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SO 326: POPULATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE (Richard Lampard)

Handout for Week 8 Lecture on Contemporary Fertility
Post-war British/European fertility (see Coleman and Salt, 1992):

Late 1950s/early 1960s boom; decline 1964-1977 (1977 TPFR/TFR = trough of about 1.7); more stable since then, though TPFR/TFR for England and Wales dropped from 1.84 to 1.63 between 1990 and 2001 (Source: Population Trends and Birth Statistics), before recovering to 1.97 in 2008 (this recovery reflecting, to some extent, births to migrants; see also Tromans et al., 2009). Bongaarts (1999) points out that a rising average age at childbearing depresses the TFR; for the UK in 1985/9 it was 1.80 but Bongaarts’ adjusted value is 1.92. It is arguably more meaningful to examine completed cohort fertility, which is still not much below 2.0 for cohorts who have reached the age of 45 recently (Figures: see handout).  However, Lesthaeghe and Willems (1999), having taken into account the kinds of adjustment proposed by Bongaarts, believe that below replacement-level fertility may be a long-term feature of European countries.

Tranter notes the existence of cross-national similarities in fertility patterns since the 1960s in developed world (including the prevalence of the two-child structure), though the TFRs of different European countries vary quite markedly (Coleman 1996; 2007#). For example, in 2000, the TFR in France, the UK and Italy were 1.89, 1.65 and 1.23 respectively (Kiernan 2004; see back of reading list).
#: Coleman (2007) is now at: http://www.ageing.ox.ac.uk/publications/ageing-horizons/7

Proximate causes (of post-‘baby boom’ decline):

· Decline in fecundity? Possible but unlikely, given level so low

· Sexual activity? More frequent (and starts earlier), not less

· Contraception and abortion? Maybe mechanism (e.g. pill; legal abortion), but not cause

· Attitudes to family size? People more often expect to have 3 children and end up with 2 than expect to have 2 and end up with 3 (Coleman and Salt).

Importance to an understanding of (and the prediction of) fertility trends of distinctions between accidental and planned fertility, and between legitimate (marital) and illegitimate (non-marital) fertility. (ONS 1998. Birth Statistics 1996. {Series FM1 No. 25} shows that in 1996 36% of live births were outside marriage, breaking down as follows: 21% -  parents had same address; 7% - parents had different addresses; 8% - sole registrations. In fact, these distinctions within non-marital fertility may be more important than the marital/non-marital distinction, given that it may be the existence and residential status of a named father that are of conceptual significance). By 2010  47% of births were outside marriage, with the component percentages being 31%, 10% and 6% (ONS 2011 Statistical bulletin: Live Births in England and Wales by Characteristics of Mother 1, 2010). Thus the combined percentage of births within marriage and births to other parents with a shared address changed very little between 1996 and 2010.
Birth control practices, while of considerable relevance, can only diminish unwanted fertility, and therefore can only explain part of the 1960s-1970s decline, since this was not simply a decline in unwanted fertility.

Underlying causes and explanations of fertility trends/patterns:

For an overview of cultural, economic and gender-related explanations, see Simpson (2007): www.uptap.net/reports%20and%20papers/05%200706GeNet%20Paper.doc
Economic (and demographic)

The idea of an income/fertility correlation (an idea which dates back to Malthus):

This doesn’t match up to post-war patterns. Some authors echo the children vs. consumption idea visible in the literature on the 1870-1930 decline, but this would need to be convincing linked to the timing (mid-1960s onwards) of the decline.

Easterlin’s cohort size model:

Large cohort ( resources spread thinly ( restricted fertility ( become parents of small cohort. This, however, doesn’t fit the patterns in post-1960s Britain! (Note the emphasis on aspirations, and on the relationship between expected incomes and actual incomes).

(Oppenheimer has proposed a related theory that the earnings of mothers in one generation depressed the ‘relative income’, and hence the fertility, of their adult children; see Tranter, 1996).

Married women’s work/New Home Economics (G. Becker):

When a wife’s income forms an important part of the family income, rising wage levels among women make children a less attractive option. (Married women’s employment also affects the timing and spacing of childbearing more generally; the “opportunity costs of childbearing” are relevant in this context.) This kind of economic approach fits the observed data rather better, though it works better within specific countries over time than it does in comparisons between countries. (Question: Should attention focus on women’s paid employment per se, or on the ratio of women’s wages to men’s wages?) 

(See Ermisch {seminar reading}: for material relating to the above; also Coleman, 2007).

Note that, notwithstanding a weakened relationship between marriage and childbearing, rising age at marriage has implications for the extent and timing of fertility. As in the study of historical demography, it may be important to examine marriage/nuptiality, fertility and work simultaneously; authors such as Blossfeld and Oppenheimer look at the implications of changing patterns of female education/training and paid employment for ‘family formation’ (i.e. both marriage and fertility). Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan (2012: November!) see the direct and indirect effects of rising educational enrolment as a crucial determinant of fertility postponement (rather than cultural factors).
Oppenheimer further reflects on the relevance to patterns of family formation of a shift away from marriages based on specialization (i.e. with respect to paid work and childcare) within an overall division of labour. In addition, various recently-published articles relating to European countries (see Reading List) focus on decision making within couples in relation to the division of child-care, paid employment, etc.)
Note that the form of couple relationship that women participate in may be of importance, since fertility rates are lower in cohabiting unions than in marriages, and that this difference may be related to the division of labour within cohabiting couples. Furthermore, high divorce/separation rates have implications for understanding and predicting fertility, since childbearing can take place within more than one co-resident relationship (or, for that matter, before/between/after such relationships!) 

Cultural

Shift towards more of a ‘cost/benefit’ approach to value of children?

Shift towards individualism as compared to child-orientation? (although Coleman (2007) is sceptical about the relationship of fertility levels to the cultural ‘determinants’ of the Second Demographic Transition).
Non-material satisfaction relating to children?

(Simons {seminar reading}: mixture/heterogeneity of orientations in population?)

Familism: both as it relates to childless women and to single women who want children.

(Van Krieken, 1997, discusses a range of economic and cultural explanations within an interesting article on the value of the notion of the ‘reproductive self’ as a tool within demographic/sociological writing).

Personal/Psychological/Social

Psychological and other non-economic benefits of having children? (See excerpt from Andorka within handout; see also Coleman, 2007, who points out that the ‘child services’ which underpin the desire for children assumed within economic models of contemporary fertility may largely be ‘psychological’ in nature).
Sociological 

Busfield and Paddon (see handout): Criticise economic theories; emphasise social actor’s perceptions and interpretations. Typology derived from empirical research, indicating fertility relates to various ideologies of family life with different implications for numbers, timing and spacing.

Women’s agency, the state and social policy

Murphy-Lawless and McCarthy (1999), focussing on the Republic of Ireland, until recently an outlier within Europe (because of its high fertility rate), note the role played by the agency of individual women and of the women’s movement, and also discuss how the state and various forms of social policy can constrain and/or facilitate fertility-related choices (e.g. in relation to the tension between economic activity and childbearing). Sigle-Rushton (2008) points out that fertility in Britain has remained higher than elsewhere in Europe despite governmental reluctance to implement policies to encourage childbearing.
Timing, spacing and numbers:

Variations over time in timing of childbirth: e.g. ASFRs (age-specific fertility rates) now very similar (in England and Wales) for 25-29 and 30-34 year old women, when the former rate used to be markedly higher (in fact, since 2004, the latter has been higher!)
The average (mean) age at first birth rose from 24.3 in 1976 to 26.7 in 1996 (see Ruddock et al., 1998), and was 27.6 in 2008 (ONS 2010. Birth Statistics 2008).
The gap between children in two-child families dropped considerably between the 1930s and 1960s; the mean approximately halved from 6 years to not much more than 3 years). The median gap between first and second births (for all women) is also about 3 years (ONS 1998. Birth Statistics 1996).

Trend during 20th century towards two-child families (England and Wales: Women born in 1955 averaged 2.02 children, 0: 17%, 1: 12%, 2: 40%, 3: 20%, 4+: 11% - see Pearce et al., 1999); for the 1963 cohort the figures are 20%, 12%, 38%, 20% and 10%: ONS, 2010, Birth Statistics 2008).
Relevance of contraception to (e.g.) spacing (see Nì Bhrolchàin {seminar reading}).

Variations in fertility between different groups:

(Historically class differences in contraceptive behaviour led to greater [unwanted?] fertility in lower classes). Socio-economic differentials: in the latter part of the 20th Century fertility was higher in lower classes, but higher among RGSC (Registrar General’s Social Class) I than among RGSC II and III NM. However, Sigle-Rushton (2008) notes the tendency of more educated women in Britain in recent years to delay fertility and have smaller finalized numbers of children. 

Working class women: lower age at marriage; quicker first birth (but differences now not huge [Ruddock et al., 1998]: Class I/II married women mean age at first birth 30.2 years; Class IV/V 27.6 years - judged in terms of husband’s class - yuk!)
In 2005 the figures for NSSEC 1.1 and NSSEC 7 were 32.2 years and 28.3 years respectively (ONS, 2006, Birth Statistics 2005) (See also Rendall et al., 2009, for a comparison between Britain and France in terms of effects of occupational class).
Housing tenure: rates high for local authority housing (see Coleman and Salt).

Relevance to class differentials of cost of child-care in combination with employment - deterrent to childbearing/deterrent to employment?

Ethnicity: Convergence/decline in differences? Possibly tied to status as migrant or British-born minority ethnic group member. (Limited data, but see the Country of Birth of parent(s) tables in ONS, 2010, Birth Statistics 2008; see also Coleman and Dubuc, 2010.)

Urban rates lower than rural rates (opportunity costs?) Quite marked regional variation in age-specific fertility rates (e.g. higher at 30+ in London, the South and the (South-)East as compared to the rest of England and Wales). See ONS (2006) Birth Statistics 2005.

Voluntary childlessness:
Preserving positive aspects of childlessness and avoiding costs? Growth in marital childlessness? (Coleman and Salt; Coleman). Increase from 10% of 1940-4 birth cohort of women to 15-20% of 1960-4 cohort? (this was a projection, but is supported by recent official data implying a figure of 19-20%; ONS, 2010, Birth Statistics 2008). ONS (1998) Birth Statistics 1996 gives some projected figures for different birth cohorts:

1956 - 17%; 1961 - 20%; 1966: 22%; 1971: 23%

Childlessness positively correlated with age at marriage, high status/education (Coleman and Salt; Coleman; Kneale and Joshi, 2008). Delaying: economic reasons, but not having: freedom of action? Childlessness tied to shift from traditional to ‘post-material’ attitudes? (Note: involuntary childlessness through infertility minor part of overall childlessness; Coleman quotes a figure of 3% of couples being sterile by the start of their marriages, with the percentage rising with rising age at marriage). Figures/Diagram: See handout.

Occupational and educational homogamy/heterogamy may be related to childlessness within couples: Portanti, M. and Whitworth, S. 2009. ‘A comparison of the characteristics of childless women and mothers in the ONS Longitudinal Study’, Population Trends 136: 10-20. Henz (2008) looks at the relevance of couple’s divisions of labour and orientations towards children as possible determinants of current childlessness among couples in Germany. (Henz, U. 2008. ‘Gender roles and values of children: Childless Couples in East and West Germany’, Demographic Research 19: 1451-1500.)
McAllister and Clarke (1998) quote research projecting a relatively stable level of eventual childlessness (20-21%) for women born within the 1960-1975 birth cohorts. The qualitative aspect of their study looks at decision-making and processual aspects of childlessness, and examines the relevance of careers/employment, identities and perceptions of parenthood. An awareness of the demands and responsibilities of parenthood was more evident than other, more stereotypical, characteristics.

Gillespie (2000) notes that others tend to “disregard” the explanations made by the voluntary childless (saying that they will “change their minds” at some point or will “regret” their decisions) and to label the voluntary childless as deviant (see also Letherby, 2002, and Park, 2002). Gillespie’s research (which was based on a relatively well-educated sample of women) suggests that a new discourse of childless femininity may be being developed. Campbell (A.) (1999) looks at the difficulties faced by childless women who wish to be sterilised.
Note that some of the references in this handout are now listed within the supplementary reading list (located on the module’s web pages) rather than being in the main module reading list.
