SO326 Population and Social Change 2012/13
Commentary on the Week 2 Lecture fertility rate example

Suppose that we are interested in answering the question: “How many children do women have these days?”, and also a second (possibly more interesting) question “Are women having more (or less) children than they used to?” 

If we simply look at numbers of births (e.g. 634,500 in England and Wales in 1981 and 699,200 in 1991) we clearly are not taking account of (a) how many women there are in the population, (b) how many women of ‘childbearing age’ there are, and (c) how many women there are at the ages at which they are most likely to be having children. In addition, we are not taking account of the fact that women have children at various points across their life-courses.

In essence what the Total (Period) Fertility Rate, or TFR does, is to construct a hypothetical woman who experiences all their ‘childbearing years’ within a given calendar year, and thus has an overall number of children which is consistent with (in fact, is dictated by) the age-specific fertility rates for that year. 
So the typical (i.e. ‘average’) ‘1981 woman’ has (28.1 x 5)/1000 = 0.14 children# between the ages of 15 and 19, (105.3 x 5)/1000 = 0.53 children between the ages of 20 and 24, 0.65 between the ages of 25 and 29, etc., etc., giving an overall total (TFR) of 1.79 (or, if calculated more precisely, 1.80). Similarly, the typical ‘1991 woman’ can be calculated as having an overall total of 1.82 children.

The implication of the above is that, in 1991, women were typically having rather less than 2 children across their life-courses, and that this was a rather similar number to that for 1981, with vast majority of the 1981-1991 increase in the number of births being an artefact of the size and age structure of the female part of the population.
(Of course, period fertility measures, such as the rates for particular years cited above, cut across the life-courses of actual women. Hence it is, in a sense, more meaningful to think in terms of cohort fertility measures, such as the average number of children born across the life-courses of women who were born in a particular year. However cohort measures cannot tell us what the fertility rate is ‘now’, and are incomplete for women who are still of ‘childbearing age’, and hence such measures lean towards being of ‘historical’ interest…)
#: 28.1 is the age specific fertility rate (per 1,000 women) in 1981 for women aged 15-19 (a 5-year period, hence 28.1 x 5). 

