
tion growth during the 1960s and early
1970s. A May 1960 Gallup poll found that
half of Canadians had not “heard or re a d
anything of the ‘population explosion,’”
and 57% of those who had “were not wor-
ried about this population increase.”23 In
contrast, a Canadian Broadcasting Cor-
poration (CBC) poll conducted in January
1971 reported that 66% felt that world
population was growing too quickly, and
a majority thought that the “goal should
be either to keep it at its present level
(60%) or to decrease it (29%).” The CBC
concluded that Canadians were aware of
a “population explosion,” but they con-
s i d e red it relevant only to developing
countries.24

Global population issues received sig-
n i ficant media attention in 1974, owing to
the UN-declared World Population Ye a r
and the Bucharest Conference, where a
g roup of recipient states challenged the as-
sumptions held by population agencies
and Western donor governments.25 M e d i a
focus on population issues gradually de-
clined, however, in the late 1970s and into
the early 1980s. Population growth issues
had seemingly entered the fourth and fif t h
stages of the issue-attention cycle. Opin-
ion polls showed that the proportion of
Americans who perceived overpopulation
as a serious problem declined from 60%
in 1974 to 44% in 1978.26

The issue-attention cycle for population
issues was again set in motion, albeit
briefly, in the lead-up to the 1984 Mexico
City Conference. The number of articles
in 1984 addressing population issues ro s e
sharply over the previous year, only to fall
t h e re a f t e r. However, for the better part of
the 1980s, media attention to population
issues was minimal, and articles portray-
ing population as a major problem de-
c l i n e d .2 7 For example, the annual number
of reports on population in The New York
Ti m e s, declined from 42.0 in the 1970s to
8.2 in the 1980s; for T h e Washington Post,
the corresponding numbers were 22.7 and
15.2, respectively.28

American support for population as-
sistance rose from 2.6% of ODA in 1982 to
2.8% in 1984 and 3.1% in 1986, but de-
clined to 2.3% in 1988.2 9 Although much
of the decline late in the decade can be at-
tributed to the “Mexico City policy, ”
which saw the Reagan administration’s
defunding of several international popu-
lation agencies, the media’s changing sen-
timents toward population issues enabled
the policy to remain in existence. Inter-
e s t i n g l y, although the policy was an-
nounced under the gaze of the world’s
media, the major blow to international or-

g rowth propounded the view that it was
“ t h re a t e n i n g , ”1 5 while the remainder of-
f e red no specific commentary. In The New
York Ti m e s, for example, 93% of news sto-
ries, 100% of editorials and 86% of letters
published on population growth in the
1960s identified population growth as
“ d a n g e rous.” This sentiment was still com-
mon in the 1970s, when 77% of news sto-
ries, 82% of editorials and 61% of letters ex-
p ressed this view.1 6 As Simon points out:
“Overall, the general pattern that emerg e s
is that from the mid-1960s to the end of the
1970s, ‘population’ made news.”1 7

Opinion polls of the time underline this
heightened feeling. Polls conducted in the
1960s show an increased awareness of
global population gro w t h1 8 and rising
support for foreign aid to developing
countries for birth control (Table 1).19

This shift in attitudes reflects, among
other things, changing practices in con-
traceptive behavior in the United States,
particularly among young women. And
p e rhaps surprisingly, much of the shift oc-
c u r red among Catholics. In December
1959, 40% approved of offering foreign aid
for birth control to countries that asked for
it, but by August 1968, 68% were in favor.
Among Protestants, 58% approved in De-
cember 1959 and 71% in August 1968.20

Other reviews of American public opin-
ion polls confirm this shift in attitudes dur-
ing the population hysteria. Concern over
population growth rose as the decade pro-
g ressed, and overall, Americans were
m o re concerned about population in-
c reases globally than in the United States.
In 1959, just 21% of Americans stated that
they were worried about global popula-
tion growth. By 1965, 62% thought glob-
al population growth was a serious pro b-
lem, and this proportion rose to 71% in
1 9 6 7 .2 1 At the time of the 1974 Buchare s t
C o n f e rence, 60% of Americans still
thought overpopulation was a serious
problem.22

Canadian opinion polls also reveal a
heightened concern about world popula-

ganizations—the defunding of UNFPA
and the health and family planning pro-
grams of the World Bank and regional de-
velopment banks—occurred after the con-
f e rence, possibly as a means of limiting the
fallout.

Opinion polls from the 1980s reveal a
heightened attention to population issues
a round 1984. In the United States, 56% of
respondents in that year thought that
overpopulation was a serious problem, up
f rom 44% in 1978 and 52% in 1982.3 0 H o w-
e v e r, information on public support fol-
lowing the conference is inconclusive,
owing to the limited number of polls avail-
able. A poll conducted in 1988 shows that
61% of Americans viewed overpopulation
as a serious pro b l e m .3 1 H o w e v e r, this poll
is likely to have been influenced by,
among other factors, the role of abortion
politics and the “gag rule” in the pre s i-
dential election. Meanwhile in Canada,
just 4% of the people mentioned poverty
or overpopulation as the most important
p roblem facing the world in the late 1980s,
behind such issues as the arms race or nu-
clear war (24%), world peace or war (15%),
and world hunger (14%).32 Thus, popu-
lation issues apparently concerned re l a-
tively few Canadians. In 1991, 65% of
Americans perceived overpopulation as
a serious problem, one of the highest pro-
portions ever.3 3 This level of concern may
reflect the attention surrounding the
p reparations for the 1992 Earth Summit
in Rio de Janeiro and the renaissance of
population and environment issues in the
1990s.34

Population issues again went through
the issue-attention cycle in the lead-up to
the 1994 ICPD. The conference inspire d
numerous feature articles on population
and re p roductive health matters in major
newspapers, popular magazines and
other media outlets. Along with the em-
powerment of women and re p ro d u c t i v e
rights, the issue of rapid population and
its consequences was again a focus of
many reports.

Opinion polls suggest that at the time
of the ICPD, and immediately thereafter,
population growth and support for re-
p roductive health activities in developing
countries were matters of widespread con-
cern in donor countries. The first Japanese
public opinion survey on population is-
sues, conducted in 1990, found that 68%
of men and women thought that devel-
oping countries should try to control their
population growth, and 58% of these were
in favor of Japan’s offering assistance.35 B y
the next poll, in 1995 (one year after the
ICPD), 71% thought that developing
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Ta ble 1. Pe rc e n t age distribution of respon-
dents to U.S. opinion polls, by attitude tow a rd
U.S. support of birth control in dev e l o p i n g
countries, according to date of poll, 1959–1968

Date Approve Disap- No opinion/ Total
prove do not know

Dec.1959 54 29 17 100
Apr. 1963 65 21 14 100
Fall 1965 58 34 8 100
Fall 1967 64 30 6 100
Aug.1968 72 20 8 100

Source: reference 19.


