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Fertility has been in decline globally for
many decades. In the five years to 2005, the
world average total fertility rate (TFR) was
projected to be 2.7 babies per woman, a
reduction of nearly two babies per woman on
average from the rate in the 1970s (4.5 babies
per woman). While the relatively more
developed countries of the OECD tend to have
significantly lower fertility than most
non-OECD countries, the falls in TFR across the
OECD have been dramatic. Between 1970 and
2004, the average TFR of the OECD declined by
one baby per woman from 2.6 to 1.6.

The transition to low fertility coupled with
low mortality has resulted in an ageing of
many countries’ populations that is projected
to continue throughout this century. This
presents economic and social challenges due
to declining labour force participation and
increasing fiscal pressures.1 In response to
sustained low fertility and population ageing,
many OECD governments have changed their
views concerning fertility levels. Thirty years
ago, four OECD governments considered
their own country's fertility level to be too
low; by 2003, more than half (16) of OECD
country governments considered their
country's fertility to be too low.2

This article compares Australian fertility rates
with those in selected OECD countries. It also
looks at some of the factors that influence
women's fertility such as education and
participation in the labour force.

Trends in the total fertility rate

Following the Second World War, many
developed countries experienced a baby
boom. This was marked by record numbers of
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International fertility
comparison

Data sources and definitions
Data in this article are drawn from a number of
sources, including the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) and the
statistical agencies of a number of countries.
Comparisons are made with several OECD
countries, chosen for their cultural and/or
economic similarities to Australia, including
Canada, New Zealand, United Kingdom and United
States of America. Italy is included as an example of
Southern European countries which typically have
very low fertility. Japan is chosen as an example of
developed East Asian countries and Sweden is
included as an example of the Nordic states which
tend to have a history of investing in ‘family friendly’
social policies.

Age-specific fertility rates (ASFR) are the number of
live births in a year to mothers at each age per
1,000 of the female population of the same age.

The total fertility rate (TFR) for any given year is
the sum of the age-specific fertility rates for that
year. It is a hypothetical measure which represents
the average number of babies a woman would give
birth to during her lifetime if she experienced the
current age-specific fertility rates at each age of her
reproductive life.

Replacement level fertility is the number of babies
a woman would need to have to replace herself and
her partner, and is currently around 2.1 babies per
woman.

Between 1970 and

2004, the average total

fertility rate across

OECD countries declined

by one baby per woman

from 2.6 to 1.6.

Source: OECD, Society at a Glance, 2006.
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women having a high average number of
babies. After the baby booms, fertility levels
generally declined rapidly and the TFRs of
many developed countries decreased to below
the replacement level of 2.1 babies per woman.
The transition to below replacement level
fertility occurred in the late 1950s in Japan, the
late 1960s in Sweden and around the early
1970s for the United States, Canada and the
United Kingdom. Australia’s and Italy’s TFR fell
below replacement level in the mid 1970s,
while New Zealand’s TFR did not fall below
replacement level until around the early 1980s.

Sweden, New Zealand and the United States
all underwent a brief recovery to replacement
level fertility around the early 1990s. While
the period during which these countries were
at replacement level was short lived, the TFRs
of New Zealand and the United States have
remained relatively high compared to the

comparison countries since that time. In
2004, the United States had the highest TFR
in the comparison countries (2.05), followed
by New Zealand (2.01). Sweden had a TFR of
1.75 babies per woman in 2004, which was a
recovery from the late 1990s when it dipped
to 1.5. Japan and Italy had the two lowest TFRs
among the comparison countries in 2004 with
1.29 and 1.33 babies per woman respectively.
Australia was ranked around the middle of the
comparison countries with 1.77 babies per
woman.

Fewer babies, older mothers
Underlying the declines in TFRs over past
decades have been considerable changes in
the age specific fertility rates (ASFRs) for each
of the selected OECD countries. In the more
recent period from 1990 and 2004, ASFRs
have generally decreased in mothers aged less
than 30 years and increased in the older age
groups reflecting the delayed childbearing of
women.

The postponement of childbirth is a
widespread and significant phenomenon in
OECD countries. When women delay
childbearing it reduces the remaining time in
which women can have babies. Such women
tend to have fewer babies than those who
started earlier, and there is an increased risk
of childlessness (see Australian Social Trends
2005, Recent fertility trends, pp. 23–27).

The shift to older childbearing between 1990
and 2004 is highlighted by the change in the
age group with peak fertility. In 1990, women
aged 25–29 years experienced the highest
fertility of all age groups; by 2004, women
aged 30–34 years had the highest age-specific
fertility rates for all countries in the
comparison group, with the exceptions of the
United States, Canada and Japan.

However, the increases in fertility of women
aged 30 years and over have not fully offset
the decreases in fertility at the younger age
groups, leading to declines in the TFRs of all
countries over the 1990–2004 period. The
most dramatic example was seen in Sweden
where the increase in fertility from women
aged 30 years and over would have increased
the TFR by 10%, had the fertility of women
aged less than 30 years remained at the 1990
level. However, the reduction in fertility for
women aged less than 30 years was large
enough to produce an overall 18% decline in
the TFR between 1990 (2.13) and 2004
(1.75).

Although the ASFR declined for United States
women aged less than 30 years between 1990
and 2004, the United States is exceptional for
its relatively high fertility among younger

2  A B S •  A U S T R A L I A N  S O C I A L  T R E N D S •  4 1 0 2 . 0 •  2 0 0 7

(a) Births per 1,000 women.
(b) 1991 in Canada, New Zealand and the United Kingdom.
(c) Data are for England and Wales only.

Source: ABS Births collection3; Statistics Canada (cat. no. 84FO210 and 91209XIE)4; Annuario
Statistics Italiano 20065; Statistics Bureau, Japan6; Statistical Yearbook of Sweden 1992 and
20067; Statistics New Zealand8; Office for National Statistics, United Kingdom9; National Center
for Health Statistics, United States.10
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women. In 2004, the fertility of women aged
20–24 years in the United States (102 births per
1,000 women) was around twice that of women
in Canada and Australia (51 and 53 babies per
1,000 women respectively), and considerably
more than the countries with the nearest rates,
the United Kingdom and New Zealand with 73
and 71 babies per 1,000 women respectively.
The high fertility of this age group in the United
States is driven in part by the high fertility
among young Hispanic women. For example,
the fertility of Hispanic women aged 20–24 years
was 63% higher than for the total United States
population of those aged 20–24 years.12
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(a) Medium variant projections.

Source: Population Division of the Department of
Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations
Secretariat 2007, World Population Prospects: The 2006
Revision, viewed 27 March 2007,
<http://esa.un.org/unpp>.
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Low fertility
The United Nations defines low fertility countries as
those countries with a total fertility rate at or below
2.1 (replacement level fertility). In 2000–05, 65
countries were classed as having low fertility while
127 countries had above replacement level fertility.
Approximately two-fifths of the world's population
lived in a low fertility country in 2000–05.13

Persistent low fertility was a concern for many
countries. In 2005, 46 countries viewed their
fertility to be too low. Of these countries, more
than three-quarters had government policies
intended to boost fertility.13

Countries with low fertility can be further defined
by how far below replacement level their TFR is.
Very low fertility countries have total fertility rates
below 1.3 babies per woman. In 1993, Italy (1.25),
Spain (1.27) and Germany (1.28) were the first
OECD countries to record very low fertility. United
Nations data estimate that in 2000–05, 18 countries
had very low fertility, all of which were located in
Southern Europe, Eastern Europe and Eastern
Asia.13

(a) 1991 in Canada, New Zealand and the United Kingdom.
(b) Data are for England and Wales only.

Source: Derived from individual country data: Statistical
Yearbook of Sweden 1992 and 20067; Annuario Statistics
Italiano 20065; ABS Births collection3; Statistics Bureau,
Japan6; Statistics New Zealand8; Statistics Canada (cat. no.
91209XIE and 84FO210)4; Office for National Statistics,
United Kingdom9; National Center for Health Statistics,
United States.10
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A consequence of the shift in fertility to older
ages is that today, a much larger proportion
of the TFR comes from women who are in
their 30s and 40s compared with fifteen years
ago. Younger mothers (aged under 30 years)
accounted for the majority of the TFR in each
of the selected countries in 1990. In 2004,
mothers aged 30 years and over were
responsible for over half the TFR in Italy
(57%), Sweden (57%) and Australia (52%),
while in Japan (49%), New Zealand (48%),
Canada (47%) and the United Kingdom
(44%), they accounted for just under half.
Consistent with the younger fertility pattern
in the United States, the proportion of TFR
attributable to women aged 30 years and over
(37%) was lower than all other comparison
countries and showed the least change over
the period.

A further indication of the postponed fertility
is an increase in the average age of mothers at
childbirth. As would be expected, the shift in
childbearing to older age groups is reflected
in an increase in the average age of mothers
when they have their children. In 1990, the
average age of mothers at childbirth for all
comparison countries ranged between 26 and
29 years. By 2004, the average age of mothers
had increased by around two years for most
countries, except for the United States which
increased by one year.

In 2004, the oldest average age of mothers at
childbirth was in Sweden (30.7 years in 2004),
the same as in Italy in 2003. The average age of
Australian women who gave birth was around
one year younger (29.8 years), while the
youngest age of the comparison countries was
the United States (27.5 years).

Socioeconomic factors and fertility
within countries

The number of children women have in
developed countries is largely determined by
their (and their partners') preferences, taking
into account the relative costs and benefits of
having children.14 Women who wish to have
children and pursue a career are faced with
challenges in reconciling the two aspirations.
Time spent in education and a career can
mean less time for partnering and having
children as a greater proportion of a woman's
childbearing years may be taken up with
study and work.

Differences in the way countries are
organised with respect to facilitating a
balance between women's employment and
family responsibilities provide part of the
explanation for the gap between the very low
fertility countries of Southern Europe and the
more moderate fertility countries of the
OECD.15 The lowering of costs of having
children (both direct and indirect) through
family friendly policies such as those
promoting flexible work arrangements, child
care subsidies and paid parental leave may all
contribute to higher fertility.2,15 In addition,
cultural and economic factors such as the
presence of strong family ties, the level of
unemployment and relative ease of the
transitions from education to labour market
may also impact on women's fertilty.16

...education
Women in all OECD countries are more
educated today than those in previous
generations.2 The relationship between
education and fertility among women within
individual OECD countries shows that higher
levels of qualifications are associated with
lower fertility. Spending longer in education
tends to delay women's age at first birth, and
women with high levels of skill may be less
inclined than less educated women to
interrupt their careers to have children.2

However, the relationship between the
tertiary qualification level of women aged
25–34 years and the TFR across countries of
the OECD in 2004 is quite different. Most
countries tended to either have low levels of
qualification with low TFR or relatively higher
levels of qualifications with relatively higher
TFRs. For example, Italy had a lower
proportion of women with tertiary
qualifications (17%) compared with the
OECD average (34%), as well as a lower TFR.
On the other hand, Australia (41%), the
United States (42%) and Sweden (47%) all
had higher tertiary qualification levels and
higher TFRs.
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(a) Includes Tertiary-type A, Tertiary-type B and Advanced Research Qualifications, according to
ISCED–97 levels 5A, 5B and 6.

(b) Women aged 25–34 years.
(c) Average of 24 OECD countries.

Source: OECD, Education at a Glance, 2006 and OECD, Society at a Glance, 2006.
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...employment

The relation between women's employment
and their fertility is complex and differs
markedly between countries.2 The constraints
that mothers experience are influenced by
their countries' specific social and economic
factors.16

The 2002 inter-country comparison of
employment of mothers with a child aged less
than 6 years reveals a pattern of lower
participation being generally associated with
lower TFRs.

While some countries with lower employment
rates for mothers did show lower fertility (e.g.
Japan and Italy), others did not. For example,
both Australia and New Zealand had lower
rates of employment for mothers with the
youngest child under 6 years (50% and 49%
respectively) compared with the 2002 OECD
average rate of 56%; however, both had
higher TFRs than the OECD average (1.8 and
1.9 respectively compared with an average of
1.5). Sweden had one of the highest levels of
employment among mothers (78%) and
moderate TFR (1.7), while the United States
with the highest TFR (2.0) had only a slightly
higher rate of employment among mothers
than the OECD average.
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(a) For mothers with youngest child aged under 6 years.
(b) Average of 24 OECD countries.

Source: ABS 2003 Family Characteristics Survey; OECD, Society at a Glance, 2005.
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