility

Data source: UN World Population Prospects 2024

Natural population change:  A 
combination of fertility, population 
age structure (momentum), and 
mortality

Population growth: all of these factors 
plus migration dynamics

>> Population decline and Natural 
population change could be poor 
markers of low birth rates



Migration can drive population growth or decline more than 
natural population change: the story of Canada and Spain

Data source: UN World Population Prospects 2024



Migration can drive population growth or decline more than 
natural population change: the story of Canada and Spain

Data source: UN World Population Prospects 2024



Migration can drive population growth or decline more than 
natural population change: the story of Canada and Spain

Data source: UN World Population Prospects 2024



Pronatalist government policies often fail to make a lasting 
impact: The  example of Hungary

▪ Packages of new family 
policies and tax reforms since 
2011

▪ The aim to reach a Total 
Fertility Rate of 2.1 in 2030

▪ 2023: “Family policy 2.0” 
package includes 
“incentivising childbirth” 
among main aims

▪ Family policy spending in 
Hungary boosted to one of the 
highest levels globally

Data source: Hungarian Central Statistical Office, https://www.ksh.hu

Births and deaths, Hungary, 1970-2025



Having balanced numbers of births and deaths is not necessarily a 
needed or an optimal outcome

11

Guillaume Marois and Wolfgang 
Lutz. 2026. 
Nature Human Behaviour (2026): 1-2.
https://www.nature.com/articles/s4
1562-026-02423-6
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Long-term 
outlook: 
projected 
population decline 
in four countries
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Source: UN World Population 
Prospects 2024: Summary of 
results



Long-term 
outlook: 
projected 
components of 
population decline 
across countries
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Source: UN World Population 
Prospects 2024: Summary of 
results
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Extreme long-
term perspective 
(“long-termism”):
current global 
population as a 
short-lived spike?



Natural population change x Population decline

Data source: UN World Population Prospects 2024

Natural population change:  A 
combination of fertility, population 
age structure (momentum), and 
mortality

Population growth: all of these factors 
plus migration dynamics
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