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Fertility Rates in Australia have been in decline since the 1960s
Fertility rates in Australia and other advanced economies have been declining since the 1960s. People are becoming parents at a later age, having fewer children when they do, and an increasing number of people forgo having children altogether (either by choice or involuntarily). This note explores trends that are associated with declines in fertility.
Fertility rate, annual average female participation rate and mean age of mothers having their first child by year.
[image: This chart shows the fertility rate, average female labour force participation and mean age of mothers having their first child.

The chart shows a rise in median age of first birth as well as the female participation rate, whilst the fertility rate has been declining.]
Source: ABS 2023b, ABS 2024a
In demography, fertility refers to the number of children born, rather than the ability to have children. The total fertility rate estimates the number of children a woman would have during her lifetime if she experienced the age‑specific fertility rates for a given year at each age of her reproductive life.
Key messages outlined in this analysis:
Low fertility is here to stay. The causes of low fertility are complex and interconnected. Changes in society and the economy, such as rising female labour force participation, declining housing affordability and societal norms around family composition, continue to influence fertility decisions. 
Fertility desires differ from fertility outcomes. Fertility desires relate to how many children people would like to have compared to how many children they end up having. In Australia fertility outcomes are lower than fertility desires. 
A growing proportion of individuals and families choose to postpone parenthood, taking time to prepare by developing financial stability, career, relational and personal growth before parenthood. Others choose to not become parents at all. 
	This publication discusses fertility and family formation. We recognise that every person has a unique experience, whether a parent or not. Infertility, miscarriage and pregnancy are sensitive topics that we recognise may be emotionally challenging for some readers. If this raises any issues for you, Lifeline provides confidential one‑to‑one support for people who are feeling overwhelmed or having difficulty coping. You can call Lifeline on 13 11 14 or visit lifeline.org.au. 
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[bookmark: _how_are_fertility]How are fertility choices made?
[bookmark: _Macro-level_conditions_affect]Macro‑level conditions affect individual decision‑making
Over the past sixty years, the economy, labour force and society have changed significantly. Although the factors in fertility decline are highly complex and interconnected, increases in female education, labour force participation, housing market changes and changes in social norms and values have contributed to the decline. While rising female education and labour force participation rates are well established factors impacting individuals’ fertility choices, other factors such as the rising costs of living and raising children have also emerged as contributors in recent decades. Fertility decline has also been enabled by widespread contraceptive availability since the early 1960s, which has allowed women to plan and adjust their childbearing, depending on their context and personal circumstances (Gray et al. 2022, p 9). The relative importance these factors play in individual fertility decision making is not easily determined.
These broad macro‑level factors influence the paths taken by individuals and couples. For previous generations, marriage and childbearing occurred at younger ages and this was considered the beginning of adult life (Lesthaeghe 2014, p 18113). Nowadays, this sentiment is rare. Much more prominent is the idea that one needs to be properly set‑up in terms of a career, job security, home ownership, relationship experience and personal identity before beginning a family (Boivin et al. 2018; Gray et al. 2022, p 33‑37; Lesthaeghe 2014, p 18113). Not only may these expectations be higher than for previous generations but these goals may be harder to secure.
Education and labour force
Female education levels and labour force participation have grown considerably over the past sixty years. Female rates of secondary and tertiary education now exceed those of males (ABS 2023a) and since 1966, the female labour force participation rate has climbed from 37 per cent to 63 per cent (ABS 2024a). Despite changes in women’s workforce participation, women perform more unpaid work in the home than men, especially if they have children (Gray et al. 2022, p 35). This results in women, especially mothers, undertaking a “second shift” in the home in addition to work outside the home (Gray et al. 2022, p 33), discouraging them from having children or having more children.
To be prepared for the implications of taking time out of the workforce to have a child, many women want to achieve financial and professional stability before having children (Gray et al. 2022, p 20). Building financial and professional security can take many years and could be influencing decisions to begin childbearing later in life. Further, these factors may cause them to limit the number of children they do have or, as discussed in a later section, forgo having children altogether. This is seen particularly for highly educated women, who have lower fertility rates than women with less education (Gray et al. 2022, p 32). Between 2011 and 2016 in Australia, women with a post‑secondary qualification had their first child 3.5 years later and had 0.14 fewer children than women without a post‑secondary qualification (McDonald & Moyle 2019).
Labour market conditions have also changed during this time. The labour market has experienced a decline in stable, low‑skilled job opportunities, creating job insecurity particularly for younger adults (the Australian Government 2023, p 11, 49‑50; Gray et al. 2022, p 24, 33). This causes young people to spend more time investing in their education and job experience and makes it economically riskier to have children at younger ages. 


Housing and cost of living
Home ownership among younger adults has become less common in recent decades but is still viewed as an important milestone before beginning a family (Gray et al. 2022, p 34). As seen in Chart 2, house values have increased substantially compared to wages since 2011. Higher housing costs make it increasingly difficult for young adults to achieve their homeownership goals prior to starting a family. This causes people to postpone childbearing until they are financially ready to purchase a property (Gray et al. 2022, p 34).
Change in house values, average wages per hour and inflation, September 2011 – June 2024

Source:  Consumer Price Index (CPI), Average Earnings National Accounts (AENA), Total value of dwelling stock, Australia – Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS).
[bookmark: _Hlk171585703]The cost of living and cost of raising children is another factor impacting fertility decisions. As seen in Chart 3, living costs in Australia have increased by 55 per cent in employee households from 2007 to 2024 (ABS 2024c) and house values increased 150 per cent from 2011 to 2024 (ABS 2024b). Meanwhile, average wages per hour increased by 70 per cent from 2007 to 2024 (ABS 2024d). This increase is not consistent across all categories that make up the cost of living for families. Education, health and housing, which includes mortgages but not the purchase of new dwellings, are the categories most related to raising children and are among the most affected categories. Even when controlling for the increase in consumer prices, the costs of raising children have increased significantly over the past two decades (Gray et al. 2022, p. 30), which deters people from having children. In an Australian sample, 39 per cent of childless people considered the general cost of raising children to be a very important factor in their decision making around fertility (Gray et al. 2022, p. 30).
Percentage change in cost of living index in employee households by category, June 2007 – March 2024

Source: ABS 2024c
Social norms
In the social realm, social norms and values have changed. Individualism has become more prominent, with a focus on high‑order needs such as self‑expression, autonomy and fulfilment, which young adults pursue before becoming parents (Gray et al. 2022, p 36). 
Similarly, secularisation has also occurred in Australia, affecting childbearing values (Gray et al. 2022, p 37). Patterns of partnering have also changed, with an increase in the prevalence of cohabitation, relationship dissolutions and lifelong singleness (Gray et al. 2022, p 37). Cohabitation is now widely used to trial a relationship before committing to marriage or childbearing (Gray et al. 2022, p 37), but is occurring later in life than marriages were for previous generations (McDonald 2020, p 15).
Social norms around parenting have changed too. Intensive parenting, which expects higher levels of money and time spent on active parenting than ever before, has become the norm (Gray et al. 2022, p 32). This means that prospective parents must make a careful trade‑off between the number of children they choose to have and the amount of time and energy they want to dedicate to other opportunities. 
These societal shifts have expanded the opportunities available to many people, causing them to pursue life paths that don’t involve parenting. An increasing share of the population is not having children (AIFS 2023). In some cases, not having children is choice, because of the personal or career cost, or simply not wanting children. In other cases, it is not by choice, such as when people were unable to conceive after postponing having children to later in life (Dariotis 2004). 


	Deep dive: fertility, female labour force participation, and household division of labour 
The relationship between low fertility and female labour force participation is a complex one. Shocks or policies that cause fertility to decline, such as restrictions on the number of children a family can have or limiting IVF to only single‑embryo transfers, often also lead to increases in female labour force participation (Bhalotra, Clarke & Walther 2021, p 14, 19, 21‑22, 25). In the other direction, it is well‑established that female labour force participation is correlated with low fertility (Gray et al. 2022, p 32). 
Accessible and affordable childcare is an enabler to supporting higher female labour force participation and higher fertility rates. In Sweden and Denmark, where female labour force participation is high and childcare is easily accessible, fertility is higher than countries with less accessible childcare. 
In addition, a study of mostly European countries found fertility to be higher in countries with an equitable division of childcare and housework compared to those where this work disproportionately fell to women (Doepke et al. 2022). This trend can also be seen in Chart 4. 
[bookmark: _Household_division_of]Household division of labour and total fertility rate in selected OECD countries, 2019
	Babies per woman

Gender gap in percentage of time in a day spent on unpaid domestic and care work (female‑male)


Source: UN 2022a & World Bank 2024
In Australia, the gender gap in unpaid care time and household labour has remained relatively steady over the past 20 years (HILDA 2022). These gaps show that women undertake a higher and disproportionate amount of unpaid care and household labour compared to men. This trend has continued over timeframes where women’s labour force participation has increased, and the fertility rate has fallen. These outcomes are consistent with international literature that finds a potential response to balancing work and family obligations is to postpone or forgo childbearing (Gray et al. 2022, p 35).



	Box 1. continued
Policies that support a more equal division of unpaid care and household labour have the potential to positively affect fertility in Australia. Several studies have found that higher contributions of housework by men raise fertility intentions as well as fertility outcomes (Gray et al. 2022, p 35). Moving towards greater equality in unpaid care and household labour is challenging due to persistence in attitudes towards traditional gender roles. International studies indicate higher educational attainment is associated with more equitable division of home and family roles (Gray et al. 2022, p 35). Despite relatively good educational attainment levels, Australia continues to have a significant gap in the division of household labour and childcare.
Hours per week spent on unpaid work and caring, by age and sex, 2002 and 2022

Source: HILDA Restricted Releases 2 and 22. Note: Includes all surveyed men and women, regardless of couple status of household type. Time use includes time spent caring for a relative, caring for own and others’ children, domestic household work and errands, and outdoor domestic tasks




[bookmark: _Childlessness][bookmark: _The_second_demoraphic]The second demographic transition
These fertility trends are not exclusive to Australia. They have also been occurring in other countries, in a phenomenon that demographers term the ‘second demographic transition’. The second demographic transition occurs as a population shifts from replacement level fertility (2.1 babies per woman) to sub replacement and declining fertility. Importantly, this change in fertility rates is accompanied by a diversification in family structures, particularly the uptake of cohabitation. Once this transition occurs, low fertility becomes sustained by society (Lesthaeghe 2014, p 18112‑18113). 
The second demographic transition occurred first in Northwestern Europe after the Second World War (Lesthaeghe 2014; Zaidi & Morgan 2023). Next, it occurred in the United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and Southern and Eastern Europe. It has more recently occurred in East Asia and Latin America (Lesthaeghe 2014). 
Countries such as South Korea, Japan and Italy have experienced much larger declines in fertility (with TFRs of 0.8, 1.3 and 1.3, respectively; Human Fertility Database 2023) compared to Australia. This may be due to growing educational and labour force opportunities for women which, until recently, were coupled with limited workplace support for parents and a persistent unequal division of household labour between spouses (Tsuya 2022; UN 2015; Seo 2019). Births outside of marriage are rare and less socially acceptable in Japan and South Korea (Tsuya 2022; Seo 2019) and rates of singleness and childlessness are high (Tsuya 2022; Seo 2019).
[bookmark: _Low_fertility_–]Low fertility – where next?
Based on our research, it appears that low fertility will persist. Within the 38 OECD countries, the only countries with a fertility rate above 2.1 in 2011 were Israel, Mexico and Turkey. Ten years later, in 2021, Israel was the only country with a fertility rate above 2.1. Almost all OECD countries experienced fertility decline within this ten‑year period (UN 2022b). The only exceptions were Eastern European states, Germany, Austria and Portugal, which generally had higher fertility rates to begin with. This supports the theory of the second demographic transition that once fertility is low, it remains low. 
Many factors contributing to the fertility decline in Australia reflect strong societal change that is unlikely to revert to what it once was. For example, female labour force participation has increased steadily for decades and is projected to remain stable over the next 40 years (Department of the Treasury 2023, p 67). The rise in non‑permanent work that occurred in the 1980s and 1990s and has remained stable (the Australian Government 2023, p 49). 
Even if it were possible, addressing many of the macro‑level factors in the fertility decline may come at the cost of more desirable social outcomes. For example, the social ramifications of limiting contraception availability would limit women’s choices to pursue opportunities, a crucial step in female empowerment. 
Although many of the factors in low fertility, such as female labour force participation and contraceptive availability represent positive change in society, low fertility should not be considered as entirely positive for all women. Surveys consistently show that people are having fewer children than they intend to (Gray et al. 2022, p 4).
As seen in this analysis, the financial and career barriers to having children are a large part of the current low fertility story. Based on our research, policies that support working parents, encourage egalitarian division of household labour, alleviate the financial risk of having children and promote housing security could be effective in raising fertility to meet the desires of individuals. Noting the gap between fertility intentions and outcomes, policies that support people to have the family size and composition they aspire to should be prioritised.
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Total	Food and non-alcoholic beverages	Alcohol and tobacco	Clothing and footwear	Housing	Furnishings, household equipment and services	Health	Transport	Communication	Recreation and culture	Education	Insurance and financial services	55.184331797235011	51.949541284403658	150.06435006435007	-3.0120481927710885	87.584345479082344	23.702950152594092	96.856106408706168	41.928494041170097	-19.918283963227779	22.10953346855986	104.29292929292929	73.599003735990038	DUMMY	0	
Per cent


Per cent



Fertility rate 2019	9.4	9	5.8000000000000007	5	12.2	2.1	4.3999999999999995	6.5	4.7	6.3	6	11.1	9.3000000000000007	11.600000000000001	12	12	9.7000000000000011	9.1999999999999993	9.7000000000000011	7.3999999999999995	5.5	7.5	3	8.3000000000000007	7.6	9.4	10.299999999999999	3.2	6	5.7	5.7	1.657	1.46	1.6	1.47	1.5449999999999999	1.7649999999999999	1.7	1.66	1.35	1.86	1.54	1.34	1.55	1.71	1.27	1.36	0.91800000000000004	1.61	1.61	1.34	1.57	1.72	1.53	1.44	1.43	1.61	1.23	1.71	1.48	1.63	1.706	DUMMY	0	Fertility rate 2019	9.4	9	5.8000000000000007	5	12.2	2.1	4.3999999999999995	6.5	4.7	6.3	6	11.1	9.3000000000000007	11.600000000000001	12	12	9.7000000000000011	9.1999999999999993	9.7000000000000011	7.3999999999999995	5.5	7.5	3	8.3000000000000007	7.6	9.4	10.299999999999999	3.2	6	5.7	5.7	1.657	1.46	1.6	1.47	1.5449999999999999	1.7649999999999999	1.7	1.66	1.35	1.86	1.54	1.34	1.55	1.71	1.27	1.36	0.91800000000000004	1.61	1.61	1.34	1.57	1.72	1.53	1.44	1.43	1.61	1.23	1.71	1.48	1.63	1.706	DUMMY	0	


Men, 2002	16-20	21-25	26-30	31-35	36-40	41-45	46-50	51-55	56-60	61-65	66-70	71-75	76-80	81-85	6.4047494287189801	11.4426115581866	17.078304867393701	20.181708261852901	23.142231596694	21.361789454400899	19.697139671526202	18.631228775035702	19.995314349595098	20.3151319792942	23.455492417902398	22.662228216033199	16.957483999551599	13.871656880802201	Women, 2002	16-20	21-25	26-30	31-35	36-40	41-45	46-50	51-55	56-60	61-65	66-70	71-75	76-80	81-85	9.2203711754803699	19.913976379216699	35.067340917724302	44.762916225635998	45.852234805872698	40.039279903032998	35.205878510324702	32.869023814059297	37.650582416083601	37.161764915286803	34.997586956188499	34.5510630894846	30.7060268548958	21.925397572228601	Men, 2022	16-20	21-25	26-30	31-35	36-40	41-45	46-50	51-55	56-60	61-65	66-70	71-75	76-80	81-85	4.8393103076916804	9.8015315154594607	14.662947906197299	20.301487048896998	23.336084513918099	27.235028597161101	22.141765674247502	18.254077596034598	21.5474594186439	23.977326992197501	23.0822179771016	23.067891606225299	25.005315207205602	20.548496889582001	Women, 2022	16-20	21-25	26-30	31-35	36-40	41-45	46-50	51-55	56-60	61-65	66-70	71-75	76-80	81-85	6.3628241792387303	14.6489754805306	24.7285030911085	38.343542964945598	38.519662120597303	37.788196873709403	33.385903571874401	31.095880174593201	29.598747861950201	34.505732427146903	33.791218947170798	31.662677991426001	28.8797221492955	25.678318078886601	Age group


Hours per week






Fertility decline in Australia: Is it here to stay? | 1
image3.png
Total fertility rate, participation rate and median age Per cent

25 Childcare subsidy 33
Dad and partner pay ' 70
24 Paid parental leave : Median A s
) ; edian Age 32

Baby bonus | i L =3 2
23 Childcare rebate/bonus ; ; H 5 3
Family tax benefit ; ; : 3 g g
22 | ; N © H
i Participatign Rate o 60 3
£ ; | 30 5
g 21 § 9
> 3 )
g 20 29 @ H
8 H @
< 2 @
T19 3 5
K 22 o3
1.8 g 50 8
H 27 =2 S
17 ; 4 3
H 9 g
: ES 8

16 : ; h * 5

15 i : : 2 40

1975 1977 1979 1981 1983 1985 1987 1980 1991 1993 1995 1997 1999 2001 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021
——Fertility rate (LHS) ——Annual average female participation rate (LHS) = Median age of mothers having their first child (RHS)




image1.png
Australian Government

Centre for Population

Strong evidence. Deep insights. Collaborative approach.





image2.wmf

