Recent trends in Australia’s cohort fertility: the role of timing and spacing by education level

In Australia, the primary source for information on the nation’s fertility comes from the Australian
Bureau of Statistics which publishes the country’s Total Fertility Rate (TFR). This is calculated using
birth registration data and the estimated resident population. The latest TFR for 2019 was 1.66
children per woman, which is the lowest on record (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2020). While the
TFR gives us contemporaneous information it relates to births to women in all age groups and is
susceptible to tempo changes in the timing of childbearing, for example the postponement of
childbearing to later ages. To

To better estimate the fertility of cohorts of real women, an alternative measure of fertility is the
Completed Family Size (CFS) or the average number of children born to women who have completed
their childbearing. While the Australian Census asks every woman how many children they have ever
had and therefore provides information to estimate cohort fertility it has no information on the
timing of births. This information is however available in the Household, Income, and Labour
Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey which is a large-scale longitudinal survey of households in
Australia.

Using the modified McDonald formula and the 2019 wave of HILDA, we decompose recent cohort
fertility trends from the 1950-54 cohort to the 1970-74 cohort to examine how fertility has changed
as a result of changes in the average age at first birth, last birth as well as the interval between
births. When the 1950-54 had completed their childbearing they had an average number of 2.30
children. In contrast when the 1970-74 cohort had completed their childbearing they had an average
number of 2.09 children.

The mean number of children ever born (B) for each cohort is related to the four components as
follows (Jain & McDonald 1997):
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S is the proportion of women who had at least one birth
Fis the average age at first birth
L is the average age at last birth

I is the average length of all intervals between births for those women who have had at least two
births.

Each component can have a positive or negative effect on fertility. Using the 1950-54 cohort as the
reference, for recent decades the main driver of lower fertility has the increase in the proportion of
women who are childless as well as the increasing age at first birth which have both have a
dampening effect on fertility. In contrast, the age at last birth has increased while the interval
between births has decreased. This has had a positive effect on the fertility of cohorts over time, but
not enough to counteract the effect of increasing age at first birth and proportion who are childless.

During this period of time one of the most important social changes has been the increasing
education of women. For each component of cohort fertility we investigate and discuss the patterns
across women of different education levels and what potential this has for future fertility trends.



Table 1. Cohort fertility statistics

1950-54 1955-59 1960-64 1965-69 1970-74

% childless 10.5 145 15.0 11.0 14.9
Average number of children 2.3 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.1

Average age at first birth 24.7 25.7 26.8 26.8 28.0
Average at last birth 30.1 31.6 32.2 32.0 33.0
Average interval between births for those

with 2+ children 3.70 3.77 3.63 3.81 3.58
% Bachelor degree or above 12 18 22 22 26

% Diploma or Certificate 15 19 23 21 22

% High school or below 23 22 21 18 16

By education level

% childless

Bachelor degree or above 18 21 22 16 19
Diploma or Certificate 10 11 12 8 15
High school or below 7 13 11 10 7

Average number of children

Bachelor degree or above 1.8 1.9 1.9 1.9 1.8
Diploma or Certificate 2.4 2.3 2.3 2.3 2.1
High school or below 2.5 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.5

Age at first birth

Bachelor degree or above 27.9 28.6 28.7 29.3 31.0
Diploma or Certificate 24.3 25.4 26.5 26.1 26.4
High school or below 23.5 24.0 25.7 25.1 26.2

Age at last birth

Bachelor degree or above 32.6 33.8 32.9 33.7 34.5
Diploma or Certificate 29.4 31.0 32.4 31.3 31.6
High school or below 29.5 30.6 31.6 31.2 32.6

Interval between first and last birth for those with 2+ children

Bachelor degree or above 3.8 3.7 3.2 3.7 3.0
Diploma or Certificate 35 3.6 3.9 3.9 3.8
High school or below 3.8 3.9 3.7 3.8 4.0

Source: HILDA Wave 19 (2019)
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