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For the first time in 35 years, the U.S. fertility rate has
climbed high enough to sustain a stable population, solidifying the nation's unique status
among industrialized countries.
The overall fertility rate increased 2 percent between 2005 and 2006, nudging the average
number of babies being born to each woman to 2.1, according to the latest federal statistics.
That marks the first time since 1971 that the rate has reached a crucial benchmark of
population growth: the ability of each generation to replace itself.
"It's been quite a long time since we've had a rate this high," said Stephanie J. Ventura of the
National Center for Health Statistics. "It's a milestone."
While the rising fertility rate was unwelcome news to some
environmentalists, the "replacement rate" is generally considered desirable by demographers
and sociologists because it means a country is producing enough young people to replace
and support aging workers without population growth being so high it taxes national
resources.
"This is a noteworthy event," said John Bongaarts of the Population Council, a New Yorkbased think tank. "This is a sign of demographic health. Many countries would like to be at
this level."
Europe, Japan and other industrialized countries have long had fertility rates far below the
replacement level, creating the prospect of labor shortages and loss of cultural identity as the
proportion of native-born residents shrinks in relation to immigrant populations. In contrast,
many developing nations' birthrates far exceed the replacement rate, fueling poverty and
social unrest.
"Over the long term you can't have significant continued growth or continued decline," said
S. Philip Morgan, a Duke University sociologist. "Neither one is sustainable."
The reasons for the unusual U.S. fertility rate are the focus of intense interest. Experts can
only speculate, but they cite a complex mix of factors, including lower levels of birth control
use than in other developed countries, widely held religious values that encourage
childbearing, social conditions that make it easier for women to work and have families, and
a growing Hispanic population.
"It's not clear which of these factors is most important," Bongaarts said.
The nation's total fertility rate hit a high of nearly 3.8 in the United States in 1957 during the
postwar Baby Boom. But it fell sharply through the 1960s and 1970s with the introduction
of the birth control pill and other trends, including women delaying childbearing to attend
college and pursue a career. The rate dipped below replacement level in 1972 and hit a low
of 1.7 in 1976, but it started rising again in the late 1970s. It climbed steadily through the
1980s, hovering close to but never hitting the replacement rate throughout the '90s. The
population rose steadily nevertheless, however, because, in part, of immigration.
The fertility rate finally surpassed the replacement threshold again in 2006, according to a
preliminary analysis of birth data released by the government this month. When the report
was published, attention focused on a jump in the teen birthrate for the first time in 14 years,
but the statistics show that was part of an increase in birthrates across almost all ages.
"The teenagers may have had some impact, but the birthrate went up for every group,
including women in their 20s, and they account for a huge percentage of the childbearing in
this country," Ventura said.
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