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Recent Developments:

The United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) released its landmark global study titled Lives, Choices and
Futures — Demographic Futures Survey 2026, examining how economic, social and institutional conditions
influence partnership formation, marriage and childbearing among young adults.
The survey covered 108,926 internet-connected respondents aged 18–39 across 73 countries and territories,
making it one of the largest comparative studies on contemporary demographic aspirations and family
decisions.
The report challenges the widespread assumption that declining birth rates primarily reflect a loss of interest
in marriage or parenthood, arguing instead that economic insecurity, housing constraints and inadequate
institutional support are the dominant barriers preventing young people from achieving their desired family
goals.

Introduction:

Why the Survey Matters:

Many countries across the world are experiencing falling fertility rates, delayed marriage and changing
family structures.
Policymakers often interpret low fertility as evidence that younger generations no longer value family life.
The UNFPA survey provides a different perspective by directly asking young adults about their aspirations,
relationships and reproductive intentions.
The findings suggest that the gap between desired and actual family outcomes is largely created by structural
constraints rather than declining family aspirations.
For India, which is undergoing a major demographic transition, the report has significant implications for
employment, urbanisation, social policy and long-term development.

About UNFPA:

UNFPA:

UNFPA is the United Nations agency dedicated to sexual and reproductive health, reproductive rights and
population issues.
It was established in 1969 and works under the broader United Nations system in partnership with
governments and civil society.
UNFPA supports countries in areas such as:
Maternal health and safe childbirth.
Family planning and reproductive health services.
Gender equality and women's empowerment.
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Population data, demographic analysis and policy support.
Youth development and demographic dividend strategies.
The organisation also contributes to the implementation of the International Conference on Population and
Development (ICPD) Programme of Action, 1994 and supports progress toward the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).

About the Demographic Futures Survey 2026:

Nature of the Survey:

The survey is a cross-national, comparative demographic study designed to understand how young adults
navigate the transition to adulthood.
It focuses on:
Relationship formation.
Marriage and cohabitation preferences.
Parenthood aspirations.
Economic conditions.
Housing access.
Work-life balance.
Perceptions of government and employer support.

Methodology:

Respondents: 108,926 young adults.
Age Group: 18–39 years.
Coverage: 73 countries and territories.
Mode: Internet-based survey.
Purpose: To generate comparable global evidence on how economic, social and institutional factors shape
family formation and fertility outcomes.

Significance:

The survey moves beyond simple fertility statistics by examining the aspiration–achievement gap.
It helps policymakers understand not only how many children people have, but also how many children they
wish to have and why those goals are not being realised.

Major Global Findings:

Marriage Remains a Strong Social Ideal:

More than two-thirds of respondents preferred a living arrangement that included marriage.
Around 36% preferred marriage before cohabitation, while 34% preferred marriage after a period of
cohabitation.
The finding indicates that marriage continues to retain substantial social value across diverse societies.

Aspiration–Reality Gap in Partnerships:

Among respondents aged 25–39 who wanted to marry or live with a partner, 25% were currently single and
not dating.
The gap was larger among men (30%) than among women (19%).
This suggests that many young adults are unable to form the relationships they desire despite wanting long-
term partnerships.

Economic Preconditions for Partnership:
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Financial security was identified as the most important consideration for entering a partnership by 81% of
respondents.
Economic and housing barriers were cited as major obstacles by 57% of respondents.
The findings show that relationship formation is increasingly linked to economic stability.

Conditions for Parenthood:

Respondents identified three non-negotiable conditions before having children:
Financial stability: 88%
Stable employment: 87%
Emotional readiness: 85%
Parenthood is therefore viewed as a responsibility that requires economic and psychological preparedness.

Motivation for Having Children:

About 80% of respondents said that the joy and happiness children bring was their primary motivation for
becoming parents.
Government incentives and workforce considerations ranked among the least important motivations.
This finding suggests that family formation remains fundamentally rooted in personal and emotional
aspirations rather than state-driven demographic targets.

Barriers to Desired Family Size:

Economic and housing constraints emerged as the single largest obstacle to parenthood globally, cited by
72% of respondents.
Other major barriers included:
Lack of a suitable partner.
Reproductive health concerns.
Work-life balance difficulties.
Uncertainty about the future.

Declining Achieved Fertility:

Across all world regions, the average number of children among older respondents aged 35–39 was
consistently lower than the ideal number reported by younger cohorts aged 18–39.
The result points to a widespread fertility shortfall, where people ultimately have fewer children than they
initially desired.

India-Specific Findings:

Desired vs. Actual Family Size:

Indian women aged 18–39 reported an ideal family size of 2.1 children, while women aged 35–39 had an
actual average of about 1.0 child.
Indian men reported an ideal family size of 2.2 children, compared with an actual average of about 1.1 child.
The data reveal a substantial gap between desired fertility and achieved fertility in India.

High Desire for Parenthood:

Among childless Indian respondents aged 35–39, nearly 85% expressed a strong desire to become parents if
conditions permitted.
The finding indicates that delayed or foregone parenthood often reflects constraints rather than rejection of
family life.
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Implications for India:

India has already reached near-replacement fertility at the national level, but the survey suggests that many
young Indians still aspire to have around two children.
Future demographic trends may therefore depend heavily on:
Employment opportunities.
Affordable housing.
Childcare availability.
Women's labour-force participation.
Work-life balance policies.

Positive Trends Identified by the Survey:

Resilient Youth Optimism:

Roughly 66% of global respondents felt positive about their future.
The highest levels of optimism were recorded in parts of West and Central Africa, where 62% described
themselves as very positive about the future.

Perception of Opportunities:

About 58% of respondents believed that young people in their countries had strong life opportunities.
Optimism was particularly visible across many developing economies.

Role of Social and Digital Networks:

Young adults identified multiple channels for finding compatible partners:
Personal networks: 33%
Work or educational institutions: 28%
Digital platforms: 16%
The findings show that traditional social networks remain important, while digital platforms have become a
significant supplementary channel for relationship formation.

Major Challenges Identified by the Survey:

Economic and Housing Constraints:

Rising living costs, unaffordable housing prices and unstable labour markets have emerged as the most
significant structural barriers delaying marriage, partnership formation and childbearing.
High housing costs reduce the financial capacity of young adults to establish independent households,
resulting in delayed family formation across both developed and developing economies.
Economic uncertainty has increased the perceived financial risks associated with raising children, causing
many couples to postpone or reduce their desired family size.
The survey demonstrates that economic affordability, rather than changing social values, has become the
defining factor influencing demographic behaviour.

Macro-Environmental Anxiety:

More than three-fourths of respondents expressed deep concern regarding armed conflicts, geopolitical
instability, economic insecurity, climate-related uncertainties and widening social inequalities.
Persistent uncertainty about the future reduces confidence in making long-term commitments such as
marriage, home ownership and parenthood.
The cumulative impact of multiple global crises has created an environment where demographic decisions
are increasingly influenced by perceived risks rather than personal preferences.
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Unequal Distribution of Care Responsibilities:

Traditional gender norms continue to influence family decisions despite rising educational attainment and
workforce participation among women.
The survey found significantly greater disapproval when mothers worked full-time while caring for
children below three years of age (29%) compared to fathers in identical circumstances (20%).
Unequal distribution of unpaid household and caregiving responsibilities continues to limit women's career
progression and reproductive choices.
Gender inequality in unpaid care work remains a major barrier to achieving both gender equality and
desired fertility outcomes.

Limited Institutional Support:

Only 39% of respondents believed that their governments provide adequate support for young people or
parents with young children.
Similar proportions reported insufficient employer support for maintaining a healthy work-life balance.
Weak childcare systems, limited parental leave, inadequate social protection and inflexible workplace
policies discourage young couples from expanding their families.
The findings highlight the importance of institutional capacity, rather than demographic targets alone, in
shaping long-term population trends.

Why the Findings Matter for India:

Demographic Transition:

India has entered the advanced stage of the demographic transition, with fertility approaching replacement
levels in most States while significant regional variations continue to exist.
The country's future demographic advantage will increasingly depend on improving the quality of human
capital rather than merely maintaining population size.

Demographic Dividend:

India currently possesses one of the world's largest working-age populations, providing a unique opportunity
to accelerate economic growth.
Realising the benefits of the demographic dividend requires sustained investment in education, healthcare,
employment generation, skill development and social protection.
Failure to create adequate employment opportunities may transform the demographic dividend into a
demographic burden.

Urbanisation and Housing:

Rapid urbanisation has significantly increased housing demand, rental costs and living expenses.
Affordable housing has become a critical determinant of marriage decisions, migration patterns and family
formation among young adults.
Strengthening urban planning and expanding affordable housing programmes will directly influence
demographic outcomes.

Women's Economic Participation:

Higher female education and labour-force participation have improved women's autonomy and decision-
making capacity.
However, inadequate childcare support, workplace discrimination and unequal household responsibilities
continue to constrain women's reproductive choices.
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Policies promoting gender-equitable workplaces can simultaneously improve economic productivity and
family well-being.

Human Capital Development:

Investments in health, education and nutrition improve both individual capabilities and long-term
demographic resilience.
Better human capital enables countries to sustain economic growth even as fertility rates gradually decline.

UNFPA Policy Recommendations:

Enhance Economic Security and Affordable Housing:

Governments should promote stable employment opportunities, sustained wage growth and affordable
housing policies that reduce financial uncertainty among young adults.
Macroeconomic stability should be integrated with social welfare measures to strengthen family formation.

Expand Childcare and Parental Leave:

Affordable, accessible and high-quality childcare services should be expanded to reduce the burden of
caregiving.
Gender-equitable parental leave policies should encourage greater participation of fathers in child-rearing
responsibilities.
Flexible workplace arrangements can improve work-life balance while supporting labour-force participation.

Promote Gender Equality:

Governments should address structural discrimination in labour markets, wages and career progression.
Policies encouraging equitable sharing of unpaid domestic work can reduce gender disparities within
households.
Social awareness campaigns should challenge stereotypes regarding caregiving responsibilities.

Adopt a Rights-Based Demographic Framework:

Population policies should prioritise individual choice, reproductive rights and informed decision-
making instead of rigid fertility targets.
Governments should create enabling conditions that allow individuals to freely decide the timing and size of
their families.
Rights-based demographic governance strengthens both human development and sustainable population
outcomes.

Way Forward:

Strengthen Human-Centric Population Policies:

Population policies should move beyond numerical fertility targets and focus on improving the quality of life
of individuals and families.
Demographic planning should integrate economic development, public health, education and social inclusion.

Expand Social Protection Systems:

Universal access to healthcare, childcare, maternity benefits and old-age security can reduce economic
uncertainty associated with family formation.
Stronger social safety nets improve resilience against economic shocks and demographic vulnerabilities.

Kamaraj IAS Academy
Plot A P.127, AF block, 6 th street, 11th Main Rd, Shanthi Colony, Anna Nagar, Chennai, Tamil Nadu 600040
Phone: 044 4353 9988 / 98403 94477 / Whatsapp : 09710729833



Promote Inclusive Labour Markets:

Labour markets should generate quality employment opportunities for young people while ensuring equal
opportunities for women.
Skill development initiatives should remain aligned with emerging technologies and future labour market
requirements.

Improve Housing Accessibility:

Affordable housing programmes should be expanded through public-private partnerships and sustainable
urban planning.
Housing affordability should be recognised as an important component of demographic policy.

Encourage Evidence-Based Policymaking:

Governments should utilise demographic surveys, census data and administrative statistics to design
responsive population policies.
Continuous demographic monitoring enables timely interventions and better resource allocation.

Conclusion:

The UNFPA Demographic Futures Survey 2026 demonstrates that declining fertility rates are primarily
driven by economic insecurity, housing shortages, labour-market instability and inadequate
institutional support, rather than declining interest in marriage or parenthood.
Young people across diverse societies continue to value long-term relationships and family life, but structural
barriers prevent them from achieving their desired family outcomes.
Sustainable demographic development therefore requires governments to create enabling environments
through inclusive economic growth, affordable housing, gender equality, accessible childcare and rights-
based public policies.
Strengthening these institutional foundations will enable societies to realise their demographic potential while
promoting human dignity, social justice and sustainable development.

Value Addition for UPSC:

Important International Institutions:

United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA)
World Health Organization (WHO)
United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF)
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
International Labour Organization (ILO)
United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women)

Constitutional Linkages:

Article 14 – Equality before law.
Article 15 – Prohibition of discrimination.
Article 21 – Right to life and dignity.
Article 39 – Adequate livelihood and equal pay.
Article 42 – Just and humane conditions of work and maternity relief.
Article 45 – Early childhood care and education.
Article 47 – Improvement of public health.

Related Government Initiatives:
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Mission Shakti
POSHAN Abhiyaan
Saksham Anganwadi and POSHAN 2.0
Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana
National Education Policy 2020
Skill India Mission
Pradhan Mantri Kaushal Vikas Yojana
Ayushman Bharat
National Creche Scheme
Beti Bachao Beti Padhao

Linkages with Sustainable Development Goals:

SDG 1 – No Poverty.
SDG 3 – Good Health and Well-being.
SDG 4 – Quality Education.
SDG 5 – Gender Equality.
SDG 8 – Decent Work and Economic Growth.
SDG 10 – Reduced Inequalities.
SDG 11 – Sustainable Cities and Communities.

Important Facts for UPSC Answers:

73 countries and territories participated in the survey.
108,926 young adults aged 18–39 were surveyed.
81% considered financial security essential before partnership.
88% prioritised financial stability before parenthood.
87% considered stable employment necessary before having children.
85% identified emotional readiness as a prerequisite for parenthood.
80% viewed the joy of children as the primary motivation for becoming parents.
72% identified economic and housing constraints as the biggest obstacle to parenthood.
66% expressed optimism about their future.
39% believed governments provide adequate support to young families
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