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born birthrates will probably gradually recover from their current nadir, but with fertility in decline
across Mexico and Latin America, it isn’t clear that the United States can continue to rely heavily
on immigrant birthrates to help drive population growth.

Among the native-born working class, meanwhile, there was a retreat from child rearing even
before the Great Recession hit. For Americans without college degrees, economic instability and a
shortage of marriageable men seem to be furthering two trends in tandem: more women are having
children out of wedlock, and fewer are raising families at all.

Finally, there’s been a broader cultural shift away from a child-centric understanding of romance
and marriage. In 1990, 65 percent of Americans told Pew that children were “very important” to a
successful marriage; in 2007, just before the current baby bust, only 41 percent agreed. (That trend
goes a long way toward explaining why gay marriage, which formally severs wedlock from sex
differences and procreation, has gone from a nonstarter to a no-brainer for so many people.)

Government’s power over fertility rates is limited, but not nonexistent. America has no real family
policy to speak of at the moment, and the evidence from countries like Sweden and France suggests
that reducing the ever-rising cost of having kids can help fertility rates rebound. Whether this
means a more family-friendly tax code, a push for more flexible work hours, or an effort to reduce
the cost of college, there’s clearly room for creative policy to make some difference.

More broadly, a more secure economic foundation beneath working-class Americans would
presumably help promote childbearing as well. Stable families are crucial to prosperity and
mobility, but the reverse is also true, and policies that made it easier to climb the economic ladder
would make it easier to raise a family as well.

Beneath these policy debates, though, lie cultural forces that no legislator can really hope to
change. The retreat from child rearing is, at some level, a symptom of late-modern exhaustion — a
decadence that first arose in the West but now haunts rich societies around the globe. It’s a spirit
that privileges the present over the future, chooses stagnation over innovation, prefers what
already exists over what might be. It embraces the comforts and pleasures of modernity, while
shrugging off the basic sacrifices that built our civilization in the first place.

Such decadence need not be permanent, but neither can it be undone by political willpower alone.
It can only be reversed by the slow accumulation of individual choices, which is how all social and
cultural recoveries are ultimately made.

I invite you to follow me on Twitter at twitter.com/DouthatNYT.
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fidelity sustains the good life frprﬁ one generation to the next; in its
most perverted form, it treats the youhg simply as servants of the
state’s glory, forever ready to be sacrificed. These three desjres—for
patrlmony, for pleasure, for perpetuation—still rival one anothPr for
our deepest devot1on, today as yesterday They are the permanent

in the hurnan soul despite the nany economic and technolo 01ca1 Tev-
olutions that drive hls.tory 10rward ‘

WHY IVTQ T HAVI‘E CH’ILb REN?

‘ ‘

When it comes to human f)rocrecttion, the permanent posLibih'ties are

today shaped by certain historically unprecedented conditions, First,
- thereis no stigma attached to being childless; a woman’s worth, ‘m this
life or the next, is not cleméaned by the dominant culture if she chooses
alife wrrhout children. And unlike ages past, when the hardest physical
lablor requlred male strength and the most elite professions were
restricted to men, the professional ambitions of modern women meet
virtually no external restraints. Second, children are no longer economic
assets for their parents, as they generally were in rural and early indus-
trial soc_fie:ties; rather, théy are economic burdens, voracious con-
sumers who produce virtually nothing until their late teens or early
twenties. The middle-class child, as Longman argues, is a million-
dollar expense. Third, fertility control is now both uncompln,ated and
virtually absolute. Those who want to avoid having children can eas-
ily do so—without restraining their natural sex drive, without putting
themselves at physical risk, and without resorting to infanticide or
abortion.

‘Children are thus culturally optional, economically burdensome,
and technologically avoidable. But having the option to avoid children
is not a reason to avoid them; and for those with reasons to have chil-
dren, the economic burdens seem bearable enough. So the question
remains: Why do so many men and women in the most affluent soci-
eties in history seem to want so few offspring?

- ‘ | \
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g ‘

A small literature has beep devoted to this questlon by now. Ina
2005 essay called “What Do \Vomen Really Want?,” social scientist
Neil Gilbert develops an at tltudmal typology running from so-called

JLrad1t10nal1st.s”—tha‘t is, Wc»men with three or mc‘rre children who
“derive most of their sense of personal identity and a1,111evement from
the traditional childrearing responsibilities and ﬁ‘o m practicing the
domestlc arts”—to, at the other end of the spectrum, “postmodern™
women who are childless “by ch01ce and focused on ‘themselves and
their careers. In the mlddle are “modern” women Wlth one child and
“neo-traditiohal” women with two children—ways of life that vary in
degree, not in kind, from the\blg -family traditionalists and no-family
postmodernists. Over tPe past few decades, Gilb ert finds, the trend
toward 'the “modern” and ° postmodern end of the spectrum has
beul sig mificant, with P! redictable demographic resuhts In the United
States, the number of WO rnen‘ over the age of 40 who have three or
Ian re children dropped from 5 9 percentin1976 t0'29 percent today.
Duri ring the same perlod the numbel of women with no children has
nearly doubled to 18 percmt, and the number with one child (now 17y
percent) is climbing faster thctn the number W1th two children (now
35 percent). In Europe and Jchan, he figures are skewed even more
heavily toward chlldless and one-child families.2?

To be sure, for some men and wornen, chﬂdlessness is an un-chosen
misery. But most childlessness in our age is clearly self-chosen sterility.
Many childless individuals, especmlly wormen, even tually regret never
having children. But most see their choice, at least i 111 the long decades
when having children is still an option, as the posmve pursuit of an
individualist, feminist, or environmentalist ideal, OT even as an act of
charity toward the unborn, since the current age is so miserable that
giving life is Seen as an act of cruelty. ‘ |

The early stirrings of today’s “childfree movement” have been
traced by Elaine Tyler May, in her book Barren in the Promised Land,
all the way back to the time when the great postwar baby boom in the
United States was coming to a gradual end.24 She cites a playful 1957
article titled “Pity the Childless Couple™
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have come from another borough. The doctor, oddly, had a collection of brightly colored
porcelain dwarves on the shelf behind his desk. | thought he put them there to let you
know that he had a sense of humor about the whole fertility racket.

The steps he told us we’d have to take, though, were distinctly unfunny. We’d start with a
test to evaluate my fortysomething husband’s sperm. If it passed muster, we’d move on to
“injectables,” such as follicle-stimulating and luteinizing hormones. The most popular
fertility drug is clomiphene citrate, marketed as Clomid or Serophene, which would
encourage my tired ovaries to push those eggs out into the world. (This was a few years
back; nowadays, most people take these as pills, which are increasingly common and
available, without prescription and possibly in dangerously adulterated form, over the
Internet.) | was to shoot Clomid into my thigh ! ve days a month. Had | ever injected
anything, such as insulin, into myself? No, | had not. The very idea gave me the willies. |
was being pushed into a world | had read about with intense dislike, in which older
women endure ever more harrowing procedures in their desperation to cheat time.

If Clomid didn’t work, we’d move into alphabet-soup mode: IVF (in vitro fertilization),
ICSI (intracytoplasmic sperm injection), GIFT (gamete intrafallopian transfer), even ZIFT
(zygote intrafallopian transfer). All these scary-sounding reproductive technologies
involved taking stu# out of my body and putting it back in. Did these procedures, or the
hormones that came with them, pose risks to me or to my fetus? The doctor shrugged.
There are always risks, he said, especially when you’re older, but no one is quite sure
whether they come from advanced maternal age itself or from the procedures.

My husband passed his test. | started on my routines. With the help of a minor, non-IVF-
related surgical intervention and Clomid, which had the mild side e#ects of making me
feel jelly! sh-like and blurring my already myopic vision, | got pregnant.

My baby boy seemed perfect. When he was three, though, the pediatrician told me that
he had a 'ne-motor delay; | was skeptical, but after a while began to notice him struggling
to grasp pencils and tie his shoes. An investigator from the local board of education
con!rmed that my son needed occupational therapy. This, | discovered, was another little
culture, with its own mystifying vocabulary. My son was diagnosed with a mild case of
“sensory-integration disorder,” a condition with symptoms that overlapped with less
medical terms like “excitable” and *“‘sensitive.”
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Sitting on child-sized chairs outside the little $yms in which he exercised an upper body
deemed to have poor muscle tone, | realized that here was a subculture of a subculture:
that of mothers who spend hours a week getting services for developmentally challenged
children. It seemed to me that an unusually large proportion of these women were older,
although I didn’t know whether to make anything of that or dismiss it as the e#ect of
living just outside a cityNNew YorkNwhere many women establish themselves in their
professions before they have children.

| also spent those 50-minute sessions wondering: What if my son’s individual experience,
meaningless from a statistical point of view, hinted at a collective problem? As my
children grew and, happily, thrived (I managed to have my daughter by natural means), |
kept meeting children of friends and acquaintances, all roughly my age, who had
Asperger’s, autism, obsessive-compulsive disorder, attention-de!cit disorder, sensory-
integration disorder. Curious as to whether there were more developmental disabilities
than there used to be, I looked it up and found that, according to the Centers for Disease
Control - http://www.cdc.gov/features/dsdev disabilities/index.html - , learning problems,
attention-de!cit disorders, autism and related disorders, and developmental delays
increased about 17 percent between 1997 and 2008. One in six American children was
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/v488/n7412/full/naturell396.html - , they concluded that the number of genetic mutations
that can be acquired from a father increases by two every year of his life, and doubles
every 16, so that a 36-year-old man is twice as likely as a 20-year-old to bequeath de novo
mutations to his children.

The Nature study ended by saying that the greater number of older dads could help to
explain the 78 percent rise in autism cases over the past decade. Researchers have
suspected links between autism and parental age for years. One much-cited study from
2006 - http://archpsyc.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=668208 - argued that the
risk of bearing an autistic child jumps from six in 10,000 before a man reaches 30 to 32 in
10,000 when he’s 40Na more than ! vefold increase. When he reaches 50, it goes up to 52
in 10,000. It should be noted that there are many skeptics when it comes to explaining the
increase of autism; one school of thought holds that it’s the result of more doctors making
diagnoses, better equipment and information for the doctors to make them with, and a
vocal parent lobby that encourages them. But it increasingly looks as if autism cases have
risen more than overdiagnosis can account for and that parental age, particularly paternal
age, has something to do with that fact.

Why do older men make such unreliable sperm? Well, for one thing, unlike women, who
are born with all their eggs, men start making sperm at puberty and keep doing so all
their lives. Each time a gonad cell divides to make spermatozoa, that’s another chance for
its DNA to make a copy error. The gonads of a man who is 40 will have divided 610 times;
at 50, that number goes up to 840. For another thing, as a man ages, his DNA’s self-repair
mechanisms work less well.

To the danger of age-related genetic mutations, geneticists are starting to add the danger
of age-related epigenetic mutationsNthat is, changes in the way genes in sperm express
themselves. Epigenetics, a newish branch of genetics, studies how molecules latch onto
genes or unhitch from them, directing many of the body’s crucial activities. The single
most important process orchestrated by epigenetic notations is the stupendously complex
unfurling of the fetus. This extra-genetic music is written, in part, by life itself.
Epigenetically in&uenced traits, such as mental functioning and body size, are a#ected by
the food we eat, the cigarettes we smoke, the toxins we ingestNand, of course, our age.
Sociologists have devoted many man-hours to demonstrating that older parents are

richer, smarter, and more loving, on the whole, than younger ones. And yet the tragic
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irony of epigenetics is that the same wised-up, more mature parents have had longer to
absorb air-borne pollution, endocrine disruptors, pesticides, and herbicides. They may
have endured more stress, be it from poverty or overwork or lack of social status. All
those assaults on the cells that make sperm DNA can add epimutations to regular
mutations.

At the center of research on older fathers, genetics, and neurological dysfunctions is Avi
Reichenberg, a tall, wiry psychiatrist from King’s College in London. He jumps up a lot as
he talks, and he has an ironic awareness of how nervous his work makes people,
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Showing that aging men have as much to worry about as aging women, she told me, is a
blow for equality between the sexes. “It’s a paradigm shift,” she said.

This paradigm shift may do more than just tip the balance of concern away from older
mothers toward older fathers; it may also transform our de!nition of mental illness itself.
“It’s been my hypothesis, though it is only a hypothesis at this point, that most of the
disorders that a'ict neuropsychiatric patientsNdepression, schizophrenia, and autism, at
least the more extreme casesN
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bad thing, for children or for adults. Study after study has shown - http://www.ncbi.nlm.ni
h.gov/pubmed/17605519 - that the children of older parents grow up in wealthier
households, lead more stable lives, and do better in school. After all, their parents are
grown-ups.

But the experience of being an older parent also has its emotional disadvantages. For one
thing, as soon as we procrastinators manage to have kids, we also become members of the
“sandwich generation.” That is, we’re caught between our toddlers tugging on one hand
and our parents talking on the phone in the other, giving us the latest updates on their
ailments. Grandparents well into their senescence provide less of the support younger
grandparents o#erNthe babysitting, the spoiling, the special bonds between children and
their elders through which family traditions are passed.

Another downside of bearing children late is that parents may not have all the children
they dreamed of having, which can cause considerable pain. Long-term studies have
shown - http://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/B:POPU.0000021074 - that, when people
put o# having children till their mid-thirties and later, they fail to reach “intended family
size”Nthat is, they produce fewer children than they’d said they’d meant to when
interviewed a decade or so earlier. A matter of lesser irritation (but still some annoyance)
is the way strangers and even our children’s friends confuse us with our own parents. My
husband has twice been mistaken for our daughter’s grandfather; he laughs it o#, but
when the same thing happened to a woman | know, she was stung.

What haunts me about my children, though, is not the embarrassment they feel when
their friends study my wrinkles or my husband’s salt-and-pepper temples. It’s the
actuarial risk I run of dying before they’re ready to face the world. At an American Society
for Reproductive Medicine meeting last year, two psychologists and a $ynecologist
antagonized a room full of fertility experts by making the unpopular but fairly obvious
point that older parents die earlier in their children’s lives. (“We got a lot of blowback in
terms of reproductive rights and all that,” the $ynecologist told me.) A mother who is 35
when her child is born is more likely than not to have died by the time that child is 46 - htt
p://www.ssa.gov/oact/STATS/table4c6.html - . The one who is 45 may have bowed out of
her child’s life when he’s 37. The odds are slightly worse for fathers: The 35-year-old new
father can hope to live to see his child turn 42. The 45-year-old one has until the child is
33.
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social costs. Countries that can’t replenish their own numbers won’t have younger
workers to replace those who retire. Older workers will have to be retrained to cope with
the new technologies that have transmogri'ed the workplace. Retraining the old is more
expensive than allowing them to retire to make way for workers comfortable with
computers, social media, and cutting-edge modes of production. And who will take care
of the older generations if there aren’t enough in the younger ones?

If you’re a doctor, you see clearly what is to be done, and you’re sure it will be. “People
are going to change their reproductive habits,” said Alan S. Brown, a professor of
psychiatry and epidemiolo$y at the Columbia University medical school and the editor of
an important antholo$y on the origins of schizophrenia. They will simply have to
“procreate earlier,” he replied. As for men worried about the e#ects of age on children,
they will “bank sperm and freeze it.”

Would-be mothers have been freezing their eggs since the mid-’80s. Potential fathers
don’t seem likely to rush out to bank their sperm any time soon, though. Dr. Bruce
Gilbert, a urologist and fertility specialist who runs a private sperm bank on Long Island,
told me he has heard of few men doing so, if any. Doctors have a hard enough time
convincing men to store their sperm when they’re facing cancer treatments that may
poison their gonads, Gilbert said. The only time he saw an in&ux of men coming in to
store sperm was during the !rst Gulf war, when soldiers were being shipped out to
battle!elds awash in toxic agents. Moreover, sperm banking is too expensive to undertake
lightly, up to $850 for processing, then $300 to $500 a year for storage. “There needs to
be a lot more at stake than concern about aging and potential for genetic alterations,”
Gilbert said. “It has to be something more immediate.”

What else can be done? Partly the same old things that are already being done, though
perhaps not passionately enough. Doctors will have to get out the word about how much
male and female fertility wanes after 35; make it clear that fertility treatments work less
well with age; warn that tinkering with reproductive material at the very earliest stages of
a fetus’s growth may have molecular e#ects we’re only beginning to understand.

But I’m not convinced that medical advice alone will lead people to “procreate earlier.”
You don’t buck decades-old, worldwide trends that easily. The problem seems particularly
hard to solve in the United States, where it’s di"cult to imagine legislators adopting the
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kinds of policies it will take to stop the fertility collapse.

Demographers and sociologists agree about what those policies are. The main obstacle to
be overcome is the unequal division of the opportunity cost of babies. When women
enjoy the same access to education and professional advancement as men but face
penalties for reproducing, then, unsurprisingly, they don’t. Some experts hold that, to
make up for mothers’ lost incomes, we should simply hand over cash for children: direct
and indirect subsidies, tax exemptions, mortgage-forgiveness programs. Cash-for-babies
programs have been tried all over the worldNHungary and Russia, among other
placesNwith mixed results; the subsidies seem to do little in the short term, but may stem
the ebbing tide somewhat over the long term. One optimistic study done in 2003 - http:/
www. jstor.org/discover/10.2307/20058901? uid=2129&uid=2&uid=70&uid=4&sid=211014542
28111 - of 18 European countries that had been giving families economic bene!ts long
enough for them to kick in found a 25 percent increase in women’s fertility for every 10
percent increase in child bene!ts.

More immediately e#ective are policies in place in many countries in Western Europe
(France, Italy, Sweden) that help women and men juggle work and child rearing. These
include subsidized child care, generous parental leaves, and laws that guarantee parents’
jobs when they go back to work. Programs that let parents stay in the workforce instead of
dropping out allow them to earn more over the course of their lifetimes.

Sweden and France, the two showcases for such egalitarian family policies, have among
the highest rates of fertility in the Western half of Europe - http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/
databriefs/db2l.pdf - . Sweden, however, ties its generous paid parental leaves to how
much a parent has been making and how long she has been working, which largely leaves
out all the people in their twenties who aren’t working yet because they’re still in school
or a training program. In other words, even a country with one of the most liberal family
policies in the world gives steeply reduced bene!ts to its most ambitious and promising
citizens at the very moment when they should be starting their families.

It won’t be easy to make the world more baby-friendly, but if we were to try, we’d have to
restructure the professions so that the most intensely competitive stage of a career

doesn’t occur right at the moment when couples should be lavishing attention on infants.
We’d have to stop thinking of work-life balance as a women’s problem, and reframe it as a
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basic human right. Changes like these are going to be a long time coming, but | can’t help
hoping they happen before my children confront the Hobson’s choices that made me wait
so long to have them.

SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS
Show all 14 comments

You must be a subscriber to post comments. Subscribe today. - /signup -
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Apple and Facebook offer to freeze eggs for female staff

Facebook has started offering female staff up to $20,000 to have their eggs frozen and Apple
will pay for its female employees to go through the same process from January

By Katherine Rushton, US Business Editor
9:32PM BST 14 Oct 2014

Apple and Facebook have upped the ante in their battle for the best tabdietriog to pay for female
employees to freeze their eggs.

Facebook has started offering female staff up to $20,000 (£12, 5&)-fatled ocyte-cryopreservatic
so that they can delay having childramtil later in their careers. The process typically costs betwee
$10,000 and $15,000, plus an additional $1,000-a-year to keep the harvestedieggs on

The social network is also offering help to men who want to become paktstaiff will be entitled to
help with adopting, and a Ohost of other fertility servicesO, the company said.

Meanwhile, Apple has said it plans to start paying for egg freezing from January.

Both companies hope that the move will help them to attract more femalaustafgtain them for
longer by reducing the pressure on them to have chilkBare a particular age.

WomenOs fertility goes into steady decline after the age of 35, and falte@eerapidly after 40 B
around the age when many professional womehi#érneg their stride. Instead of progressing up the
ladder to senior
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Meanwhile, Sheryl Sandberg, FacebookOs chief operating officer, has loag beeocate of gender
quality in the work place. In her book, Lean In, siygeatedly urged women not to limit their career
choices to fit around children, but to be as ambitious as they can.

FacebookOs egg freezing policy is designed to give them more freedojustctiolat. However, it is
likely to come in for criticism frontraditionalists who believe that women should have children wh
they are still relatively young, rather than trying to fit them around their \@itics are also likely to
raise fears about the unintended consequendés stheme, which could place additional pressure
female executives to delay motherhood until later on in their careers.

Ms Sandberg, 45, has two children of her own. Both she and her husband leave work at 5.30pm
day to see them.
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Jennifer SeniorOAll Joy and No Fun 27 is much more serious than its playful coverNwith
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every recent development into her argument. She surveys our shift from an industrial to an
information economy, which has rendered children Oeconomically worthless but
emotionally priceles§,O in sociologist Viviana ZelizerOs memorable language; the loss of
family folkways, or Origid, immutable social structuresO dictating how children should be
reared; globalization, that Rat world Plled with motivated foreigners and competitive Tiger
Moms; womenOs increased workforce participation; preoccupation with kidsO safety; mass
electronic entertainment; new neuroscientibc theorizing about kidsO prefrontal cortex,
whose immature structure makes attention short and risk attractive; emerging adulthood;
homework demands; the disappearance of family dinner; and much more.

Senior is careful not to place guilt on working mothers, though she notes that they feel it
anyway, continually worrying that they are not doing enough. Instead she explores how
the increase in working momsNhalf of those with kids aged three to Pve worked full time
in 2010Nhas led to signibPcant changes in the division of labor between spouses, the need
to outsource childcare, and the styles 