
Wealthy families can afford to have as many kids as 
they like, clothing them in Marie-Chantal (£140 
for a two-year old’s coat) and sending them to a 

nursery staffed entirely by Nobel Prize-winners. So why are 
they, in fact, having fewer children than ever before? Are the 
wealthy firing blanks — or are they not taking aim at all?

For countries in the top 10 per cent of national wealth, 
fertility is now so low that birth rates for the super wealthy 
have fallen below fatality rates, meaning populations will 
start to decrease. As many as half of all wealthy women 
have, at most, one child and plenty are remaining childless.

Whether it is the case that partners have low or no fertil-
ity or that their successful careers discourage couples from 
starting families until later, when they will be less fertile, the 
resulting ‘population implosion’ flies in the face of the abil-
ity of wealthy parents to sustain and care for offspring. Our 
behaviour surrounding fertility is often culturally institu-
tionalised. Sexual partner selection and activity and marriage 
and inheritance practice are often more a case of nurture 
than nature. However, changes in these factors cannot fully 
account for the nose-dive in fertility statistics across the 
wealthiest of households; neither can genetic drift or greater 
access to birth control. The formula is not so simple. 

We all know that wealth is sexy. And while many think it’s 
a perfectly sensible form of economic and reproductive 
selection, is it in fact a good criterion? Is wealth fertile? That 
was the question posed by a 2010 study on sexual selection 
in human nature, where a women’s preference for creativity 
over wealth (and the reverse) was seen to change over her 
ovulatory cycle. 

Males with high fertility and ‘good gene’ indicators, such 
as height, upper-body musculature, beard growth, jaw size 
and facial attractiveness, are now enjoying a smaller mate 
selection advantage over wealthy males with low to moder-
ate indicators. Women are choosing richer men with poor 
fertility rather than poorer but more fertile chaps.

 The biological urge to breed is hard-wired into 
humans for more than just continuing the species. 
Individual competition among males may stem from 

a ‘legacy’ urge, a need to leave something of oneself for the 
future. For the well-off, this practice need no longer involve 
‘gene transmission’ through generating offspring but creat-
ing a lasting (non-human) memorial instead.

‘We have this “there is something about myself that is 
important, there is something about my personhood, 
something that represents the value that I place on my life” 
that is more than just staying alive and having sex,’ says 
Lonnie Aarssen, a biology professor at Queen’s University 
in Ontario, who is researching this hypothesis. ‘It’s some-
thing that is transcendent.’

Our desire to leave something of ourselves can be 
expressed instead through ‘meme transmission’, an idea 
Aarssen explored in a 2006 research paper in the scientific 
journal Evolutionary Psychology. (A meme is a broad term 
describing a cultural trend, item or phenomenon.) He sug-
gests that modern would-be parents may fulfil their genetic 
urges through the achievement of status or fame instead of 
by having children. Memes compete so effectively against 
genes because the latter provide only a diluted legacy of self, 
one that is diluted further with each successive generation. 
Memetic descendants such as inventions and artwork, on 
the other hand, represent a largely undiluted legacy of self.

It is mostly just males that have reaped the benefits of gene 
and meme transmission. However, the recent empowerment 
of women combines independence and wealth. Skilled, rich 
women are allowed now, along with men, to engage freely 
in meme transmission resulting in widespread competition 
between the two like never before. ‘Now that women can 
have the freedom to decide whether they want to be par-
ents,’ Aarssen says, ‘a lot of them are saying “no thanks”.’

‘If women have money, control of it without men decid-
ing how they can use it,’ says Aarssen, ‘then they have an 
opportunity to pursue and address their intrinsic attraction 
to legacy and leisure which has nothing to do with and gets 
in the way of baby production.’

Wealth can’t control nature completely, though. ‘It’s 
just a biological fact that the further off you put 
off child bearing, the harder it’s going to get,’ says 

Paul Shin, a prominent urologist in Washington, DC.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported 

that among women whose first birth occurred between ages 
35-44, there was a significant increase in the percentage 
that had at least two children, from 26 per cent in 1995 to 
nearly 40 per cent in 2006-10. More than ever now, couples 
are having children later in life, even though infertility 
increases with age.
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‘One of the most common things that patients will ask 
you about, almost invariably, during a consultation is, “Is 
there anything that I need to be doing in terms of what I 
drink and how I live my life that impacts this?”’ says Shin.

Some of the big offenders on Shin’s list? Mobile phones, 
hot tubs, saunas, laptops and bisphenol A (BPA), a soften-
ing chemical found in plastics. A 2008 study in fertility and 
sterility from the Cleveland Clinic showed that men using 
mobile phones more than four hours per day significantly 
decreased their sperm count, viability and motility. A 2007 
study in the journal of the Brazilian Society of Urology 
showed that 30 minutes or more per week in a hot tub, 
Jacuzzi or even a hot bath decreases sperm count and motil-
ity. Similarly, studies in 2004 and 2010 from the State Uni-
versity of New York found that laptops raised scrotal tem-
peratures enough to be a risk factor for male infertility.

 another alarming series of studies by the Kaiser 
Foundation Research Institute produced evidence 
that exposure to BPA, found in a wide variety of 

consumer products, was associated with erectile dysfunc-
tion, lower sperm count, concentration, vitality and motil-
ity. ‘There’s not going to be one thing that is going to be the 
magic lynchpin when it comes to lifestyle,’ says Shin, ‘but 
they all add up. So when we look to try to maximise some-
body’s fertility potential, we give them a loose set of guide-
lines to say these are things that we suspect cause problems. 

We don’t know for sure, but whatever you can do to mitigate 
your exposure in your environment is probably beneficial.’ 

David Lawson, an anthropologist at University College 
London, explains: ‘You’ve got this problem. How many kids 
should you have, that sort of question. From an evolution-
ary perspective you want to balance two things: quantity 
and quality of offspring. If you have too many offspring, you 
won’t have enough resources.’

Lawson’s research reveals that in wealthy families with 
fewer children, offspring obtain higher school marks. ‘And 
we’ve looked at the amount of time that parents spend with 
children as family size increases,’ he continued. ‘As family 
size goes up, parents can spend less time with each child. 
What we actually find is the negative consequences of high 
fertility are in fact strongest in the wealthier families.’

Parents are choosing to invest more in fewer children in 
order to create super-offspring. This ability to out-compete 
peers lasts into second and third generations, but the ben-
efits are restricted to economic position. In fact, trends pre-
dict fewer offspring in successive generations. 

‘The fact in modern population is that the success of your 
children, not in genetic terms, not in fitness terms, but in 
socio-economic terms, is very closely linked to how much 
you invest in those kids and your own social status,’ says 
Lawson. ‘We are very driven by seeking status for our off-
spring and that why we have these tendencies to sacrifice 
large family size for success of children.’ Ill
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