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1.  Reading Passage

For decades,  demographers told a  tidy story:  as  countries  got  richer,  women got more educated,
and  birth  rates  settled  gently  somewhere  near  the  replacement  level  of  2.1  children  per  woman.
That story is now falling apart. According to a Financial Times analysis by John Burn-Murdoch, the
average number of children born per woman has dropped below 2.1 in 195 countries, meaning most
of humanity now lives in places where the next generation will be smaller than the last — barring
immigration.

What makes the new data so unsettling is not just the depth of the decline but its breadth and pace.
South  Korea's  fertility  rate  has  collapsed  so  fast  that  UN  projections  from  just  five  years  ago
overestimated  2025  births  by  roughly  50%.  Mexico's  2025  figure  already  sits  below  where  the
United States was a decade ago. And the trend is no longer confined to rich nations: Tunisia, Iran
and  Sri  Lanka  have  all  slipped  below  replacement,  alongside  high-income  countries  in  Northern
Europe and East Asia. Almost everywhere economists look, ultra-low and rapidly falling birth rates
show up — in wealthy countries, but also in middle-income ones where, on the old theory, families
should still be growing.

Because  economic  explanations  cannot  account  for  a  slump  that  spans  such  different  societies,
researchers  are  widening  their  search.  One  striking  pattern:  across  the  US,  UK,  Australia,
Indonesia,  Mexico  and  others,  birth-rate  charts  bend  sharply  downward  at  roughly  the  moment
smartphones take off. Time spent socialising in person has fallen steeply in the US, UK and South
Korea  since  the  early  2010s,  and  the  share  of  under-35s  in  long-term  relationships  —  especially
those without a college degree — has dropped along with it. Melissa Kearney, an economist at the
University  of  Notre  Dame,  has  argued  that  the  mirror  image  of  a  smartphone-usage  chart  looks
suspiciously  like  a  fertility  chart.  The  argument  is  not  that  phones  reduce  biological  fertility,  but
that  they  crowd out  the  everyday  socialising  that  historically  led  to  partnerships,  marriages  and,
eventually, children.

But here's the catch: governments have tried the obvious fixes and mostly failed. Pronatalist cash
incentives  in  France  and  Poland  produced  only  short-lived  bumps.  South  Korea  has  spent
enormous  sums  and  watched  its  total  fertility  rate  fall  below  1  —  a  level  at  which  a  population
roughly halves every 60 years.  If  the problem were purely about affordability,  money would work
better  than  it  has.  That  is  why  a  growing  camp  of  demographers  now  frames  fertility  less  as  a
household  budget  decision  and  more  as  a  behavioural  ecosystem:  pull  out  one  input  (in-person
time, partnering, home ownership), and the output (children) shrinks even when wages rise.

The  stakes  are  enormous.  Shrinking  populations  mean  fewer  workers  supporting  more  retirees,
slower innovation (Japan's three-decade stagnation is the cautionary tale), and political battles over
immigration  as  the  only  fast  lever.  The  compounding  effect  is  brutal:  each  year  of  delayed
partnership  shaves  a  little  off  lifetime  fertility,  and  fifteen  years  of  small  delays  add  up  to  a
demographic cliff. Peak humanity, long expected near 10 billion, may now arrive sooner — and from
there, decline. Whether the cause is cultural, digital,  or some tangle of both, the world is heading
into territory no modern society has navigated before,  and the policies  built  for  an ever-growing

Page 2  |  GenAware



population will have to be rebuilt for one that, quietly, has started to shrink.
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2.  Explanation

Across  nearly  every  country  on  Earth,  people  are  having  far  fewer  babies  than  demographers
predicted just a decade ago — and the usual economic explanations no longer fit the data.

What's Going On?
In 195 countries, the average number of children born per woman has fallen below 2.1 — the so-called

replacement rate needed to keep a population stable without immigration. South Korea's fertility rate

has  collapsed  so  fast  that  the  FT  estimates  a  50% overestimate  just  five  years  ago  in  UN projections;

Mexico's 2025 rate sits below that of the US a decade earlier.

What's strange is the breadth. High-income, middle-income and low-income countries are all sliding at

once,  including  places  like  Tunisia,  Iran  and  Sri  Lanka.  That  universality  is  why  researchers  are  now

looking past purely economic explanations and toward something cultural — and digital.

How To Think About It
Forget the old story that babies are just an affordability problem. The article treats fertility more like a

behavioural  ecosystem  —  when  the  inputs  (socialising,  dating,  partnering,  home-owning)  shrink,  the

output (kids) shrinks too.

• Think of it like a coral reef: each species seems independent, but pull out one (in-person socialising)

and the whole system thins. Smartphones may be doing exactly that to romance.

• Or think of it like compound interest in reverse: each year of delayed partnership shaves a little off

lifetime fertility, and 15 years of small delays compounds into a demographic cliff.

Key Things To Know
• South  Korea's  total  fertility  rate  is  now  under  1  child  per  woman;  a  society  at  1.5  roughly  halves

every 60 years.

• The  decline  tracks  suspiciously  well  with  smartphone  adoption  —  birth  rates  across  the  US,  UK,

Australia, Indonesia, Mexico and others bend downward right as smartphones take off.

• Time spent socialising in person has fallen sharply in the US,  UK and South Korea since the early

2010s; long-term relationships among under-35s without a college degree have dropped the most.

• Melissa  Kearney  (Notre  Dame)  and  others  argue  the  'mirror  image'  of  a  smartphone  usage  chart

looks a lot like a fertility chart — a cultural, not just economic, story.

• Most  people  assume  cash  incentives  fix  this.  They  mostly  don't:  countries  that  have  tried  baby

bonuses, like France and Poland, saw only short-lived bumps.

Why It Matters
If  you're  16  today,  this  is  the  world  you'll  inherit:  fewer  workers  funding  more  retirees,  strained

pensions and healthcare, slower innovation (Japan's stagnation since the 1990s is the warning shot), and

political fights about immigration as the only quick fix.  It also reframes the smartphone debate you've

already  heard  about  mental  health  —  the  same  device  may  be  reshaping  who  pairs  up,  when,  and

whether they ever have kids.
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The Bigger Picture
Demographers  used  to  assume  population  would  keep  climbing  toward  10  billion.  The  new  data

suggests peak humanity may arrive sooner — and from there, decline. Watch for second-order effects:

housing  markets  recalibrating,  universities  consolidating,  AI  being  pushed  as  a  substitute  for  missing

workers,  and  a  wave  of  policy  experiments  (from  Hungary  to  South  Korea)  trying  to  engineer  a  baby

boom that economics alone can't deliver.
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3.  Key Terms Glossary

Replacement rate
The average number of children per woman (about 2.1 in rich countries) needed to keep a population
the same size over generations, ignoring immigration.

Total fertility rate (TFR)
An  estimate  of  how  many  children  the  average  woman  would  have  over  her  lifetime  if  current
birth-rate patterns held — the standard demographic yardstick.

Demographic decline
A  sustained  shrinking  and  ageing  of  a  population,  typically  caused  by  birth  rates  staying  below
replacement for decades.

Pronatalism
Government  policies  (cash  bonuses,  parental  leave,  tax  breaks)  designed  to  encourage  citizens  to
have more children.

Fertility gap
The difference between the number of children people say they want and the number they actually
have.

Second-order effect
A  knock-on  consequence  —  for  example,  fewer  babies  today  means  fewer  taxpayers  in  30  years,
which strains pension systems.
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4.  Reading Comprehension Quiz

Circle the best answer for each question.

Q1. The passage most directly argues that
A) economic pressures remain the single best explanation for falling birth rates worldwide
B) the global drop in fertility is too broad and too fast to be explained by economics alone
C) smartphones have been conclusively proven to cause the decline in global fertility rates
D) population decline is largely confined to wealthy East Asian and European countries today

Q2. According to the passage, which detail best supports the claim that demographers underestimated

how fast fertility would fall?
A) Mexico's 2025 fertility rate sits below where the US was a decade earlier
B) Tunisia and Sri Lanka now have below-replacement birth rates
C) UN projections overstated South Korea's 2025 births by roughly 50%
D) Japan has experienced economic stagnation since the 1990s

Q3. As used in the passage, the word 'breadth' most nearly means
A) physical width
B) geographic and cultural reach
C) depth of historical impact
D) speed of change over time

Q4. As used in the passage, 'compounds' most nearly means
A) mixes chemically with
B) encloses within a fence
C) builds up cumulatively over time
D) settles a debt by partial payment

Q5. It can most reasonably be inferred from the passage that the author views cash-based pronatalist

policies as
A) the most promising tool governments currently have
B) insufficient on their own to reverse fertility decline
C) responsible for the recent surge in births in France
D) irrelevant to any serious discussion of demographics

Q6. The passage suggests that smartphones may affect birth rates primarily by
A) directly reducing biological fertility in young adults
B) making childcare more expensive in high-income countries
C) displacing the in-person socialising that leads to partnerships
D) encouraging governments to cut family-support spending

Q7. The  author's  tone  when  discussing  purely  economic  explanations  of  falling  fertility  is  best

described as
A) openly hostile and dismissive
B) sceptical but not contemptuous
C) wholeheartedly endorsing
D) indifferent and detached
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Q8. The author's primary purpose in the passage is to
A) argue that immigration is the only viable answer to demographic decline
B) introduce readers to a shifting consensus about why fertility is falling
C) predict the precise year global population will peak and begin shrinking
D) celebrate cultural changes that have led to fewer births globally

Q9. Which  statement  about  the  relationship  between  smartphone  adoption  and  fertility  can  most

reasonably be inferred from the passage?
A) Smartphone adoption and fertility decline appear to be correlated across many countries
B) Smartphone adoption has had no measurable effect on fertility outside East Asia
C) Fertility was already falling at the same rate before smartphones became common
D) Banning smartphones in schools has measurably raised teen birth expectations

Q10.Which detail best supports the answer to the previous question?
A) The reference to Japan's economic stagnation since the 1990s
B) The note that France and Poland saw short-lived bumps from baby bonuses
C) The statement that fertility curves bend downward as smartphones take off
D) The mention that South Korea's TFR has fallen below 1 child per woman

My Score:  _______ / 10
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5.  Answer Key with Explanations

Q1. The passage most directly argues that

Answer: B

The passage's central claim is that fertility is falling across rich, middle-income and poor countries simultaneously,
which is why researchers are looking past economics. A reverses that thesis; C overstates the evidence (the passage
says 'may,' not 'proven'). SAT Tip: 'Most directly argues' questions reward the option that captures the THESIS, not
a supporting detail — scan for the claim the whole passage exists to defend.

Q2. According to the passage, which detail best supports the claim that demographers underestimated

how fast fertility would fall?

Answer: C

The passage uses the South Korea projection error as direct evidence of forecaster surprise. A and B show breadth,
not forecasting error; D is real-world true but is about consequences, not projection accuracy — Trap C (true but
unsupported by the asked claim).  SAT Tip:  When a question asks which detail  supports a SPECIFIC claim, match
the option to that exact claim's wording, not to the broader topic.

Q3. As used in the passage, the word 'breadth' most nearly means

Answer: B

The passage uses 'breadth' to describe how the decline shows up across countries at every income level — i.e., wide
reach.  A  is  the  common  meaning  (Trap:  dictionary  default);  D  conflates  breadth  with  the  separately  mentioned
'pace.'  SAT Tip:  On vocab-in-context,  plug  each  option  back  into  the  sentence  — only  the  one  that  preserves  the
original meaning is right.

Q4. As used in the passage, 'compounds' most nearly means

Answer: C

The  passage  describes  small  yearly  delays  adding  up  into  a  cliff,  the  financial  sense  of  compounding.  A  is  the
chemistry meaning, a classic Trap A — right family of meanings, wrong domain. SAT Tip: When a word has several
meanings, the surrounding nouns (here, 'years' and 'delays') tell you which domain the author is borrowing from.

Q5. It can most reasonably be inferred from the passage that the author views cash-based pronatalist

policies as

Answer: B

The  passage  notes  that  France  and  Poland  saw  only  short-lived  bumps  from  baby  bonuses,  implying  limited
efficacy.  D  overshoots  into  'irrelevant,'  which  the  passage  does  not  say  (Trap:  too  absolute).  SAT  Tip:  Inference
answers usually sit just one logical step beyond the text — if you need three steps, you've gone too far.

Q6. The passage suggests that smartphones may affect birth rates primarily by

Answer: C

The  passage  links  smartphones  to  drops  in  face-to-face  socialising  and  long-term  relationships,  the  upstream
inputs  to  having  children.  A  invents  a  biological  mechanism  the  passage  doesn't  claim  (Trap  C  —
plausible-sounding  but  unsupported).  SAT  Tip:  For  mechanism  questions,  trace  the  causal  chain  the  passage
actually describes, not the one that sounds most dramatic.
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Q7. The  author's  tone  when  discussing  purely  economic  explanations  of  falling  fertility  is  best

described as

Answer: B

The author treats economics as inadequate ('no longer fit the data') without mocking it — sceptical,  not hostile. A
overstates  the  negativity  (Trap:  extreme  version  of  the  right  idea).  SAT  Tip:  Tone  answers  usually  land  in  the
middle  of  the  emotional  spectrum  —  strongly  worded  options  are  usually  wrong  unless  the  author  is  openly
polemical.

Q8. The author's primary purpose in the passage is to

Answer: B

The  whole  piece  walks  through  why  researchers  are  moving  beyond  economics  toward  cultural  and  digital
explanations  —  a  shift-in-thinking  explainer.  C  is  far  more  specific  than  the  passage  attempts  (Trap  B  —  uses
related vocabulary but wrong combination). SAT Tip: 'Primary purpose' answers describe what the passage DOES,
not what it MENTIONS — verbs matter.

Q9. Which  statement  about  the  relationship  between  smartphone  adoption  and  fertility  can  most

reasonably be inferred from the passage?

Answer: A

The passage shows charts of birth rates bending downward across many countries 'right as smartphones take off' —
that's  a  correlation  across  geographies.  B  contradicts  the  passage's  list  of  countries;  D  introduces  a  policy  not
mentioned. SAT Tip: Inference questions reward what's defensible from the text alone — if the passage doesn't say
it, even a plausible claim is wrong.

Q10.Which detail best supports the answer to the previous question?

Answer: C

This detail directly names both variables (smartphone adoption and fertility curves) in the same sentence — exact
evidence  for  the  inferred  correlation.  D  shows  a  low  rate  but  doesn't  tie  it  to  smartphones  (Trap  C  —  true  but
doesn't  support  the  specific  claim).  SAT  Tip:  On  evidence-pairing  questions,  lock  in  your  previous  answer  first,
then pick the option whose words most literally match that claim.
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