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Smaller
Family Size
Many people now wonder, quietly or out loud, whether climate change should shape decisions about having children. In 2017, Seth Wynes and Kimberly Nicholas of Lund University published a study ranking “having one fewer child” as the highest-impact climate choice an individual in a wealthy country could make — a finding that has been widely quoted and strongly disputed. Decisions about family are among the most personal any of us make, and they belong to the people making them. This workbook asks you to weigh the evidence, notice your own feelings, and commit to three actions that make sense for you.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands alone. You need nothing else to use it except some quiet time and, if you wish, someone you trust to talk it through with. It is for reflection, not prescription: there are no right answers here.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one question about family and the future that matters to you. It might be whether or when to have children, how many, how to raise children in a changing climate, or how to talk to your own children about it. This topic can touch on painful experiences such as infertility, loss or family pressure, so go gently and skip anything that doesn't feel right. You'll carry that one question through the exercise.



Write your first thoughts here, so you can come back to them later
	

	

	

	

	

	



This worksheet is part of the Climate Challenge series of action workbooks.
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The idea at the heart of this workbook comes from Seth Wynes and Kimberly Nicholas, who in 2017 published “The climate mitigation gap” in the journal Environmental Research Letters. Comparing the carbon savings of different personal choices in wealthy countries, they found that having one fewer child came out far ahead of living car-free, avoiding flights or eating a plant-based diet.
Underneath it sits a slightly uncomfortable claim, and a contested one. If every person adds to emissions, then the number of people matters. But how we count those emissions, who we hold responsible, and what we do with that knowledge are questions on which thoughtful people disagree deeply.
How the number was reached. Wynes and Nicholas drew on an earlier method that assigns to parents a share of the emissions of their children and their children's descendants. Because those descendants stretch far into the future, the total becomes very large. The figure assumes that each person's emissions stay roughly at today's levels.
Why it's disputed. Critics argue that this method overstates the effect, because emissions per person should fall sharply as energy, transport and food systems decarbonise. Others question whether parents can fairly be held responsible for the choices of their adult children and grandchildren. Many climate scientists stress that the next decade's emissions cuts matter most, and those depend on changes to systems and lifestyles, not birth rates.
Consumption matters as much as numbers. Emissions are very unequal. A person in a wealthy country typically emits many times more than a person in a low-income country, where most of today's population growth is happening. Focusing on population alone can shift attention away from the high-consuming lifestyles that drive most emissions.
Remember the history. Fears about population have a troubling past. Paul Ehrlich's 1968 book The Population Bomb predicted mass famines that didn't happen, and population worries have been used to justify coercive policies, including forced sterilisations. Since the 1994 UN conference on population in Cairo, the international consensus has been that reproductive decisions must be free, informed and rights-based.
What actually helps. Around the world, birth rates fall when girls stay in school and people have access to voluntary family planning and good healthcare. These are valuable in their own right, for health, equality and opportunity, and organisations such as Project Drawdown count them among effective climate solutions.
Feelings are part of it. A 2021 survey of 10,000 young people in ten countries, published in The Lancet Planetary Health, found that around four in ten were hesitant to have children because of climate change. Hope, fear, grief and love all belong in this conversation. Whatever you decide, the way you live, and how any children in your life are raised, can be part of the solution.
The practical use of this debate is not to tell anyone how many children to have. It is to understand the evidence and its limits, to notice the feelings and pressures involved, and to focus energy where it clearly helps: cutting the emissions of the households we already have, supporting girls' education and voluntary family planning worldwide, and raising or supporting children who care about the planet they'll inherit.
climatechallenge.uk

Part one  ·  The teaching
	Part two
The Exercise
	[image: ]



Take the question you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below, at your own pace. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
Describe your starting point. What do you currently believe about family size and climate change? Where did those beliefs come from: family, culture, faith, friends, the news? Score how settled your view feels, from 1 (very unsure) to 10 (completely settled).
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


How certain do you feel about that score?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩

Weigh the claim. Write down, in your own words, the case for Wynes and Nicholas's finding and the case against it. Which arguments do you find most persuasive, and why? What would change your mind?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Look at the household you have. Whatever your family looks like now, what are its biggest sources of emissions: heating, travel, food, shopping? Which of these could you change in the next year, regardless of any decision about children?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Look at the bigger picture. Read about the role of girls' education and voluntary family planning in global health and climate solutions. How do you feel about supporting these? Is there an organisation or cause you would be glad to support?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Name the feelings. What hopes, fears, pressures or griefs come up when you think about family and the climate? Who in your life could you talk to about them honestly, and what would you want them to understand?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Make your plan. Write three actions that feel right for you: perhaps one change to your household's footprint, one conversation you want to have, and one way to support education, health or children in your community. Note when you'll start.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



How settled does your view feel now?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
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	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. Is it fair to count the emissions of children and grandchildren as part of their parents' footprint? What are the strongest arguments on each side?
1. Should concern about climate change play any part in decisions about having children, or should those decisions be kept entirely separate?
1. People in wealthy countries emit far more per person, while most population growth is in low-emitting countries. How should that shape the way we talk about population and climate?
1. Many countries now worry about falling birth rates and ageing populations. How should those concerns be weighed alongside climate concerns?
1. Given the history of coercive population policies, how can we discuss population and climate without blaming women, poorer countries or particular communities?
1. Some people describe having children as an act of hope for the future. Others describe choosing not to as an act of care for it. Can both be true?
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've done the weighing and the thinking on your own. What's missing now is someone who sees these questions differently — and who can listen without judging, share their own hopes and fears, and help you act on what matters to you.

	Join the conversation online
Join an online climate action community where people discuss climate, family and the future respectfully. Hearing how others with different circumstances and beliefs approach these questions can widen your view and ease the sense of facing them alone.
	
	Find people near you
Look for a climate café, where people meet to talk openly about their feelings about climate change. Parenting and community groups focused on sustainable living can offer practical ideas and support. Talk with a partner, friend or family member you trust.



	Find your next challenge



This workbook is for reflection, not advice. If it brings up difficult feelings, talk to someone you trust or a qualified counsellor.
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