Ten Key Forecasts for the U.S. Population in 2017

What will the U.S. population look like in 2017? No one can predict the future, but
demographic research provides tools for developing informed forecasts of future population
trends and challenges. The following forecasts are based on information about population trends
produced by the nation’s statistical agencies and from demographic research supported by the
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD), part of the National
Institutes of Health within the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.

1.In 2017, the 21 million children who are now under age 5 will be in middle and high
school, where they will be preparing for productive roles in the economy. Yet, 1 in 5 American
children currently belongs to a poor family. As NICHD research demonstrates, these children
have much lower odds of completing high school and going on to college. Research also shows
that early intervention with these children makes a difference. According to work done by James
Heckman, Nobel Laureate in Economics and NICHD grantee, investments in the development of
cognitive and non-cognitive skills among disadvantaged youth have the highest economic rate of
return when concentrated in early childhood, before the child enters first grade.
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this difference has also increased over time.

3. Rates of unintended pregnancy may continue to increase among the nation’s poor.
Between 1994 and 2001, the rate of unintended pregnancy increased by 29% among poor women
but fell 20% among women with moderate or high incomes. If poor and near-poor women had
achieved the same reductions in unintended pregnancy as better-off women, the abortion rate
would have declined by 32%, instead of 12%, during this period.

4. Health disparities will persist. The U.S. has made some progress in reducing health
disparities in recent years, but the relative disparity in infant mortality rates for African
Americans and whites is larger now than in the 1980s and the relative disparity in overall death
rates is larger than in 1960. In 2004, infants born to African American mothers died at a rate 2.4
times that for infants born to white mothers and overall death rates were about 31% higher for
African Americans compared to whites. Equalizing access to high-quality health care can help to
reduce health disparities, but major gains will also require addressing widespread social and
economic disadvantages that undermine the health of minority populations.



5. The elderly population will grow. Between 2007 and 2017, the nation’s baby boom
generation will begin to enter the prime retirement years. Currently, there are 5 working-age
Americans (ages 18-64) for every person age 65 and older; this ratio will decline to less than 4
by 2017. Population aging will affect both families and taxpayers. Health care costs for the
elderly are expected to rise dramatically, putting a strain on publicly funded programs. At the
same time, the structural changes that have occurred in America’s families may reduce their
ability to care for dependent elders. Research funded by the NICHD suggests that older divorced
men may be especially likely to lack support from family members.

6. American families will become more complex. In 2005, 37% of children were born to
unmarried parents, continuing a steady upward trend. Although as many as 50% of these
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7. Fertility may, or may not, remain near replacement levels. Replacement-level fertility is
important because it helps to reduce elder-dependency burdens and is suggestive of a nation’s
ability to maintain itself in the future. In 2005, Americans were having children at a rate of 2.05
births per woman — nearly at the level required for population replacement. This contrasts
sharply with European countries where fertility averaged 1.4 births per women in 2005.
However, there is no guarantee that U.S. fertility will remain near replacement levels. A sharp
decline in Hispanic birth rates (such as that seen among African Americans since 1990) and/or
further delays in the age of childbearing (in 2005, 37% of births occurred to women age 30 or
older) could reduce U.S. fertility to much lower levels. Fertility could also decline if child care
and other resources that families need to juggle the demands of work and childrearing become
less available.

8. More of the nation’s children will belong to immigrant families. Even today, more than 1
in 5 children in the United States is an immigrant or the child of an immigrant parent. These
children are about 50% more likely to be poor than other children, a change from forty years ago
when they had lower poverty rates. Nevertheless, children in immigrant families are doing well.
Once differences in socioeconomic status are taken into account, immigrant children perform as
well as or better academically than their native peers and high school graduates from immigrant
families are at least as likely to go on to college as their peers from American-born families.

9. High levels of immigration will touch all Americans. By 2017, an estimated 50 million

Americans — about 15% of the population — will be foreign-born. The percentage of foreign-
born Americans has grown steadily for decades, from 5% in 1970 to 12% in 2005. Immigration
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increasingly affects all areas within the United States. During the last 15 years, immigrants
began to settle not only in coastal regions and large cities, but also in suburbs and in small towns
and rural areas in the Midwest and South. By 2000, 1 in 5 counties had populations that were
5% or more foreign-born. NICHD research documents the importance of immigrant networks in
influencing where new Americans settle, how they find work, and the processes through which
they assimilate into American society. Immigrant enclaves tend to draw other immigrants from
the same country and to deter their foreign-born residents from moving to new communities.
Those immigrants who do move on tend to be well educated, have high incomes, speak English,
become U. S. citizens, or have contact with non-Hispanic white populations.

10. America will become more diverse as traditional race and ethnic divisions become
more blurred. By 2017, the U.S. population will be 17% Hispanic, 13% African American, and
5% Asian, compared with 2007 figures of 15%, 13%, 4%, respectively. The youngest generation
of Americans will be even more diverse: about 1 in 4 children under age 5 will be of Hispanic
origin, 15% will be African American, and 6% will be Asian. Intermarriage between African
Americans and whites is increasing, and about 20% of Hispanics and between 26% and 39% of
Asians marry across racial or ethnic lines. The growing number of children born to interracial
and interethnic couples has increased the share of Americans who are multiracial and
multiethnic, a trend which is likely to accelerate in the future.
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