Environmental Close-Up:  Control of Births
The use of technology to control disease and famine has greatly reduced the death rate of the human population.  Technological developments can also be used to control the birthrate.  Birth control refers to anything that reduces the number of births.  Some processes prevent conception and can be called contraceptives.  A variety of contraceptive methods are available to help people regulate their fertility.  Research is continuing to develop more effective, more acceptable, and less expensive methods of controlling conception.  Because of cultural and religious differences, some forms of contraception may be more acceptable to one segment of the world’s population than to another.

The most common methods of contraception are oral contraceptive pills, diaphragms and spermicidal jelly, spermicidal vaginal foam, condoms, vasectomy, and tubal ligation.  The range of effectiveness of these methods, shown in the table, is the result of individual fertility differences and the degree of care employed in the use of each method.


Some birth control devices such as intrauterine contraceptive devices (IUDs) are thought to prevent embryos from attaching to the uterine wall and completing development and, therefore, control births but do no prevent conception.  Abortion is the physical intervention in the development of the embryo in the uterus that is used to terminate unwanted pregnancies.  Most countries with low birthrates, such as the United States, Japan, and many European countries, have ready access to contraceptive methods and allow abortions.
