
[image: Cover for Generation Maybe]



[image: Vintage Books]




ALSO BY CAMILLA CAVENDISH

Extra Time: 10 Lessons for an Ageing World




Camilla Cavendish



GENERATION MAYBE

Why We’re Having Fewer Children, and What It Means for Us All

[image: Vintage]



Contents


	Cover

	About the Author

	By the Same Author

	Title Page

	Introduction

	1 The Six Faces of Generation Maybe

	The Not Ready Yet

	The #ChildFree

	The Family Firsters

	The One and Done

	The Going It Alone

	The Overlooked




	2 Later, Fewer, None

	The Dating Gap

	The Commitment Gap

	The Status Gap

	How Long Can You Risk Putting It Off?

	Egg Freezing: Insurance Policy or Cynical Con?

	The ‘Spermapocalypse’

	The Baby Gap

	Mind the Gap




	3 Should You Bring a Child into This World? The New Anxieties

	No Place Like Home

	Feeling Like the Odds Are Stacked Against You

	Climate Anxiety

	Lying Flat, Staying Celibate

	Demographic Drag




	4 The Liberation of Women – Or Not?

	It’s No Good Ordering Women Back to the Kitchen

	The Career Timetable Is Out of Sync

	The Motherhood Penalty and the Fatherhood Premium

	The Juggling of Identities

	Has Raising Up Work Devalued Parenthood?

	Someone Has to Take Out the Bins

	Revamping Fatherhood

	It Shouldn’t Be This Hard




	5 Parenting: From ‘Good Enough’ to ‘Never Enough’

	Helicopter Parents Are in a Status Race

	Guilt: The Underrated Emotion

	It Takes a Village: But Where’s It Gone?

	Do Kids Make You Happier?

	Intensive Parenting Isn’t Helping Anyone




	6 Is Childlessness ‘Contagious’?

	Our Human Instinct to Copy

	Immigration

	The New Normal

	How We Could Copy Each Other into Oblivion

	The Places That Buck the Trend

	Status Anxiety




	7 The New Politics of Babies

	The Pronatalist Spectrum

	Finding a Middle Way

	The New Axis of Evil




	8 The Changing Nature of Family

	Tampering with Evolution

	Going It Alone

	Little Emperors

	New Support Networks for a Lonelier World

	Are Pets the New Kids?

	Redefining the Family




	9 How to Help Generation Maybe

	It’s the Culture, Stupid

	Thinking Bigger

	Eleven Ways to Help People Choose Children

	1. Get to First Base Earlier

	2. Teach the Biological Clock

	3. Build, Baby, Build

	4. Create the Village

	5. Elevate Fatherhood

	6. Help Low-Income Men Become More ‘Marriageable’

	7. Make Children More Visible

	8. Tilt the Playing Field Towards Parents

	9. Give Children the Vote

	10. Make the Most of Every Human

	11. Take Out the Politics







	Epilogue: Where Are We Heading?

	Acknowledgements

	Notes

	Index

	Copyright






	293

	iii

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	233

	234

	235

	237

	236

	238

	239

	240

	243

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288






	Cover

	Frontmatter

	Table of Contents

	Begin Reading

	Index






Introduction

The spark for this book was a conversation I had in a Tokyo bar with a 32-year-old businesswoman. ‘I wouldn’t mind having a child,’ she told me as we sipped our drinks, ‘but I couldn’t put up with a husband.’ This intrigued me. I was in Japan to write about the ageing world.1 But I started talking to women there, including my translator, about why they weren’t having kids. Some felt liberated and fulfilled being child-free. For others, it was an ongoing quandary.

The wave of childlessness that is sweeping the globe is extraordinary. The UAE, Chile and Tamil Nadu in India have even lower birth rates than Germany. China is growing old before it gets rich, and Russia has maintained its population size purely by annexing Crimea and parts of Ukraine. Only the Black Death in the fourteenth century is comparable to what is happening now. What we once thought of as the most profound human instinct, to continue the line, is on the wane.

Childlessness doesn’t inevitably lead to a birth crunch. In the 1920s roughly one in five women in Britain had no children: a similar proportion of childless women to what we’re seeing today. But the numerous spinsters and widows of the First World War didn’t result in population decline because other women had big families. It’s the combination of rising childlessness and smaller families that is driving today’s numbers, with many families having only one child.

When I embarked on this project, I assumed that falling fertility was about empowerment, and that the main question would be how to adapt. The standard explanation is that as women get educated, they choose freedom and autonomy over family. That’s partly true, and it should be celebrated. But after five years of investigation, I have come to believe that it is not the whole story. In fact, I have become convinced that many men and women are missing out on a deeply meaningful experience they would have loved to have had. Twenty years ago, it was ambitious women with fancy degrees who had the fewest children: the price for breaking the glass ceiling. Now we are seeing an uptick in births among that group, while birth rates are falling fastest for less educated women whose options are more limited.2 Meanwhile low-income men are the new ‘have-nots’, the group most likely to end up unwillingly childless, with grim implications for their sense of self-worth and engagement in society.

A din of raised voices, mostly male, accuses modern women of being selfish, ignorant and picky. I’m not so sure. It feels like the conversation is in the wrong place. I’ve interviewed women of all classes and ages who have painstakingly researched their fertility, while praying they’ll meet someone, or hoping to earn enough to move near to extended family. What has surprised me most in researching this book is how many people are struggling to find a reliable partner to settle down with. This relationship crisis is driving the postponement of parenthood, to a point where it sometimes collides with the harsh reality of the biological clock. I’ve learned more than I’d bargained for about the horrors of modern dating, egg freezing and sperm counts. Some of the people featured in this book are happily #ChildFree, with the hashtag denoting a welcome removal of stigma. But others are unintentionally childless, and I use those terms to differentiate these two states.

Millennials and Gen Z are often portrayed as immature, too preoccupied with posting selfies to procreate. In fact many think deeply about whether it’s right to bring a child into a world that feels precarious, with housing out of reach, more wealth going to older generations, and climate change altering weather patterns before our very eyes.

Almost overnight, it seems as if we’ve gone from worrying about overpopulation and the state of the planet, to fearing that falling birth rates will overwhelm economies and societies. But peak human will be a moment to celebrate. The demographic explosion of the twentieth century, from 1.6 billion to 6 billion, has put unbearable strain on ecosystems. When the world’s population stops growing, in forty or fifty years’ time, there will be around 9.5 billion humans.3 Low fertility is therefore a good thing. But if it’s too low, the transition in the latter half of this century will be brutal. Funeral parlours replacing schools, young workers taxed to the limit to pay for pensions they’ll never receive themselves, and only children bearing the burden of two parents and four grandparents: what the Chinese call the ‘4-2-1 problem’. Whether the global population ends up gliding gently downwards, or nosediving, depends on finding a ‘Goldilocks’ birth rate, which might lie somewhere between 1.6 and 1.8 children per woman, at least in prosperous countries.

Important though the economy is, my motivation for helping more people choose children is because of the heartache behind the numbers. The anxiety, frustration and sadness I have encountered has been startling, especially among single women in their late thirties who are deciding whether or not to go it alone. One recent study has found almost half of Canadian women saying they’d had significantly fewer children than they wanted, and reporting lower life satisfaction as a result.4 This disappointment gap is global. Children have become an option rather than an obligation, yet they remain a profoundly human and humanising experience, a call to something beyond ourselves, which we have made too difficult to answer.

Demography Is Tipping the Global Balance of Power

As the issue starts to seep into public consciousness, a new politics of babies is emerging. Elon Musk has described falling birth rates as ‘one of the biggest risks to civilisation’. The battle lines are being drawn between a right that seems to flirt with eugenics and a left that hesitates to promote motherhood, fearing this might weaken hard-won reproductive rights.

Population is becoming political partly because demographic shifts are reshuffling the global order. By the middle of this century, roughly two in five people on the planet will live in Africa or India. The old post-war alliances will be eroded by youthful nations, with Europe likely to shrink, and Nigeria set to overtake the US as the third most populous nation. China’s ability to maintain its power could be undermined by its collapsing birth rate, which in 2026 has hit a new low, of close to one child per woman. The world will also become more religious, as a greater proportion of the planet will live in countries with predominantly Islamic or Christian populations. Maintaining a stable population, in many Western countries, would require levels of immigration that voters are likely to resist.

Meanwhile childbirth is being weaponised by some autocratic leaders, who are calling on indigenous women to multiply as they fear that depopulation will reduce their power. Leaders in Russia, Iran, Romania and Turkey have echoed the ugly language of the 1930s.

Politicising children is ultimately unhelpful. Family shouldn’t be a question of left or right. That’s the view of many working mothers and feminists, whose voices are in this book. They want to work, but they also want parenthood to be valued.

A Lonelier World

The flipside of falling birth rates is accelerated ageing. In Japan, couples can ‘rent’ a grandchild in order to make them feel less bereft on special occasions. In China, the most popular paid App Store download in January 2026 was an app called ‘Are You Dead?’, used to check up on elderly relatives.

There are other dystopian scenes. In the US, more households now own a pet than have a child. We used to refer to certain couples as DINKs (dual income, no kids); now we talk about DINKWADs (dual income, no kids, with a dog). Egg freezing has become a workplace perk, offered by companies that want to help women postpone motherhood, because interrupting your career is seen as a diabolical act of sabotage. There’s a growing lack of interest in sex as people turn to their screens: even France, the home of l’amour, is suffering ‘une récession sexuelle’. There’s an emerging industry of maps which show tourists how to avoid bumping into children.

The looming consequences of an ageing world were conjured up by P. D. James in her science fiction novel The Children of Men, with scenes of old people being lured onto boats to die at sea, having outlived their usefulness. But whereas her dystopia was about viral barrenness, ours is within our control.

What We Know and What We Don’t

Population forecasts are complex, and require a dose of humility. Some people are questioning the current alarmism, remembering the birth rate panic of 1968, when the biologist Paul Ehrlich warned that hundreds of millions of people would soon starve to death. His book, The Population Bomb, turned out to have been published after population growth rates had already peaked.

One issue with demographics is that we’re always looking in the rear-view mirror, at how many kids a woman has had by the age of 45. As I write, in 2026, South Korea has experienced its biggest jump in births for fifteen years. But it’s not yet clear if that is temporary.

More broadly, we don’t yet know if millennials are just leaving it later to start a family or will never do so. The dramatic shift to later motherhood, from our teens and twenties to our thirties and forties, is raising questions about the accuracy of current forecasts, because we don’t know how many adult women who haven’t yet had a baby will join the surge of those starting a family in their forties. When people shift to having children later in life, this can make rates look artificially low.

This is because the standard way to calculate birth rates, the Total Fertility Rate (TFR), is a projected snapshot of age-specific fertility in any given year, not the experience of any actual human being. So if millennial women are having fewer children today, TFR assumes that future Gen Z women will also have fewer children.

We won’t know how many children have been born to millennials until the last millennial woman has turned 45. It’s possible that current estimates are a little too gloomy. But it’s extremely unlikely that older mothers will have enough babies to get anywhere close to compensating for the dip among younger women: most indicators are flashing red.

The language of demography can be awkward, as it works with fractions of a child. Replacement rate is 2.1, because it takes two children to replace one set of parents, with an extra 0.1 for the chance of a baby not surviving (it is higher in very poor countries). Of course, no child exists as a fraction, except in Norton Juster’s fantastical children’s novel The Phantom Tollbooth, and the statistics can make the subject seem impersonal. To bring it to life, I have included stories alongside the data: these are a combination of my own interviews and voices from within academic studies. Some of the names have been changed.

In Chapter 1, I set out a loose taxonomy of six groups that characterise the new era. I devote less time in this book to the happily child-free than to the other groups, because my main interest is in helping those who think they might want children to cross that Rubicon. But their numbers will, obviously, influence the overall trajectory of the birth crunch. In Chapter 2, I examine the deferral of parenthood. At the end of the twentieth century, falling birth rates were mainly the result of couples having smaller families. Now, they are being driven by a rise in singletons. I describe the relationship recession, and set out evidence of a significant disappointment gap (or ‘fertility gap’) between the children we hope for and what we end up with.

In Chapter 3, I argue that housing is an important factor in these trends, along with a fraying social contract. In Chapter 4, I question whether the liberation of women is all it has been cracked up to be. Theoretically, longer working lives should make it easier to ‘have it all’: but rigid ideas of careers and promotion have not adapted. Another pressure is the rise of intensive parenting. In Chapter 5, I find that some of the world’s lowest birth rates are in societies where competition to climb the ladder is so fierce that children are being tutored when they should be asleep.

In Chapter 6, I examine why this phenomenon is sweeping across so many different cultures. A phenomenon this universal can’t be just about student debt, or parental leave. I suggest that it is a kind of social contagion, amplified by the smartphone, and that our powerful instinct to emulate people we identify with could leave us either copying one another into oblivion, or into a rebound. I also find some unlikely places that are bucking the trend, and look at how they’re doing it.

In Chapter 7 I trace the emerging pronatalist movements, and their critics, and ask why we can’t have a moderate conversation about family. I consider the new kinds of family in Chapter 8, as embryo screening, surrogacy, chosen families and new communities expand what is possible. Then I turn to the spooky similarities between the policies currently rolled out by panicking governments, examine why most are failing, and suggest some alternatives. Many of the policies I advocate in Chapter 9, which might help to lift birth rates, would also be good for society more generally.

There are myriad reasons why people are giving up on what we once thought of as the deepest human impulse. But soaring demand for IVF, rising numbers of people going it alone, and emerging evidence on male regret all suggest that there is a gap between hopes and reality. Closing that gap feels like the right thing to do.




CHAPTER 1

The Six Faces of Generation Maybe

Amid all the noise about babies are millions of individuals figuring out their path.

Childlessness is on the rise all over the world. In England, Germany, the US and the Netherlands, around one in five women in their late forties has no kids. This figure rises to one in four in Italy, Switzerland and Singapore, and is slightly higher in Japan. Many people are proudly #ChildFree, while others would like to have become parents but haven’t, or are undergoing fertility treatment that isn’t working.

As mentioned earlier, rising childlessness doesn’t inevitably lead to lower overall birth rates as it can be offset by other people having big families. But if mothers have small families, then birth rates fall. That’s true in much of Eastern Europe, where nine in ten women are mothers, but birth rates are low because many have only one baby. In fact, the One and Done are a growing cohort: 49 per cent of all families with children in Europe and 45 per cent in Canada have only one child.

One consequence is men being Overlooked. Childlessness is now more common among men than women in countries including the US, UK, Finland and Norway, and the plight of low-income men is one of the untold stories of the birth crunch.

Another trend is of older women, and some gay men, Going It Alone without a partner. This is most prevalent in countries like Denmark, which have liberal attitudes to assisted reproduction. Meanwhile, Family Firsters are still having bigger broods, but feel they are on the back foot in societies that don’t seem to value family. The number of women having four children has collapsed: in the US from 40 per cent in 1976, to 14 per cent now, and in the UK from 25 per cent in 2014, to 19 per cent today.

Then there are the Not Ready Yet, who can’t find a partner, or are financially squeezed, or aren’t sure what they want. This group could go either way.

The Not Ready Yet

‘I’m glad I froze my eggs,’ says Jaz, a legal secretary in Massachusetts who has been in a serious relationship for four years. ‘I’m ready for kids but he’s not. He says he does want a family some day, but not yet. Is he a future faker? My best friend thinks so. But I feel like we still have time.’ Jaz is 32.

‘I want to go out and have a lot of adventures,’ says John, 31, a data analyst in the UK. ‘See the world, go travelling, things like that. At some point I suppose I’ll be more settled, and able to be there for a child. Until I’m there, I want to wait a bit more.’

‘The cost-benefit doesn’t stack up for us yet,’ says Chen, 32, a civil servant in Singapore. He and his wife Amber, 27, are both serious about their careers and have ‘hectic lives’. They have talked about starting a family, but Chen says ‘it would be stressful’ and that other officials he works with don’t take paternity leave, even though it’s offered. The couple won’t have a child ‘until and unless we feel we are able to provide the best for them’. For Chen, this means ‘education, tuition … and also housing is a big factor here, the wait for housing right now can be five years’.

This kind of pragmatic, rather unromantic thinking is common among people in their thirties. Starting a family has become a more fraught and conscious choice. It can feel like a huge decision. ‘The more we talk about it, the more responsibility we feel to get it right,’ one woman in Arizona told me. ‘But what is right? It’s hard to know.’

A growing number of people feel paralysed by uncertainty, and confused about how to balance family against career, money concerns, or the desire for self-fulfilment. Many are aware of the momentous commitment that parenting would entail. The fact that so many thirty-somethings are unsure about children makes it hard to know how many are postponing a family, and how many will never have one.

The #ChildFree

‘The parents I know, they often talk about all the things they’ll do once their kids leave home. I’m doing them already,’ says Sadie in London. ‘I love it when they say, “Damn, you’re on another vacation?” Yes, girl, I am.’

‘I watched my mother sacrifice her ambitions for us,’ says Christina in Poland. ‘After everything, she ended up alone. I don’t want to ever be stuck in a relationship for the sake of children.’ An events planner, she feels ‘so lucky, I have a really interesting time. I get to go to great places.’ She and her partner go to Romania several times a year to see his mother, who is also alone. ‘We are in a nice equilibrium. A child wouldn’t fit.’

A growing group of men and women are actively choosing not to pursue parenthood. Critics portray them as shallow, immature hedonists, egged on by influencers such as Marcela Munoz, the #ChildFree millennial whose posts include statements like ‘if you have baby fever take a nap, if you enjoyed that nap don’t have kids’. But in many parts of the world, it is good news that women have been able to escape their roles as dutiful wives or drudges. And while some are deeply absorbed in their own lives, others are devoted uncles, aunts, godparents or charity volunteers.

In some traditional societies, women are especially pleased to have escaped the mother-in-law. In Japan, Keiko and her friend Atsuko are explaining to me why so many Japanese career women like them are rejecting marriage and children. ‘Men don’t want a woman who’s cleverer than them,’ says Keiko, 34. ‘They think women talk too much.’ Atsuko, 35, chimes in. ‘It would be going backwards,’ she says. ‘I don’t want my mother’s life. I’ve never felt the surge of hormones that some of my friends have. I love my life as it is, right now.’

I ask if these two elegantly dressed executives worry about Japan’s low birth rate. There’s a pause while they ponder what to say. ‘It’s not our responsibility,’ says Atsuko eventually. ‘We’ve worked so hard. Why should we be the ones to sacrifice?’

‘People are always asking me why I don’t have children,’ I was told by Sefiat, a nurse in Essex. ‘I do like kids, I made up this game with my nephew which he loves, he asks to play it every time. But having my own? No. I’m not selfish, I take care of people every day. But for me, that’s enough.’

‘I love my freedom,’ says Jed, 34, who runs a small hardware business in England. ‘I don’t hate kids or anything – but I don’t want to be responsible for another human being. There’s too much I want to do. Kids mean chaos and sleeplessness. Lots of my friends feel the same way.’

The Family Firsters

Swedish mother Madeleine Wallin made a big decision when she fell pregnant with her fourth child. ‘I realised I wasn’t living the path I wanted,’ she says. ‘I saw the system had fooled me into doing things the way they wanted. I behaved in the right way but it didn’t work: my family struggled, and both of us worked, we didn’t have time with our children.’

Wallin had worked for an airline, and enjoyed it. But even part-time, it became too much. She decided that ‘I would quit this, I would stay at home.’ Her husband was horrified. ‘He said, “No: we can’t afford it. And people don’t do that.” But I decided we have to do this, otherwise we will maybe get a divorce, the family will break.’ Reflecting now, she has no regrets. ‘Afterwards, we both agreed, it was the best thing we could have done.’

Sweden is the envy of the world for its generous parental leave and accessible childcare. But, says Wallin, ‘for stay-at-home parents there is no support’. This shy, private woman became ‘angry and upset that motherhood doesn’t mean anything, despite what I felt, that this is the most important thing I can do at this moment’.

Gender equality is ‘wonderful’, she says. ‘It’s about women and men having the same power to shape society and their own lives. But I don’t feel that they give us the right to choose freely, because there is no choice to stay at home. The stress and the mental illness are rising, school results are going down, women are on sick leave much more than men. The intention is good, but the outcomes maybe not.’

Previous generations of women fought to get a footing in the workplace. Now, many feel that they’re battling to be heard as mothers.

‘Before I had children I worried I’d be judged for being a lesbian mother,’ says Anne, who lives in Scotland. ‘I was wrong. I’m judged all the time for being a stay-at-home mum.’

Anne says she doesn’t want to ‘have it all’. Her partner, a lawyer, has always earned more. They worried that their eldest daughter wouldn’t cope at a day-care centre. So Anne put her other life, in graphic design, on hold. But she’s been stunned by the level of disapproval. ‘People ask all the time, “What do you actually do?” So many people seem to think that the right way to parent is to send a one-year-old to nursery. But lots of children need the stability of home.’

Anne and Madeleine are nothing like the #tradwives; the Barbie doll lookalikes in the US who post pictures of their outdoor washing lines and home baking. But neither are they the #girlbosses taking on the patriarchy. They are simply people who have enjoyed their jobs, but decided that they and their families would be happier if they take some time out to raise the next generation.

Interviewing mothers like this has made me reflect, somewhat guiltily, on my own bias. At the school gate, most of my friends have been in the working tribe, rushing to the office, and sharing stories of heroically holding it all together. Meanwhile, those who were more emotionally present at home were heroines too.

The One and Done

The kind, bubbly make-up artist on the TV breakfast show I’m appearing on has been up since 5 a.m. She says she loves this shift: London’s less busy on Sundays so it’s quicker to get to work. She got dressed in the bathroom this morning to avoid waking her husband and their 16-month-old boy who is just starting to walk. She clearly adores him; can’t stop talking about him. Would she have another? ‘No. He’s lovely but I don’t see how we could afford another. We have a two-bedroom terrace and we can’t afford a loft conversion. My job doesn’t bring in what it used to, neither does his. Childcare is so expensive: we use it three days a week, we get the fifteen free hours. We’re fine as we are. And I turn 40 this year anyway.’

‘I only ever wanted one child,’ says Rob, in New Zealand. ‘I’m an only child myself, and I never liked the mess and chaos at friends’ houses. My son has all the attention we can spare, and I wouldn’t want the guilt I would feel having to split it between two. Some people say it’s selfish of us not to give him a sister or brother but I think big families can be really fraught, with all sorts of buried stuff. I’m really close with my parents, I just want that for him, and for us.’

Only children are on the rise. Across the European Union, almost half of households with children currently have just one; in the US it’s about a fifth.1 In the UK, 40 per cent of married couples have only one child and the proportion is even higher among cohabitating couples and single parents. In Japan, the emperor’s only daughter epitomises the new normal. Australia has seen a collapse in big broods of four or more, down from 33 per cent of mothers in 1981 to 11 per cent in 2016, and a big jump in the number of women having none or one, 30 per cent in 2016, up from 16 per cent in 1981.

Not everyone in this group intended life to work out this way. Some of those with only one child are older women who have given up waiting for the right partner.

The Going It Alone

‘She knows she’s a donor baby,’ says Mette in Copenhagen. Mette, 45, is one of Denmark’s solomor, a growing cohort of single mothers. One in ten babies conceived in Denmark with donor sperm is now born to a woman on her own: the highest number in the world.

For Mette, a teacher, going it alone wasn’t her original plan. ‘I just never met a man I liked enough, who was ready,’ she says. ‘My daughter won’t have a father but I didn’t want to do what some of my friends have done, just settle. I’ve read the studies and I feel her psychological well-being will be protected by telling her early where she came from, and not having to go through any family break-up.’ She is confident that her daughter, now three, will be welcomed at school. ‘Denmark is liberal, it’s accepted.’

‘When my mother died, I thought, I have no family … I want a family,’ says Tony, a single gay dad in his fifties. Tony was estranged from his father, and had no siblings. He’d never had a long-term partner, and doesn’t want one. ‘I had a totally different lifestyle up to that point.’ His son, born to a surrogate in the US, is ‘wonderful, he’s fascinating, I have no regrets’. Tony is English but used an American egg donor, to give his son the best possible chance in life. ‘I wanted to screen out heritable diseases, and go for brains if possible – in the UK you can’t do that.’ He’s aware of being a different parent at the school gate. ‘It’s not so much that I’m single – most of the time at school, you only see one half of a couple anyway. But I’m the only gay parent, and I’m older.’ But his overwhelming emotion is gratitude, a feeling of being lucky enough to be entering a new world. ‘This is my second life.’

The last two decades have seen a leap in older first-time parents. In the US, births to unmarried mothers in their late thirties rocketed by 48 per cent between 2007 and 2012, and by 29 per cent for 40- to 44-year-olds. Many are making the decision to have a child without even looking for a partner. This group are financially secure enough to afford it.

‘I never found Mr Right,’ says Asha in Leeds, who had her first child alone at the age of 45. ‘Maybe there was one, but it wasn’t the right time. I always thought I would marry and have children, but it didn’t happen.’ Asha was 41, busy with work and taking a weekend course to qualify as a fitness instructor when she started to feel ‘empty. On my forty-second birthday I ended up talking with an old friend for hours and I thought, what am I doing? I wasn’t sure if my family would approve,’ (she comes from a traditional Hindu background) ‘but I thought, I’m going to try.’

Asha got pregnant on her first IVF cycle. Her daughter Suki is now four, and Asha’s parents are enchanted with the little girl. People often ask ‘aren’t you exhausted?’, but, she says, ‘I’ve got plenty of energy. We bounce on the trampoline, I climb the slide with her. I think we are younger at this age than our parents were.’ Her only regret is ‘not doing this earlier. Suki will have less time to know her grandparents.’

The Overlooked

‘I expected to be a dad. I wanted to be a dad and at times, I have been desperate to be a dad. How did I not become a dad? I did not become a dad through a whole constellation of circumstances … a work colleague became a dad. I was painfully jealous of him, so jealous I couldn’t even walk past his office door, I had to go round the other way. I felt he had the life I should have had, and it hurt to watch it unfold for him.’

Dr Robin Hadley grew up in a working-class area of Manchester. He married and divorced in his twenties but his hurt at the break-up, plus financial woes, stopped him looking again for many years. When he married again his wife was in her early forties, and it was too late to start a family.

Hadley is one of the few people to have researched the global phenomenon of involuntary male childlessness. He did so because of his acute feelings of broodiness, which he describes as physical, and which included ‘anger, depression, elation, guilt, isolation … yearning and withdrawal’. His research has found that many men who miss out on fatherhood endure deep distress.2

Two decades ago, the group most likely to be childless were highly educated women. Now it’s low-income men. The number of involuntary bachelors is rising in Europe, Australia and the US, and they are often poorer, and in worse health, than childless women. In rich countries, the majority of high-earning men still become fathers but only minorities of low earners do, and the gap between the two has widened markedly in the past thirty years. In Norway, 89 per cent of the highest-earning men become fathers, but only 28 per cent of the lowest earners. In South Korea, more high-earning men are now getting married, but fewer lower-earning ones are.

Of course, it’s easy for men to want a child in theory – they don’t have to go through the physical changes that women experience. But this part of the birth crunch story reflects a wider crisis for men, which is linked to the decline of manufacturing and good stable jobs. The available research paints a very different picture to the one often given of ‘incels’: enraged single men who feel spurned by women and get sucked into misogyny online.

For such men, the longer the gap between relationships, the less likely it is that they will become fathers. ‘The biggest thing for [them] is not to be seen to be vulnerable,’ says Hadley. ‘And the fear of rejection is there.’ One of his fatherless interviewees married his school sweetheart. But when the couple were in their late twenties they split up, because he wanted children and his partner said that she didn’t. ‘She then, a couple of years later, had a couple of kids with a new fella. But it was about ten years before he had another relationship.’

The birth crunch is often described in cold, hard aggregate numbers, sometimes accompanied by economic rationales. For each individual, the reality is of course emotional: influenced by cultural and psychological factors that can be hard to get at. The portraits above are meant to give a flavour of some of those, which we explore in the next chapters. One thing is clear: the choices the Not Ready Yet end up making will have a significant impact on the size of the baby bust, and on how society feels.




CHAPTER 2

Later, Fewer, None

At the end of a parents’ meeting at one of my kids’ schools, his teacher, whom I’d never met before, asked me if she could have a word about something personal. She wondered if I could advise her on when she and her husband should plan to have their first child, to fit in with her career. She was 33 and had just been made head of department. She was also worried about her ailing mother.

I had known her for only fifteen minutes.

In the past few years I’ve grown used to young women asking me the same thing. They know that I’ve combined a career with having children and presumably I must still look relatively sane because they think I might have some wisdom to impart. What I tend to say is this: there’s never a perfect time. Conception is a lottery. If you’re asking the question, the right time is probably now.

‘When couples come to see me, they’re often stuck,’ says Maggie O’Connor, a psychotherapist in Limerick, Ireland. O’Connor started a counselling service to help people navigate the baby decision, after wrestling with that decision in her own life and finding it a lonely one. She says there’s not much support around to manage what can be ‘one of the first definitive decisions’ that couples make. Her clients are serious people, but Not Ready Yet. ‘They’re looking at this very consciously. It very much feels to them
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[image: A chart titled ‘The Fertility Gap in Europe’ illustrates the difference between actual total fertility at age 40 represented by grey bars and mean intended family size at ages 20 to 24 represented by small squares, resulting in a fertility gap represented by small circles across eighteen European nations. France records an actual fertility rate of approximately 2.0 with an intended size near 2.1, reflecting a small fertility gap of about minus 0.2. Czech Republic shows an actual fertility of roughly 1.7, an intended size near 2.1, and a gap of minus 0.3. Bulgaria has an actual fertility around 1.5, an intended size of about 1.8, and a gap near minus 0.2. Austria displays an actual fertility around 1.6, an intended size close to 1.9, and a gap of minus 0.2. Hungary shows an actual fertility near 1.8, an intended size of 2.1, and a gap around minus 0.3. Germany records an actual fertility of roughly 1.5, an intended size near 1.8, and a gap of minus 0.3. Lithuania has an actual fertility around 1.7, an intended size of 2.05, and a gap near minus 0.3. United Kingdom shows an actual fertility of approximately 1.9, an intended size close to 2.2, and a gap of minus 0.3. Norway displays the highest actual fertility at 2.1 with an intended size near 2.4, resulting in a gap of minus 0.3. Latvia records an actual fertility near 1.6, an intended size of 2.05, and a gap of minus 0.45. Estonia has an actual fertility around 1.8, an intended size near 2.2, and a gap of minus 0.4. Netherlands shows an actual fertility of roughly 1.7, an intended size of 2.2, and a gap around minus 0.45. Portugal displays an actual fertility near 1.5, an intended size close to 2.05, and a gap of minus 0.5. Slovenia records an actual fertility of approximately 1.7, an intended size near 2.2, and a gap of minus 0.5. Switzerland has an actual fertility around 1.65, an intended size of 2.1, and a gap near minus 0.5. Italy shows an actual fertility near 1.5, an intended size close to 2.05, and a gap of minus 0.5. Greece displays an actual fertility around 1.6, an intended size of 2.2, and a gap near minus 0.6. Finally, Spain records the lowest actual fertility at approximately 1.5 with an intended family size near 2.1, resulting in the largest fertility gap of about minus 0.7.]
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