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Recent Trends in Fertility and Household Formation
in the Industrialized World

1. The second demographic transition: characteristics and diversity

As is well known, patterns of household formation in the industrialized nations of the
world have undergone marked changes during the second half of the 20th Century.
Compared to the 1960s there have been sustained trend reversals in ages at first
marriage and ages at first parenthood, with mean ages often returning to levels that
existed before World War II. Fertility levels have declined almost without exception,
and countries that still have period total fertility rates (PTFR) at or close to the
replacement level of 2.08 children are exceptional. By contrast, many national PTFRs
have dipped below 1.5 children and have remained there for more than a decade.
Despite increased education, mean ages at first sexual experience continued to decline.
Hence, the number of years between first sexual intercourse and parenthood has
increased quite dramatically. During this "interim phase" a plethora of patterns of
household formation developed. Firstly, there is a pattern that is still characterized by
early marriage and childbearing in many Eastern European countries, but present
trends show an increasing deviation from these old historical features. In a second
group of countries, especially residence in the parental household has been prolonged
and entry into partnership is still predominantly passing through a marriage, but often
with postponed parenthood. In a third set of countries, home leaving and residential
independence come earlier, but periods of single living, of living with age mates, and
of cohabitation have filled this “interim phase". Moreover, procreation outside
wedlock, a historical custom that had been pushed by 1900 to the far corners of the
European fringe,' has again become more widespread. Finally, divorce rates of
married couples and separation rates of cohabitants have reached high levels, and
post-marital cohabitation has replaced remarriage.

A variety of explanations have been offered to account for these changes. None of
these are mutually exclusive (Lesthaeghe, 1998). Firstly, according to neo-classic
microeconomic reasoning, increased female education led to more female economic
autonomy, higher costs of entry into a union, higher opportunity costs associated with
child-bearing and -rearing, and to greater assertivity in favor of more symmetrical
gender roles. This explanation focuses predominantly on the better educated and
career oriented population segments. Secondly, Easterlin's relative deprivation theory
(1976) accounts for similar responses among the other population strata by pointing to
the increased need for extra household income, to be provided by female labor force

! In 1900-1910, high illegitimacy (indicated by values of Coale's index Ih above 0.100) is found in such
diverse European provinces as Corinthia (.219) or Salzburg (.141) in Austria; Oberbayern (.126) or
Mittelfranken (.116) in Germany; Krasso Szorzeny {.211), Temers (.171) or Torontal {.176) in Hungary;
Lazio (.135) in Italy; Braganca (.113) or Setubal (.221) in Portugal; in Muntenia (.151), Moldovia (.167)
or Oltenia (,148) in Romania, and Murcia (.200) in Spain. National levels of Ih above 0.050 for this
period are found for Austria, Denmark, Germany, Hungary, Portugal, Romania and Sweden (cf. Coale &
Treadway, 1986).

—33—



participation, required to meet increased consumption aspirations, Thirdly, ideational
theory adds factors of cultural change to the economic explanations, such as reduced
legitimacy of normative regulation and authority, increased secularism and individual
ethical autonomy, and above all growing respect for individual choices and hence
increased tolerance for alternative life cycle structuring.?

Obviously, various countries experienced the impact of these factors to varying
degrees and at different times, but there is still a high degree of heterogeneity that is
not readily accounted for by these economic and ideational factors (see for instance
Lesthaeghe, 1995). This heterogeneity is particularly striking in the patterning of
home leaving and household formation. Hence, the paradigms cited above need to be
further complemented by mechanisms such as:

i) different patterns of diffision across social strata within countries;

(i)  different policies and policy responses producing temporal period effects as
well as longer lasting patterning;

(iif)  different reactions to periods of economic hardship, particularly in Eastern
Europe; '

(iv)  country or region specific cultural traits that produce leads and lags or that are
directing responses along more idiosyncratic lines.

We shall have ample opportunity to refer to such supplementary mechanisms in what
follows.

In presenting this update of demographic trends we shall first direct attention to
fertility. We shall argue that in this field a dominant patterning has been emerging,
characterized by systematic postponement of parenthood, and that countries can be
ordered according to a fairly coherent stepwise progression. In the second part of the
paper we shall report on the unfolding of patterns of home leaving and couple
formation. Here we shall encounter a considerably greater diversity: the "second
demographic transition” takes different paths despite a common body of factors that
should steer it into a more uniform direction.

2. Fertility trends and the second demographic transition

The historical fertility transition, i.e. the "first transition” was characterized by
increased fertility control that predominantly manifested itself by fertility reductions at
higher ages. The degree of control typically followed a learning curve with
contraceptive efficiency increasing monotonically with age (Coale and Trussell,
1974), with marriage duration (Page, 1977) and parity (Henry, 1953). This reduction
of fertility at older ages led to declines in the mean ages at childbearing (MAC), a
trend reinforced in western countries by declining ages at marriage as well. The

? The ideational factors are not strictly endogenous since (i} several manifested themselves already during
the "first demographic transition” (¢.g. secularization), and (ii) they are also responsible for increased
female education to start with (e.g. anti-discrimination ideology).

—34—



most recent element contributing to this historical pattern was the adoption of efficient
forms of contraception (pill, IUDs), which, particularly during the late 1960s,
eliminated most unplanned pregnancies at older ages and further reduced fertility
beyond age 30. In other countries, and predominantly in Eastern Europe, access to
legalized abortion fulfilled a similar role.

The second demographic transition, by contrast, is characterized by the adoption of
efficient contraception at early ages and by the overall postponement of parenthood.
The contraceptive learning curve now has a very steep rise at young ages (typically
before age 20) and becomes markedly less dependent on union duration and parity.
Together with the postponement of marriage and the adoption of new living
arrangements, fertility now declines prior to age 30. This general postponement of
parenthood is the hallmark of the second demographic transition as far as the fertility
pattern is concerned. During this phase, period total fertility rates (PTFRs) decline
below the replacement level and record low levels are being reached. As is well
known (e.g. Ryder, 1980) a tempo shift in fertility to older ages is a strong factor
leading to the rapid fall of period overall fertility. Once this trend is set in motion,
two new questions emerge:

(i) to what extent and for how long will such a tempo shift be maintained?

(i)  to what degree will successive cohorts recuperate after age 30 for the fertility
foregone prior to that age?

An end to the tempo shift definitely has the potential to raise the PTFR again
(Bongaarts & Feeney, 1998), but the magnitude of this "end to postponement”-effect
depends strongly on the degree of fertility recuperation past age 30° (Lesthaeghe &
Willems, 1999), Consequently we need to inspect recent cohort patterns for signs of
- such fertility recuperation rather than to rely on period measures of: parity-specific
fertility (TFR1, TFR2 etc.) and period measures of tempo (such as parity-specific
mean ages at childbearing, i.e. MACI, MAC2 etc.).

During the second demographic transition the age at first sexual intercourse have
declined for both sexes. This was obviously a part of the "sexual revolution" and of
the general normative and ethical change occurring since the 1960s. But the learning
curves of contraceptive use-effectiveness do not exhibit the same steepness at young
ages in all places. In several countries distinct subpopulations with slower learning
have emerged. These subpopulations exhibit high teenage pregnancy rates and often
high teenage fertility rates as well. Already in the late 1960s a rise in prenuptial
conceptions and precipitated marriages occurred in many countries (sex was learned
faster than efficient contraception), but by the mid-1970s nothing of this bulge was

3 The adjusted PTFR proposed by Bongaarts and Feeney is only the level to which the PTFR would rise
again in the absence of further postponement if the parity-specific PTFRs are constant. Tested again the
Belgian cohort experience, this strong assumption proved to be the equivalent of a 100% recuperation of
fertlity after the age of 30 for fertility foregone prior to this age by the cohort born in 1965 compared to
the cohort born in 1960. As shown in section 2.3, the actual recuperation falls short of this level in many
countries, and the Bongaarts-Feeney adjusted PTFR may, therefore, give a too optimistic estimate of any
prospective fertility level. )
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left. But in other countries this pattern has been maintained for much longer or has
been on the rise. In several instances it has lead to a high incidence of teenage lone
motherhood and is associated with increased child poverty (e.g. in the US, the UK;
cf. Bradbury and Jantti, 1999). The presence of such subpopulations is readily
detectable from a bump prior to age 25 in period schedules of age-specific fertility (cf.
Chandola et al., 1999), from the presence of young lone mothers living on their own
or in their own parental household (three generations), and from the proportions of
children currently being raised in lone parent households headed by women younger
than 25. |

These fertility features of the second demographic transition are contingent on two
other demographic variables: (i) the nuptiality pattern as it existed and evolved prior
to the 1960s, and (ii) the path followed during the phase of contraceptive
modernization.

With respect to the first factor, the old cleavage along the Hajnal-line dividing Europe
in a western and an eastern half, is of significance again. In the West, the mean ages
at first marriage (MAFM) rose after 1965, whereas they remained low in the East.
Communist policies reserving housing for married couples, stimulating female labor
force participation and eliminating unemployment in general, undoubtedly contributed
to the maintenance of the historically earlier marriage pattern. Now, the issue is
whether the features of the second demographic transition are currently spreading to
Eastern Europe as well: are ages at marriage increasing as a result of the development
of alternative and often childless living arrangements?

The second factor, i.e. the modernization of contraception, equally produces an East-
West divide, with the eastern area relying much more on abortion and on traditional
non-supply methods. "Roller coaster” policies with waves of liberalizations and
restrictions concerning access to abortion (e.g. Stloukal, 1998) combined with the lack
of support for hormonal contraception have left the East with significantly lower
contraceptive effectiveness. Hence, during the 1970s and 80s Eastern European
countries still faced the problem of unplanned pregnancies for women at older ages,
and still had ample room for fertility declines at ages above 30. The question again is
whether the eastern countries are currently following the West in reducing fertility at
younger ages and in producing the typically western tempo shift to older ages.

2.1, Mapping current fertility patterns (1995-97)

The present situation can be sketched by plotting the national fertility levels (PTFRs)
against the fertility tempo indicator (MACI or the mean age at first childbearing).
This plot is given in Figure 1, and the data are listed in Table 1.

-

At present, only 3 of the 35 countries considered are at replacement level fertility or
close to it: Iceland, the USA and New Zealand. Of the 12 Eastern European
populations, 9 have an early reproductive pattern with MAC1 below 24, and all of
them still have mean ages at first childbearing lower than 26. However, this early
start of reproduction has not prevented them from having steep declines in PTFRs
during the 1990s. Only 2 countries, Yugoslavia (which contains Kosovo in this data
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Table 1: Current indicators of fertility in industrialized countries (1995-97)

PTFR MAC1 1000*fertility rate abortions/ % non-marital
15-19 100 live hirths births

A. Southern ‘
ITA ltaly 1.22 27.9 7 25 8
SP Spain 1.15 27.8 8 13 13
GRE Greece 1.32 26.6 13 12 3
POR Portugal 1.46 25.8 21 na " 20
B. Eastern
BUL Bulgaria 1.09 22.8 45 130 " 30
CRO Croatia 1.69 25.2 20 29 7
CZR  Czech Republic 1.17 24.1 18 51 18
EST Estonia 1.24 23.4 29 127 52
HUN Hungary 1.38 23.4 28 .13 25
LAT Lativa 1.11 23.5 21 43 35
LIT  Lithuania 1.39 23.1 32 71 17
MOL Moldova 1.60 2.4 53 89 17
POL Poland 1.51 23.1 20 .2 11
ROM Romania 1.32 23.1 4] 213 22
RUS Russian Fed. 1.28 22.8 40 179 25
SLO  Slovenia 1.25 25.6 9 54 32
MAC Macedonia 1.90 na 39 45 9
YUG Yugoslavia 1.80 24.7 30 72 18
SLK Slovak Republic © 147 na 31 41 14
BLR Belarus 1.39 na 39 ‘ 81 15
UKR Ukraine 1.40 na 54 153 14
GDR Germany (East) 0.95 27.3 . 8 32 44
C. Western
AUS  Austria 1.36 26.7 15 25% 29
BEL Belgium 1.59 27.5 9 10 18
FRA France 1.71 28.3 7 21 39
FRG Germany (West) 1.39 28.4 10 14 14
IRL  Ireland 1.92 27.0 17 _ 10* 27
LUX Luxemburg 1.71 28.5 7 10 17
NL  Netherlands 1.55 29.0 4 11 19
SWI  Switzerland 1.48 28.3 4 na - 8
UK  United Kingdom 1.71 26.7 30 24 37
D. Northern
DK  Denmark _ 1.75 271.7 8 25 46
FIN  Finland 1.74 27.7 9 26 37
ICE  Iceland 2.04 25.0 25 19 65
NOR Norway 1.86 27.0 13 23 49
SWE Sweden 1.53 27.4 7 34 54 -
E. Non-European :
CND Canada 1.64 26.8 25 28 30
USA  United States 2.06 24.8 58 38 32
AUL Australia 1.77 26.8 21 36 23
NZ  New Zealand 2.04 na 34 24 41
JPA  Japan 1.44 27.9 4 29 1

Sources: - Council of Europe (1998), tables T3.2, T3.3, T3.4 & country tables xx-2

- UN Demographic Yearbook (various years); personal communications H. Kojima, P. McDonald

- A. Momnnier (1998) -
*: estimates based on FFS (Austria) and D. Coleman (1999, Ireland)
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set) and Croatia, have PTFRs close to 1.7 or just above it. Eight Eastern countries
have PTFRs lower than 1.5, and 5 have dipped below 1.3 children. In this set, we
are not counting former East Germany (GDR), which had a PTFR-value of barely
0.95 in 1996,

The Western countries have developed much later ages at first childbearing. There
are only 3 countries for which MACI is below 26: Iceland, the USA and Portugal.
The majority are located within the 26-28 years range, and 4 countries have MAC1-
values above 28: Switzerland, France, Germany (FRG), and especially the
Netherlands with the latest start of fertility of all. The fertility levels, however, vary
widely and are comprised between a PTFR of 1.1 and replacement fertility. On the
whole, most Scandinavian countries and non-European countries (USA, Canada,
Australia, New Zealand) have the highest levels (above 1.6), whereas the
Mediterranean ones all have much lower levels (between 1.1 and 1.5). The general
lesson to be drawn from Figure 1 is that the earlier starters have by no means higher
fertility during the 1990s. The causes at work will appear more sharply in the next
section when a decomposition of changes in PTFRs is made for two successive
periods.

Before turning to details, we also wish to attract attention to several other features
indicated on Figure 1. The different symbols used reveal the countries that have
(i) fertility rates for 15-19 year olds in excess of 20 per thousand, and (ii) abortions -
per 100 live births above 20 and above 60 respectively. The first indicator signals the
presence of a young subpopulation with a slower contraceptive learning curve,
whereas the other indicate relatively slow contraceptive modernization for a subgroup
or for the entire population. In a few cases, i.e. Ireland and Poland, legal restrictions
are the cause of low abortion figures, but these two countries exhibit a slower
contraceptive modernization as well.

The countries with high teenage fertility and/or high abortion figures are typically
Eastern European and the cluster of "Anglosaxon"* populations (i.e. USA, UK, New
Zealand, Australia and to a lesser degree also Canada). The USA in particular has
high fertility rates for teenage women (58 per thousand), and this cannot be explained
by a history of early marriage, as is the case for the Ukraine (54) and Moldova (53).
Particularly high abortion figures are still prevailing in the late 1990s in a set of
former Communist countries. Romania leads this group (213 abortions per 100 live
births), closely followed by the Russian Federation (179) and the Ukraine (153). But
several other Eastern European or Baltic countries also have abortion figures in excess
of 100 live births (Bulgaria; 130, Estonia: 127, and Latvia: 123).

The Nordic and continental Western European nations do not show these features.
Only Austria, the UK, Denmark and Italy have slightly more than 20 abortions per
100 live births, and the UK and Portugal are the only countries with a teenage fertility
rate above 20 per thousand. The majority of Western European countries have fewer

 We refer to these populations as "Anglosaxon” for the lack of any other better label. Obviously all of
them contain large subpopulations that are not of Anglosaxon decent.
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than 15 abortions per 100 live births and teenage fertility rates between 4 and 15 per
thousand only. Japan belongs to the group with very low fertility prior to age 20, but
still has 29 abortions per 100 live births.

2.2. A single decomposition of period fertility trends

We have decomposed the change in PTFR from 1965° to the second half of the 1990s
in changes before and changes after age 30. This is also done for two periods: from
1965 to 1980 and from 1980 to 1996/97. The decomposition is based on changes in
the sum of age specific fertility rates before age 30, i.e. 0F(15-29), and after age 30,
i.e. OF(30+), in such a way that later levels of the PTFR can be obtained as:

PTFR 1980 = PTFR 1965 +06F(15-29) +8F(30+)
PTFR 1996/97 = PTFR 1965 +3F(15-29): + 8F(30+): +38F(15-29)2 + 8F(30+)

where the subscripts refer to the two periods 1965-80 and 1980-1996/97 respectively.
The outcomes of the decomposition are presented in Table 2. Two figures were also
constructed, one for each period, that show the position of the countries with respect
to OF(15-19) and 8F(30+). We shall first consider the results for the period 1965-
1980.

Segment I shown in Figure 2 contains countries that had an increase in PTFR before
1980 resulting from of a rise in fertility at younger ages that was larger than the
decline after age 30. Only three countries were in this position: Romania, Hungary
and Latvia. In segments II and III declining fertility at older ages, i.e. the
continuation of the first phase of the fertility transition, is still the dominant feature.
For countries in segment II a rise in F(15-29) partially compensates the decline in
F(30+). All countries in this segment were Eastern European, plus Greece. In
segment III, the decline in F(30+) is amplified by declining values of F(15-29). As
the dotted diagonal lines in Figure 2 indicate, many of these countries had large
reductions in their PTFRs. This applies particularly to Spain, Ireland, Portugal, Italy,
Macedonia and the Netherlands.

So far we have encountered mainly the Eastern European and Mediterranean
countries. In segment IV, however, we find almost all western countries, including
the non-European ones. In this segment there are already clear indications of the new
phase in the fertility transition: the feature of postponement is illustrated by the fact
that the declines in F(15-29), rather than those in F(30+), have become the dominant
component in the overall fertility decline. A few countries such as Sweden or Canada
have minimal reductions above age 30 as a result of the start of fertility recuperation
at older ages. To sum up, when moving from segiment I to IV we obtain an ordering
from countries that were mainly finishing the first phase of the fertility transition to

3 For Japan we started in 1963 since the period rates for the following years were distorted by aveidance
of births in the year of the Horse and Fire (i.e. 1966)

;"
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