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A surprising but critical fact we learned was that reducing the number of deaths actually reduces 
population growth. Chart 3 shows the strong connection between infant mortality rates and fertility 
rates. Contrary to the Malthusian view that population will grow to the limit of however many kids 
can be fed, in fact parents choose to have enough kids to give them a high chance that several will 
survive to support them as they grow old. As the number of kids who survive to adulthood goes up, 
parents can achieve this goal without having as many children. 

This means that improved health is critical to getting a country into the positive cycle of increas-
ing education, stability, and wealth. When health improves, people have smaller families and the 
government has more resources per person, so improving nutrition and education becomes much 
easier. These investments also improve health, and a virtuous cycle begins that takes a country out 
of poverty. This was a huge revelation for Melinda and me. It is why we expanded our focus from 
reproductive health to all of the major infectious diseases. Today the foundation’s Global Health Pro-
gram, which accounts for about 50 percent of our total spending, focuses on 20 diseases. The top five 
are: diarrheal diseases (including rotavirus), pneumonia, and malaria—which mostly kill kids—and 
AIDS and TB, which mostly kill adults.

Ten years have passed since Melinda and I were shocked by the number of deaths and lack of focus 
on rotavirus. Unfortunately, the death toll has not yet been reduced. Two vaccines for rotavirus are 
now being used widely in rich countries. We need to get them into use in poor countries, but there 
are some significant challenges that have caused delays.

Each country wants to be sure that rotavirus is a big enough problem in their country to justify add-
ing the rotavirus vaccine to the set of vaccines that their newborn children receive. They need addi-
tional funding, because a new vaccine costs over $20 per child—sometimes much more. (Usually this 
cost comes down to less than $1, but only after several decades.) A particular challenge for vaccines 
is that they need to be kept cold in refrigerators because they spoil if their temperature gets above 
40 degrees Fahrenheit for very long. So adding a new vaccine, like one for rotavirus, that needs a lot 
of refrigerator space requires increasing the refrigeration capacity at every stage of the entire deliv-
ery chain, including very remote areas that don’t have electricity. The foundation is working with a 
grantee, the GAVI Alliance, and others to get a rotavirus vaccine into widespread use. 

CHART 3: Better health is linked to smaller families.
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