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Foreword

While concern about the balance between population growth and available resources 
has been around since the time of the Rev. Thomas Malthus more than 200 years 
ago, public policies to infl uence population variables have a much more recent 
 provenance. Malthus despaired, of course, that unless the increase in human  numbers 
could be brought under control, food production would inevitably fall further and 
further behind population growth with the result being ever-increasing hunger and 
poverty for a great majority of people. He urged the institutions of his time to take 
action to slow down the growth of human numbers, although the means for doing so 
were few and the response was minimal.

Modern population policies, at least at a national level, had to wait 150 years, 
until the early 1950s when, as a result of the fi rst round of post-World War II cen-
suses, UN demographers suddenly came to realize that populations were growing at 
unprecedented rates, particularly in Asia. Concern began to spread about an impend-
ing “population explosion” and, echoing Malthus’s earlier alarms, international 
leaders began calling for action to stem this rapid growth. The year 1952 might be 
identifi ed as the beginning of an international population “movement” that brought 
about increasingly collective action among nations over the next 40 years. In 1952 
two important international institutions were born – the International Planned 
Parenthood Federation and the Population Council – that arguably led the drive for 
collective global action over the next 20 years; and India announced the world’s fi rst 
national population policy – a commitment to reduce birth rates through a national 
family planning effort.

It would be nice to report that the movement that sprang from these early seeds 
fl ourished and grew with uniform speed and impact throughout the world, but as John 
May eloquently demonstrates in this volume, that was hardly the case. Through the 
fi rst 20 years after 1952, global recognition of a population problem grew rather 
slowly and only a few nations, nearly all of them in Asia, decided to take action to 
slow down demographic growth. Among those that began to take action in the 1960s 
were India’s South Asian neighbors, Sri Lanka and Pakistan, followed soon thereafter 
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by Singapore, Taiwan and South Korea, Indonesia and Thailand. By the late 1960s, 
many of the larger Asian nations had adopted population policies, nearly all of them 
consisting principally of family planning service programs.

While the programs in East and Southeast Asia for the most part thrived and 
were quite successful in bringing birth rates down, those that had started a decade 
or so earlier in India and Pakistan did not. The South Asian programs achieved very 
disappointing results and, perhaps because they were the earliest and the most 
closely studied, gave rise to increasing pessimism in many circles about how effec-
tive family planning programs by themselves could be in reducing fertility. Many 
academic demographers, long skeptical about how enthusiastically individual cou-
ples would respond to voluntary family planning programs, saw in the disappoint-
ing South Asian results confi rmation that much more was needed to stimulate 
demand for smaller families. Thus, calls began for measures “beyond family 
 planning” – actions to stimulate the desire for smaller families or to directly reward 
those who achieved them. These ranged from relatively indirect parallel measures 
such as improving girls’ access to education and reducing under-fi ve mortality rates, 
to more active interventions such as monetary incentives to use contraceptives or to 
limit births, to more draconian actions including rationing access to housing based 
on small family size or paying people to undergo sterilization. Policymakers in 
India had become so frustrated by the failure of voluntary family planning efforts 
that they turned increasingly to such solutions, culminating in the coercive steriliza-
tion campaigns during the so-called Emergency of 1975–1977. Chinese authorities, 
with their “One-Child Policy”, resorted to similarly coercive policies shortly 
thereafter.

Alongside the skeptical demographers were two prominent groups of economists 
who were also dubious about the international population movement. One group 
challenged the Malthusian notion that rapid population growth was, in fact, an 
impediment to economic growth and development. The other challenged the belief 
that voluntary family planning would have signifi cant appeal to low income, pri-
marily rural households in developing countries for whom large families represented 
what they perceived to be a rational response to poverty, the need for household and 
agricultural labor, and for whom children represented a source of security in old 
age. Given their prominence and infl uence as advisers to governments, such econo-
mists played an important role in counteracting the advice many governments were 
receiving from elsewhere in the international community.

John May tells the story of how the series of international population confer-
ences that ran from Bucharest in 1974, through Mexico City in 1984, to Cairo in 
1994 gradually created a global consensus in favor of a broad developmental 
approach to population policy, an approach that emphasized: the empowerment of 
women, improvements in maternal and young child health, voluntary family plan-
ning embedded in a broader reproductive health framework, and the protection of 
individual reproductive rights – the so-called Cairo Consensus. He shows how the 
success of voluntary programs in many countries, as well as the excesses that pro-
duced human rights abuses in others, contributed to this consensus and how demo-
graphic changes over the past two or three decades have produced new concerns and 
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new policy discussions about excessively low birth rates, rapid population aging, 
and high rates of international migration. This book tells how diffi cult these issues 
are in developed countries as population aging challenges the survival of the 
 post-industrial socioeconomic model and immigration is often perceived as a threat 
to national identities.

Today, only China can be said to maintain a population policy that falls outside 
the broad framework of the Cairo Consensus. While spectacularly successful in 
reducing fertility (China’s fertility rate is well below the replacement level of 
approximately two children per woman), there have been serious unanticipated con-
sequences of China’s policy, namely, a badly skewed sex ratio resulting in many 
more boys than girls; and a population that is now aging so rapidly as to raise seri-
ous concerns about future labor supply to sustain China’s impressive economic 
growth.

This book would be important if it did nothing more than explain how population 
policies have evolved and what their impacts have been, for it represents by far the 
most exhaustive and comprehensive treatment of this historically important subject 
written to date. But it does much more. It highlights the paramount importance of 
understanding underlying demographic trends when assessing the development 
prospects of any country. As such, it offers a much needed long-term perspective 
that is so important for any policymaker. In this sense, it is of particular importance 
for what it has to say to governments in sub-Saharan Africa that are today still fac-
ing the problem of extremely high fertility and rapid population growth. Africa 
remains the last region still experiencing runaway population growth and govern-
ments there are beginning to come to grips with the problem. The countries of 
Southern Africa are in the lead but many other states are now taking actions that are 
likely to bear results over the next 15–20 years. Only Central and West African 
governments remain resistant to taking fi rm steps to confront their unsustainably 
high fertility. This book, written by a man who has spent many years working in the 
region and with fi rst-hand experience with its problems, provides important insights 
to guide population policy development in Africa and one hopes that African lead-
ers will be guided by the wisdom and advice contained in this volume.

Dr. Steven W. Sinding
Former Director General

International Planned Parenthood Federation
Manchester, Vermont
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 All over the world, unrelenting demographic transformations are at work with many 
signifi cant consequences. Despite the HIV/AIDS epidemic, rapid population growth 
in Western and Central Africa portends future crises of food shortage, youth unem-
ployment, and possibly civil unrest. Through risky means, poor emigrants (mostly 
from Africa, Haiti, and South Central and Southeast Asia) desperately seek to reach 
more hospitable grounds or shores. In the Middle East, the large youth population is 
craving better employment opportunities and a brighter future. Meanwhile, Russia’s 
demographic profi le foreshadows a calamitous fall in its population. Consequently, 
Chinese settlers might come to Siberia because dwindling indigenous populations 
will no longer be able to administer huge territories. Entire countries, for example 
Germany and Japan, slowly but inexorably face a “gray winter” due to population 
aging. Everywhere, migrants, legal or illegal, are on the move making our world 
more globalized and interconnected, despite its fragmentation into more than 240 
countries and geopolitical entities. These migratory movements also contribute to 
social and political tensions in the receiving countries. 

 Future demographic outcomes are determined by levels of fertility and mortality, 
internal and international migrations, and annual rates of growth. Population num-
bers and densities are important but are far from being the only variables shaping 
our demographic future. Fertility, in particular, is paramount because to a large 
extent it determines the age structure, the dependency ratios, and the relative size of 
the labor force. However migration is also important because migratory movements 
compound the effects of fertility on the age structure and directly impact the size 
and composition of the active population. 

 Ultimately, individuals and families are the ones who determine future demo-
graphic outcomes. Individuals decide on the number of children they have, although 
an estimated 215m women still lack access to, and often information on, family 
planning services. Individuals also decide whether or not to migrate. All these deci-
sions are infl uenced by a number of variables including education, gender imbal-
ances, culture, religion, poverty, and inequity. 

 Population policies, or the lack of such policies, play a key role in infl uencing 
individual behavior and shaping demographic trends. Population policies are defi ned 
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