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Abstract

The current economic recession (as defined by a sustained fall in GDP) started to hit many developed countries in the latter part of 2008, and unemployment rates have been rising sharply since then. While its severity and duration are unpredictable, it is likely to have worldwide repercussions.

In developed countries, migration flows could be considerable, with negative net migration affecting both population structure and totals. The effect on fertility and mortality are likely to be more muted, so long as the crisis is resolved relatively quickly. In developing countries the negative impact on mortality could be more significant.

The aim of this reflection is to suggest how the principal demographic processes – of migration, fertility and mortality – might be affected by the recession currently hitting the developed world and having repercussions on the whole world. It is relatively easy to interpret trends after they have taken place, but this paper outlines what we may expect over the coming few years. It will then be open to subsequent critique by what actually enfolds.

1. Overview of the effects of the current recession

There are several outcomes being felt by individuals from the current recession in addition to general uncertainty about the future - loss of employment; loss of financial assets; and even loss of home, in the case of foreclosure. To date, the loss of jobs has hit some sectors of the economy much harder than others. Construction, manufacturing and financial services have been particularly hard hit, while general service industries and agriculture have, up to now, been affected to a much lesser extent. Depending on the duration and depth of the recession, public funded employment may be maintained, or even increased in some countries. Infrastructure projects – much hyped as one solution to the crisis – may move some construction workers from the private sector into the public sector. However, if the recession deepens and turns into a full-blown depression, then (almost) all countries and all sectors will be adversely affected and employment rates will plummet.

2. Switzerland as an illustration

This papers uses data from Switzerland to illustrate possible demographic repercussions of economic stress in a highly developed country. It is an example of a centrally-placed European country, which is influenced by its larger neighbours, France, Germany and Italy. It also has excellent statistics available for analysis.

The figure below shows the year-on-year changes of gross domestic product (GDP) and unemployment rate from 1969 to 2007, highlighting the four recessions.
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This graph illustrates that although, in financial terms, the recession of the mid-1970s stemming from the oil crisis was the most severe, it was the early 1990s recession that hit employment hardest. In comparison, the recessions of the early 1980s and 2003 were milder.

Switzerland is unique in several ways, and most relevant to the discussion in this paper is the high proportion of foreigners living in the country - over 21% in 2007. In addition to attracting many temporary workers from surrounding countries, there are also two country-specific reasons for this very high percentage: one is that naturalisation rates are low; the second is that being born in the country to foreign parents does not confer Swiss citizenship to a child. Switzerland follows the principle of jus sanguinis and not jus soli.

3. Migration

This is the demographic process likely to be affected most in the short term, and migration flows, could be considerable. Large population flows also have the potential to affect other demographic indicators, which will be discussed later.

With the loss of manufacturing, construction and other city-based jobs, there is likely to be considerable movement of recent arrivals going back ‘home’. For some countries, such as China, this could mean internal migration out of urban areas and back to their rural ‘heartlands and homelands’. For other countries, international migrants, whose employment is often precarious at the best of times, will tend to return to their home countries, either by choice, coercion or economic necessity.

The graph below shows the net migration rates of Switzerland over the period 1969-2007, which highlights the very marked wave of emigration associated with the mid-1970s recession. The growth years of the 1980s saw increased immigration, which then dropped steeply after the early 1990s recession. However, the slumps of 1982 and 2003 caused only small falls in net migration levels. [image: image2.wmf]
Obviously the decision on whether to return to the home country or move to another depends on the relative economic outlook in those countries. It is likely there will be marked differences in migration flows between countries and, in addition, there will be gender and age differentials. The immediate job losses are likely to affect more male-dominated jobs (construction and heavy manufacturing), while the low paid female-dominated service sector might be initially unscathed (BBC, 2008). Young singles are more mobile than families. However, foreclosures and loss of the family home might well be the decisive ‘push’ factor to displace people from the relatively expensive cities and back to more affordable homes in the countryside. If agricultural products retain or increase their value, as they had been doing so markedly just a year ago, then a return to farming and market gardening may become more financially attractive, especially if relatives are still living ‘back in the village’.

When it becomes obvious which countries are weathering the recession better than others, and which might emerge back into economic growth sooner, there could be large inflows of international migrants to those areas.

There could be many side-effects from the movement of people back to the countryside or back to their home countries, not all negative. Although concern about the loss of remittances - a significant source of income for many developing countries – has been voiced, the return of the migrants themselves may also bring significant financial assets, as well as their know-how, ambitions, consumer demands and first-world lifestyle. International migrants, whether skilled or unskilled workers, tend to be those with the most ‘get-up-and-go’. Having them return might bring back people with more initiative; in other words, the ‘brain drain’ could be reversed, at least temporarily.

4. Fertility

The primary expectation of how fertility will be affected by a recession is that that it will fall. However, there are confounding factors that may mean that this does not occur or is not as marked as might be expected; again it will depend on the severity and duration of the downturn.

Variations in total fertility rates are dependent on two processes: changes in timing and changes in the fertility rates of each parity. We will discuss each of these in turn.

As childbearing is such a long-term commitment, then postponement in times of insecurity could be expected as a natural response. This has been seen to a marked degree in the ex-communist countries over the past two decades (see for example Philipov, 2002). However, several things may mitigate against this in western countries. For example, if a woman loses her job in the workplace, she may choose to bring forward the timing of her alternative career of motherhood. So long as family and child benefits are not cut severely, then this may be the most financially secure economic option for a couple.

The rise in age at childbearing has been marked in many countries over the last decades, and in Switzerland it has been particularly regular and sustained. However, if we look at the change in timing for each parity, we can see interesting differences, as shown in the figure below.
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This shows that the rise in mean age at first birth started in 1971; for second birth it started in 1973; for third birth in 1980; for fourth birth in 1986 and for higher order parities in 1991. A direct consequence of this is that the gap between mean age at first birth and 4th birth declined from 8 years in 1972 to 4.9 in 1990 and since then it has remained steady. It would seem, therefore, for the case of Switzerland, that any changes in timing of second or subsequent children has been more dependent on what delays have already occurred in the timing of first birth, and have not been not dependent on economic conditions.

Let us look more closely at postponement of first births. In Switzerland, the mean age at first birth has risen every year since 1970. In 1970 it was 25.5 years and since then it has risen by 4.5 years to reach just over 30 years in 2007, possibly the highest in the world. The following figures graphs the postponement of first births since 1970.
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Although the rise in mean age at first birth has been remarkably sustained, we can see that there have been periods when postponement was somewhat more intense. The first of these, during the 1970s would appear to be associated with the mid-1970s recession. However, the later periods of increased postponement are less easy to associate with subsequent recessions. It will be interesting to see how much higher the current recession will be able to push the mean age at first birth, both in Switzerland and other developed countries.

In addition to possible changes in timing, fertility rates are also likely to be affected by economic hardship. The following graph shows the evolution of the total fertility rate (TFR) since 1960. This includes the peak of the Baby Boom era, when TFR reached a high of 2.67 in 1963 and 1964. It then plummeted to a rate of around 1.5 in 1976 and has stayed quite close to that level ever since. [image: image5.wmf]
It is likely that the mid-1970s recession helped to bring TFR rates down to this low level, and the ongoing postponement of births since 1970 has depressed the TFR by an average of 0.25 births/woman. The recession of 1982 appears to have knocked 0.04 off the TFR in 1983 and the 1991-3 recession decreased it by 0.07 in 1993. However, the recession of 2003 seems to have no effect on TFR, while the sharp drop in TFR between 2000 and 2001 is probably unrelated to economic factors.

Let us now look at variations between parities. While first births may withstand the recession well – or may even increase – parities higher than two are likely to see a continued fall in the developed world. There is little logic in increasing a family beyond the ‘normal’ size of two children in times of economic distress. The increasingly vocal calls of environmentalists to limit family sizes to two children maximum may also deter couples from considering a third or further children.

The following graph shows the respective fertility rates of each parity, with the Bongaarts-Feeney correction applied to adjust for ongoing postponement. The corrected fertility rate is [Raw parity fertility rate/(1-rp)] where rp is the 5-year averaged rate-of-change in mean age at childbearing for that parity.
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The parity 1 fertility rate has been the most variable over the last four decades, with minima experienced in 1978-9 and 1997; these may have been in delayed response to the recessions of the mid-1970s and early 1990s. However, the maxima of 1984-5 and 2005-6 appear to follow the recessions of 1982 and 2003, which would seem counter-intuitive. Less surprising is that the peak of first births in 1984-5 was followed in 1986-7 by a peak in second births, with a peak in third births delayed until 1990. We can see the same delayed effect in the new millennium with the rise in first births being followed several years later by a rise in second births. 

Migration may also have a significant role in affecting fertility rates. Relocating from the city to rural areas may actually increase fertility rates, as the countryside can be more child-friendly for raising children than space-hungry cities. International return migration of foreign nationals could have several effects: if they are singles, then the fertility rate of the remaining population would effectively rise; while if it is families with a propensity for higher-than-average fertility who move away, then fertility rates may fall.

5. Mortality

If a recession is severe, then it could reasonably be expected that mortality will rise, though it is likely to affect different age groups and genders differently. For a short-lived or mild recession in a highly developed country, where health services are maintained at existing levels, then there may, however, be no significant effect. To reflect on what could happen, we should remember the dramatic fall in life expectancy across the ex-communist world with the change to a market economy in the 1990s, especially for males (see, for example, Stucklet et al, 2009). Could this happen also in western, developed countries? If the present recession descends into depression and lasts long enough, it probably could. However, if the recession was short-lived, then the loss of employment could actually relieve some workers of the dangers and stresses of their employment and lessen their likelihood of early death. The effects on mortality in developing countries could, however, be much more severe, as health services are already strained. They could suffer a similar trauma as the eastern bloc countries did if funding for health services is severely cut.

In the current recession, older people are likely to be affected by shrinkage of their financial assets. This could adversely affect both their material and emotional well-being and hence reduce their life expectancy.

However, migration may also have an effect on mortality rates. Poorly paid immigrants commonly have a lower life expectancy than nationals within a country; hence, if they return to their home country, life expectancy in the country where they were living could rise as the proportion of immigrants declines. It could also rise in their home country, as although their life expectancy may be lower than a western country’s norm, it could be higher than in the less developed country to which they return.

In Switzerland, life expectancy has been rising steadily; since 1970 it has risen 9.3 years from 70.1 to 79.4 in 2007 for men, while for women it has risen 8.1 years from 76.1 to 84.2. The following graph shows the fluctuations from this steady rate of increase from year to year. The two years when no increase in life expectancy was seen were in 1983 and 1990. The first of those follows a recession year, though that was also a year of a sharp rise in life expectancy. The 1990 fall is more likely to have an epidemiological explanation than be related to economic factors.
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If we look at changes in life expectancy of the over-65s, the pattern is somewhat different, as can be seen in the graph below. This suggests that the older age group could indeed be more vulnerable to economic stress than the whole population. The recessions of the mid-1970s and 2003 were indeed paralleled with a decline in life expectancy for those in old age, and the same happened in the year following the recession of 1982. However the recession of the early 1990s appears to have had no effect, and the 1990 sharp dip in life expectancy probably had an epidemiological cause, as with the lesser dips in 1978, 1980, 1985 and 1995.
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6. Population change

Summing together the effects of negative net migration, together with potentially declining fertility and increased mortality, what is the likely outcome to be on population numbers for western countries if the recession bites hard? Clearly, population decline. However, net migration will be the main determinant of how large those declines are for each individual country. 

Population decline has been experienced across much of eastern Europe already; it is also imminent for a number of western European countries. In coming years it is likely to sweep across more developed countries, the ones faring worst in the recession. Low fertility rates were leading to this in any case; the recession will simply bring this transition forward.
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There will also be structural changes to the population pyramid of each country, as the immigrant working-age population leaves. Take, for example, the population structure of Switzerland in 2007, shown on the chart above. If a significant proportion of the foreign population is lost (and who are focussed in the age range 29-40), then the bulge of people in that age band will be slimmed. However, the dependency ratio will increase, as will the median age of the population. Although GDP will decline – by definition, as that is what a recession is – the GDP per capita may not necessarily decline.

If we look at the age pyramid of the population of Switzerland just with Swiss nationality, then the effect of variations in birth rates can be seen more clearly. The 1990 maximum occurred towards the end of eight years of sustained economic growth in the 1980s, while the 2003 minimum parallels the recession of that year. The sharp fall year-on-year in cohort numbers between 1964 and 1978 marked both the end of the Baby Boom era and then the mid-1970s recession.
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7. Challenge for statistical offices

In recent years, demographers have been intimately involved in developing ‘family-friendly’ policies; however, the recession may surpass any small effects that tweaking the birth rate may have on population numbers. The exodus of foreign workers from many countries could potentially be large, especially from countries which have been heavily dependent on manufacturing, construction and financial services. The real challenge for demographers is to be able to monitor in real-time these population movements. Will the newly introduced rolling censuses used or being planned (such as in France and Switzerland) be better able to capture population movements than a traditional 10-year census? Can passenger surveys hope to accurately record the intentions of people leaving a country? Will the population registers favoured by some countries be able to provide more accurate and timely data on population numbers?

If large scale emigration does take place from a country, but is not immediately taken into account, how will the derived statistics be affected? Birth rates, deaths rates and total fertility rates all depend on population totals in the denominator. If emigration is under-estimated, then population totals will be too high and the calculated birth / death / fertility rates will be too low. Similarly, life expectancy would be too high.

Yet another challenge is to accurately interpret population numbers for increasingly mobile workers who spend part of their time in one country and part in another, as they move around as job opportunities present themselves.

8. Conclusion

To conclude, the effect on demographic indicators of the current recession will depend on its depth and duration. However, with intense media coverage and widespread job losses already occurring, then there is likely to be at least some significant effect.

For many countries, the largest effect is likely to be on migration flows, with many foreign and temporary workers being forced to return ‘home’. In developed countries, together with an increasing number of developing countries, postponement of childbearing in likely to continue and fertility rates of parities higher than two are likely to continue to decline. In developed countries, the effect on mortality is only likely to be significant if the recession in particularly severe, while in developing countries, this demographic indicator could be the one most likely to be affected. All three demographic processes are likely to lead to some developed countries experiencing population decline in the coming years. However, once some countries start to experience economic growth again, the attraction for migrants to flow in from more troubled countries is likely to be intense.
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