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• Most OECD countries have experienced a marked decline in
fertility rates over the years.

• Personal choices on having a child depend on a wide range of
factors, such as, economic and financial security, the costs of
raising children, social norms, personal and medical conditions,
as well as the overall labour market situation and family policy
environment.

• Changes in attitudes towards parenthood may be another
explanation for changes in fertility rates.

• This chapter brings together evidence from the international
literature on the underlying drivers of fertility rates, and
presents the results of recent OECD analysis on the effect of
labour market outcomes, changes in household budgets and
different aspects of the family policy framework on fertility rates
as well as the average age of mothers at birth of their children
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Main findings
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The main findings of this chapter include:
• There is a broad trend towards increased childlessness across

the OECD, but the strength of this trend varies
• Across the OECD on average, there is no marked change of

numbers in the birth order of children over the 1980-2022
period, but this overall stability masks important country
differences

• Most parents do not have children because they will gain
economically. But this does not mean that economic
considerations do not have any effect on family formation

• Part of the answer lies in the changing gender roles in society.
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• However, if women are able to combine work and family life,
and participate in economic life on an equal footing, then this
leads to better economic outcomes and higher fertility rates.

• Policy has become more focused on supporting the
reconciliation of parental work and family commitments as this
reduces the costs of children to parents and sustains family
incomes, which theory predicts will support fertility rates
(Becker, 1960)

• Other direct costs of children are also important.
• Results from OECD-wide regressions found positive

associations between TFRs, employment of men and women,
public spending on parental leave and ECEC, and financial
support to households to a lesser extent.
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• The recent rapid succession of global crises, e.g. COVID-19,
increasing climate issues, the Russian war of aggression against
Ukraine, may have spread a feeling of uncertainty and
unpredictability, which may lead some potential parents to
delay having children, or even decide against it altogether

• Recent years have also been marked by a change in attitudes
towards parenthood.
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Fewer and later births in most OECD countries
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TFRs remain high and well above replacement levels in some parts of
the world, and more than half of the projected increase in global
population up to 2050 will be concentrated in just eight countries:
the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Egypt, Ethiopia, India –
which surpassed China as the world’s most populous country in 2023
(UN DESA, 2023), Nigeria, Pakistan, the Philippines and Tanzania.
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In many OECD countries, recent decades have been marked by a
simultaneous trend toward fewer and later births. At the beginning of
the 1990s, the average total fertility rate (TFR – see the notes to
Figure 1.1 for the definition) across OECD countries had already been
on a long downward trend.
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The COVID-19 pandemic led to strong fluctuations in births and
fertility rates across countries, although effects vary across countries.
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Fertility rates have fallen in most countries since 1980



Introduction

The specific trajectories of TFR-trends differ markedly across
countries, with some experiencing most of their decline well before
others (Figure 1.2).
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The five OECD countries with the highest TFR in 1980 – Colombia,
Costa Rica, Ireland, Mexico and Türkiye – have experienced the
strongest declines, falling by more than 1.5 births from a level
previously well above 3 births per women.
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Childlessness and the birth order of children
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The fall in TFRs is related to women having fewer children and/or
none at all. Childlessness has been on the rise across the OECD, but
there is cross-national variation in timing and extent (Figure 1.3).



Introduction



Introduction

Across the OECD on average, there is no marked change in the
number of children by the birth order (Figure 1.4).
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The mean age at which women give birth has risen
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While TFRs declined over the past 40 years, the mean age at which
women give birth increased, as did TFRs for women aged over 30.
Across the OECD, the average age of mothers at which they give birth
increased from 27 years of age in 1980 to 28.6 in 2000 and 30.9 in
2022 (Figure 1.5).
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Over this period, the largest increases of the mean age of women at
giving birth, of more than 5 years, were recorded in Czechia, Estonia,
Hungary and Greece.
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Population dynamics
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• Over the years, the declining fertility rates have led to a fall in
the number of births per year across the OECD (Figure 1.6).

• With COVID-19 net migration fell, but since 2021, migration has
increased to record heights in the OECD – even when not
accounting for Ukrainian refugees. But overall, the net
contribution of migrants to overall fertility levels is relatively
small, notwithstanding the fact that many migrants arrive in
OECD countries during their childbearing years and from origin
countries which often have relatively high fertility norms

• Recent global fertility rate projections estimate the global TFR to
fall from 2.21 in 2022 to 1.83 in 2050 and 1.59 in 2100
(Bhattacharjee et al., 2024)
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The conditions for family formation and parenthood
have changed
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• 1960, Gary Becker published the first and arguably one of the
most influential articles on the relationship between economics
and fertility (Doepke et al., 2022)

• Over the years, the increase in contraceptive use has
contributed to a reduction in unplanned births and decline in
fertility rates (United Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs, Population Division, 2020)

• Following Becker’s approach, this suggests that the direct and/or
indirect costs of children have increased relatively strongly,



Introduction

The link between educational attainment and fertility
has changed for women
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Over past decades, women’s average years of schooling and
educational attainment have increased substantially (Barro and Lee,
2013; OECD, 2023). For men the likelihood to become a father
increases with the level of education, and this effect mainly occurs
because men with higher educational attainment are more likely to
enter a stable partnership than men with low levels of education who
are more likely to face difficulties in the “marriage market” (Trimarchi
and van Bavel, 2017)



Introduction

Both men’s and women’s employment is positively
associated with the TFR
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Fertility choices can critically hinge on economic factors,
determining whether (prospective) parents can afford a(nother) child.
Figure 1.7 shows that aggregate employment of men and women is
significantly and positively associated with TFRs, a finding that is
supported by the literature (Adema, Ali and Thévenon, 2014; Comolli
et al., 2021; Doepke et al., 2022; Luci-Greulich and Thévenon, 2013;
Oshio, 2019)
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The effect of women’s incomes on fertility depends on
national contexts
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• Higher wages and incomes lead to more household resources
and “more consumption of children”, i.e. more children and/or
spending more time and money per child (Becker, 1960).

• For women, the international literature identifies a positive link
between women’s earnings and fertility in Denmark (Berninger,
2013) and Norway (Hart, 2015), where dual-earner households
have long been the norm (Figure 1.8).
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It is not just about having a job, but the stability of
that job is important too
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While employment is positively associated with fertility rates, labour
market dualism and the associated poor labour market conditions for
the “outsiders” reduce the likelihood of having (more) children
(Ayllón, 2019; Seltzer, 2019; Vignoli, Tocchioni and Mattei, 2020; Yoo.,
2022).
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Families postpone having children due to both real
and perceived economic uncertainties
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To a certain degree, fertility follows the ups and downs of the
business cycle. However, rising inflation and Russia’s war of
aggression against Ukraine fed uncertainty in the outlook, and many
people felt insecure about the state of their economies and their
household finances. For instance, in Canada, unemployment fell to a
low-point of 5.3% in 2022, but 48% of 25-54 year-old respondents to
the OECD Risks that Matter Survey still reported that the risk of
losing their job or income was among their top-three worries that
year (Figure 1.9).
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Figure 1.10 shows that among the countries that participated in the
OECD Risks that Matter Survey, on average 44% of 25-54 year-olds
report thinking the government will not or does not sufficiently
support income losses associated with having children.
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Perceived and anticipated uncertainties matter
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Perceived and anticipated uncertainties that influence fertility
choices are heavily impacted by prevailing narratives in society,
including the tone in media. There are also many people who believe
that today’s children will grow up to be worse off than their parents:
over 50% in most OECD countries, and in the majority of these
countries this negative sentiment strengthened over the past decade
(Figure 1.11).
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Public expenditure on family benefits
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Figure 1.12 shows spending on family benefits across the early
life-course. Spending on children across the OECD on average tails
off after childbirth to pick up again in earnest around age 2 to 3 when
ECEC becomes available in many countries on a more
comprehensive basis.
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Depending on the country studied, the effects of cash transfers differ
greatly across the OECD, as does their role in the overall package of
family supports. Hungary, for example, has spent large sums on
incentivising higher numbers of births through various family cash
and tax benefits (Figure 1.13), including maternity and parental leave
benefits with high payment rates for two years, a housing programme
of lump-sum payments and subsidised loans, and increased
investment in ECEC as from age 2 to 3 (OECD, 2022).
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Parental leave can support fertility, but effects depend
on context
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• Employment-protected paid family leave entitlements are a
major feature of family policy in OECD countries

• Across the OECD, an average of 25.7 weeks are earmarked for
exclusive use by the mother and 12.7 weeks earmarked for
exclusive use by the father.

• OECD-wide regressions of the overall length of paid parental
leave and the exclusive entitlements for fathers on fertility and
mean age of childbirth with fertility, show that the duration of
paid leave for mothers is significantly associated with TFRs
(Figure 1.14).
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Childcare availability can increase fertility rates, with
varying effects across birth parities
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• Access to high-quality and affordable ECEC supports both
parents in their efforts to combine family commitments with
full- or parttime labour market attachment.

• Figure 1.14 shows that public spending on ECEC – which covers
accessibility, availability, and intensity of use as well as
affordability and quality of ECEC – has a significant positive
association with fertility rates.

• However, despite a massive expansion of ECEC and family
supports in general, Korea has not been able to reverse its
downward trend in the TFR (Jeong et al., 2022), which dropped
below 1 in 2018 and stood at 0.72 in 2023.
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Cash benefits have transitory effects on fertility at
best
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Cash transfers for families with children, such as family or child
allowances, lower the direct costs of having children and may
therefore increase fertility rates.
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Increasing housing costs affect fertility
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Formal childcare, education, food, and housing are significant parts
of a family budget, and more children mean more costs. Changes in
the price of such goods and services are therefore likely to change
fertility outcomes. Figure 1.15 shows that household expenditure on
housing and utilities has increased substantially, in line with strong
increases in (real) house prices over past decades, but particularly
since the mid-2010s (OECD, 2023).
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Changes in attitudes and norms can be important for
fertility
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On average across the OECD, there has been an increase in the
proportion of youth living in their parents’ households, but there is
substantial variation across countries (Figure 1.16).
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Family versus self-actualisation
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Most births are intentional (albeit unintentional births still happen)
and more people intend to have – and do have – fewer children.
Along with these trends, there is a broad movement towards an
increased acceptance of not having children.
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Pressures of parenting
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• The normative demands on what it means to be a “good” parent
have grown, or at least grown in importance

• A fear of not being able to live up to the ideal of intensive
parenting is an important reason for postponing or avoiding
family formation.

• With the de-stigmatisation of childlessness and a wider
discussion about whether it is right to have children, it is not
surprising that young adults increasingly consider the state of
the world in which their potential future children will grow up
when making fertility choices.



Introduction

Growing gender equality changes the way households
organise their lives
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• With increasing labour force participation of women, families
have had to rebalance their strategies for managing careers and
the responsibility of raising children.

• Transitions between normative states are not straightforward,
however, and household disagreements on the organisation of
family and work dampen fertility intentions.

• In Norway, where male involvement in care and housework is
one of the highest in the OECD, male partners tend to be the
ones who argue against having a(nother) child (Cools and Strøm,
2020).
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Policy considerations
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Families remain a cornerstone of any society in OECD countries
(OECD, 2011), and modern family policy aims to support families
through pursuit of a range of interdependent policy objectives
(Adema, 2012). These include, in no particular order:
• Combat child and family poverty
• Promote child development and generally enhancing child

well-being throughout the early life-course
• Enhance gender equality
• Mobilise female labour supply to foster economic growth and

underpin the financial sustainability of social protection
systems

• Support parents with the reconciliation of work and family
responsibilities

• Promote conditions which help adults to have the number of
children they desire at the time of their choosing.
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