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Demographic change — meaning any shift in the size or composition of 
a population — is driven by one of three things: a change in mortality; a 
change in fertility; or a change in migration. These are the core “demographic 
components.” Covid-19 changed — or was expected to change — each of 
them. In this chapter we review recent shifts relative to longer-term trends, 
showing that only some of the anticipated changes actually occurred. 

Mortality
Covid-19 significantly raised levels of mortality in Israel. In earlier research, 
we estimated there had been about 3,300 “excess deaths” in Israel during 
2020, and that this led to a 2.1-month reduction in life expectancy at birth, 
and a 2.7-month reduction at ages 25 and 65 (Weinreb, 2021). That was a 
relatively small impact by international standards, especially given the very 
high infections levels in Israel. 

Figure 1 graphs the overall weekly mortality rate for Israel to mid-September, 
2021, alongside rates in selected prior years.1 

Israel began 2021 quite poorly in terms of mortality. As the first vaccination 
campaign was in full swing, the weekly mortality rate reached the highest 
seasonal levels in around 17 years. Mortality rates then fell sharply in March 
and April, bottoming out in late May and into early June at very low levels of 
mortality, and then climbed again as the Delta variant took hold. This upward 
trend in mortality in July 2021 tracked the path taken a year earlier. Mortality 
levels remained at very high levels (relative to average in mid-summer) before 
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1 This is an age-standardized mortality rate. That is, it the sum of age-specific mortality 
rates, each multiplied by the proportion of the total population in that age group at 
the midpoint of that particular year. For more details, refer to Weinreb, 2021.



beginning to fall in mid-September. By the end of October — these are the 
latest available data — mortality rates had fallen to typical autumn levels.  

Figure 1. Weekly mortality rates (3-week average) in selected years 
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Note: 2021 data up to the end of October.
Source: Alex Weinreb, Taub Center ׀ Data: CBS

These mortality rates will generate a further reduction in life expectancy in 
Israel. It is not just the greater number of Covid deaths in 2021 than in 2020: 
around 60% of all Covid deaths in Israel so far occurred in 2021. It is also 
that the variants of Covid-19 that affected Israel in 2021 increased the case-
fatality ratio at younger ages; deaths at younger ages pull down estimated life 
expectancy much more than deaths at older ages. 

Table 1 shows this by comparing the ratio of age-specific mortality rates 
across the first 42 weeks of 2020 and 2021 to rates in the same period in 
2017‒2019. Mortality across almost every adult age group is higher in 2021 
than it was in the 2017‒2019 baseline period. That was not the case in 2020. 
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Table 1. Ratio of age-specific mortality rates in 2020 and 2021 to mortality 
rates in 2017‒2019
Age group 2020 2021
0‒19 0.77 0.91
20‒24 1.02 1.02
25‒29 0.92 1.10
30‒34 1.04 1.05
35‒44 0.95 1.07
45‒54 0.98 0.99
55‒64 1.03 1.03
65‒74 1.05 1.09
75+ 1.02 0.99
Weighted average 0.91 0.99

Notes: Estimated for weeks 1‒42 only; weighted by proportion of population in age group.
Source: Alex Weinreb, Taub Center ׀ Data: CBS, 2021a

Weighting these age-specific averages by the share of the population in each 
age group yields a more precise estimate of the total mortality effect across 
all age groups over these first 42 weeks. That average shows that overall 
mortality rates in the first 42 weeks of 2020 were 9% less than they had been 
in 2017‒2019, whereas in the first 42 weeks of 2021, they were only 1% less.2 

Overall, this upward shift in mortality in the first 42 weeks of 2021 means 
that unless something very unusual happens between now and the end of the 
year, any return to the pre-Covid mortality trajectory — we were accustomed 
to seeing overall mortality rates fall year after year — will have to wait until at 
least 2022. And even that may not occur if vaccination rates globally remain 
low, allowing more variants to evolve and diffuse in what increasingly is looking 
like a new globally endemic infectious disease.

2	 These	 reductions	 in	 overall	mortality	were	 driven	 by	 a	 fall	 in	mortality	 in	 the	 0‒19	
age group. Since this group constitutes 36% of Israel’s population, and the mortality 
reduction in this age group was substantial, it offsets most of the increases in mortality 
rates at older ages.
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Fertility

Long-term trends
Israel’s fertility profile is very unusual for a developed country. It is not only that 
Israel’s fertility is very high — this is widely known. It is also the fact that it has 
remained high notwithstanding the low percent of births outside marriage, 
high levels of women’s education, and significant increases in age at first birth. 
We have documented these patterns elsewhere (Weinreb et al., 2018). 

Recent trends point to some changes in that fertility profile. Between 2018 
and 2020, Israel experienced the sharpest 2-year reduction in its Total Fertility 
Rate (TFR) since the 1979‒1981 period: the TFR fell by around 0.20 children.3 

This reduction occurred in every ethnoreligious sector, even though most 
had quite stable TFRs for much of the 2012‒2018 period. Note, too, that this 
reduction in fertility cannot be ascribed to Covid because virtually all 2020 
births in Israel were conceived before the epidemic hit Israel. We return to 
Covid effects shortly. 

These long-term fertility trends, including the 2018‒2020 reductions, can 
be seen in Figure 2, which graphs trends in the TFR across the 1970‒2020 
period by ethnoreligious group. From the 1970s into the 1980s, there were two 
major groupings in Israel in terms of fertility levels. Jews and Christians were 
in one group in terms of both fertility level and trajectory, with both on a slow 
downward track from around 3.5 children per woman in 1970 to around 2.8 
(Jews) and 2.3 (Christians) in the early 1980s. Muslims and Druze were in the 
other group. Their fertility was on a sharper downward track from more than 
7 children per woman for most of the 1970s to less than 5 by the mid-1980s. 

The TFRs of Jews and Christians continued along similar paths until around 
2001. Their TFRs then diverged. The TFR of Jewish women climbed steadily 
from 2.6, a low-point reached in the mid-1990s, stabilizing in the 3.13‒3.17 
range during the 2015‒2018 period. By 2020 it had fallen back down to 3.0 
children, a drop of almost 0.2 children. The TFR of Christian women fell earlier. 
From 2005 to 2015, it lay between 2.1‒2.2. In 2018 it was 2.00. By 2020, it had 
fallen to 1.83. This, too, is a drop of almost 0.2 children. 

3 TFR is the most commonly used robust measure of fertility. Formally, it is defined as 
the average number of births a woman would have if she were to bear children at each 
age at the observed age-specific fertility rate. 
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Figure 2. Total fertility rate (TFR) by mother’s religion
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TFRs in the Muslim and Druze sectors diverged earlier, beginning in the 1980s. 
Druze women’s TFR fell steadily from the 1970s until 2013, when it stabilized 
at around 2.2 children per woman until 2018. Between then and 2020, Druze 
women’s fertility fell to 1.94. This is the first time that Druze women’s TFR has 
fallen below 2.0 children. 

Trends in Muslim women’s TFR were initially quite different. Between 1986 
and 2002, it remained stable in the 4.6‒4.7 range. It then began a steady 
descent, reaching 2.99 in 2020. That is a 0.2 child reduction since 2018, a 0.8 
child reduction since 2010, and a 1.8 child reduction since 2000. 

Finally, even among women classified as “other” — these are primarily 
women who are not halachically Jewish — whose TFR since 2000 has never 
exceeded 1.75, there has been a sharp reduction recently. Between 2018 and 
2020, TFRs in this sector fell from around 1.54 to 1.35. Women in this category 
are Israel’s first to come close to being a “lowest-low” fertility population 
(Kohler et al., 2002). It is unusual for populations whose TFR falls below 1.4 to 
raise fertility to replacement level (the average number of children per woman 
necessary to replace the population — around 2.05 in developed countries).
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Covid effect: Baby boom or bust?
How did Covid affect fertility? Has it magnified the forces that led to those 
reductions, speeding them up? Or did it provide more breathing room for 
people to try to achieve their desired fertility levels, which are typically higher 
than their actual fertility levels?

Research in other countries largely points to Covid reducing fertility. Recent 
estimates of fertility in a sample of developed countries using birth data for 
late 2020 and early 2021 — when the initial signs of Covid-era conceptions 
would first be seen at the population level — confirm that there have been 
sharp reductions in fertility in North America, Taiwan, and South Korea, and 
most European countries. The notable exceptions are the Netherlands and 
most of the Nordic countries (Sobotka et al., 2021). This largely matches data 
on fertility intentions collected early in the Covid era (March‒April 2020), 
which pointed to a reduction in planned fertility in Italy, Germany, and the UK 
(Luppi et al., 2020).

The emerging consensus among demographers appears to be that the Covid 
pandemic has accelerated pre-Covid fertility trends. Countries on a downward 
track before Covid are expected to fall even further in 2021 to historically low 
levels (e.g., below 1.6 in the US and UK) or to globally unprecedented levels 
(e.g., notably, a shocking TFR of 0.7 in South Korea). In contrast, countries with 
relatively stable fertility levels will experience much smaller effects, if any. 

Where does Israel fall in this? TFR estimates covering 2021 are not yet 
available. But by combining monthly data on number of births with the number 
of women of reproductive age, we provide an initial answer using the General 
Fertility Rate for the first 8 months of 2021,4 alongside parallel estimates for 
2019 and 2020. We also estimate discrete measures for Jewish/other and Arab 
women separately. 

The results are graphed in Figure 3. The y-axis in each graph can be 
interpreted as the proportion of women aged 15‒49 in that population that 
had a live birth in a given month (x-axis).

4 The General Fertility Rate (GFR) is the total number of births in the population in a 
given	period	divided	by	the	number	of	women	aged	15‒49	in	that	period.	By	restricting	
the denominator to women of reproductive age, it is a superior measure of fertility 
levels	than	the	Crude	Birth	Rate	(CBR),	widely	used	outside	demography.	 It	 is	not	as	
good as the TFR, however, which is basically the sum of age-specific fertility rates, 
where each of the latter is: the number of births to women aged x divided by the 
number of women aged x. That provides a much better tool for comparison across 
time and across populations.
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Figure 3. General Fertility rate (GFR) for women ages 15‒49
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Overall, the results point to divergent fertility response to the Covid era 
between Jews/others and Arabs. The GFRs of Jewish/other women show 
moderate signs of a Covid-related fertility boost: closer to a boom than a bust. 
Throughout 2020, with all births up to December conceived prior to Covid, 
the GFR was lower than in 2019. In fact, the total number of births to Jewish 
women fell from 138,399 in 2019 to 134,874 in 2020, while the number of 
Jewish/other women aged 15‒49 grew by 1.2%. This is consistent with the 
overall fertility trends noted in Figure 2.

In January 2021, the GFR remained low. In February, it was almost identical 
to the level in February 2020. By March 2021, exactly when we would expect 
to see any signs of a Covid-related bump, the GFR had climbed above levels 
seen in March 2019. The monthly GFR in 2021 remained just above the 2019 
levels from then until June, then exceeded them by a greater degree from 
July to September. On average, these July‒September births are the result of 
conceptions in the October‒December 2020 period. That period came on the 
heels of the second wave of Covid infections and deaths, which was much 
more serious than the first major wave in April. 
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The pattern in the Arab population looks different. From February 2020 
until February 2021, the GFR was lower than in the preceding year. This is 
consistent with the long-term secular downward trend in fertility in the Israeli 
Arab population. In March‒April, 2021 — births conceived on average in the 
June‒July 2020 period — the GFR recovered to its 2020 level, though this was 
a smaller boost than seen in the Jewish population, where GFR rose to levels 
higher than in 2019. Until August, GFR in the Arab population largely tracked 
the 2020 levels, rising above it in September.

Overall, therefore, in the Jewish/other population Covid appears to have 
given a small boost to fertility levels, pushing them above their 2019 levels for 
at least a few months, and far above their 2020 levels. In the Arab population, 
the boost appears to have been more modest — until September it did not 
exceed the 2020 levels. 

To look at the magnitude of these effects more directly, we estimate the 
difference in number of births in 2019 and 2020 in each of these populations 
had there been the same number of women aged 15‒49 as in 2021.5 The 
results are shown in Table 2. In the seven-month period March to September 
2021, higher GFRs among Jewish/other women resulted in 4,697 more births 
than the same number of women would have borne in the same period in 
2020. That is a 6.0% increase in the number of births. Relative to 2019, the 
increase is much more moderate: only 1.8%. 

In the Arab population, after much lower fertility in the first two months 
of 2021 and a small additional drop in June — respectively, these reflected 
lower conceptions during the first and second big waves of Covid — fertility 
levels in the remaining months of 2021 were very close to their 2020 levels. 
As a result, over the seven-month period (March to September) in 2021, Arab 
women gave birth to almost exactly the same number of children as they had 
during the same period in 2020. That is a very significant drop in relation to 
2019: 1,119 fewer births, an 4.3% decrease overall. However, it is also possible 
that Covid prevented a further reduction in fertility rates among these Arab 
women; that were it not for Covid, the fertility rates of Arab women would 
have fallen even further. 

5 To do this, we multiply the observed GFR for those years by the number of women aged 
15‒49	in	2021.	Since	we	are	now	standardizing	the	number	of	women,	any	difference	
between the estimated number of births can only be the result of different fertility 
rates.
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Table 2. Number of births in March to September, 2021, relative to the 
same months in 2019 and 2020, standardizing for the number of women 
ages 15‒49

Jews/other Arabs
Month 2021 vs. 2019 2021 vs. 2020 2021 vs. 2019 2021 vs. 2020
March 425 763 35 86
April 118 473 -16 98
May -181 476 -221 -29
June 343 275 -329 -199
July -100 675 -221 -140
August 510 1,287 -109 181
September 338 748 -258 113
Total 1,453 4,697 -1,119 109

Percent change 1.81% 6.03% -4.29% 0.43%

Note: Number of births in 2021 minus the estimated number of births in 2019 or 2020, standardized for 
the number of women ages 15‒49.
Source: Alex Weinreb, Taub Center ׀ Data: CBS, Live Births Data

As fertility data are updated we will see how long these effects lasted, if at all, 
into later waves of the epidemic. We will also eventually be able to disaggregate 
the fertility patterns within these two population blocs — the Jewish/other 
and Arab population — by religion, religiosity, and region of residence.

More long term, even if there was a boost in births for a period of time, 
there is a possibility that this merely reflects a change in timing rather than 
quantity — known as tempo and quantum, respectively, in demography. That 
is, parents may be choosing to have children now that they had planned to 
have 6 months or a year later, rather than having an additional child they had 
never intended. A true baby boom is more of a quantum phenomenon; more 
births occur in total over some extended timespan (Ryder, 1980). That being 
said, tempo also matters, both because it affects the size of a given birth cohort 
— which has implications for simple organizational aspects associated with the 
education system, labor market, and so on — but also because it influences 
completed cohort TFR. This refers to the number of children women will have 
borne by the end of their reproductive lifespans. Delayed fertility, especially in 
populations with relatively high ages at first birth, the case in all contemporary 
developed societies, reduces completed fertility by pushing more women who 
may have planned to have a child in their early- to mid-30s to delay doing so. 

Demographic Trends in Israel: An Overview 285

https://www.cbs.gov.il/he/publications/doclib/2021/yarhon1121/c1.xls


Those who subsequently try to conceive will do so at older ages, when their 
fecundability is lower. In countries that have experienced a Covid-related 
baby bust, this is almost certainly going to be one of the long-term impacts 
of Covid. The completed fertility of women currently in their early- to mid-
30s will be lower. Signs thus far point to Israel largely maintaining its fertility 
exceptionalism in this respect, too. 

Migration
Over the last 15 years, net migration to Israel has been steadily growing. By 
net migration we mean the number of people moving to Israel (either as 
immigrants or as returning citizens) less the number who left. This trend has 
been caused by both a reduction in the number of citizens leaving Israel, and a 
rise in the number of immigrants. The result: between 2005 and 2009, Israel’s 
net migration averaged 7,592 people per year. In the 2010‒2014 period, it 
rose to 11,587 per year. By 2015‒2019, it had increased to 21,500 people per 
year.6

As seen in Figure 4, the number of immigrants was stable in the 2010‒2013 
period — between 16,600‒16,900 in all four years. The sharp rise began in 
2014, driven primarily by an increasing number of immigrants arriving from 
the Ukraine (related to the February 2014 “revolution” and subsequent 
Russian takeover of areas in the East and South) and France (driven by growing 
fears of antisemitism amid an increase in attacks). These increases more than 
compensated for the reduction in migration from Ethiopia. By 2018, as the 
number of French immigrants tapered back to its pre-2014 levels, the number 
arriving from Russia rose — it more than doubled between 2017 and 2019, 
reaching 15,800 in 2019. In contrast, over this 10-year period, the number of 
immigrants from the US and UK, and from former Soviet Union Asian republics, 
remained quite stable. The former was always in the 2,500‒3,300 range, the 
latter in the 600‒1,200 range.

6 Data on the number of Israelis leaving and returning are not yet available for 2020, so 
the latest year with net migration estimates is 2019.
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Figure 4. Total immigrants, by country of origin
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Not surprisingly, the Covid pandemic led to a sharp reduction in the 
number of immigrants in 2020. Their number, which fluctuated between 
26,000‒33,000 per year in the 2015 to 2019 period, fell to 19,700, though 
that was still considerably higher than the 2010‒2013 levels. There were also 
some moderate changes in the national composition of these immigrants. 
The reduction was almost wholly driven by a fall in immigration from Russia 
and the Ukraine. The number of immigrants arriving from US/UK and France 
remained stable. 

During 2021, immigration did largely recover. By December of 2021, almost 
26,000 immigrants had moved to Israel, including the largest number of 
Americans since 1973. But more surprising is what did not happen in 2021. 
Over the spring and summer of 2020, government officials declared that 
immigration to Israel would soon surpass earlier levels. As reported in media 
accounts, official expectations ranged from a 20% increase over normal levels 
during 2021 (Klein, 2020a) to “100,000 will arrive in the next year,” including 
some tens of thousands of Israelis choosing to return (Klein, 2020b). These 
expectations appear to have been based on the increasing number of Aliya 
files being opened, backed up by increasing interest in Israeli real estate from 
overseas buyers (Morgenshtern, 2020). Two main forces were seen to drive 
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this anticipated wave: “coronavirus Zionism” (Israel being seen to be doing 
much better than most countries with large Jewish communities in keeping 
deaths down); and increasing financial hardship in countries of origin (Klein, 
2020a). 

The left-hand panel of Figure 5 graphs monthly numbers of immigrants 
in 2019‒2021. It shows no sign of this anticipated wave in 2021 thus far, 
including July and August, which are usually the peak migration months. 
More specifically, although monthly immigration levels to Israel have been 
considerably higher in 2021 since March than they were during the equivalent 
months in 2020 — they remained very low during high-infection months of 
January and February 2021 — they have not yet reached the 2019 levels, 
let alone surpassed them. Of course, 2021 levels could still pick up, but thus 
far there is no sign of a massive wave of Covid-related immigration to Israel. 
There does not even seem to be a small compensatory wave, that is, higher 
migration due to people who had planned to come in 2020 and were then 
forced to delay to 2021. 

We cannot directly measure whether or not there has been a large wave of 
returning Israelis since, as mentioned in footnote 6, those data are not even 
available for 2020, let alone 2021. However, the right hand panel in Figure 5 (b)
provides an indirect estimate: the percent of all immigrants that are “returning 
citizens.” This CBS category refers specifically to citizens born overseas to 
Israeli parents. To the extent that the anticipated wave of returning Israelis 
would also include children born overseas, we would expect this percent to 
increase. It did not, not in 2021 or even in 2020. There is therefore no sign yet 
of a large wave of returning Israelis. 
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2019 2020 2021

Note: As defined in the CBS tables, a “returning citizen” is a citizen born outside Israel to Israeli parents. 
It is not the same as a “returning resident.”
Source: Alex Weinreb, Taub Center ׀ Data: CBS

Conclusion
The Covid epidemic has had moderate effects on Israel’s demography thus 
far. Life expectancy will be marginally lower in 2021, likely falling to levels last 
seen in 2016‒2017. Jewish-Arab differences in life expectancy will also likely 
increase given the higher Covid-related mortality in the Arab sector. Fertility 
trends also appear to have diverged in response to Covid: Jewish women’s 
fertility increased substantially over 2020 levels, whereas among Arab women, 
fertility remained at the historic lows seen in 2020. Finally, throughout 2021 
migration climbed back toward its “normal” levels for the last few pre-Covid 
years, though that was far below the levels anticipated during the height of 
Israel’s triumphant mitigation of Covid’s first wave.

These shifts in demographic behavior will have little effect on Israel’s overall 
demographic structure in the longer term: not in terms of population size nor 
in terms of population composition. One big reason is simply our good fortune 
to be living in a period where scientists are able to develop treatments for a 

Figure 5b. Percent of immigrants that 
are returning citizens

Figure 5a. Total number of 
immigrants, including returning 
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new infectious disease so rapidly. Scaling up production and broadening the 
global supply of these treatments will turn Covid into another endemic disease 
to be sidestepped without disruptive upheavals to everyday life. 

Yet in this regard it is particularly important that we do not ignore the 
more substantial demographic challenges to the state and to the welfare of 
its citizens. Here we simply point to three. In a society with high fertility and 
high levels of demographic growth, it is important to anticipate and plan an 
effective care regime for Israel’s fast growing aged population; it is important 
to continue to improve public health across all sectors; and it is important to 
meet the challenges posed by ongoing climate change.
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