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Essential Question

How is my family connected to the future of Canada?

This essential question is designed to force students to confront an
incongruity. Declining family sizes, an aging population, and a
reliance upon immigration for population growth present a
challenge for this generation. This question is designed to stimulate
on-going thought about its answers and the learning goals of this
lesson are designed to help them begin to answer it.

Summary

This lesson encourages students to consider how Canadian
demographics have changed in the last century and how that change
has impacted the fabric of Canadian society. Students write a more
balanced newspaper article to display their learning. Extension
activities include writing letters to the editor.

Engaging with a
newspaper article
and a magazine
article

•

•

•

•
•
•
•

Distribute Handout 1 Without immigration, Canada’s growth
could be close to zero in 20 years if low fertility rates persist:
StatsCan. Read the newspaper article with the students while
completing the organizer Handout 3 analysing a news article.
Decide on a variety of editing marks to highlight important
pieces of information like the main point of the article, sources
of information, evidence that is cited, conclusions that are
reached, the 5 Ws (who, what, where, when, why, how)
Anticipate having to define terms such as:
o Fertility rate
o Replacement level
o Opportunity cost
Discuss how the author explores the main idea and builds
support for it.
Distribute copies of the Reformed Perspective magazine article
Handout 4 Family Planning: on a big scale to students.
Students should read Handout 4 and complete the news article
analysis activity in Handout 3 independently.
When both articles have been analysed, use Handout 2
Comparing two news articles, in small groups of 2-4 students.
Compare the reasons offered by both article for Canada’s
declining population trend.
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Exploring what the
Bible has to say

•

•

For additional perspective, display several Bible texts related to
children and family and the topic of parental responsibility.
o Genesis 1:28
o Psalm 127: 3-5
o Psalm 128: 1-4
o Genesis 30:1,23
Nave’s Topical Study Bible has dozens of other texts related to
children but all have a central theme that illustrate that the
blessing of children is a gift of God.

Consequences of a
falling birth rate

•

Lead a discussion on various consequences of a failing birth rate
o International consequences
o Canadian consequences
o Consequences in the church
Teachers can get a backgrounder on various consequences and
approaches by reading the “Canada’s Shrinking Families” article
from IMFC. This article is included as Handout 5, and you may
determine how you would like to incorporate it into this lesson.

Task

•

Have students write a more fair-minded and balanced
newspaper account that includes
o A variety of perspectives from both sides of the issue.
o A variety of sources of information that lend credibility
and authenticity to the claims.
o Relevant quotes from sources of information.
This revised newspaper account should come back to the
Essential Question of this lesson and address how the student’s
family (past family, present family, and their own future family)
is connected to the future of Canada.

•

Extension

•

•
•

ARPA’s mission is to educate, equip, and encourage Reformed
Christians to political action and to bring a biblical perspective to
our civil authorities. This extension activity is suggested to help
you move from educating, equipping, and encouraging your
students to getting them involved in political action.
Consider having students write individual letters to the editor or
complete this as a class.
ARPAs EasyMail system (www.arpacanada.ca) provides a very
user-friendly method to send letters or to obtain ideas for
writing letters.
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Handout #1

Without immigration,
Canada’s growth could
be close to zero in 20
years if low fertility rates
persist: StatsCan
Sheryl Ubelacker, The Canadian Press | February 8, 2017 |
Last Updated: Feb 8 10:02 PM ET
TORONTO – After Debbie Clarke’s first child had reached
the “terrible twos,” she and her husband decided their
family of three was big enough – adding a sibling would be
just too much.
“At the time I was working really late hours and I just didn’t
think it was fair to have another child when I didn’t really
have the time and the energy to put into another child,”
said Clarke of Mississauga, Ont., whose son Austin is now
15.
“When he was younger it was very hectic because I had to
work nights. My husband worked days. I thought to myself,
‘You know what? I have to do what I think I can handle
physically, emotionally financially … I think one is good
enough for me.”‘
Clarke is among a growing proportion of Canadian women
choosing to have only one child – or none at all. And that
trend towards limited child-bearing is increasingly reflected
in Canada’s average fertility rate, which 2016 census figures
released Wednesday have pegged at 1.6 children per
woman, slightly higher than the 1.59 posted by Statistics
Canada three years earlier.
One outlier? Nunavut, which is home to the highest fertility
rates in Canada: women there give birth to 2.9 children on
average, fuelling the territory’s growth rate of 12.7 per cent,
the highest in the country.

handout 1 - national post article.docx
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The fertility rate refers to the number of children a
hypothetical woman would have over the course of her
reproductive life, based on females aged 15 to 49.
In Canada, that rate has been steadily falling over the last
several decades: 1971 was the last year when the average
number of children matched the 2.1 replacement level
needed for the population to renew itself, without being
bolstered by immigration.
“The first thing to think about is this is an average, so we still
have a few families that have five and six children, and
increasingly we have families who have none,” said Nora
Spinks, CEO of the Vanier Institute of the Family,
acknowledging that smaller families are progressively
becoming the norm.
“One of the major reasons people are having fewer children
is a combination of circumstances and biology,” she said.
More women are choosing to start a family later in life,
compared to earlier generations. In the 1960s, for instance,
the average age for a first birth was about 22.
Today, that age has been pushed to 30 and beyond.
“The longer you delay having the first, the shorter the
window you have to have more,” said Spinks. “There’s a
point at which you can no longer conceive or conceive as
efficiently as when you were younger.
“So that’s where the biology comes in.”
The cost of child-rearing — from day care to school-based
activities to socking away dollars for post-secondary
education — is another critical element that often dictates
family size, said sociologist-social demographer Susan
McDaniel, a Canada research chair in global population and
life course at the University of Lethbridge.
“Children cost a lot and that’s in terms of money, but also in
terms of opportunity costs,” she said, referring to women’s
participation in the workforce, including those building or
maintaining a career, as well as time invested ferrying kids to
and from such extra-curriculars as hockey practice and ballet
lessons.

handout 1 - national post article.docx
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“They realize that the opportunity costs of having a lot of
children or more than one or two are great for them. But
they’re also increasingly great for fathers, who are more
and more involved with raising kids.”
Still, McDaniel said the move towards smaller families is a
positive trend in some ways because having fewer offspring
means parents may be able to invest more time and care
into individual children than they could with a larger brood.
That’s been the case for Marissa Monticciolo-Caserta, who
had initially hoped to have two or three kids. But when she
and her husband split up almost five years ago, she decided
son Nicholas would be her only child.
“I didn’t feel that it would be fair to my son because he
(spends time) 50-50 with me and with his father,” the
Mississauga graphic designer said of her seven-year-old.
“He does have a good relationship with both of us and I felt
that if I did have any other children that it might cause
issues for him.”
Monticciolo-Caserta, who is in a new relationship, thought
having another child would be selfish. “We live together and
he has two children, so my son has an older step-brother
and a younger step-sister.”
Spinks said Canada isn’t alone in its move towards reduced
family size.
“Fertility rates around the globe are dropping, even in
cultures where typically women had seven or eight children
or more,” she said. “We’re now seeing those women having
three or four.”
While the U.S. is also experiencing a bit of a baby bust, our
southern neighbour’s estimated 1.88 fertility rate continues
to surpass Canada’s average.
“The U.S. has the highest birth rate in the industrialized
world,” said McDaniel. “Their patterns of having children
are different than ours.”
She said Americans overall form unions earlier in life and
have children at a younger age. They also have a higher

handout 1 - national post article.docx
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teen birth rate, and a significant proportion of the
population belongs to fundamentalist religious groups,
which tend to encourage larger families.
What’s puzzling to social demographers is how U.S. couples
on average manage to have larger families, given that they
have far less support in the form of such benefits as paid
parental leave.
The answer, McDaniel posited, is that there are almost 20
million undocumented immigrants, mostly Hispanic, hidden
within households that provide domestic services and child
care for “very limited money.”
“It’s a kind of a built-in nanny system, if you like, and that
might contribute to it … How this is going to work out in the
future with (Donald) Trump, I don’t know,” she said, pointing
to the U.S. president’s vow to crack down on illegal
immigrants.
As for Canada, immigration has been the lifeblood of
population growth since 1999. About two-thirds of current
expansion is driven by the arrival of new Canadians, while
natural increases make up the remaining third, according to
Statistics Canada.
Based on a medium-growth scenario, immigration could
account for more than 80 per cent of the country’s
population increase beginning in 2031, the agency says.
Without a sustained level of immigration, it says Canada’s
growth rate could be close to zero in 20 years as the
population ages and projected fertility rates lag replacement
level.

handout 1 - national post article.docx

Handout 2 - Demographics

Comparing two news articles
•
•

Before completing this article, read both articles
Identify the different reasons the two articles represent for the population trends facing Canada

Reason offered by National Post article

Reason offered by Reformed Perspective
article

How similar or different are the two reasons?
Does your opinion of the validity of one
reason change after reading the other?

Handout 3 - Demographics

Analysing a news article
•
•
•

The purpose of this organizer is to determine the credibility of the news and magazine articles
Read the National Post Article in Handout #1 and the Reformed Perspective article
Complete one organizer per article

Information in the article
1) What is the “lead” of the article?
What story pulls the reader in?
2) What is the main idea of the
article?
Supporting evidence #1

Supporting evidence #2

Supporting evidence #3

3) Authors often quote their sources of information to lend credibility to their claims. What are the
author’s sources of information? Include a quote from each of these sources that you think is
revealing and informative.
Source of Information
Quote from Source

Source of Information
Quote from Source

Source of Information
Quote from Source

4) What perspective or worldview is
represented in this article?
Which perspective or worldview is
not included?
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Handout 4

Family Planning: on a
big scale
Adapted from Reformed Perspective Magazine,
July/August 2008. Go to the link to read the full article:
https://arpacanada.ca/news/2008/11/24/familyplanning-on-a-big-scale/
Individualism has almost always been a problem in
democratic countries. But its effects on marriage and
the family really took hold around the time of the
Sexual Revolution of the 60's. Canada's Supreme Court
and our Parliament have gone along with this mantra of
choice and autonomy. Now, one generation later, we
can see the effects of this ethic beginning to take hold
throughout the world. The birth rate in the West is
falling rapidly, meaning that we no longer have enough
children to replace us. The consequences of this are
staggering.
For a population to stay stable in our part of the world,
every woman must have an average of 2.1 children to
replace herself, her husband, and those children who
die before being old enough to reproduce. Canada's
birth rate is about 1.5 children per woman. In other
words, if it weren't for immigration, our population
would be rapidly shrinking. And a much higher
percentage of the population would be elderly and
unable to contribute to the economy (or pay taxes). This
isn't causing immediate problems for Canada because
there is no shortage of people from other nations who
want to move here and enjoy our freedoms and
privileges.
But what happens when birth rates around the world
begin to drop? According to the documentary
Demographic Winter "Worldwide, birthrates have been
halved in the past 50 years. There are now 59 nations,
with 44% of the world's population, with belowreplacement fertility. Sometime in this century, the
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world's population will begin to decline. At a certain
point, the decline will become rapid. We may even reach
population free-fall in our lifetimes."
According to UN statistics, Italy's rate is 1.2 and Spain is
at 1.1. With numbers that low, their entire population
can almost be halved within a lifetime, immigration
aside. What about Holland? Although the Dutch have a
reputation for big families, they aren't much better off
than Canada, with a birth rate of 1.72. Australia is only a
hair higher at 1.75.
What is causing the population meltdown in the West? A
number of factors are contributing. First, people are
waiting longer to get married. Careers and education are
becoming more of a priority. Second, even couples who
are married are waiting longer to have children. The
average age of women giving birth for the first time in
Canada is 28 years old. Once again, the priority seems to
be getting established, having a higher standard of living,
and a career. Third, contraceptives are not just about
family planning, they are also changing society. The birth
control pill was introduced to Canada in 1961 - the same
year that the birth rate began to fall. Sadly abortion is
also being used as a form of birth control and the nearly
100,000 abortions per year in Canada alone are a big
reason why our birth rate is so low. Add to all of this the
increasing disregard for the traditional family unit and
the objectification of sex and the result is a rapid
decrease in the number of babies being born.
Not every country has such a low birth rate. A country
like Afghanistan's birth rate is 7.48! Saudi Arabia's is 4.09
and Iraq's is 4.83. As Mark Steyn made clear in his book
America Alone: The End of the World as We Know It,
there are obvious demographical consequences to this
imbalance. Muslim nations have high birth rates and are
growing much faster than Western secular nations. So
when secular countries such as Holland and France need
immigrants to grow, they inevitably bring in more
Muslims which results in serious clashes. The "tolerant"
West suddenly is exposed as not being so tolerant after
all.
Countries like Canada provide government pensions for
seniors. How is it possible to maintain this when the

Handout 4 – Family Planning: on a big scale
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number of seniors skyrockets and the number of tax
payers decreases significantly? And it is not only
pensions that will be affected. Our health care system is
already strained - just imagine the effects of an increase
in seniors and a decrease in health care providers. Many
other aspects of the welfare state rely on younger
people to keep the economy going. How can an
economy be maintained with fewer workers? And with
all of the new pressure on the economy, who will look
after the growing number of seniors? Will euthanasia
become a convenient way to address this problem?
The Role of Reformed Families
It is striking that the very first command that humanity
received from God was to "Be fruitful and increase in
number; fill the earth and subdue it" (Gen 1:28).
Malachi 2:15 also spells this out: "Has not the LORD
made them one? In flesh and spirit they are his. And
why one? Because he was seeking godly offspring." God
wants us, as the human race, to have children and
populate the world.
It is encouraging to see that the Reformed church in
Canada has grown by leaps and bounds, largely
internally. One has only to look at the huge family
reunions that happen every summer. But it doesn't take
an expert for us to observe that the birth rate is also
falling within the church. As a former pastor of mine
would say, "When it rains in the world, it drips in the
church." Although it used to be common for families to
have many children, the numbers seem to be dropping
(even though they are still larger than typical Canadian
families). Part of this is due to changing circumstances.
We are no longer first or second generation immigrants.
Many more young people in the church pursue
postsecondary education, which often delays marriage
and children. Real estate prices are high in the cities
which makes owning a large home more difficult. And
many more women are working, making it more
difficult to have more children.
But perhaps it is our attitudes that have changed along
with the circumstances. A house for a family with six
children today is a whole lot bigger than 50 years ago.
Expenses are higher today, but these expenses include

Handout 4 – Family Planning: on a big scale
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luxuries that would have never been considered by
previous generations. Although it used to be the norm
that children helped work for the family, the standard
today seems to be that our teens have an incredible
disposable income which is used for clothes, cell phones,
movies, and cars. And there is much more pressure for
mothers to have a part-time or full-time job to
contribute to the family income.
God will bless each family with or without children as He
determines. But He also gives us a responsibility to make
wise choices when we are able. We like to think of
ourselves as exceptions to the norm. But our individual
choices ultimately shape our society. It is not a Biblical
command to have big families. But it is important that
we evaluate our motives for choosing to start and stop
having children. After all, our children are God's
children. Few contributions are more valuable to society
than raising God-fearing children in our communities,
our churches, and our world.

Handout 4 – Family Planning: on a big scale

By Peter Jon Mitchell, Senior Researcher, Institute of Marriage and Family Canada

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Canadian families are shrinking as fewer children are being born than in previous decades. The average
family size has declined from 3.7 members in 1971 to 3.0 in 2006. A number of factors have influenced
declining fertility among Canadians including the changing nature of the economy. Canada has moved
from an agrarian society to a post industrial age in which children are less an economic benefit and more
of a hefty expenditure. The need for increased educational attainment to compete in today’s labour market
has led to delayed marriage and postponed parenthood.
Other factors contribute to low fertility including a rise in cohabitation and the prevalence of divorce.
Increased access to reliable birth control has influenced how Canadians approach fertility and abortion has
contributed to lower fertility rates.
Fertility is a personal matter with larger implications for Canadian society. The country is rapidly aging
with a birthrate of 1.6 children per woman, well below the 2.1 level needed for replacement. As a result,
Canada will face economic challenges including a growing strain on government funded entitlements such
as pensions and health care.
Countries around the world have responded to the shifting demographics by increasing immigration,
offering incentives to coax higher fertility and by cutting social spending. Neither immigration nor
economic incentives have delivered long-term solutions. Whether the government can increase fertility or
should even attempt to, is a worthy question for Canadians to ask.
Policymakers need to respond to the demographic shift and the future impact it will have on Canadians.
Acknowledging there are no easy solutions, this report offers three alternative policy options for discussion.
Policymakers should:
● Encourage Canadians to prepare for the future, planning for long term fiscal, housing and health
care needs. Resources for future seniors may not be as readily available. Families need to plan
together and discuss desires and expectations.
● Encourage families to save and reduce personal debt. Families must prepare for a future with
smaller government provided entitlements. The burden will fall more squarely on individuals
themselves.
● Encourage a culture that values marriage. A strong marriage culture can contribute to fertility
growth. Marriage remains the best institution for developing citizens whose productivity will be
increasingly important in an aging society. This begins with the recognition of the importance of
marriage.

Institute of Marriage and Family Canada, 130 Albert St. Suite 2001, Ottawa ON, K1P 5G4
T: 613-565-3832 F: 613-565-3803 TOLL FREE: 1-866-373-IMFC www.imfcanada.org, info@imfcanada.org
Permission is granted to reprint or broadcast this information with appropriate attribution to the Institute of Marriage and Family Canada

CANADA’S SHRINKING FAMILIES

Why families are getting smaller and what to do about it

CANADA’S SHRINKING FAMILIES
Canada’s kitchen tables are shrinking. Fewer people are gathering around kitchen tables as family size
declines. Canadians are having fewer children than in decades past and while this means that family life is
changing, it also means life in Canada is going to change as the country experiences a demographic shift.
What’s driving the trend toward smaller families and what might this mean for future families? This paper
explores the ongoing dialogue around shrinking Canadian families and explores why this is happening,
and what it will mean for Canada. Governments around the world are responding to declining fertility
rates, raising questions about how states should best respond.

KIDS – WHO NEEDS THEM?
Debate on the merit of having children has peaked public interest. Jennifer Senior at New York Magazine
recently penned an article called All Joy, No Fun; Why Parents Hate Parenting. She argues that children zap
the moment-to-moment fun out of life. She hints that the joy of parenting is realized in retrospect, not in
the moment. In 2008, French author Corinne Maier made a splash when she published No Kids: 40 Good
Reasons Not to Have Kids. The mother of two argued that children cramped her lifestyle and were bad
for society as a whole. While these examples tap the margins of the shrinking family trend, the authors
reveal a shift in values and lifestyles choices that has occurred over the last few decades. The reality is,
while personal choice and increased autonomy influence decisions about fertility, the impact of Canada’s
shrinking families is being felt at a national level.
Canada’s total fertility rate is around 1.66 children per woman, well below the 2.1 level needed to sustain
the population.1 Declining fertility has economic consequences, particularly for a nation like Canada with
a rapidly aging population. As baby boomers move towards retirement, implications include an increased
strain on programs such as pensions and healthcare with fewer younger workers available to fund the
entitlements.

FERTILITY TRENDS IN CANADA
The total number of babies born in a year has been in relative decline since the 1960s with a few resurgences
along the way, including a sustained increase over the last decade.2 The number of births in a given year
is affected by the population structure including the number of women of childbearing age and by the
total fertility rate. The number that garners attention is the total fertility rate, which reflects the number of
children a woman is likely to have during her reproductive life.3 Despite an increase in the total fertility
rate during the last several years, Canada’s fertility rate remains below replacement.
During the height of the baby boom, the total fertility rate was almost four children per woman.4 Although
the total fertility rate declined in the 1970s, the sheer number of boomers entering their childbearing years
sustained the total births per year in what has been referred to as the echo effect. Despite the echo effect,
family size declined over the resulting decades, falling from 3.7 family members in 1971 to 3.0 in 2006.5
Why are there fewer chairs around Canada’s kitchen tables? No one factor is solely responsible, but a
number of social changes have influenced Canadians’ fertility decisions.
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WHAT INFLUENCES FERTILITY?

Canada: Total fertility rate

Economic changes

4.5

Economic factors have influenced the decline in
the size of Canadian families. At the broadest
level, the move from an agrarian society to a
post-industrial society has been a significant
factor. In the past, children were economic assets,
providing labour on the family farm. Higher rates
of child morbidity may have also contributed to
increased fertility among past generations.

4.0

The changing nature of the labour market
continues to influence fertility. American
sociologist Andrew Cherlin argues that attaining
education has become essential to succeed in
the labour market, which in turn has influenced
fertility. As labour market participation has
increased among women, so has educational
attainment.9 This has led many women to
postpone childbearing until they are established
in their careers. An indication of this trend is the
increasing number of births to women over the
age of thirty and even forty. Prospective parents
desire to be established in their careers and
financially secure before having children.

Children per woman
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Canada: Average family size
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Today, the expense of raising children is more
likely to be a deterrent. In fact raising children
is becoming increasingly expensive. A recent
report by the U.S. Department of Agriculture
has estimated the annual child-rearing expense
for a middle income, two child married couple
to be between $11, 650 (USD) and $13,530 (USD)
per child.6 In Canada, Manitoba Agriculture
estimated in 2004 that the cost of raising a child
to the age of 18 was just under $167,000, not
including post secondary education.7 Having
children is a significant fiscal decision. A survey
published in 2007 by the IMFC found that
concerns about finances are among the biggest
challenges Canadian families face.8

INSTITUTE
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AND FAMILY
CANADA
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The role of work force participation by women on fertility has been well documented. There is
little research available on how men influence fertility decisions in view of the increased workforce
participation by women.10 As parents navigate the work/family balance, more men are engaging in
parental leave and primary care roles. Statistics Canada notes that there was a 17 per cent increase in
the use of paid federal benefits by fathers between 2000 and 2006.11 Just how this will influence future
fertility decisions remains to be seen.

Why families are getting smaller and what to do about it
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Educational attainment may also contribute to an increase in the average age of first marriage for women
and men and delay child bearing. Cherlin argues that in the US, childbearing outside of marriage is much
less common among college educated women. He notes that the divorce rate among American college
educated women tends to be lower than the less educated.12

Marriage, divorce and family structure
Canadian fertility rates have been influenced by changing habits around marriage, divorce and the
increasing prevalence of cohabitation.
Historian Ian Dowbiggin argues that the prevalence of divorce reveals an uncertainty about marriage
among Canadians. This uncertainty has impacted fertility.13 A paper by Statistics Canada found that
people who were already married reported wanting a greater number of children than unmarried couples
who were described as likely to marry.14 The difference in fertility intentions is not unexpected. Marriage
and cohabitation function differently, with marriage relationships statistically more stable. It stands to
reason that relationships that are less stable provide less opportunity for childrearing. Cherlin reports that
people drift into cohabiting relationships over time as the relationship progresses. It is plausible that those
who drift into cohabiting relationships are less intentional about planning for future family. This may
explain lower fertility among cohabiters, which could continue to affect fertility rates as the prevalence of
cohabiting relationships increase.

Birth control
Many of the social and economic changes effecting fertility over the last fifty years have been influenced by
technological advances in birth control. In particular the development and wide use of the contraceptive
pill has undoubtedly influenced the decline in fertility. Approved for use in Canada in 1960, the sale and
advertisement of the pill was not decriminalized until 1969. While it had been available for therapeutic
purposes before 1969, the use of the pill increased throughout the 1960s.
Abortion is another significant factor contributing to the decline in total fertility. According to Statistics
Canada, over 91 000 abortions were performed in the country in 2006.15 In the former Soviet Union
abortion is so prevalent that it may be the leading factor in population decline in that region, historian Ian
Dowbiggin argues.16

HOW MANY CHILDREN DO CANADIANS REALLY WANT?
Many potential parents may choose to pursue education and career opportunities, postponing childbearing.
This may ultimately reduce the number of children they have. Are personal choices unintentionally
dictating fertility outcomes? How many children does the average Canadians couple desire to have?
Surveying Canadians about their fertility intentions can provide useful information but also has limitations.
A paper published by Statistics Canada suggests that people often make decisions about fertility one birth
at a time, meaning that individual fertility intensions change over time.17 Another consideration is that
achieved fertility is often less than intended fertility due to uncontrollable circumstances and evolving life
situations.18 Even still, examining fertility intensions provides researchers with interesting insights.
Statistics Canada reported in a 2001 paper that Canadian women of childbearing age in 1999 intended to
have an average of 2.22 children. The total fertility rate for the same year was 1.52 children per woman.19
Like many other developed countries, actual fertility in Canada is below intended fertility.
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Similarly in a national public opinion poll conducted in 2002, respondents were asked how many
children they would like to have or have had in the case of respondents beyond childbearing age.
The results suggest that 55 per cent of respondents selected two or less children. About 25 per cent
of respondents select three and 20 per cent chose four or more. The average number
among the total sample was 2.6 children per respondent.20 In both cases, actual
fertility was well below the projected intentions.



The authors of the Statistics Canada paper probed the issue further. They
found that 80 per cent of Canadian women between the ages of 15 and
44 with no children intended to have at least one child. Of women with
one child, 54 per cent said they intended to have at least one more
child, and 11 per cent of respondents with two children reported
wanting another child.21

When researchers examined intended fertility across the border in
the United States, they discovered that among American women with
two children almost twice the proportion wanted to have one more
child.22 This result aside, researchers found that fertility intensions among
Canadian and American women were generally similar, yet Canadian
women had a lower total fertility rate. What might account for this difference?

“Statistics Canada reported in
a 2001 paper that Canadian
women of childbearing age
in 1999 intended to have
an average of 2.22 children.
The total fertility rate for
the same year was 1.52
children per woman”

The researchers speculate that several factors account for the difference in actual
fertility between the two countries. They suggest that higher fertility among
some ethno cultural groups in the United States may help boost the total fertility rate. The researchers
also cite a lower age of marriage, higher teen pregnancy rates, and more religious participation among
Americans – a trait correlated with higher fertility.23
Canadians today favour smaller families compared to previous generations. While fertility intentions
are commonly lower than actual fertility rates, Canadians are having fewer children than their American
counterparts with whom they share similar intensions.

Low fertility intensions can become a serious concern when intended fertility falls below the fertility
replacement rate of 2.1. Demographers Goldstein, Lutz and Testa have noted that in German-speaking
parts of Europe, ideal family size had shrunk to 1.7 children per woman as of 2001.24 The researchers
were cautious about declaring the declining numbers a trend, but suggested that young German
speaking Europeans may be more inclined to have small families having come from small families.
In this case low fertility becomes a cultural norm.25

WHO IS HAVING LARGE FAMILIES?
Not all Canadian families are small of course. So which Canadians are adding chairs to the kitchen
table? What factors and characteristics correspond with larger than average families?
An interesting Canadian study of data from the mid 1990s found two strong predictors of a woman’s
likelihood of having a third child. The first indicator was the mother’s age at first birth. Women who
gave birth to their first child before age 25 were 2.5 times more likely to have a third child than those
who were over age 30 when they had their first child.26
The second indicator was the length of time between the first and second birth. The researchers found
that women who waited less than 30 months between the first and second birth were more likely to
have a third child than those who waited over 53 months between first and second births.27

Why families are getting smaller and what to do about it

5

CANADA’S SHRINKING FAMILIES

Why families are getting smaller and what to do about it

To a lesser extent, other factors were correlated with the reduced likelihood of having a third child
including higher levels of educational attainment and returning to the labour market after the birth of a
second child.28
Many studies have found that religious commitment is correlated to above average family
size. Canadian women who attend religious services weekly are 50 per cent more likely
to have a third child.29 One study of fertility intentions found that the women in
the study sample with the highest fertility intentions were affiliated with one of
the major world religions.30 Conversely, individuals with the lowest fertility
intentions were between the ages of 30 and 39 and reported no religious
affiliation.31 Many religions place a high value on family and children, which
may explain the higher fertility intensions among regular adherents.



“Canadian women who
attend religious services
weekly are 50 per cent
more likely to have a
third child”

DOES FAMILY SIZE MATTER?

Most Canadians probably think of their fertility as a private matter, and
for the most part Canadians make fertility decisions with little thought of
public policy. Low fertility however, is a serious public policy concern. Ian
Dowbiggin argues that low fertility in developed countries could become the most
pressing policy issue of the twenty-first century.32 Growing economies require a robust
population. Social programs like healthcare and government pension programs require a
vibrant workforce to fund these entitlements. As the Boomer generation enters the senior years, demand
on these programs will grow. Lower levels of fertility result in fewer young workers to support entitlement
programs and many other taxpayer funded commitments, including retiring large government debt.
Statistics Canada predicts that by the year 2015 the country will enter the unprecedented situation where there
will be more people over 65 years of age than under the age of 15.33 Canada is rapidly moving towards a serious
economic and social problem, yet few Canadian decision makers have demonstrated strong leadership on this
critical issue.

CAN GOVERNMENT INCREASE THE BIRTH
RATE – AND SHOULD THEY TRY?
Policymakers will need to pay close attention to the coming demographic developments. This raises
questions about the ability of the government to increase fertility and more fundamentally, whether
manipulating fertility is appropriate.
There are numerous international examples of governments attempting to control fertility. Recent history
suggests reducing fertility is less difficult than attempting to coax increased fertility.34 That hasn’t stopped
governments from trying. It was just a couple of years ago that a regional governor in Russia promised a
free appliance to anyone who gave birth on a particular date in an effort to boost the fertility rate.35 Softer
approaches in encouraging fertility have included generous parental benefits and cash bonuses to parents.
Governments have responded to below replacement fertility and the aging demographic in three ways:
Immigration, economic incentives and social spending reform.
Immigration: A number of countries including Canada have encouraged foreign skilled workers to
immigrate in part to strengthen the labour force. Immigration can help offset low fertility, but is insufficient
in meeting the challenge and does little to increase long term fertility.
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Economic incentives: Many countries have enticed citizens to have more children through incentives
including baby bonuses, generous parental leave, state run childcare and tax incentives. These
programs often achieve an increase in fertility but fail to maintain long term gains. Singapore offers a
current example of how governments struggle to increases fertility through incentives. After years of
policies that discouraged fertility, the country committed to pro-natalist measures including publicity
campaigns and incentives. Fertility rates remain well below replacement at 1.28.36
France has long provided generous provisions for families that have garnered an increase in total
fertility since the 1990s. The current fertility rate has stabilized around 1.9, one of the highest fertility
rates in Europe. Despite the benefits, the marriage rate has declined as the divorce rate has increased
along with births to lone mothers.37 France is currently attempting to reign in social spending including
a move to raise the retirement age. Declining marriage rates and increasing divorce may counteract
efforts to increase fertility in the future.
Sweden is touted as the model of how governments can support working parents with generous leave
and childcare. Fertility rates have fluctuated as Sweden spends, then cuts, then spends. The current
total fertility rate is around 1.9. Sweden has been unable to sustain long term fertility growth in an
aging society with an economic growth rate below other OECD countries.38 Sweden also has the lowest
self-employment rate in the OECD and high taxes.39 Aggressive pro-natalist policies have been difficult
to maintain and the difficulties are likely to continue.
Germany has spent more money on family benefits and daycare than the OECD average, yet the total
fertility rate is around 1.3.40
Here in Canada, Quebec introduced the Allowance for Newborn Children in 1988 to boost fertility
in the province. The program gave tax free money to parents who bore children. The program was
cancelled in 1997 when the government declared that it had been a failure.41 Under the program, overall
births did not increase, likely due to the decrease in the number of women of childbearing age, but
a report by C.D. Howe demonstrates that the incentive program did increase the total fertility rate.
Despite this increase, total fertility never reached replacement levels. The C.D. Howe report developed
an estimate of how many additional children were born who would likely not have been without the
program. They estimate that each additional child cost taxpayers $15 000.42 The issue for taxpayers and
policymakers is whether long-term gains in fertility can be achieved and at what cost.
Another Canadian study suggests that economic incentives generally motivate Canadian couples who
already have a child, and are dual earners with an income under $100 000.43 About 46 per cent of
Canadian respondents studied by Statistics Canada suggested that parental benefits would be a “very
important” factor in fertility decision making.44 Policymakers will need to consider whether the very
modest results of incentive programs are worth the cost. As the age at marriage and first birth continue
to climb, shortening the childbearing years, policymakers will need to consider if incentives programs
will be effective in the future.
Social spending reform: Some commentators have argued that government spending has inadvertently
discouraged fertility. Critics argue that developed countries with high social spending may have driven
down fertility rates. According to this theory, wealthy government backed entitlements targeting older
adults have eroded familial support. With future government entitlements secured, having children
becomes less economically advantageous and less necessary for the purpose of support.45
Canadians generally experience more generous benefits than their American neighbours. Critics have argued
that this may another factor explaining the difference in fertility between Canada and the United States.46
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Manhattan Institute senior fellow Steven Malanga argues that the United States has maintained above
replacement fertility because of the country’s distinctive economy and labour market.47 He argues that
the U.S. labour market affords workers flexible hours and makes it easier to leave and reenter the market
compared to other countries.48
There has been growing discussion in the United States and Europe about reforming social security and
assistance programs in preparation of the looming demographic shift. Analysts believe governments will
need to increase the age of retirement in the coming years, particularly as many developed countries are
facing economic uncertainty. Aging populations will magnify the risks of large deficits and growing debt.

POLICY OPTIONS
Canadians must prepare for the economic challenges that accompany an aging society. The total fertility
rate has slowly increased in recent years, but remains well below replacement. Canadian policymakers
should be encouraged to prepare fiscally for the future and remove barriers that discourage fertility.
Policymakers should be mindful of how policy decisions impact social institutions that contribute to
fertility. Policymakers may be tempted to entice fertility growth through incentives; however these efforts
can be costly with little sustained growth. The following policy options are offered to provoke discussion
among Canadian policymakers.

Encourage personal planning among Canadians
A 2004 Australian report warns that many seniors in that country will find themselves either actually or
functionally childless as young people leave the continent in search of work.49 The report suggests that
increasing numbers of older adults will be left without familial support systems. In a large, highly mobile
country like Canada, many older Canadians may not have family within close proximity that can respond
quickly to their needs.
Canadians need to be planning for the future. A report by TD Economics suggests that Canadians are not
adequately preparing for their fiscal needs in retirement.50 A generation that is fiscally unprepared is only
part of the problem. Canadians need to be thinking about their future living arrangements and options
for ongoing medical care. An IMFC report on the growing need for senior care argues that 70 per cent of
caregivers to seniors are adult children or children-in-law.51 Families will continue to play an important
role as demand for quality care, either home-based or in facilities continues to grow. Families need to be
planning together to prepare for future needs of older adults. Canadians need to be thinking creatively
about future health and long-term care as well as retirement income.

Encourage Canadians to save
Life after retirement isn’t a concern for older adults alone. Canadians entering the workforce need to be
considering how current economic choices will affect the future. There is a growing public discussion
concerning the amount of personal debt individuals and families are accumulating. A Vanier Institute
of the Family report suggests that the personal debt to income ratio is at a record high of 145 per cent.52
Canadians are not adequately saving, although the recent economic downturn has caused many people to
tighten their belt and increase savings. Time will tell if this develops into a long-term trend.
The Institute for American Values launched a campaign promoting the return to thrift and savings to
combat the culture of easy credit and debt.53 There are many benefits to encouraging a savings culture,
particularly for low-income individuals. Government projects such as the Canadian initiative Learn$ave
have offered incentives for low income participants to save towards homeownership and education. These
kinds of programs should be considered to help Canadians prepare for the future.
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Encourage Canadians to value marriage
As discussed above, delayed marriage, increased divorce and a growth in cohabiting relationships have
negatively affected fertility. Conversely, championing marriage now will pay dividends later, not only
by contributing to fertility but by enhancing the conditions in which the next generations will thrive.
The breakdown of marriage contributes to lower fertility, but it also costs taxpayers an estimated seven
billion dollars a year.54 Reversing this trend would reduce taxpayer costs and contribute to increasing
fertility although marriage alone cannot reverse low fertility.



Increasing the public dialogue on the value of marriage would contribute in a second
way. An aging society will require a vibrant and productive workforce. Marriage
is a natural institution that benefits child development. In a 2004 essay, revered
sociologist Paul Amato offers a proposal that attempts to span the tension
between viewing marriage as an institution and viewing marriage from an
individualistic perspective. Amato argues that marriage as an institution
provides positive outcomes for society, but that marriage also provides
“Lower levels of
individual benefits; healthy marriages serve both functions. Amato argues
fertility result in fewer
that the institutional aspect of marriage will be important over the next two
young workers to support
decades as society ages. He notes the evidence that children from married
entitlement programs
two-parent families have a statistical advantage over their peers. Married
two-parent families are best positioned to encourage the healthy development
and many other taxpayer
of children. The next generation will feel the strain of the demographic shift
funded commitments,
and healthy homes can provide the long-term positive development need to
including retiring large
succeed in the future. With no other viable alternative institutions, Amato argues,
“states will need to provide a variety of resources to enable couples with children government debt”
not only to marry but also to have healthy and stable unions.”55 Amato notes that
few accessible resources exist for parents and he therefore advocates state-funded
marital education, relationship skills training and parenting programs among other
social programs that support families.56 He argues that policymakers need to move cautiously forward
with a diverse spectrum of tools that promote healthy marriage while respecting gender equality and
personal autonomy.
State endorsed marriage education is not new. The United States federal government enacted the
Healthy Marriage Initiative in 2002. A significant part of the program involved funding community
57
organizations and state governments to provide public awareness and pre-marital counselling. Just
how successful a federal marriage education program can be remains hotly debated.
A similar idea developed at the local level that has been shown to reduce the prevalence of divorce is
the Community Marriage Policy. Under this program religious wedding officials in a community agree
to promote pre-marital counselling as part of the marriage process. Community Marriage Policies also
ensure the availability of other support programs including support for stepfamilies.58
The role of marriage in civil society has been vigorously debated in the United Kingdom and the United
States. Canadians have not participated in the same level of debate. A robust national conversation
about the benefits of marriage for civil society would draw attention to how policy can strengthen or
harm marriage and intern impact society.
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CONCLUSION
Like many other developed nations, Canada is an aging society with a total fertility rate below replacement.
This will increase the fiscal strain and dictate future policy priorities. Common state responses have
included increased immigration, social spending reform, and fiscal incentives to encourage fertility.
Sustained fertility growth has been difficult to achieve.
A robust national dialogue on the coming demographic shift is needed. This report has offered several
recommendations for policymakers. Policymakers should encourage citizens to prepare for the coming
fiscal challenges and should remove government barriers that discourage families from expanding. This
report recommends policymakers,
● Encourage Canadians to prepare for the future, planning for long term fiscal, housing and health
care needs. Resources for future seniors may not be as readily available. Families need to plan
together and discuss desires and expectations.
● Encourage families to save and reduce personal debt. Families must prepare for a future with
smaller government provided entitlements. The burden will fall more squarely on individuals
themselves.
● Encourage a culture that values marriage. A strong marriage culture can contribute to fertility
growth. Marriage remains the best institution for developing citizens whose productivity will be
increasingly important in an aging society. This begins with the recognition of the importance of
marriage.
The size of a family is a personal decision with national implications. While increasing fertility over the
long term is difficult, Canadians can begin preparing for the coming demographic shift. It’s time to engage
in a national conversation about Canada’s shrinking families.
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